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Introduction to the School Based Teacher 
Development II (SBTD II) programme for teachers of 
Grades 7–12
The School Based Teacher Development II (SBTD II) programme is key to UNRWA’s 
Education Reform Strategy. The programme seeks to improve teaching and learning 
practices in UNRWA classrooms through developing interactive pedagogies (ways of 
teaching) that will engage students of Grades 7–12 more effectively in their learning. 
Together, the SBTD II programme for teachers of higher grades and SBTD for teachers 
of Grades 1–6, are paving the way for comprehensive in-service training for all UNRWA 
teachers. There are six Open and Distance Learning Modules in the SBTD II programme. 
Each Module focuses on a different aspect of teaching and learning with a specific 
focus on the teaching of Maths, English, Science and Arabic for Grades 7–12. Together, 
the Modules, Units, Activities and Case Studies in the SBTD II programme provide an 
overview of many different approaches and ways of developing quality teaching and 
learning in all classrooms in UNRWA schools. 

The SBTD II Modules are interactive and ask you, the teacher, to reflect on your 
practices, to try new approaches and to consider the impact of these approaches and 
practices on your students’ learning and motivation. 
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Introduction to Introduction to Module 4: Issues 
specific to teaching and learning in English
Unit 13: Developing listening skills
Listening comprehension is often one of the skills that students least like to work on. 
This Unit focuses on what you can do to make the listening process in the classroom 
easier for your students. It considers how you might engage them in conversations 
about what they actually do when they listen, and what strategies they might use 
to make them more successful listeners who are more able to understand unfamiliar 
discourse.

Unit 14: Developing reading skills
In this Unit you are encouraged to consider the thought process that happens when 
you yourself approach an unfamiliar text. The Unit encourages you to talk about the 
reading strategies a good language learner uses in order to develop their reading skills. 
The Unit also considers how newspapers can be used in the classroom to develop both 
linguistic and intercultural knowledge of English.

Unit 15: Developing fluency in spoken English
In this Unit you will consider how to teach students systematically how to say what 
they want to say and how to encourage spontaneous talk in the English classroom. You 
will also consider the impact of introducing an element of competition into lessons. 

Unit 16: Developing writing beyond the English textbook
In this Unit you will consider how to develop your students’ independence in writing, 
looking in particular at creative writing. You will also explore how to establish the habit 
of drafting and redrafting in the classroom and look at ways of stimulating creativity 
through poetry writing.
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Module 4 Unit 13: Developing listening skills
Introduction
So far in SBTD II you have considered a range of teaching methods that have allowed 
you to think about the experience students have in your classrooms. The focus up to 
now has been on you, the teacher, and what you are doing in the classroom. But, as 
the purpose of teacher professional development is to improve students’ learning, it 
is time now to put the spotlight on your learners – finding out what your students are 
thinking and doing in English lessons. 

In this Module you will look at the four language learning skills (listening, reading, 
speaking and writing) in turn. Of course, these skills are dependent on each other. 
In day-to-day life, you do not just listen, for example. If you are at an airport, you 
may be listening out for the announcement about the gate number while at the 
same time looking up at, and reading, the departures board. In this Module you will 
consider what exactly is difficult about learning a language and what you can do to 
both acknowledge and alleviate some of these difficulties. You saw in Module 2 how 
important it is that students trust you as their teacher. If your students feel that English 
is irrelevant or too difficult or they are fearful of learning the language, then learning 
will not happen. You as the teacher can influence this in terms of how you react to your 
students and how you structure the learning to make them feel that they can achieve 
through your teaching. 

You will begin the Module by looking at developing listening skills with learners of 
English. First think about the challenge learning a language presents. As languages 
learners, we have all been in a situation when we just couldn’t understand what was 
being said to us. We might have learned how to ask a question in English, or another 
language, but we might be terrified of getting a response that we cannot decipher 
because all we hear is a stream of sound. What is the point in learning to ask questions 
if you know you will not be able to understand the answer? You need to teach your 
students how to listen.

Listening can be difficult. But in this Module you will look at how to make listening 
more accessible to students. You will focus on the normal classroom situation of the 
students needing to learn how to listen to a disembodied text from a cassette recorder, 
sound file or CD. (This is, in many ways, more difficult than listening to someone you 
are speaking with as the support of eye contact and body language is missing.)

Teacher Development Outcomes
By the end of this Unit, you will have developed your:

•  understanding of the needs of students as they try to decipher sounds in 
listening exercises;

•  ability to be explicit about what strategies students can employ to support them 
in listening comprehensions;

•  practice in devising a range of listening tasks.
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What’s the problem with listening?
Why are students often anxious about listening exercises in the classroom? Probably 
because they do not feel in control in the same way they do with a written text. With 
a written text, they can read at their own pace and go back over text if they need to.  
There are also other features of the listening process that may act as a block to your 
students:

•  Spoken language is transitory and so word recognition needs to be quick.
•  Spoken words can run into each other or be ‘swallowed up’, which can make it 

difficult for students to perceive word boundaries.
•  In natural speech, the speaker may hesitate or stop mid-sentence or not 

complete the sentence.
•  Unfamiliar regional accents may confuse learners.

The following Case Study focuses on a teacher who decided to get her students to face 
up to their anxieties about listening. 

Preparing students for listening tasks will reduce their anxiety about the task ahead.

Case Study 25
Fatmeh was teaching at Bureij Preparatory ‘B’ Girls’ School in al Bureij camp in Gaza. She 
was concerned that every time she announced to her Grade 10 class that it was time 
for an English listening comprehension activity they sighed and quietly groaned. She 
knew they found it a challenge, and so she decided to try to get them to talk openly 
about why they did not like listening comprehensions. 

She asked them to work in pairs to write down what they thought about listening 
comprehension exercises. She then stuck their contributions on the wall and talked 
through with the class the main areas of anxiety. They could see they all had a lot in 
common. 

‘Am I really ready 
for listening?’
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Getting ready for listening: Fatmeh’s checklist for students, adapted from Macaro, 2001.

Fatmeh demonstrated some of the strategies with the students making it clear that 
her aim was to try to make them less worried about listening exercises. She wanted to 
show them that listening is not the same as reading. She explained that as a reader you 
are much more in control – you decide when to start and stop, you read something 
and go back over it if you don’t understand. For the listener it’s completely different. 

Fatmeh then talked to the class about how even good linguists found this skill area 
difficult and that there were ways you could help yourself to be more receptive and 
less worried. She talked about the necessity to prepare yourself mentally for listening, 
quoting a time she had to telephone UNRWA Headquarters to talk, in English, to a 
colleague in the Director’s office. She explained how anxious she had been, even as 
a fluent English speaker, and how she prepared herself by thinking of some of the 
phrases she might need beforehand. 

Fatmeh researched the sorts of questions she might ask her students about listening 
comprehensions. She came across the work of Professor Ernesto Macaro who has 
worked in this area at the University of Oxford in the UK. Fatmeh decided to adapt 
Macaro’s student questionnaire. She created this list below:

Where to start:
Am I feeling anxious? Why? 
What do I usually do to overcome anxiety such as this?
Am I concentrating? 
What can I do to shut out any distractions?
I know I have to try to keep up with the voice in the recording. Am I ready to do this?
The task itself:
What is the recording going to be about? 
What can I predict that the topic will include?
What am I being asked to listen for? 
·	 The overall meaning
·	 Certain items
·	 Lots of details
Final check:                                                                                                                            please tick
I have activated my world knowledge
I have activated my common sense
Am I ready to identify key words quickly and hold them in my head

Am I ready to look out for incoming contextual clues
Tone of voice?
Background sounds?  

Am I ready to avoid getting stuck on single words for too long
Am I ready to think in chunks of language and not try to decipher all 
of it



4

You can’t control the speed of what you hear, and you can’t usually keep listening 
again and again until you understand. You might ask someone to repeat what they 
said once, but any more and it becomes annoying for the speaker.

In order to illustrate this essential difference between reading and listening, Fatmeh 
began with a written text in a form that is normally associated with speaking and 
listening (not reading) – a dialogue. She first gave them the short written dialogue and 
then read it aloud to them at normal speed. As she went along, she pointed out how 
some words run into others when people speak to each other. She demonstrated what 
happens in terms of voice intonation at the end of a sentence or paragraph, showing 
them how to recognise this when listening. 

