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INTRODUCTION

In the following pages, it is presented the essay which contains all the information that is related to the level of oral proficiency reached by the students that were attending classes at Advanced Intensive English II courses during the first semester of the year 2003.

In the present days, most of the people who study English as a second language do it because they want to have the capacity to communicate their ideas, thoughts and feelings not only in a written way, but also in an oral way. However, not all the people have the capacity to obtain specific levels of oral proficiency; that is what happens to many language students that attend classes at the University of El Salvador. This is due  to a series of facts that take place during the whole English learning process, and they are described through the development of this work. 

Being their major interest to become proficient in a second language, students place the speaking ability as one of their main goals of study. Then in order to fulfill the needs of the students, the teachers must base their teaching on those communicative activities that best will fit on the development of adequate levels of accuracy when practicing the language. It is for that reason that this essay makes emphasis on the use of some principles stated in the form of hypothesis that can help teachers when planning instruction. Those principles were created by Alice Omaggio, and they are described carefully in the theoretical framework presented in this essay. Besides, are mentioned some of the principles that can be used by teachers are mentioned in order to select the best techniques and strategies that can help to improve students´ second language oral proficiency. Since in the learning of English, the ones that receive most benefits are the students, then they are the ones that have to do the most part of the work if they really want to succeed in the learning of English. They have to look for those strategies and techniques that can help them to increase their proficiency. In this essay are explained some of the strategies and techniques that can be used by teachers and students to develop levels of proficiency. Students should bear in mind that the more they practice the language, the more they will develop their speaking skill, and in that way achieve the required levels of proficiency.

DEVELOPING ORAL PROFICIENCY IN THE CLASSROOM

As we go back in time and stop to analyze the language teaching history, we are going to see that the way in which the language is taught nowadays, it has not been always in the same way , but it has been constantly changing from one period of time to another one.

Throughout the years, the changes on the way of teaching a language have been influenced by the needs and interests that people have had on wanting to learn a foreign or second language. As the needs for learning a new language vary, new ways of teaching will also appear, since in the present most of the people want to learn a new language for communicative purposes rather than merely translating from one language to another one, or being able to read a book or write a letter; that is the reason why the new trends on the way of teaching a language focus more on communicative tasks, which have as their main purpose to make people develop the capacity of using the language appropriately in any situation they may face. The appropriate use of the language will show how much foreign language students know about the target language and also that will help to know the level of oral proficiency that they have at the moment of using the language in an oral way.

What does to be proficient in a Language mean?

In a general context the term “proficient”, as taken from The American Heritage dictionary of the English Language (1978) means ”Performing in a given art, skill or branch of learning with expert correctness and facility”, which also implies “a high degree of Competence throughout  Training”. From that definition it comes the concept of “proficiency” which according to Alice Omaggio (1986:pag.2), refers to somewhat idealized level of competence and performance, attainable by experts through extensive instruction. Yet, even most important is the term “Oral proficiency” which is one of the most important goals of an effective Foreign Language Classroom. According to Omaggio (1986) as cited by Miriam Stein in her article “Developing Oral Proficiency in the Immersion Classroom” Oral proficiency is the ability to communicate verbally in a Functional and accurate way in the target language. A high degree of oral proficiency implies having the ability to apply the linguistic knowledge to new contexts (topics) and situations.
According to Omaggio (1986:pags.76-88), in order for a student to be rated as “advanced in oral proficiency, he/she needs to be able to use the language in a variety of contexts with considerable flexibility and creativity”. Students need to communicate with a reasonable degree of precision and coherence; to accomplish diverse tasks related to living and working in the culture; they have to handle a wide range of situations with confidence, showing sensitivity to cultural norms and customs. Nevertheless, to achieve these goals, it is necessary that inside the classroom, teachers put into practice the following principles with its respective corollaries. These principles are stated in the form of hypothesis, and they are described in the following lines:

Hypothesis 1: “Opportunities must be provided for students to practice using Language in a range of contexts likely to be encountered in the target culture”.

If teachers want to see the progress on their students´ speaking ability, then they must provide learners with ample opportunities to practice the language as if they were living in the culture where the language is spoken because students need to be faced to real situations in order to use the appropriate kind of the language.

Corollary 1: “Students should be encouraged to express their own meaning as early as possible after productive skills have been introduced in the course of instruction”.

Teachers should avoid the use of too much memorized material even at the beginning of course instruction because that will not allow students to be creative with the language, and that will cause students not to express their own meaning as early as possible.

Corollary 2: “Opportunities must be provided for active communicative interaction among students”.

Through the use of interactive communicative activities, students can have the chance to practice the language with real communicative purposes which will contribute to the development of oral proficiency.

Corollary 3: “Creative Language practice must be encouraged in the proficiency-oriented classroom”.

This means that the teachers must let students use their imagination and creative ability function as fully as possible taking into account the limits of the level of linguistic competence that students could have.

Corollary 4: “Authentic Language should be used in instruction wherever possible”.

Teachers should promote as frequently as possible activities where students can be in contact with authentic language use. They could bring to the class some magazines, newspapers, travel documents, real restaurant menus, etc. in order to act out real or simulated situations.

Hypothesis 2: “Opportunities should be provided for students to practice carrying out a range of functions (tasks) likely to be necessary in dealing with others in the target culture”.

Most of the times , the role of the student tends to be that of responder because with frequency they are asked to answer questions and few times they are asked to describe events ,act out simulated situations ,etc . Teachers should introduce more functional tasks that can help students cope with the real-world communication.

Hypothesis 3: “The development of accuracy should be encouraged in proficiency-oriented instruction. As learners produce language, various forms of instructions and evaluative feedback can be useful in facilitating the progression of their skills toward more precise and coherence language use”.

No matter the level of instruction students are attending to, they always need to be corrected whenever they make mistakes because error correction is a good way to develop language accuracy.

Hypothesis 4: “Instruction should be responsive to the affective as well as the cognitive needs of the students, and their different personalities, preferences, and learning styles should be taken into account”.

This refers to the fact that in a classroom not all the students will have the same needs, motivation, aptitudes, and preferences, so, teachers have to vary the classroom activities in a way that they can address the needs of most of the students.

Hypothesis 5: “Cultural understanding must be promoted in various ways so that students are sensitive to other culture and prepare to live more harmoniously in the target -language community”.

Teachers must make use of specific strategies in order to teach students to understand the culture where the language they are learning is spoken as the native mother tongue.

If all the hypotheses mentioned above are taken into account  by teachers when planning instruction ,then the process of language teaching will be more successful not only for the teachers , but also for the students who are the ones that will receive more benefit from them. However, in our university, most of the times, students from the Language Department do not take advantage of all the resources available in the language lab, this wil limit in a certain way the opportunities students can have to be in contact with real language use.

Teaching oral skills in the classroom.

Since Communication is a process, it is not sufficient for students to simple have knowledge of the target language forms, meanings, and functions. Students must be able to apply this knowledge in the negotiation of meaning. A speaker will choose a particular way to express his ideas according to whom he is addressing; furthermore, speaker must be able to anticipate and produce the expected patterns of specific discourse situations where they must manage discrete elements such as turn-taking, rephrasing, providing feedback, or redirecting (Burns & Joyce 1997).

According to H. Douglas Brown (1994:pags.266-268), there are six categories that apply to the types of oral production that students are expected to carry out in the classroom. They are the following:

1. Imitative: Learners imitate certain kind of speech not for the purpose of meaningful interaction, but for focusing on some particular element of language form. Drills focus on one element of the language in a controlled activity.
2. Intensive: Intensive speaking performance is designed to practice some phonological or grammatical aspect of language; it can be self-initiated or it can form part of some pair work activity, where learners are going over certain form of language.
3. Responsive: Short replies to teacher or student initiated questions or comments that do not extend into dialogs, but such speech can be meaningful and authentic.
4. Transactional (dialogue): It is carried out for the purpose of conveying or exchanging specific information, is an extended form of responsive language, where conversations may have more of negotiative nature to the students that merely responsive speech. This means that contrary to the responsive speech, students can maintain a more meaningful conversation with the teacher or someone else.
5. Interpersonal (dialogue): It is carried out more for the purpose of maintaining social relationships than for transmission of facts and information. 

6. Extensive (monologue): At advanced levels, students are called on to give extended monologues in the form of oral reports, summaries, or perhaps short speeches, these monologues can be planned or without previous preparation.

Principles to design speaking techniques.

According to Douglas H. Brown in his book “Teaching By Principles” (1994:pags.268-270), if teachers really want to make their students to improve their speaking ability, then they should take into account the following principles to select the best techniques.

1. Techniques should cover learners’ needs from language-based focus on accuracy to message-based focus on interaction, meaning and fluency.

2. Techniques should be intrinsically motivating, and should encourage the use of authentic language in meaningful contexts.

3. Techniques should provide appropriate feedback and correction and should give students opportunities to initiate oral communication.

4. Techniques should capitalize in the natural link between speaking and listening because these two skills reinforce the one to the other.

5. Techniques should encourage the development of speaking strategies to accomplish oral communicative purposes such as:

· Guessing: This strategy is useful when speakers have not heard or understood something well enough, when they do not know a new word or when they suspect that there is a meaning hidden “between the lines”.

· Taking control of a conversation: It requires you to be much more active when trying to follow a conversation. “Taking control includes the following sub-strategies: Asking your conversation partner to slow down, asking for repetition, clarification, using synonyms, repeating information back to the speaker”.

· Expressing yourself when you do not have the exact words. Many learners feel they do not have enough vocabulary to express themselves fully or completely clearly in English. So, they use to avoid communication partially or to coin new words specially when referring to new ideas and concepts or the latest developments in technology.

Types of language teaching techniques developed in the classroom.

According to Crookes & Chaudron (1991), there are three types of language teaching techniques that can be carried out in the classroom, these are the following:

1. .Controlled techniques: Warm-up, role-play demonstration, question and answer-display drills.

2. Semi controlled Techniques: Story-telling, information exchange, brain storming, wrap-up.

3. Free Techniques: Role-plays, games, report, problem solving, drama, simulations, interview, and debates.

Strategies for promoting the development of oral proficiency in the classroom.

1. Perform needs analysis. Teachers should listen to their students’ use of the language when they talk to them, when they give oral presentations to the class and when they interact with each other while working in groups. They should ask themselves, “What strengths and what weaknesses does their oral language show”.

2. Familiarize yourself with the linguistic structures in the target language (phonology, morphology, syntax). Knowledge of the linguistic structures enables teachers to assess their students’ needs. Some examples of specific  phonological differences and  linguistic structures include:

a. Article-noun-adjective agreement (syntax and morphology).

b. The verb system (tenses, aspects, moods) (syntax and morphology)

c. Use of prepositions (syntax)
3. Encourage use of nonacademic vocabulary in the classroom. At the upper levels many of the daily activities require the teacher to be creative and incorporate activities that include everyday vocabulary such as, the one used for shopping, traveling, food and nutrition. By making use of story books and activities that emphasize everyday vocabulary teachers can strategically support its use.

4. Encourage more oral production in your classes. Students output is often limited to one or two works in the target language. Therefore teachers need to create an interactional environment that encourages the use of extended discourse among students. Well-structured cooperative communication activities such as jigsaw tasks and information gap tasks provide students with opportunities to engage in more language-rich (Pica, Kanagy, & Falodun, 1993).

5. Encourage accurate oral production. The use of focus-on-form techniques in the classroom allows the teacher to provide error corrections at the time the error occurs. An effective way to provide oral focus-on-form in the classroom is by providing linguistic feedback, which lets the learner know that something in the utterance is not entirely accurate or acceptable to a native speaker.

Of course, it is important to say that all that has been mentioned in the paragraphs above, can help teachers to make students develop or increase the level of oral proficiency they possess at a specific level of instruction, and by applying the right techniques and strategies of speaking, take them to obtain the required level of proficiency at the end of the course of instruction. However, to achieve that objective it is not just the teachers’ responsibility, but also students have to worry a little bit more on  their own learning if they want to improve their speaking ability , mostly when they feel that they are not doing so well when using the language orally.