Fatmeh then moved on to do a rehearsal for listening by telling them the topic of a 
sound clip they were going to hear and brainstorming with them their predictions 
of what words and phrases they might hear. Then, before she played the sound clip, 
she allowed the students to see the transcript of the listening text and predicted how 
certain phrases might sound – where the problems might arise for them as listeners. 
Fatmeh then played the clip to them, still with the transcript in front of them, but asked 
them to spot three sentences that she had added to the written text but which were 
not actually in the sound clip. Finally, she took the transcript away and asked them to 
listen again, after which they were to tell her everything they could about what was 
said in the text plus any other thoughts they had about the listening.

Fatmeh did this on a number of occasions during the semester to try to build the 
students’ confidence and skills in listening comprehension. In addition, realising that 
she needed to introduce much more sound into her lessons, she played them a pop 
song over a series of lessons just to open their minds to the fact that not all recordings 
in English are designed by teachers for learning purposes, some are designed for 
pure pleasure! The students began to sing the chorus of the song as time went on 
and eventually she gave them the lyrics of the song so that they could see the written 
word. 

Listening for pleasure on a regular basis can help students be less fearful of recorded sound.



5Module 4: Unit 13

Comment
Although Fatmeh felt she could never allay all of her students’ anxieties about listening 
comprehensions, she wanted to be sure that they had some means of preparing 
themselves for listening. One of her aims was to allow them to succeed where in the 
past they might have experienced failure. She wanted to raise their awareness of the 
strategies they could use when listening, in the hope that this would make them feel 
that they could succeed, even though the skill of listening is a challenge for most 
learners. At the end of the semester, Fatmeh gave her students a questionnaire, asking 
them for feedback on the listening support she had given them. 

Although many still found it difficult, she noticed that at least now the students saw 
listening comprehensions as a challenge rather than a punishment. Fatmeh also 
noticed, through their responses, that the students felt that they could improve their 
skills with time and practice. This was a great step forward in increasing their self-
confidence.

Some of the difficulty with listening lies in assuming that the skills you use in listening 
are the same as those for reading. A starting point might be to do as Fatmeh did and 
raise students’ awareness that there is a difference between reading and listening. The 
following Activity gets you to consider the differences for yourself.

Activity 29

This Activity has two parts: a personal reflection activity and an activity to 
undertake with one of your classes.

As we saw in the previous Case Study, a good starting point is to get students 
to face up to the difficulties of listening and not to give up at the first challenge. 
They need to be ready to listen – and they need to see that listening is not the 
same as reading. 

First, you will need to work out for yourself what the differences between these 
two important skills are. In two columns, make a list of the differences between 
reading and listening and don’t worry about noting even the most obvious 
things. 

For example:

Reading Listening
You look at a page and recognize
letters

You hear a string of sound, which
seems to be continuous

Now, choose a class you teach between Grades 7 and 12. Tell them about 
the thought process you have been through above. Choose a listening 
comprehension exercise from the unit you are studying in the textbook. Give 
your students the transcript of the recording and ask them, first, to predict the 
possible difficulties they may encounter during the listening comprehension.
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At the end of the discussion, remind them of all of the points you have 
discussed. 

Take feedback once the students have completed the exercise about whether 
seeing the transcript and talking about possible difficulties and strategies to 
allay their worries helped them. Ask them what other support they might need 
in order to feel less anxious about listening.

Pre, during and post-listening activities
Listening in a foreign language to recorded sound, as described above, is difficult 
because the support systems are missing – you are not actually in the setting and there 
is no facial expression or body language to help you decipher meaning. As the teacher, 
you need to compensate for this missing support. One way of doing this is to define 
the activities you set your students in support of a listening text as:

•  pre-listening activity; 
•  during listening activity;
•  post-listening activity.

Pre-listening – preparing students for the task ahead

This involves telling your students what a text is about, giving a title and a summary, 
reminding them of the key language they will encounter, being clear about the 
number of voices and the form of the text – for example a dialogue, monologue 
or announcement. Visuals could be helpful here – words or photographs giving 
relevant cultural information if appropriate. Pre-listening also involves modelling or 
demonstrating the task for the learners before they begin so that they are clear about 
what they have to do while they are listening. It’s also important that they know how 
many times they will be able to hear the text and whether or not you are going to 
pause it to allow ample time for writing or thinking.

During listening – supporting students during the listening comprehension

Activities that support students while they are listening serve the purpose of focusing 
the learner on important aspects of the text. But the activity needs to be simple to 
read and simple to complete, for example ticking boxes in a grid, ticking items on a list, 
either/or choices, finding the item not mentioned, ticking images, filling gaps with one 
word, filling a table with symbols, correcting factual details such as prices, matching 
exercises. The main idea is not to divert the listener’s attention away from the spoken 
word. Here is one example from a textbook, the theme of which is ‘Recent discoveries’.  
Listen to the following highlights of missions from ‘Voyages to the red planet’ and fill in 
the chart. The first is done for you.
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Filling gaps is an activity that supports students during listening comprehension.

Spaceship Kind Country Year Mission 
completed 

Mission 
failed

Mission 
partially 

successful 
Mars 1 flyby USSR 1962 √

WARM UP:
Discuss the various proposals prepared in Lesson 4

LISTENING AND WRITING
Listen to the following highlights of missions from 
‘Voyages to the Red Planet’ and fill in the chart. The first 
one is done for you

Notice how the chart guides students to listen out for single facts that are easy to 
capture on the grid. The headings of each column are single, simple words that the 
students are familiar with. They will concentrate on the listening text, while the grid is 
designed to focus their listening and indicate what they are to listen out for.

What about when the recording is complete? How might you follow up this listening 
activity?

Post-listening – setting an activity to follow-up the listening

Let’s consider post-listening in the context of the example above. A post-listening 
activity for the listening text about a mission in space could focus on the students’ 
completed grid and involve a discussion of words the class might have found difficult. 
It should also involve a discussion about what the text was about, looking at the 
guesses the class made for certain words, a comprehension check, comparing notes 
and seeking clarification from you or the other students, and writing down useful 
phrases and constructions. It might also involve developing the text by getting 
students to produce a similar text for themselves, but in writing.
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Of course, the skill of listening often leads to integration with other skill areas, such as 
writing. The following Case Study demonstrates what such integration might look like 
in the creative teacher’s classroom.

Case Study 26
Housni was teaching at al- Mansoura School in Yarmouk camp in Syria. He wanted 
to expand his use of listening comprehension beyond the textbook for his Grade 9 
students to show them that listening was not only useful as a life skill but that it could 
also open up a creative world for them too. 

An English teacher friend teaching in Lebanon told him that he had used a recording 
of a song written by John Lennon (lead singer of The Beatles, a famous British pop 
group in the 1960s) called ‘Imagine’. Housni decided to try to adapt the idea for his own 
students. He found the lyrics on the internet. 

Housni began the lesson with a pre-listening activity. He drew on the board a circle 
in which he wrote ‘Imagine an ideal world’. He asked his students to work in pairs to 
think of ideas of what an ideal world would be like. He gave an example of a possible 
answer: ‘There are no wars.’ This demonstrated to the class that it was possible to 
express complex ideas in simple language – ‘there is’, ‘there are’ and so on. After giving 
the class time to think and write, Housni took their ideas and wrote them on the board 
sometimes turning single words they suggested into sentences. He then gave them a 
copy of the lyrics but with six gaps in – he had removed six key nouns (‘hell’, ‘countries’, 
‘peace’, ‘world’, ‘greed’, ‘dreamer’. Housni asked the class to add their own ideas into the 
gaps in the lyrics. He then introduced the recording, saying that he would play it to 
them twice and they could join in singing if they liked it.

He then played the song to them and told them during listening they were to tick the 
gapped text they had in front of them if they could decipher the actual word John 
Lennon had written. After the second playing he gave them the original lyrics so that 
they could see if they had guessed correctly in the gap fill exercise.

The class so enjoyed the song that after they had heard it three times they were really 
singing along with the recording and following the written lyrics. Housni encouraged 
them to sing along without looking at the lyrics so that they memorised them. 

As a post-listening activity, he asked them to talk to their partner and come up with 
ideas using the same rhythm as the song, under the title ‘The world we dream of’. The 
students continued working on this for homework and brought their ideas to the next 
class. He asked them to share their ideas with another pair and choose the best ideas. 
The groups of four then came together to form groups of eight who shared and chose 
the best ideas again. He then asked these larger groups to dictate their ideas to him. 
As they dictated he wrote them on the board and gradually created a class poem. The 
poem, with a little editing by Housni, was published in the annual school newsletter 
for parents.
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Comment
Allowing students to listen to recordings from creative sources can inspire creative 
thought. Poems or songs are particularly useful as they show language in a succinct 
form, expressing often very rich ideas and arousing vivid pictures in the minds of 
adolescent learners. 