 THESIS STATEMENT

Unlike some time ago, it is evident that in the present, the main reason by which most of the people study English as a foreign or second language is because they want to have the capacity of communicating their ideas, thoughts and feelings not only in a written way, but also orally, their main purpose when learning English is to understand and be understood by other people who speak the target language and at the same time learn  about its culture; that is why many language students place the speaking ability as their primary goal of study, however, this does not mean that other skill areas have to be neglected, on the contrary, they have to be integrated in order to fulfill the necessities that learners may have when using the language.

Since speaking is an interactive process of constructing meaning that involves producing, receiving and processing information, then it is expected that in any classroom where the speaking ability is emphasized for communicative purposes, students should have an active participation to express orally and confidently what they have in mind; but speaking requires learners to know much more than how to produce specific aspects of  the language such as syntax, pronunciation, or vocabulary, besides it requires them to understand when, why and in what ways to produce the language. At every level of instruction, teachers should determine what skills and knowledge of the language students already have and what areas need to be improved; this can be done by carrying out a preliminary assessment of the students’ oral proficiency at the beginning and end of the course, then the language teacher has to select the classroom activities that best correspond to current levels of proficiency and to those in the next highest range, doing so, will help teachers to take their students to the level of proficiency that is required by the syllabus of every course of instruction.

According to every course of instruction, students will have to face a variety of situations in which they will use the language coping with different levels of difficulty, so it is not rare to see that at the lower levels of proficiency students will carry out more predictable situations where they will use more memorized or learned material and the opportunities to establish real communication will be minimum; but on the contrary, at the higher levels of proficiency, students are required to develop more complicated communicative tasks such as hypothesizing, supporting opinions, paraphrasing, etc. This makes students to develop fluency and a higher degree of accuracy, so that, they can handle any situation in which the target language use is demanded.

Taking into account what it is described in the paragraph above, it is expected that those students that are attending classes at the University of El Salvador ,in the Advanced Intensive English II courses ( the last of the courses where students are more exposed to practice the language ) must be able to fulfill the requirements that are asked in the course syllabus concerning to the speaking ability , and the level of oral proficiency that they may have at the end of the course ; however , it is not a secret that many of these students finish their courses with lower levels of proficiency than the ones that are required. Many are the causes by which a great number of these students do not achieve the level of oral proficiency that they must attain at the end of the course. These reasons can be the kind of Teaching Methodology applied by teachers inside the classroom, the students´ motivation toward English as a second language, the time students devote to practice it, and of course the available resources students may have, among others. Whatever reason, it will affect in a negative way the capacity that students have to use the language orally in contexts different to the ones treated in the textbooks. If students do not have the sufficient capacity to use the language appropriately, they will not be able to establish real communication with other people different to their classmates or their group of friends. For that reason it is pretty common to listen to some students, from the Language Department, who are in the highest levels of instruction speak in their native language (Spanish) even when they are talking with someone else that speaks the language .That shows the importance for teachers to demand their students a more active participation in the learning process in order to have a successful acquisition of the language.

LEVEL OF ORAL PROFICIENCY REACHED BY

 ADVANCED II ENGLISH STUDENTS
Based on the syllabus designed by the Foreign Language Department, from the University of El Salvador, in order to teach Advanced Intensive English II courses; it is supposed that students attending classes at this level will reach an Advanced high level of proficiency as it is described in the ACTFL Guidelines. Being our major concern, in this essay, the speaking ability and the level of oral proficiency that students reach at the end of the course, the analysis of the level of proficiency required for Advanced students will be focused on what they can do with the language when they use it orally.

According to the ACTFL Guidelines (1989), concerning to the speaking ability, a student rated as an “Advanced-high student” should be able to achieve the following requirements:

Satisfy the requirements of a broad variety of everyday school, and work situations. He/she can discuss concrete topics relating to particular interests and special fields of competence. Support opinions, explain in detail, and hypothesize. The Advanced-plus speaker often shows a well developed ability to compensate for an imperfect grasp of some form with confident use of communicative strategies, such as paraphrasing, and circumlocution. Differentiated vocabulary and intonation are effectively used to communicate fine shades of meaning. The Advanced-plus speaker often shows remarkable fluency and ease of speech , but under the demands of superior-level, complex tasks, language may break down or prove inadequate because they do not have the sufficient accuracy to participate effectively in most formal and informal conversations which involve practical , social , professional, and abstract topics as students rated as “ superior “ do it .

In order to attain these oral requirements, as well as the requirements for other skills, teachers from the Language Department who were in charge of teaching Advanced II levels, created the syllabus in which  the methodology to be used during the first semester of the year 2003 is described. Throughout the class observations that were carried out during the same semester, we had the opportunity to compare the Teaching Methodology described by teachers with the one that is really applied inside the classrooms. 

Advanced II English Methodology:

Its Comparison and Analysis

Teachers say that “this is a proficiency-oriented English course in which materials, in- and-out class activities  will aim at helping students to use the target language for authentic communication”. In order to achieve this, teachers will use authentic materials such as magazines, lyrics, newspapers and videos to give students the chance to have contact with real language. As Alice Omaggio points out “Opportunities must be provided for students to practice by using the language in a range of contexts likely to be encountered in the target culture”.(1986.pag.79), this can happen only if teachers use as much raw material as possible during instruction is taking place. But to what extent are the students from the Language Department exposed to the use of Authentic Material such as the one mentioned above? How useful are lyrics in the learning of English, are they played inside the classroom with a specific purpose ? How often do students have the opportunity to read articles from  magazines or newspapers which are written in English ? Do videos that the teachers use really help students to improve their speaking abilities?