We talk about the four skills as discrete aspects of learning a language, but in real 
life we combine these skills all the time. This example from Housni shows how rich a 
resource a well-chosen recording can be in terms of developing listening, reading and 
writing skills.  

Activity 30

Create a scheme of work for one class for the next semester that experiments 
with some of the ideas in this Unit in terms of developing your students’ 
listening strategies. It should include: 

•  times when you will discuss strategies for listening effectively with your 
class;

•  times when you will set up pre, during and post-listening activities; 
•  a lesson towards the end of the semester when you will evaluate the 

impact the scheme of work has had on learning in that class (this might 
be in the form of a questionnaire or discussion). 

Times

Items

Discussion 
of listening 
strategy 

Scheduled pre, 
during and 
post listening 
activities 

Evaluation of 
Impact 

October 

November 

December 

February 

March

April

May
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Summary
In this Unit you have considered the impact that being more explicit about what 
students are doing when they are listening can have on learning. Knowing that 
listening is a skill that it is possible to improve is a powerful notion for students. 
You also considered structuring listening activities so that students are in a state of 
readiness for listening – they don’t approach listening texts cold. Hopefully, these ideas 
have got you thinking about how to support your students in what can be challenging 
for many of us – listening to disembodied sounds, such as recordings from textbooks. 
Acknowledging that this is a difficult skill for all languages learners will go some way 
to persuading students not to switch off mentally and panic when they see your finger 
reach for the ‘Play’ button of the audio machine! 

Plan to use a variety of listening texts that are both from the textbook and 
from other sources (for example a poem or song lyrics that you can find on 
the internet). You might find it easiest to do this if you can work together with 
another English teacher. 

You should then write a reflection for your Portfolio, addressing the following 
questions:

•  What did my students learn about how to listen?
•  What did I discover about listening?
•  What were the most significant or interesting ideas I found?
•  Are the students listening more effectively? How do I know? What 

evidence do I have of an improvement in their listening skills?
•  What will I change if I do this with another class?
•  How do I intend to follow up on this work? 
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Module 4 Unit 14: Developing reading skills
Introduction
In this Unit you will look at what may be the most liberating skill of all for students 
and a skill through which, beyond all other skills, you can encourage students to be 
independent of you; the skill of reading in English. Byrne (1988) listed two reasons why 
reading is an important skill for students to develop:

•  It gives students a skill they can use on their own.
•  It is likely to be one of the skills that most students will need in the long term – 

they can read even if they don’t get an opportunity to speak.

As in the previous Unit on developing listening skills, here you will briefly consider the 
strategies that people employ to read and understand unfamiliar text and think about 
how being explicit about these strategies help students become better readers. You 
will also begin to consider sources of texts, focusing particularly on newspapers. 

Start by asking yourself the following question: Do I read? 

This question is important. If you yourself are not a reader, then you will be unlikely to 
inspire your students to read wider than their textbooks. As a teacher, you are a role 
model. If you do not already talk to your students about what you read in English then 
begin to do so – show yourself as a reader by trying always to have an English book or 
newspaper with you that you are reading for pleasure.

Teacher Development Outcomes
By the end of this Unit, you will have developed your:

•  thinking about what it is to read;
•  understanding that being explicit about reading strategies can help students 

become better readers;
•  use of a variety of reading resources including English language newspapers.

You will begin this Unit with an activity that puts you in the position of a learner. 

Activity 31

You might find this Activity more interesting and useful if you complete 
it with an English teacher colleague who is also studying the SBTD II 
programme. 

Find a foreign language text in any language that you do not know very 
well, a text that is difficult for you. Try to translate it for yourself into Arabic 
but without writing anything down. If you are working with a colleague, go 
through the process while talking out loud so that your colleague can follow 
your thought processes – try to articulate the mental process you are going 
through in trying to come to an understanding of the text. 
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Your colleague’s role is to jot down the strategies you are using to decipher 
the text. For example you might begin like this:

‘OK, this looks to me like a magazine article because it is in columns and it is 
accompanied by photographs. The photographs suggest that it may be about 
the cinema and films because of the red carpet and the very glitzy dresses the 
woman are wearing…’

Once you have completed the activity, read the comment below.

Comment
Look at the list below which is adapted from work by Ernesto Macaro who has 
developed many research projects around learner strategies in second language 
classrooms. It might reflect the notes your colleague made as you were thinking out 
loud as you read your foreign language text. Did you use any of these strategies? 

Maybe you:
•  skimmed the text to get a first impression – flitting across the whole text initially;
•  looked for visual or textual clues to confirm your first impression – photos, titles, 

paragraph headings;
•  divided the text up into manageable pieces and started analysing one piece at a 

time;
•  first scanned the text for words you already know; 
•  looked for words that you associated with other words or looked like other words;
•  inferred the meaning of some words from the context;
•  predicted some of the language based on previous inferences (for example ‘So if 

that means x, maybe that will mean y’);
•  sounded out words to see if this created any word associations for you;
•  tried to translate the text word for word from beginning to end. 

Teaching reading explicitly
Being explicit about reading strategies can help students decipher unfamiliar text. The 
following Case Study is of a teacher who had read Macaro’s work and had decided to 
try out explicitly teaching reading strategies to her students.

Case Study 27
Suha had been studying SBTD II in Jordan and decided to try the idea of dissecting 
a text with her Grade 10 students with the express idea of making the strategies she 
herself used explicit to her students. 
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She started by finding the following text from an English Language online newspaper 
called www.yourmiddleeast.com: 

Remember Peter Parker, the geeky guy behind the world famous Spiderman 
character? Seems Mr Parker is now facing some serious competition – this time 
from the busy city streets of Egypt’s capital... 

The man behind the mask is no American, but 21-year-old Egyptian Chef Atef 
Saad. Together with Hossam Atef, founder of Antikka Photography, Mr Saad has 
quickly become a local social media sensation thanks to the hysterical Spiderman 
performance. Dressed in full gear, he has roamed the city streets, hanging upside-
down in buses and riding on top of taxi cars. It’s the perfect stunt; and while the 
real Peter Parker took photos of himself (as Spiderman) and then sold them as a 
photographer who simply claimed to know Spiderman, Mr Saad and Mr Atef enjoy 
the benefit of working as an actual team.

But making this project a reality wasn’t always easy. At one point, a big group of 
super-excited students forced them to run away and during a photo-shoot in the 
Cairo metro, Mr Saad, as Spiderman, had to cover himself in a traditional galabeya 
in order to avoid public reactions before throwing it on the ground to do his thing...

Your Middle East asked photographer Hossam Atef about their initiative: 
Is it meant to spread awareness of Cairo’s many challenges, like traffic chaos and 
failing public transportation, or merely a funny way to bring some humor into 
people’s daily lives?

Most unexpected 
photos of 2014?

Spiderman pays 
a surreal – and 
hilarious – visit to 
Cairo

(Accessed 16.1.2015 - http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/most-unexpected-photos-
of-2014-spiderman-pays-a-surreal-and-hilarious-visit-to-cairo_28453)
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A teacher’s advice to her class when dealing with an unfamiliar text.

Having got them to read the text through first in this way (underlining and circling 
words), Suha then asked her students to identify a sentence from the text that was 
causing them a particular problem. She gave them a chart, like the one on the next 
page, and asked them to use a combination of these strategies to try to understand 
that part of the text. She then asked pairs to talk to other pairs to share their problems 
and solutions. If they used a strategy, they were to tick the right-hand column. Suha 
asked her students to keep this chart in their notebooks as she had planned to 
encourage them to use it regularly.

•  ‘Let’s systematically approach our translation of this text. 
•  First look at the photograph and headline – what does it tell you about the 

content of the story? 
•  Now read through the text looking for familiar words – underline the words 

you already know or can guess. 
•  Circle words you feel are causing you a problem. 
•  Look at the words before and after these words and try to think if the word 

reminds you of anything.’

Suha gave the class the following advice:
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Thinking about reading skills helps students develop new strategies.

Strategies to support reading comprehension.