Even though it is evident that in a certain way students from the Language Department have the opportunity to be in contact with Authentic material such as the one mentioned above, it can not be denied that those opportunities are not enough to improve the students´ speaking skills because to do so, it is necessary that teachers include this kind of materials in their lesson plans whenever possible. However,in the practice,the times that teachers make use of those materials are not as frequent as they should be . Through the class observations could be noticed that teachers bring some lyrics to the classroom and play them;but should lyrics be played just for having fun or  used with a specific purpose ? Of course lyrics should be used  only if they have a specific purpose ,they should not be used by teachers  just to have a good time with their students during the class time; on the contrary, teachers must take advantage of a variety of songs in order to use them with a specific purpose such as: to increase vocabulary, to practice some grammatical structures, to improve students´ listening ability, and also to motivate students to look for other ways of learning English.Nevertheless,it is pretty sad to know that there are some teachers who take songs to the classrooms because they want to cover an empty space of their class time. Concerning to the use of videos in the Advanced II level ,it would be better that these students were exposed to watch videos containing more real situations  than the ones that they are accustomed to see in the Language Lab,and in that way they can get the authentic language spoken by the people who live in the target culture. Magazines and Newspapers written in English are also included in the authentic materials ,but unfortunately they are almost never used inside the classrooms  because most of the times ,teachers make more use of the readings that appear in the textbooks,probably they do that because they think that looking for extra reading material is time consuming,but they forget that this is one of the best ways for students to acquire  more knowledge about real or nonacademic  vocabulary such as the one used for shopping,traveling,food, nutrition,etc. As Omaggio states in the hypothesis 1, corollary 4: “Authentic Language should be used in instruction wherever possible” for sure this is true, though an effective acquisition of a language needs to be based on authentic material and as much this material is used  the best effect will cause on the students´  language proficiency.

Besides using authentic material, it is necessary that teachers explain in detail the use of the grammatical structures to their students because to establish a good communication, it is important to master grammar in order to make an efficient use of the different language functions,that will make the learning of the target language not only meaningful but also rewarding and effective. At  this level grammar should not be the main point in a classroom because the class time has to be focused on more communicative activities.

“Opportunities should be provided for students to practice carrying out a range of functions likely to be necessary in dealing with others in the target culture” (Omaggio 1986,pag.83). If teachers really want to see the progress on their students´ speaking ability,then they must provide learners with ample opportunities to practice the language as if they were living in the culture where English is spoken. Teachers are the responsible to set real life situations that give students the opportunity of using the language to express their own opinions and share their knowledge and experiences, because “Teachers in communicative classrooms have to talk less and listen more to their students, becoming in that way, active facilitators of their students´ learning.The teacher sets up the exercise,but because the student performance is the goal,he must step back and observe,sometimes acting as a referee or monitor. A classroom during a communicative activity is far from quiet.Students do most of the speaking,and frequently the scene of a classroom during a communicative exercise is active with students leaving their seats to complete a task. Students are more managers of their own learning”. ( Larsen-Freeman,1986). To what extent are the students from the Language Department managers of their own learning ? Are they provided with ample opportunities to practice the language using real situations ?  What is the role that students play at Advanced  English II level ? If we take into account what Larsen-Freeman says about communicative classrooms, then  the students are the ones that should make more use of the class time in order to communicate actively with others,but it can not be denied that even at this level, teachers still continue being the center of the class because they use to talk more than students do,when it is supossed that students are the ones that should give their own opinions and share their knowledge and experience about concrete topics, that means that in most of the cases ,the  student becomes just a responder to the teacher´s questions,this has to change because teachers must let their students be creative with the language and express what they want to say,otherwise, students won´t be able to maintain their own opinions in front of others and produce  what they can do with the language. Besides ,if teachers do not give their students the chance to be more involved in their own learning,then the students will always depend on what the teacher brings to the class and that can cause that students do not worry about their own learning. That is what happens to many of the students from the Advanced II levels,they are accustomed that the teacher is the one that provides them with the necessary information to be learned,and for that reason they do not exert themselves to look for other ways ,beyond the classroom, that can help them to improve their proficiency in the language. “All proficiency-oriented methodologies should introduce students to a variety of functional tasks that have been carefully sequenced to have them cope with the real-world communication demand they will face” (Omaggio, 1986, pag.83) At the upper levels activities require teachers to be more creative and incorporate more real situations in which students can use the language as if they indeed were living such a situation. By creating real situations  for the students to perform inside the classroom ,teachers can abandon in a certain way the textbooks and let their students create spontaneously their own conversations about a certain topic .That is a good example to follow because in that way the teacher keeps the students participating actively in the negotiation of meaning because students show more interest to participate in the classroom activities when the topics to be treated are of their interest,exactly the contrary if they only had to change some words or sentences from a  conversation included in the textbook.Also by creating real-world communication, students can make more effort to improve their speaking ability.

With the purpose of helping students to improve their speaking skill it is important to take into consideration  the type of activites that are carried out at this level of instruction, where most of the class time should be devoted to activities classified as communicative (role plays, problem solving, debates, task based activities), but controlled-accuracy-based activities (drills, transformation exercises, fill-in the blank exercises, scrambled sentences) should be reduced to a minimum. “In communicative activities, learners have opportunities to produce sustained speech with more variation in possible responses” (Littlewood 1981) cited by Liao, X. Q. (2001). English Teaching Forum, 39, pag.40. By promoting more communicative activities,students can communicate with others as if they were in real situations and through those activities students can gain more vocabulary and knowledge about the language which can help them to improve their oral proficiency. How can teachers make students actively participate in the classroom activities? Do all the students interact among them? Should teachers apply any kind of principles to design speaking techniques? One of the best ways in which teachers can make their students to participate actively in the activities developed in classes is by “appealing to the students´ goals and interests, to their need for knowledge, for achieving competence, autonomy, and for being all that they can be” (Douglas Brown, 1994).

When teachers make use of communicative activities, they must take care that all of the students have the opportunity to talk about the topic that is being discussed, because it always happens that just a few  students  take advantage of that moment and  do not let the others express their opinions. In these cases the teacher is the responsible to make all the students participate, they have to control those students that like to participate too much in the activities being developed. As we have said ,in a classroom  not all the students  have the same chances to participate ,but contrary to what can be thought, this does not depend on the number of students that attend classes in a given course because even in classes where there are few students,the same people always participate; so how to make that students participate having the same opportunities? No matter the quantity of students in a classroom; students have to be provided with equal opportunities to speak because interaction is a collaborative exchange of thoughts,feelings or ideas between two or more people giving as a result a reciprocal effect on each other,this interaction has better results if it is given in small groups activities or paired work because in large groups always there are some people that do not interact with the others and just keep listening to what others say ,unless the teachers monitor carefully everybody´s participation. But interaction between and among students have to be controlled concerning time and also monitored by the teacher because the more time a teacher gives to accomplish a specific task,  more  opportunities for students to waste time doing other things different to the ones that have been assigned; or because the teacher is not monitoring them, they perform the task by using their mother tongue (Spanish). It is important that teachers keep constantly reminding their students to develop the activities  exclusively in English in order to avoid the use of Spanish. To select  communicative activities, it is necessary that teachers from the Foreign Department take into account that they must give students opportunities to initiate oral communication because they have to be able to maintain and control conversations based on meaningful interaction,where the speakers will choose a particular way to express his ideas according to whom they are addressing; moreover, students have to be taught to manage discrete elements such as turn-taking, rephrasing, providing feedback, or redirecting.

Since English learners are encouraged to create with the language and express their own meaning from the beginning of instruction, it is not rare to expect that errors may occur at any level of instruction. However, there are some teachers that believe that Advanced students have to be more conscious concerning to making mistakes or errors ,so that they do not need to be corrected as students from lower levels need. But this is not entirely true because no matter the level on what students are, they always need someone to correct their mistakes because an appropriate feedback will help students to use more coherent and precise language, it means that positive correction will support learning. By correcting students’ mistakes, teachers provide students the chance to be more aware of what they need to improve. It is precise to make the distinction between a “mistake” and an “error”. According to H. D. Brown (1994: 205), a mistake is “a performance error that is either a random guess or a slip, in that it is a failure to utilize a known system correctly” .Errors on the other hand, are “noticeable deviations from the adult grammar of a native speaker, reflecting the interlanguage competence of the learner”. From those definitions it can be said that errors and mistakes are not the same because mistakes can be self -corrected by learners, while errors can not be self-corrected. But when should this error correction occur?  Should teachers from the Language Department correct every error that students make when using English? There are many theories that differ on when correction should occur because some say that errors should not be corrected immediately because they are unavoidable during the learning process, while others prefer to correct them at the moment they occur; In the Language Department, teachers correct errors only if self-correction or peer correction do not work, when this happens, they usually correct students´ errors immediately and they do it using different strategies such as the following:

a) Repeating as a manner of question or comment what students have said but using the correct form, so that they realize they have made a mistake.

b) Questioning: Teachers ask students with the purpose of making them think a little bit more on what they are saying. They present different choices of saying so, and students have to say the right answers.

c) Playing games: Teachers correct students´ pronunciation by repeating each word until they pronounce it in the way it is.

d) Looking up in the dictionary. This technique is used to correct pronunciation errors, when students mispronounce a word, then the teacher asks the students to look it up in the dictionary and see where the stress is put on.

We have no doubt that by correcting errors immediately, teachers will help students to be more aware on what it is wrong or right because if nobody corrects our errors we will never learn good English. Besides, teachers have to try to correct every single mistake at the moment it is made, otherwise, students can continue making the same mistakes over and over again. But teachers have to pay special attention on not creating a kind of barrier among them and the students if they correct errors immediately because if this is so, then students will be afraid of making mistakes and they will not speak English confidently.However, if what the teachers want is to develop fluency, they should avoid too much error correction because to be constantly interrupting students can be disruptive, especially when lack of accuracy does not affect communication. Therefore, if there are frequent errors or mistakes, the teacher can make a mental note to provide feedback afterwards. Since errors or mistakes can happen at any level of instruction, there are some authors that maintain that correction is ineffective or even a waste of time (e.g. Krashen 1987 and Lewis 1993)

Is it possible for the students from the Advanced II level reach the oral requirements that are described in the syllabus with the opportunities they have to produce speech inside the classrooms? If not, what should be done?

From the oral interview that was made to the thirteen percentage of the students attending classes at each of the three Advanced II English courses could be noticed that obviously, there are a great number of students who do not reach the level of oral proficiency required at this level, (which must be Advanced -high), neither they are able to fulfill the requirements of the language that they must handle at this level. To determine if students were able to fulfill with the oral requirements they are asked, they had the opportunity to give personal information about their lives in which they shared likes and dislikes, relevant events in their lives, as well as future plans, among others; they also were asked to support opinions about a certain topic and explain in detail. But it could be realized that there are a lot of students that are not prepared enough to use the language in contexts out of the classroom, because they show many weaknesses at the moment of speaking. The most common weaknesses that can affect students´ accurate oral production of the language can be clearly detected when they do not possess the sufficient capacity to use appropriately some forms of the language such as: the past tense of  the verbs , subject verb agreement,more complex structures such as ( future perfect , past perfect) idiomatic expressions, nonacademic vocabulary. Besides some students still have a limited vocabulary or a poor pronunciation that in most of the cases will affect on how students convey their messages to others.

So, after analyzing each of the students oral interviews can be stated that they need to have more opportunities to practice the language in contexts out of the ones treated in the textbooks, and it is clear that they also need to be in contact with more real situations in which authentic materials can be used as much as possible to improve their oral ability, and in that way to fulfill the requirements that the level of oral proficiency demands them. Otherwise, if students are not exposed to more real situations they will not be able to sustain a conversation on special fields of competence.

During the interview some proficiency descriptions were taken into account   to rate the students performance of the language. Those proficiency descriptions are the following: 

· Global tasks/functions: It refers to what the speaker can do with the language. As students' proficiency increases, the complexity of the language also increases. 

· Context: It refers to the circumstances in which a person uses the language.

· Content: It refers to the topics or themes on what the conversation is based.

· Accuracy: It includes grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary and fluency, pragmatic and sociolinguistic competence. Basically it has to do with the acceptability, quality and precision that is involved in the message conveyed.

· Text type: It refers to the structure of the discourse (quality and organizational aspects of speech).