Over a period of three weeks, Suha introduced the class to a new text each week 
and went through the same routine as above. Her students seemed to be becoming 
more confident in approaching texts as the weeks went by. Finally she decided to get 
their opinions of the process she had put them through. As the end of the semester 
approached she gave them a short story in English to see how they would react to a 
longer piece of text but one that was perhaps more motivating to read. 

Once they had read the short story, Suha gave them the following sheet with a list of 
questions and asked them to answer the questions.

Strategy Used √

I look for words I already know.

I guess what words mean from the context of the text.

I use my common sense to make an educated guess.

I start from words I know and ‘work up’ or ‘work outwards’.

I look up some words in a dictionary.

I look at what goes before and after the word that’s a problem.

I try to think about whether the word reminds me of anything.

I spot capital letters and full stops – these indicate the beginning and 
end of an idea.

I look for verb-noun combinations – for example I know the word ‘wash-
ing up’ so what might ‘…ing the washing up’ be?

I identify a verb and immediately ask myself: ‘What tense is it in?’ ‘Who is 
doing the action?’

I try to look beyond the obvious and don’t get stuck on the first thing 
that pops into my head.

•  Did you know a lot of the words 
in the text?

•  Did you skip over words you 
didn’t know and understand 
the general meaning of the 
sentences anyway?

•  Did you guess some new words?
•  Did you use the pictures beside 

the text to help you understand?
•  Did the title give you a clue 

about what it was about?

•  Did you use a dictionary?
•  If you found a part of the story 

that you couldn’t understand, 
did you continue reading to the 
end?

•  How confident are you about 
your reading skills in English 
now?



16

The students reacted well to the new way of working and when Suha read the 
completed sheets, she began to see the impact that thinking about reading strategies 
was having on her students. From their responses she was able to add to her original 
list of strategies. Suha wrote a reflection about the impact these reading strategies had 
had on her students’ learning for her SBTD II Portfolio.
 

Comment
Not all of Suha’s students were using the same strategies and indeed there were some 
things the students said that she had not thought of. But the activities she set up did 
highlight the fact that learners do bring their own imaginations to the reading task. 
Their experience of reading in their first language had equipped them with some 
strategies, but Suha understood that reading in English needs careful scaffolding. She 
had changed her view of her role as a teacher in respect to reading – she now saw it as 
a continual process of extending the range of strategies the class had at their disposal 
and explicitly teaching them how to think through the reading process from her own 
experience as an English learner.

Reading strategies will be useful for students who have a disposition to learn. In 
order to encourage this you need to make sure that the texts you provide really draw 
students in and appeal to their imaginations. In other words, look for texts that will 
truly interest your students. 

Using newspapers in the classroom
As an English language teacher, you probably keep your eyes open for reading material 
that you think will interest your students. There are a number of very strong reasons for 
considering newspapers as a major source of reading texts:

•  They keep us informed about what is happening in the world – they are up-to-
date and talk about contemporary issues. They are of general educational value as 
well as good for languages learning.

•  Newspapers reflect the culture of the country of origin through references to the 
people, places, views and attitudes of the country. 

•  Newspapers often use contemporary language in a way that printed books 
cannot.

•  They contain a wide variety of text types from long features to short articles about 
recent events, from reviews of recent films to cartoons and jokes and crosswords, 
from classified adverts to horoscopes.

•  The variety of subject matter means that there may well be something to interest 
everyone.

•  Newspapers are a good source of authentic material. Different newspapers cater 
for different reading ages in the country of origin, which means that they may use 
very simple to very sophisticated English.

)Adapted from Sanderson, 1999(

Newspapers are also useful as they usually have websites that give the global public 
access to their version of the news and so teachers have access to articles in English at 
the touch of a button (see Appendix 1 for a list of the websites of a number of English 
language newspapers). Of course, you will need to choose carefully, as newspaper 
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articles are not designed as teaching aids! There will be much material that you will 
reject as unsuitable for your students. But most days there will be at least one article 
that would be of interest to adolescent learners that you can make use of for teaching 
purposes.

All of the following parts of a newspaper can make good teaching aids:
•  headlines;
•  articles;
•  photographs;
•  horoscopes;
•  problem page letters;
•  classified advertisements;
•  TV guides;
•  cartoons and cartoon strips;
•  weather forecasts.

For example, this is a selection of ten headlines taken from a particular week in 
December 2014:

Here is a selection of reading activities you can set up from a list of ten random 
headlines:

•  They can be used as sorting activities where the words are cut up and students 
have to put them together again.

•  They can be cut in half and used as a matching activity where students put as 
many beginnings and endings together as make sense.

•  Students could be given a selection of the articles and asked to match the articles 
with the headlines.

The following Case Study tells how one teacher, Sami, uses newspapers in his English 
lessons.

•  Palestinian bid at UN fails to pass, short of one vote (The Jordan Times, 
Amman)

•  Undergraduates at ‘Media Faculty’ at ‘Yarmouk University’ threaten to kill an 
immigrant professor (Arab News, Amman)

•  Students of women married to non-Jordanians to receive IDs (Ammon, 
Amman)

•  Church encourages all dialogue initiatives (The Daily Star, Beirut)
•  Amal vs. George Clooney – who married up? (Ya Libnan, Beirut)
•  Twitter’s year and the missing steps (Assafir, Beirut)
•  Black flags at the border: ISIS betting on Al-Talli joining its ranks (Al-Akhbar, 

Beirut)
•  A brother saves his sister, who did not go beyond one year and 3 months, 

from the jaws of a dog (Al-Quds, Jerusalem)
•  Progress on Apple’s ‘spaceship’ campus revealed in 4K drone flyover video 

(The Palestine Telegraph, Gaza)
•  Syrian Wahda to participate in AFC Cup (The Syria Times, Damascus)
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Case Study 28
Sami often trawled the internet for newspaper articles to give to his Grade 11 class 
at Galilee Secondary Co-Ed School, Lebanon, because they responded well to the 
immediacy of the stories. The students were often aware of the issues before they 
came to school and were interested in how the foreign press from different countries 
dealt with issues they had heard about on TV and radio. Sami collected articles 
throughout the year and kept them in a file classified under different sections such as 
‘short, funny articles’; ‘long stories’; ‘cartoons’ and so on.

Sami had noticed that the news stories from the UK press in particular were always 
structured in a similar way. The introductory paragraph usually answered several of the 
same questions (below). He therefore routinely copied an introductory paragraph to 
an article onto the board and got his students to answer the questions:

•  What happened?
•  Who did it involve?
•  Where did it happen?
•  When did it happen?
•  How did it happen?
•  Why did it happen?

In one lesson Sami wrote this headline and introductory paragraph on the board:

)The Guardian, 21.01.15(

Sami asked the class, in pairs, to consider the usual questions but this time also 
to make a list of all the facts contained within the article. He then gave out ten 
introductory paragraphs similar to the one above and pointed out how the journalists 
managed to cram many facts into one sentence. He then got them to focus on the 
people in the ten articles and how they were described in brief, for example ‘Fatima 
Benabdeljelil, supermarket shelf stacker’. He then asked them to spot other such 
descriptions in the ten articles he had photocopied for them.

DON’T GO IN THE WATER... 
Australian beaches closed after visits from great white sharks
The beaches in the port of Newcastle, 100 miles north of 
Sydney, have never been closed for so long. Nine days at the 
height of summer. And it all started with Bruce.
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Activity 32

Use the internet to find a selection of newspaper advertisements. They could 
cover a variety of subject matter or follow one theme, such as ‘Job Vacancies’. 
Cut out your selection and stick it onto one or two sheets of A4 paper. 
Number each advertisement and make a copy for each student. In addition 
prepare 20 questions based on the adverts (for example: In which shop is a 
manager required? What is the name of the garage requiring a mechanic? 
How much will you earn as a junior hairdresser?)

Give each student their copy of the sheet of advertisements face down, 
explain what it contains but tell them not to turn it over yet.

Tell your students that you are going to ask them questions based on the 
advertisements. Explain that you will read out a question, they should then 
turn over their sheet, look for the answer as quickly as possible and write 
down the answer as soon as they have found it. You will allow them 30 
seconds to find the answer – at the end of this time you will ask them to turn 
the sheet back over.

Begin the Activity asking the first question. At the end of the time limit (30 
seconds) ask the class to indicate with a show of hands how many have found 
the answer. Ask them to call out the answer. Confirm the correct answer and 
indicate where this was to be found on the sheet by giving the advertisement 
number.

Continue the procedure for the remainder of your questions, reducing the 
time limit as the students get increasingly familiar with the material.

Make another sheet of adverts for a lesson following this but this time get 
the students, in pairs, to make up the questions and a volunteer student to 
manage the Activity.

They shared these as a class and Sami wrote them on the board as the class called 
out the answers. He then asked them to think about how the descriptions could 
be expressed in another way, for example ‘Fatima Benabdeljelil who worked in a 
supermarket stacking the shelves …’ 

Comment
In planning such activities around newspapers, Sami was exploiting an ever-changing 
bank of resources to show his students how versatile English can be – how it can 
be expanded and contracted depending on the function of the text. In giving them 
lots of short texts from newspapers on a very regular basis he was gradually getting 
them used to authentic texts and keeping them in tune with cultural issues that arose 
through the newspapers on a weekly basis. You will find a list of newspapers at the end 
of the Module.

The next Activity requires you to experiment with making a resource from a newspaper 
for one of your classes. It suggests one activity you can do with the newspaper, though 
you may wish to invent others. You may find doing this Activity with a colleague will 
make the resource quicker to research and to make.
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Comment
Sami sometimes used this Activity to get his students to work fast. All too often, 
students pore over such texts for too long and the Activity becomes dull.  Small 
advertisements (small ads) are designed to be skimmed and scanned. This Activity 
encourages students to do just that. The time limit gives the Activity immediacy and 
purpose.

Summary
Language teachers have a rich and vast resource in the literature and authentic texts 
of the target cultures. You yourself need to be seen as an enthusiastic and committed 
reader so that you become a role model for your students. It may well be true that the 
reading habit can be contagious for, in the words of Christine Nutall:

Reading is like an infectious disease; it is caught, not taught. And you 
can’t catch it from someone who hasn’t got it.

)Nutall, 1982(

But motivating students to read English and providing texts they will enjoy does not 
fully equip them to develop their independence from you, the teacher. You need also 
to think about explicitly teaching them strategies to use when meeting an unfamiliar 
text for the first time as the teachers in the two Case Studies did. In this way, reading 
can become an exciting and enriching experience for students and teachers alike. 

Exposing students to different types of authentic texts encourages them to use different reading 
strategies.
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Module 4 Unit 15: Developing fluency in spoken 
English
Introduction
Learning a language is not a linear process, and capturing an image of what 
progression in the spoken language looks like is difficult. For example, students could 
seem to be quite fluent within the limits of the familiar language of the topic they 
are currently studying but seem completely lost when faced with a new, unfamiliar 
situation. Progression is a complex concept for speaking. 

Harris et al (2001) list the following features of progression (not in any particular order 
of importance) in the spoken language:

•  length of utterances;
•  length of interactions/conversations;
•  fluency;
•  accuracy;
•  complexity;
•  range of topics the student can cover;
•  range of functions that they can use the language to fulfil; from conveying basic 

factual information to persuading, justifying and expressing emotions;
•  range of registers they can use, adapting what they say according to their 

audience;
•  social skills, such as the ability to initiate a conversation;
•  strategic skills that are called into play when we lack the words in the target 

language that we need. These include the ability to rephrase the sentence in 
order to keep the conversation going, or hesitation markers to give ourselves time 
to think.

This indicates the range of skills needed to become a proficient speaker of a foreign 
language. This Unit will consider two distinct issues for teachers of English:

•  increasing students’ ability to be spontaneous in English and developing their 
desire and ability to talk in English to each other;

•  going beyond the practice stage of learning to focus on developing ideas that 
promote fluency.

Teacher Development Outcomes
By the end of this Unit, you will have developed your:

•  knowledge of how to promote spontaneous talk in your classroom;
•  ability to set up activities that promote discussion and conversation among your 

students.
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Increasing students’ ability to be spontaneous
There is a substantial amount of necessary drill and practice that happens in English 
classrooms across the globe. These are essential steps in learning a language, when the  
classroom is the only place that English learning happens. However, this emphasis on 
practice restricts students’ ability to see English as something with much wider appeal 
– communication across peoples, nations and cultures, for example. 

Practice needs to lead somewhere. Many students find that, although they have 
learned English since Grade 2, they are unable to start and sustain a conversation by 
the time they are in Grade 8. 

This may be due to the emphasis on practice without the explicit aim of spontaneous 
talk. Of course, spontaneity is a difficult construct – how do you teach spontaneity? But 
this is exactly what Hanan in the Case Study below was trying to do with her Grade 7 
class. She had worked hard over the year to make sure that she spoke in English most 
of the time in her classroom. The problem was that her students often answered her in 
Arabic and certainly never talked to each other in English, except when the language 
practice activity required it. She had been thinking about how she could encourage 
her students to speak in English more. 

It struck her that there were two types of English she was using in the classroom:
•  the English dictated by the syllabus and the textbook;
•  the English she and the students needed just to operate in the classroom – the 

language of learning.

As part of her normal routine, Hanan often set up little language learning games and 
competitions to end a lesson – Hangman and Kim’s Game* as pair practice activities for 
example. She thought about the English that people use when they are in competition 
with each other. Case Study 29 describes what she then did.

(*Kim’s Game is a visual memory exercise where objects or picture cards are placed on the 
desk in front of a pair of players. One player looks away as the other removes one of the 
objects or cards. The other player has to name the object or image that is missing.)

Case Study 29
Hanan and a colleague had devised a way of playing noughts and crosses (three in a 
row) using numbers and pictures. 

1 2 3
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An example of a ‘noughts and crosses’ visual game.

This is how Hanan set up the noughts and crosses game: 
•  She made a noughts and crosses grid on a poster, which she stuck to the board.
•  She drew symbols, pictures or words in each cell (see example above).
•  She gave each cell a number.
•  She then divided the class into two teams.
•  She tossed a coin and the winning team goes first and decides on O or X.
•  Teams have to choose a cell (by saying the number).
•  They then produce the language that matches the picture or word in that cell (it 

could be a word, phrase or sentence).
•  If they get it right, they win that cell by marking the cell O or X (if they don’t get it 

right, it’s the other team’s turn to choose).
•  The winners are the first to get a straight line of three Xs or Os in a row.

Hanan persuaded a colleague to work with her in trying to develop her students’ desire 
to speak English while playing this and other games. Their first question to themselves 
was: ‘What English do students actually need to play the game?’ They then listed all of 
the phrases and expressions their students would need were they to speak in English 
throughout a whole class game of noughts and crosses. The list was long, but Hanan 
decided that she would ask the students what they thought. 

Hanan knew her students needed to be taught the language of games playing, and 
so at the beginning of the following lesson she told them that she wanted them to 
begin to feel that they could say what they wanted to in English. She explained that at 
the end of the lesson they would play a game of noughts and crosses (which they had 
played before many times) but this time they would do the whole thing in English. She 
got them to think, in Arabic to begin with, of all the language they would need to do 
this – she prompted them at the beginning, but they soon caught onto the idea and 
came up with the following in Arabic: 

4 5 6

7 8 9
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Hanan translated all of these phrases for them into English and taught them how to 
say them with feeling. Once done, she got on with the normal lesson. In the last 15 
minutes, she reminded them quickly of the English they had asked for at the beginning 
for the noughts and crosses game and said that anyone who used any of the phrases 
while playing the game would win a point for their team. 

This was what was on the board:

•  It’s our turn now.
•  Can I have a go?
•  We want to be ‘noughts’ this time.
•  That’s not fair.
•  We should have won that point!
•  She cheated – that’s not right!
•  She got that wrong, Miss.

• هذا دورنا.
• هل لي أن أحاول؟

نريد أن نستخدم ’الدوائر‘ هذه املرة.  •
• ذلك ليس عاداًل.

ينبغي أن نفوز بتلك النقطة!!  •
• هي غشت –هذا ليس صوابا!!

• هي أخطأت يف ذلك يا معلمتي.
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The extra element of competition spurred the teams on, not only to win the game but 
also to win points for this spontaneous talk.

Hanan found that the students reacted with enthusiasm. She divided the class into 
two teams that were to last a whole semester. Each lesson she taught them a new set 
of expressions they might use in doing the activities and games she had planned for 
them; humorous phrases such as: ‘Oh no! Not homework again, Miss! We don’t like 
homework!’