From all the students that were interviewed, just 3 of them reached the level  of oral proficiency required , but the rest of the students were placed in the intermediate mid and high , as well as in the Advanced level. Also, to place students in the appropriate level ,it was necessary  to take into account what teachers have said in a previous interview. They agreed that during the time they had been teaching this course, they could say that not all their students have reached the level they expected at the beginning of the course, and they have determined this, by observing their students' development throughout the course.

In the following table are presented the levels of proficiency in which each of the interviewed students was placed according to the way they performed in the oral interview. Those results will also be presented by means of a graphic, which contains the percentages corresponding to each of the levels that students reached.

	Level
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Intermediate Mid
	2
	18.18

	Intermediate High
	4
	36.36

	Advanced
	2
	18.18

	Advanced High
	3
	27.27

	Total
	11
	100


Table 1. Level of Oral Proficiency reached by Students that were interviewed.
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Graphic 1. Level of Oral Proficiency reached by Students that were interviewed.

As we can see from the information included in the chart not all the students possess the same level of oral proficiency,though,more than the half of the students that were interviewed  are in lower levels than the one expected by their teachers.It is not well seen that at this level many of the students perform the tasks as if they were in intermediate levels of proficiency. Therefore,  teachers must examine the reasons why many of their students finish the upper levels of instruction with a poor proficiency in the language.

Factors that can affect Advanced students´ Oral Proficiency.

According to the teachers’ point of view, as well as our own experience as foreign language learners, there are many reasons that influence the development of students’ oral proficiency. The most important reasons are the following:

a) Background knowledge: This has to do with how much students know about the language, and how much they have learned in previous levels of instruction. It could not be expected that those students who have had problems when using the language, at lower levels will perform appropriately the tasks required for advanced students because this is a whole process in which students are involved  from the beginning of instruction.

b) Students' motivation and attitude toward the language: This refers to the interest that students show to learn a second language, the desire to learn new things, and apply the knowledge obtained when interacting with others.

c) Students' shyness: This is a negative aspect for someone who wants to learn a new language, it makes people not to participate in some of the activities developed in the classroom because they are afraid of making mistakes and others will laugh at them.

d) Lack of practice: This has to do with the time devoted to practice the language in and out of the classroom. It is not rare to see that students keep quiet through the whole class, but when the class finishes, they begin talking using their mother tongue. If they do not practice the language inside the classroom, much less somewhere else, they will not be as proficient as someone who devotes more time to have more contact with the language.

e) Teachers' demand: This has to do with the level of demands that teachers make to their students in order to practice the language. They have to ask their students not to use the mother tongue, at least not in the classroom, and when they do not know how to say a word, students must be taught to say so in different ways. Also, teachers have to make everybody to participate in the classroom activities.

f) Skills integration: since the integration of the four skills (listening, speaking, writing, reading) is required in the syllabus, teachers devote little time for developing activities that will accomplish specific objectives in each skill, and sometimes students perform much better in other skills than in speaking, that is why they pass to upper levels without achieving the requirements established for the speaking skill.

As we have mentioned in previous paragraphs it is not only the teachers' responsibility to make their students achieve the specific objectives required in the syllabus, but the students have to make their own effort if they really want to have success in their learning and much more if what they want is to become proficient in the target language.
How can teachers improve students’ oral proficiency?

What should teachers from the Language Department do when they find that their students are not doing so well in the language? When teachers identify that some of their students have troubles when they are asked to use the language in an oral form and do not perform the communicative tasks assigned as well as the rest of the students do,  teachers have to look for more effective strategies or techniques in order to increase the level of oral proficiency of those students that are at lower levels than the average level. In this case the students' average level of proficiency, should be at least, intermediate high because that is the level that advanced I students have to reach at the end of the course; however, there are some students who are in Advanced II courses that still have some troubles when coping with basic structures of the target language. Teachers are going to identify their students' weaknesses more clearly when they are performing individual or pair group activities.

After teachers have identified what the weaknesses of each of the students are, and what aspect of the language they need to improve, then, is the teacher who has the responsibility to help those students to reach the average level. Yet, the teachers' responsibility is limited to the classroom or during the class schedule. Among the strategies and techniques teachers should apply to increase the students' second language oral proficiency are the following:

· Demanding students' active participation: Generally, in the classrooms can be seen that students who do not participate in the classroom activities are the ones that do not feel capable of using appropriately the language, so, what teachers should do is to demand them participate more in the activities developed and give them ample opportunities to use the language than those students who like to speak more than the others. However, what it is observed is that teachers let aside the students that need more help and work better with the ones that do not need them as much as the ones that need to improve their proficiency.

· Promoting extra classes: By giving students the opportunity to clarify their doubts about a certain topic or about a specific structure of the language in an extra class, students will feel that they can rely on the teacher when they need help to understand better a topic developed in the classroom.

· Practicing speaking through oral dialogue journals: Teachers should ask their students to record ideas, thoughts, and reactions in order to make students express orally what they have in mind without being afraid that their classmates will laugh at them. After students have recorded their journals, teachers have to listen to them and at the same time record their comments, in this way they are providing feedback to the students. This technique works better in small group classes because it is time-consuming.

· Promoting more interactive techniques: Teachers should provide their students with sufficient communicative activities in different situations to negotiate meaning and also to make students become fluent when using the language in an oral way among these communicative activities, the following can be mentioned. Interviews, guessing games, jigsaw tasks, discussions, problem solving activities, role-plays, simulations.

What can students do to improve their speaking skill?

In the learning of English as a second language, students from the Foreign Language Department have to be more responsible of their own learning and not to expect that the teacher is the only one that will bring to the class all what they need to become proficient in the language. In the previous paragraphs were suggested some techniques that teachers could use to help increase their students' oral proficiency. To follow up, we are going to mention some techniques that students could take into account in order to improve their speaking ability. They are the following:

· Practice the language as much as possible: Students should practice the language not only inside the classroom (when they are required to do so), but also outside of it (when they are talking with friends or someone else who speaks the language).