Hanan consistently awarded points to the teams and persistently asked the class what 
they would like to be able to say when actually doing the language learning activities. 
Gradually she found that their use of English was multiplying and they often asked 
for language useful for operating in the classroom. Hanan began planning a syllabus 
for spontaneous talk that ran in tandem with the normal teaching syllabus – looking 
ahead to the spontaneous language they might want to use. What she noticed from 
very early on was that the students were starting to use English among themselves in 
her classroom. Hanan decided that this was because the students had defined what 
language they needed and she had taken her cue from what they said they wanted to 
say in doing the language learning activities.

Comment
Hanan realised that if she found time to teach the Grade 7 students the language that 
they actually wanted, she would be giving them a powerful message – that you can 
express yourself in English, that it is more than a classroom subject. The fact that the 
students told her what they might need to say while playing the games gave them a 
sense of empowerment and a great sense of achievement. The element of competition 
increased the students’ motivation to succeed and it fostered their curiosity in the 
language much more than before. Furthermore, Hanan was able to introduce them to 
up-to-date language in a way that the textbook could not, because it was ten years old 
and in printed form.

Playing games can create multiple opportunities for students to practice the target language.
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Activity 33

In this Activity you are going to set up a series of lessons during which you 
actively teach the English the class will require to play different language 
learning games.  

Discuss with a colleague a number of whole-class language learning games that 
you could experiment with (four possible games are outlined below.) Choose 
one of these games or one of your own and, with your colleague, imagine a class 
playing it. List together the English expressions the players would be likely to say 
in the process of playing the game. Choose one of your classes – possibly Grade 
7 or 8 as the younger they start this strategy the easier it is to embed into your 
practice. 

Talk to the class, as Hanan did, about how you want to increase their use of 
English to each other. Tell them about the game you are going to play in the 
final 15 minutes of the lesson and ask them to think about the expressions they 
will require to do this all in English. List the examples they come up with on 
the board (they are likely to make some suggestions in Arabic which you write 
on the board in English – accept either Arabic or English). Teach this language 
quickly and say you need them to remember it for the game in the final part 
of the lesson and that they will earn points for their team, which they will 
accumulate over the semester. 

When you reach an appropriate point, about 15 minutes before the end of the 
lesson, remind them of the English expressions they met earlier and play the 
game, awarding points for excellent pronunciation and creativity. Keep a record 
of the points and carry on with this strategy over subsequent weeks. At the end 
of the semester, or the set amount of time you have given this activity, write a 
reflection in your Programme Notebook about the impact this strategy has had 
on learning.

Hanan affected the motivation of her students to talk in English by appealing to their 
desire to win points – she appealed to the natural instinct of some of the class to 
compete but the only way of winning was through increasing their use of English. The 
next activity encourages you to try this yourself.
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Four in a Row
The class is divided into groups of 
four students divided into two pairs. 
Each group is given a sheet of images 
in a grid (like the noughts and 
crosses grid above but with 16 rather 
than 12 images). Each pair takes it 
in turns to select a square and then 
produce the ‘dialogue’ prompted by 
the picture in that square. If they do 
this accurately, they win the square. 
The first team to win four squares in 
a row wins!

Find your Partner – Holidays
Students have cards with symbols 
on representing English words or 
phrases for example a country, stick 
people to represent who they went 
on a trip with, mode of transport, 
weather and so on. The aim is to go 
around the class asking each other 
relevant questions to find someone 
with a card with exactly the same 
information. For example: ‘Did you 
go to your friend’s house?’ ‘Did you 
walk there?’ ‘Did you go 

Charades
Students work in teams of four. The 
first player in each team runs to the 
front and reads a card from a pile of 
cards, runs back and mimes it. The 
others guess what the mime means. 
Once it is guessed, the next student 
runs to the front, reads a second 
card, goes back and mimes it, and so 
on. The winning team is the one that 
has mimed the most cards within a 
time limit.

Pictionary
In pairs or groups, one student draws 
a picture and the others have to 
guess the meaning. The first person 
to guess takes over the drawing. 
The winner is the person who has 
guessed the most pictures correctly.

Increasing fluency in English
Having thought about how to increase spontaneity in speaking English through 
games and competition, now consider what you can do to increase the fluency of your 
students’ English.

There has been extensive research over the last 30 years into what it is that good 
language learners do that ineffective learners do not. It seems that good language 
learners (like languages teachers) automatically use a wide range of strategies for 
making sense of the target language. They also seem to know how to get their 
message across within the limited linguistic resources at their disposal. 

Here are the four possible games you might set up to play in English:
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Activity 34

Think about yourself and all of the other good speakers of English you know. 
Think back to when you were a young learner. What strategies have you learned 
to incorporate into your own communication in English? What do you do, for 
example, when you are part of a social conversation in English and you can’t 
think of a word you know you know? What do you do or say? List as many 
strategies as you can before reading.

Now read on to see how one group of researchers Harris et al (2001: 14)
wsummarised the communication strategies good language learners use and 
compare this to your own list:

Some people can communicate effectively in a second language with only 100 words. 
How do they do it? They use their hands, they imitate the sound or movement of 
things, they mix languages, they create new words, they describe or circumlocute 
something they don’t know the word for – in short they use communication strategies. 
(Dornyei, 1995: 57)

Why then keep your learners in the dark? If they were aware that there are strategies 
they naturally use in Arabic, they might see that exactly the same strategies could be 
used for English. The following Activity asks you to consider the progress you have 
made since you began learning English and to think about the strategies you now 
employ that enhance the fluency of your spoken English.

Your teaching practice should include a diversity of strategies to crease students’ fluency. 
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In sharing what good English speakers do to keep communication flowing we 
are adding to the range of strategies that good students need if they are to 
become expert linguists. Given the amount of time UNRWA schools invest in 
the teaching of English in terms of curriculum time, this is what you should be 
aiming to develop – as many highly proficient speakers of English as possible 
graduating from UNRWA schools. 

The next Case Study is about Mohammed, a teacher who had been in touch via Skype 
with a school in England where the languages department was experimenting with 
a whole department strategy that they called ‘Group Talk’. Mohammed had been 
impressed with the way the good language learners at the school responded to what 
appeared to be a simple idea – devising a set of resources for use once per week in the 
last half of a lesson that expressly allowed and encouraged free conversation.

Strategy type Strategy Strategy example

Circumlocution Describing or exemplifying the 
target object or action Sliding on snow for skiing

Approximation
Using an alternative term 
which expresses the meaning 
as closely as possible

Ship for boat

Use of all-purpose words Extending a general, empty 
word

Thinggie, what-do-you-
call-it as well as stuff

Word coinage Creating a non-existent L2 
word based on a supposed rule

Vegetarianist for 
vegetarian

Use of non-linguistic means Mime, gesture, facial expression 
or sound imitation

Appeal for help

Turning to the conversation 
partner for help either directly 
(What do you call x? ) or 
indirectly (e.g. rising intonation, 
pause, eye contact, puzzled 
expression)

Use of fillers/delayers/
hesitation devices

Using filling words or gambits 
to fill pauses to gain time to 
think

Well, you know, now let 
me see, as a matter of fact

Turn getting gambits Used to break into a 
conversation No, but listen, yes but…

Turn giving gambits To give yourself time to think
What do you think? 
Really? Do you really think 
that? 

Picking up on useful 
expressions

Listening to a person talking to 
see what words, structures they 
use and then incorporating 
them into own speech.

You can call me 
Hammoudi. How do you 
like the Dead Sea?
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Case Study 30
Mohammed was teaching at Beit Jala Secondary School in Siblin in Lebanon. As he 
searched the internet for resources, he came across a site called Teachers’ TV. On that 
site he had found video clips of a school in England who were developing what they 
called ‘Group Talk’. In a ‘Group Talk’ environment, students sit around tables and interact 
within small groups. Conversations are prompted by a given stimulus and sustained 
through opinion, conjecture and debate. Students learn how to agree and disagree 
with their peers. The Teachers’ TV site showed video clips of the students talking 
enthusiastically in German. 

Having linked up with the head of the languages department at the school, first via 
email and then via Skype, Mohammed decided to begin experimenting with both his 
Grade 11 and 12 classes. The idea was to put together posters consisting of interesting 
images and words and phrases that were designed to stimulate free conversation 
among groups of five students. 

With guidance from the teacher in England, Mohammed first talked to his classes 
about the sort of strategies good language learners use to buy time, hesitate, argue, 
contradict, disagree and so on. The class and Mohammed then wrote up some of this 
language together. He presented the aim of ‘Group Talk’ and challenged them to be 
as good as the class he had seen on Teachers’ TV, saying that, if they were good, he 
would make video clips of the class and show them to his colleague in England via 
his Facebook page. Mohammed explained that this Group Talk strategy would last 
throughout the semester and his plan was that the students would become much 
more fluent as the time progressed because they would be talking about whatever 
they wanted to talk about. He gave them, in groups, posters like this: 

A ‘Group Talk’ poster. This example was devised by a languages teacher in England called Rachel 
Hawkes who posts many of her teaching resources online for colleagues to download and use.
)Accessed 21.1.15; http://www.rachelhawkes.com/Resources/(
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The class responded well and were asking Mohammed for the translation of certain 
expressions in Arabic they could use in the activity. At one point a student even 
brought in a ‘Group Talk’ sheet he had devised himself, showing an array of different 
cars from different eras (something the boy was interested in). 

Mohammed reported positively back to his colleague in England and sometimes 
posted clips of his students on his Facebook page talking increasingly fluent English as 
the semester progressed.

Comment
When a group is given a task to do through verbal interaction alone and when they 
are allowed to express their own opinions and are given the freedom to communicate 
in their own way, everything they say becomes purposeful and therefore more 
interesting to them.

Summary
In this Unit, you have explored the need to give your students the opportunity to 
use the language they have learned for their own purposes. You need to challenge 
students, to push them to think in language lessons. You need to plan for situations 
whereby students are thrown into a problem-solving situation – the struggle for words 
keeps them thinking. This challenge can be deeply motivating to students, particularly 
those who are good linguists. Although you should make sure that your English 
lessons are, as far as possible, accessible to all students, sometimes teachers forget 
those who do cope, who do work quickly and understand quickly and those who relish 
a challenge. 

In this Unit you have considered how to teach students systematically how to say what 
they want to say and how to encourage spontaneous talk in the English classroom. 
Introducing an element of competition can be exciting and challenging linguistically 
for all students. You have also explored the idea of ‘Group Talk’, a way of giving students 
the opportunity to communicate what they want to say. English, after all, is a means of 
communication not only a school subject.
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Module 4 Unit 16: Developing writing beyond the 
English textbook
Introduction
English textbooks serve teachers well in that they are structured to make sure 
that students develop the four language learning skills throughout. This is true 
across all UNRWA fields. It is also clear that the textbook writers see these skills as, 
to some extent, integrated; all skills are structured around a clear context through 
which grammatical structures are also taught. This is in line with other countries – 
internationally there is a growing understanding that separating these skills is a false 
division. 

This is well described by Wringe, 1989: 

There is no more pernicious misunderstanding than to suppose that 
minutes spent on one skill are just so many minutes taken away from 
progress in the other three. Just as oral practice and discussion may 
greatly improve the accuracy and coherence of what one writes, so 
writing may have a beneficial effect on one’s oral production.

One of the most misleading assumptions in language teaching over recent years is that 
writing is a less important skill. You might have noticed this. When you were a young 
person learning English, did your teachers focus more on writing rather than speaking? 
And now – do you focus more on speaking than writing? Certainly, in many countries, 
there has been a rise in the importance of talk in English classrooms. But where this 
is the case, the focus has often moved away from writing. Unlike 40 years ago, when 
reading and writing were the skills predominantly taught, now the spoken language is 
often dominant. And yet writing practice is extremely important.

Writing practice is different from speaking in that the text you produce – as well as the 
feedback you get on your efforts – is permanent and visible. Writing requires linguistic, 
stylistic and textual decisions to be made. Think about your own attitude to writing. Do 
you see it as a skill that is difficult but important in this way? 

Although teachers do include writing in many English lessons and homework, it will be 
useful for you to take another look to see whether you are exploiting the potential of 
this skill area enough. This is why you will focus on this skill in this Unit. 

Teacher Development Outcomes
By the end of this Unit, you will have developed your:

•  ability to stimulate students’ writing in English;
•  thinking about how to encourage students to redraft their written work;
•  ideas about how to encourage students to write within the limits of their own 

developing English.

As mentioned above, textbooks do dedicate time to this skill, but consider the kind of 
writing they focus on in many of the UNRWA Fields. Much of what is written in
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classrooms is done to provide teachers (and students) with a record of what has been 
covered in any one lesson. But is this enough? Or are we ignoring the power of this skill 
to show students how useful it is in terms of developing their creativity, for example? 

Developing writing skills
Rivers described five stages of development that she considered students need to pass 
through when learning to write:

1.  copying;
2.  reproduction (for example substitution exercises)
3.  recombination (for example ‘Write this in your own words’)
4.  guided writing (for example ‘Write a letter, here is a model’)
5.  free writing (for example ‘Here is the beginning and middle of a story, you think 

of an ending’)

If you look again at the table you made in Activity 35 you may notice that the activities 
focus almost entirely on stages 1 to 4 (above). So do students of English have to wait 
until they are in late adolescence, when they have learned English for ten years, before 
being given the opportunity to write what they want to write in English?

When you looked at your list of textbook activities you may have noticed that there is 
very little creativity and original thought required of students. They are rarely required 
to think about what they want to write. Students are generally not required to use 
English for their own purposes. 

Activity 35

Take a look at the English textbooks you use with all of your classes and choose 
three that you use between Grades 7 and 10. Focus on the writing exercises 
the books set students to do. List the type of writing exercises found there. For 
example:

Look over the table you have created. Without doubt you will have listed a wide 
variety of types of activities. But are the writing activities you have listed being 
used as a way to assess the other skills? In your opinion, what is missing in terms 
of developing (not assessing) students’ writing skills? 

Action Pack 8 eighth Grade Student 
Book Type of writing exercise

Module 1

•  Write questions using a table
•  Gap fill
•  Copy sentences substituting a word 

in brackets
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Case Study 31 below illustrates how one teacher used group writing to increase her 
students’ awareness about how to write and to demonstrate to them how redrafting 
can improve production.

Case Study 31
Ghada was teaching English at Talbieh School in Jordan. She had just finished a 
reading unit about Jordanian hospitality, historic sites, restaurants and natural 
attractions with her Grade 9 class. She had spent time focusing on the language used 
about these topics for visitors to the country. Ghada wanted to build on the students’ 
reading to get them to write independently, i.e. without her help. However, she feared 
that the students would immediately want to include all sorts of language that they 
had never met in English. She wanted to train them to work, instead, within their own 
vocabulary, using a dictionary only occasionally to check or to look for vocabulary they 
did not know. Ghada had not tried this before, but she did want to show the students 
that, after eight years of learning English, they could begin to express their own ideas. 
However, she knew that many would not know where to start and so she decided to 
model a piece of writing through a class composition.

Ghada told her Grade 9 students that the text about Jordan was just a preparation for 
their main task, which was to write a composition about the people and attractions 
of their homeland, Palestine, using the simple present tense as used in the text they 
had studied in the textbook. First she got them to work in pairs to come up with some 
ideas. Any ideas they produced, as she wrote them up on the board, they wrote in 
their notebooks. They were all writing together and she was demonstrating that she 
was writing their ideas, not hers. Ghada soon realised that there were gaps in their 
knowledge about Palestine, so she paused the activity, saying the class had to go and 
discover more before they could complete this class composition. She asked how they 
would do this and they came up with ideas such as going to the school library and 
asking grandparents. She gave them a week to increase their knowledge about the 
topic of Palestine and said they would continue the following week.

When her students arrived at the lesson the following week, Ghada put them in pairs 
to share the ideas they had brought in. She then asked them, still in their pairs, to write 
the ideas in English. The pairs then went into groups of four and the groups chose 
the best two written ideas. Ghada told them to be vigilant and correct any spelling or 
grammatical errors they spotted. Each person was to make a copy of the best ideas. 
These fours then joined another four to make a group of eight and again they shared 
their best ideas. She finally got them to go back to their original pairs and to write a 
final draft of the ideas their large group of eight had come up with.

At this point, Ghada brought the class together. She wrote their best ideas on the 
board and then they worked together to write the final composition. 

Comment
In getting the students to write together and to check what they had written, Ghada 
was demonstrating the importance of drafting and redrafting. The groups acted as a 
form of quality control before the work was presented to the rest of the class. She was 
also trying to encourage the students to broaden their knowledge for themselves. As 
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Ghada wrote up their ideas, when their English wasn’t correct, or there were easier 
ways of expressing an idea, she made suggestions such as: ‘How about putting it like 
this …?’ or ‘Would it be easier to say it like …?’ The idea was to get the class writing the 
ideas they themselves came up with in a comprehensible way. Part of Ghada’s strategy 
was to build their confidence, to show them that she was interested in their ideas and 
wanted them to think about how to express those ideas in simple English. 