· Students should not be afraid of making mistakes. When practicing the language, students do not have to pay too much attention on what others could say if they make mistakes, they have to bear in mind that anybody is exposed to make them.

· Asking for help when it is needed: If students do not understand something related to a specific structure of the language they should not keep quiet when the teacher asks them if they have doubts, instead, they should ask for clarification.

· Writing down unknown words. If students do not know the meaning of a word, they should write it down and look for its meaning. This will help to increase students' vocabulary and if they check how the word is pronounced, they will have a better pronunciation.

· Have a positive attitude towards class and the language: Motivation is the key for successful second language learning; therefore, it is important that students show a positive interest on wanting to learn new things about the target language and culture where it is spoken.

· Participate in group activities: Students have to take advantage of every time that teachers promote communicative activities in which students are asked to work in small groups. By working in small groups students can express confidently what they really can do with the language, and it is also a good way to make students interact and be creative with the use of the language.

· Use the equipment provided by the language department. Nowadays, students have the good luck of making use of the whole equipment offered by the Foreign Language Department. Students can go to the language lab whenever they want  if they want to be in more contact with real language;  as frequently as possible , students can watch movies ,programs, or make use of all the material that is available for them, also, this includes the use of internet for academic purposes.

By having suggested some of the ways in which oral proficiency can be improved , we can say that it is a matter of group work in which all of the participants have an important role to play ,so in the class time, the teachers are the ones  that have to apply the most suitable resources and activities in each of the lesson plans,but when they observe that students need much more than what it is given inside the classroom,then they have to offer students some other ways that can serve to clarify some aspects that cause difficulties to them. However, students have to learn how to solve by themselves the difficulties that they may face when learning English because they can not count on the teachers´ help all the time.

As a manner of concluding this essay, it can be said that throughout the development of this work have been identified some of the reasons by which students from the Advanced II courses did not reach the level of oral proficiency established in the syllabus, at the end of the course. The achievement of the required level of proficiency depends on a variety of factors which in a certain way are the teachers´ responsibility; when this is so , then teachers have to reflect on their current teaching practice, and identify the problems that need to be reinforced for a more accurate way of teaching the language; but also students have to be active participants in their learning process, and they  have to be themselves more conscious on what they really want about the language ; in that way, they will succeed as language learners. They do not have to depend too much on what the teacher brings to the class. it is evident that many students are not able to perform the tasks established for those students rated as "Advanced high". That is why they have finished the Advanced II levels with lower levels of proficiency than the one that was expected by their teachers, and when they are asked to establish real communication with other people who speak the language they show how they need to improve their oral abilities. Besides, in this essay some of the most important strategies and techniques that can be used for both teachers and students have been mentioned in order to increase the students' proficiency in the target language. Some of these strategies are used exclusively by the teachers to help their students, but also there have been mentioned some strategies that can easily be applied by the students.

It is important that students bear in mind that practice makes perfect, therefore, the more they practice the language, the best they will acquire better levels of proficiency; otherwise, if they do not practice the language, they will not either show interest on wanting to learn new things about it, they will face many troubles when dealing with the language in an oral way in contexts out of the classroom. The troubles that students may face at the moment of using the language have also been included in this essay. They were identified through the class observations and the oral interview that was carried out, at the end of the semester with the purpose of knowing the level of oral proficiency that Advanced II students reached at the end of the course. Even though, the role of the students has become more to be a responder, teachers must give their students ample opportunities to speak, but they have to be meaningful opportunities in which students can express deeply what they have in mind; furthermore, teachers have the responsibility to provide their students with as much raw material as possible from which students can acquire more knowledge and increase their vocabulary. Also the interaction between and among students has to be constantly monitored by the teachers in order to prevent that students use Spanish. In communicative classrooms, students have to be the main managers of their own learning. It is a pitty, that students do not obtain the level of proficiency that they must reach at this level because it will be more difficult for them to use the language while facing situations that will demand them different language strategies to convey a specific message.

GLOSSARY

Accuracy: Refers to the acceptability, quality and precision of the message that is conveyed.
Appropriateness of language use: It is the suitability of language use to its context.

Authentic material: Samples of language that are real, not produced specially for language teaching. These could be written or recorded on tape.

Circumlocution: It is a roundabout or indirect way of speaking.

Cohesion: The linking of sentences into logical sequences, specialy in written texts.

Communicative activities: the type of activities that involve students to practice the language with real communicative purposes.

Competence: Knowledge of the grammatical and other rules of a language which enable a speaker to use and understand it.

Discourse: Modes of speaking and writing which involve participants in adopting a particular attitude towards areas of socio-cultural activity.

Error: It is a imperfect production caused by genuine lack of knowledge about the language.

Fluent: Be able to speak smoothly or readily.

Fluency: Rare of speech and the use of cohesive devices to bind discourse together.

Feedback: Refers to the process of giving students information so that they can tell if their production of comprehension of the language is correct.

Function: The function of a structure is the communicative purpose of that structure on a particular occasion – what the speaker is trying to do through language.

Interaction: The successful implementation of intending actions that imply the perception by receivers of producers’ intentions.

Information group: It is important element in many communicative practice tasks where students engaged in the practice activity do not share exactly the same information.

Jigsaw: This is a cooperative learning strategy in which everyone becomes an expert about a topic or sub-topic, and shares his or her learning within a group setting.

Strategies: Are sets of operations, steps, plans, routines used by teachers and learners.

Techniques: They refer to various activities that either teachers or learners perform in the classroom.
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APPENDIX 1

CLASS OBSERVATION GUIDE

University of El Salvador

School of Arts and Sciences

Foreign Language Department

.

	Date:
	
	
	Hour:
	

	Level:
	
	
	Group:
	

	Teacher:
	
	
	Observer:
	


The objective of this class observation guide is to define the kind of teaching Methodology that is used to develop speaking skills in the Advanced English II Level.

	METHODOLOGY FEATURES
	Always
	Often
	Sometimes
	Seldom
	Never

	1. The teacher makes use of authentic material such as:

· Magazines.

· Lyrics.

· Videos.

· Newspaper.
	