Discussing creative writing activities with students such as the one in Case Study 
31 is important when looking to generate ideas and for the peer assessment that 
it provides. Writing together with students – particularly in the early stages of their 
language learning – can enhance confidence. If you, as the teacher, write students’ 
suggestions on the board, it demonstrates that you have not made all of the decisions 
prior to the activity and that your students have some say in the decision-making 
process.

Using poems in creative writing
Next you will consider what you can do to increase the amount of creative thinking 
your students do. As you saw above, much of the writing that is done in the classroom 
is about giving or responding to information or recording a piece of information. 
This does not require the learner to invest anything of themselves in the activity. 
You saw how Ghada in Case Study 31 demonstrated to her students how to use the 
language they had learned in a less directed way than a drill or textbook exercise 
might require. You read about how she got the class to experiment with the language 
they had in order to express an idea. A creative writing task might require the learner 
to write something that would be used in or out of the classroom such as a quiz or a 
questionnaire, messages, graffiti, song lyrics, problem-page letters (as if from an agony 

Plan your writing lessons well to encourage your students to draft and redraft their written texts.  
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aunt), captions for comic strips, accounts of events, reviews – the list is endless. Given 
the rise in social media, it is perhaps more important than ever to get students writing 
– but writing beyond the textbook. 

You will now consider a written form that may appeal to some of your students – the 
poem. This is a useful form for language learning, as it allows the use of a variety of 
linguistic devices. But it is not an easy form to create from scratch. 

Now read Case Study 32, which shows a teacher using a framework for a poem, which 
is then adapted by students. 

Case Study 32
Omar, was a teacher of English in Turaan School in Dera’a Syria. He had been 
introduced to the poems of Hilaire Belloc by a friend on the SBTD II programme. The 
poems rhymed and told a story and all had a moral. He had played a recording of a 
reading of the poem ‘Matilda’ he had found on the internet to his Grade 9 class and 
noticed that they were amused by both the story and the rhymes. This inspired him to 
try to get them to write poems in English. 

At the SBTD II face-to-face meeting, the teachers had talked to each other about 
creative writing and one teacher had talked of her use of writing frames. Omar decided 
to invent a writing frame that would get his students thinking of a poem. They had 
been learning about healthy eating and they had looked at recipes and talked about 
the use of the imperative. He presented to his Grade 9 students the idea of a recipe 
that described not a dish but a nice person. He wrote a short poem to illustrate what 
he meant using his writing frame. This is the writing frame he provided:

A recipe for a nice 

person             

Take …
Add …
And …
Mix together

Take a …
Add …
Mix together

And there you have it

A nice person
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Comment
Sowing the seeds of poetry into the minds of young people learning English can be 
inspiring for many. The form lends itself to allowing the students to create ideas that 
they really want to express. They can ‘cut corners’ in terms of language structures and 
not be too concerned about sentence formation. Omar gave them a clear framework 
that allowed the students to be inventive but within a form that would encourage 
them to stay more or less within their vocabulary range. The model allowed them to 
express complex ideas, but within a simple form. They were also required to think 
creatively and to use English in a context that gave them the freedom to be inventive.

Poetry can enhance students’ feel for a language. It can show them that with a 
relatively small vocabulary they can express their feelings about something that is 
important to them. But a blank page is not helpful to all learners and some like to 
invent ideas with a partner. A framework, such the one Housni came up with, can 
encourage creative thought. Here are a few more ideas for stimulating poetry writing 
in English.

Poems using a question form
This is an example of a model using question forms:

(Line 1) Who?
(Line 2) What?
(Line 3) Where?
(Line 4) When?
(Line 5) Why?

The class responded well to Omar’s poem and so he gave them time in the lesson to 
revise the imperatives they had already met and then asked them to compose their 
own poem along the same lines. One group of three boys came up with the following:

A recipe for a nice person
Take a man
Add a generous spirit
And a kind heart
Mix together
Take a clever mind
A calm voice, and
Add a ray of sunshine
Mix together
And there you have it
A nice person
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Each line of the poem answers one of the questions. This is a humorous example about 
a woman who married an Italian because she loved eating pasta!

A Marriage of Convenience
My friend Joan (Who?)
Married an Italian (What?)
In Rome (Where?)
Last year (When?)
She likes spaghetti (Why?)
Perhaps that’s why!

Poems that use a catchy phrase
Another model is where a phrase is repeated at the beginning or end of each verse of 
the poem. Examples might be: ‘When school’s finished for the summer’ or ‘These are a 
few of my favourite things’.

There are examples of poems constructed around a repeated phrase in Arabic, which 
you could look at in English translation. You will find many on the website:
www.poemhunter.com. 

Concrete poetry (shape poems)
Concrete poetry (also known as shape poems) is when the poem is written in the 
shape of the physical thing it describes, so if the poem is about a star then the words 
will form the shape of a star on the page. You will find examples at this website:
www.poetrysoup.com
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Acrostic poetry 
This is where a word is written vertically on the page and a poem is created by using 
the letters for the first word of each line. This link will show you how to invent such a 
poem: http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/interactives/acrostic/

The example below is from this site:
http://quotes-kid.com/acrostic-poem-examples-for-love.htm

In this example a first name is taken and made into a poem which describes the 
person. This is an acrostic poem based on the girl’s name ‘Belinda’:

Belinda
B is for Bubbly, she brings laughter
E is for Enthusiasm, with which she overflows
L is for Lovely inside and out
I is for Inquisitive, a curious mind
N is for Nice, need I say more
D is for Dynamic, made for action
A is for Amazing, simply the best
Belinda is much more than just a name

Regularly stimulate students’ creative writing by exposing them to different text forms.  
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Summary
As a teacher, you may not find it easy to let go and to allow your students the freedom 
to respond creatively. Perhaps you have concerns that any resultant writing will result 
in inaccuracies and these inaccuracies, if not corrected, will be retained by the learner 
–rather than the accurate version of the written word. The problem is that teachers 
often see writing as something that should be perfect at the first attempt, and that 
everything that is written is for public (i.e. the teacher’s) consumption. Neither of these 
is true in real life. If you were to write something in a foreign language – or indeed in 
your own language – you would probably not be happy until you had checked and 
redrafted it. So, your students need to learn that redrafting is a normal procedure, 
particularly when writing in a foreign language. But they also need to know that their 
first attempts will not be judged in a negative way. In addition, students need to be 
given the opportunity to use the English they have learned for their own purposes – to 
make their own meaning. Hopefully, this Unit has given you some ideas about how 
to begin this process if you haven’t already done so. Although textbooks do allow 
students the opportunity to write, there is nothing like using your creativity to add that 
extra creative impetus to English lessons.

Activity 36

Decide on a class you teach where you think the students would respond well to 
poetry. Decide on a model from the ideas above or invent one yourself. Write an 
example for your students that will show them how the model works. The poem 
could be around a theme you have been working on or you could give them a 
free choice. 

Present your students with the idea and show them your example. Allow them 
about 15 minutes to discuss ideas with their partner. They can begin writing 
their poems in class but give them two weeks to complete them. At the end of 
the two weeks, take the poems in and read them all. Write advice at the bottom 
of each poem about how it can be improved and ask your students to read your 
comments and redraft their poems. Once the poems have been redrafted and 
you are happy with them, choose the best and construct a corridor display for 
everyone to see. 

Write a reflection in your Programme Notebook about the impact this had on 
your students’ learning.
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Appendix 1: English-Language Newspapers
•  http://jordantimes.com - The Jordan Times
•  http://www.arabnews.com - Arab News
•  http://en.ammonnews.net - Ammon
•  http://www.dailystar.com.lb - ‘The Daily Star’
•  http://yalibnan.com - ‘Ya Libnan’, Beirut
•  http://assafir.com - ‘Assafir’
•  http://English.al-akhbar.com -  Al-Akhbar, Beirut
•  http://en.alquds.com/en -  ‘Al-Quds’,
•  http://paltelegraph.com/ - The Palestine Telegraph,
•  http://www.dailymail.co.uk
•  http://www.telegraph.co.uk
•  http://www.standard.co.uk
•  http://www.yourmiddleeast.com