	
	
	
	

	2. The teacher set real-life like situations to make students express their own opinions and share their knowledge and experience using the foreign language.
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Students practice the language orally in:

· Individual presentations.

· Pair work.

· Small groups.


	
	
	
	
	

	4. Does the teacher promote interactive techniques among students to develop the class, such as the following:

· Interviews.

· Guessing games.

· Debates.

· Problem-solving activities.

· Role-plays.

· Simulations.
	
	
	
	
	

	5. The students are actively engaged in the negotiation of meaning during the development of the class.
	
	
	
	
	

	6. The teacher encourage the development of speaking strategies to accomplish oral communicative porpoise such as:

· Asking for clarification.

· Asking someone to repeat something.

· Using mime and nonverbal expressions to convey meaning.
	
	
	
	
	

	7. The students show interest toward the topics treated in class.
	
	
	
	
	

	8. The students are able to express their ideas orally in paragraphs rather in short sentences.
	
	
	
	
	

	9. The teacher provides appropriate feedback and correction when students make mistakes.
	
	
	
	
	

	10. The students make use of idiomatic expressions.
	
	
	
	
	

	11. Students are asked to work in pairs or groups in order to practice the language to share information about certain topic.
	
	
	
	
	

	12. The teacher give to all the students the opportunities to participate orally in the class.
	
	
	
	
	

	13. The students are provided with few opportunities to speak the language because the teacher becomes the center of the class
	
	
	
	
	

	14. Most of the students participate in the class when the teacher presents a topic that students are more familiarized with.
	
	
	
	
	


APPENDIX 2

STUDENTS’ ORAL INTERVIEW

University of El Salvador

School of Arts and Sciences

Foreign Language Department.

The objective of this oral interview is to know if students attending Advanced English II Level, reach the level proficiency that is required for an Advanced high student, as it established in the ACTFL guidelines.

	LANGUAGE FUNCTIONS
	Fluency
	Grammar
	Pronunciation
	Vocabulary

	· Sharing personal information.

· Telling likes and dislikes.

· Taking about events in the present.

· Talking about personal future plans.

· Using the past tense (some relevant events that has happened to you).

· Talking about cities now and in the past.

· Talking about traditions in El Salvador and other countries.

· Supporting opinions about a problem affecting our country.

· Talking about technology (advantages and disadvantages) now in the future.

· Talking about attitude toward life.
	
	
	
	


APPENDIX 3

TEACHERS´ INTERVIEW.

University of El Salvador

School of Arts and Sciences

Foreign Language Department.

The objective of this teachers´ interview is to know some of the reasons by which students do not fulfill the objectives established in the syllabus, and also to know how they help students to attain the level of oral proficiency they have to reach at the end of the course.

1. Do you consider that all the students attending your classes have reached the level of oral proficiency that is required for Advanced English II students?

2. Can you mention some of the factors which influence that not all   the students reach the required level of proficiency?

3. How do you help to increase the level of proficiency of those students that are in lower levels as the one that is asked for Advanced II students?

4. What kind of techniques do you apply to correct students´ mistakes while they are interacting with others?

5. What kind of communicative tasks do you promote to give your students ample opportunities to participate in the classroom by making use of the language?

6. Why do you think that some students attend classes at Advanced II levels with a poor oral proficiency which causes them not to be able to establish a good interaction with others?

7. What are the benefits that students have gotten with the use of the new textbooks?

8. What is the purpose of listening lyrics in the classroom? To what extent they help in the development of the language learning?

9. As a teacher, what is your role inside the classroom?, and what is your students´ role at this level?

APPENDIX 4
Assessment Criteria: Speaking Proficiency

	Global Task / Functions


	Context
	Content
	Accuracy
	Text Type

	SUPERIOR

Can discuss extensively by supporting opinions, abstracting and hypothesizing
	Most formal and informal settings
	Wide range of general interest topics and some special fields of interest and expertise; concrete, abstract and unfamiliar topics


	Errors virtually never interfere with communication or disturb the native speaker
	Extended discourse

	ADVANCED
Can describe and narrate in major time / aspect frames
	Most informal and some formal settings
	Concrete and factual topics of personal and public interest
	Can be understood without difficulty by speakers unaccustomed to non-native speakers


	Paragraph discourse

	INTERMEDIATE
Can maintain simple face-to-face conversation by asking and responding to simple questions
	Some informal settings and a limited number of traditional situations
	Topics related primarily to self and immediate environment
	Can be understood, with some repetition, by speakers accustomed to non-native speakers


	Discrete sentences and strings of sentences

	NOVICE

Can produce only formulaic utterances, lists and enumerations
	Highly predictable common daily settings
	Common discrete elements of daily life
	May be difficult to understand, even for those accustomed to non-native speakers
	Discrete words and phrases


APPENDIX 5

Inverted Pyramid showing Major Levels of ACTFL Rating Scale







APPENDIX 6

GENERIC DESCRIPTION: SPEAKING

	Advanced
	Able to understand main ideas and most details of connected discourse on a variety of topics beyond the immediacy of the situation. Comprehension may be uneven due to a variety of linguistic and extralinguistic factors, among which topic familiarity is very prominent. These texts frequently involve description and narration in different time frames or aspects, such as present, nonpast, habitual, or imperfective. Texts may include interviews, short lectures on familiar topics, and news items and reports primarily dealing with factual information. Listener is aware of cohesive devices but may not be able to use them to follow the sequence of thought in an oral text.



	Advanced-High
	Able to understand the main ideas of most speech in a standard dialect; however, the listener may not be able to sustain comprehension in extended discourse which is propositionally and linguistically complex. Listener shows an emerging awareness of culturally implied meaning beyond the surface meanings of the text but may fail to grasp sociocultural nuances of the message.























SUPERIOR


Can support opinión, hypothesize, discuss abstract topics, and handl a lisguisticcally unifamiliar situation.








ADVANCED


Can narrate and describe in past, present and future time/aspect, and handle a complicated situation or transaction.








INTERMEDIATE


Can create with language, ask and answer simple questions on familiar topics and handle a simple situation or transaction.








NOVICE


No functional ability; speech limited to memorized material.
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