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Abstract 

The purpose of this study has been to examine how Swedish teachers of English encourage 

the development of students’ oral proficiency in the English language. By interviewing six 

Swedish teachers of English at upper secondary school, the study addresses which methods 

are mostly used by the teachers in order to encourage the improvement of students’ oral 

proficiency. The results of the study indicate that all the teachers tried in different manners to 

encourage students’ self-confidence, which would help them develop their oral proficiency. 

Furthermore, it was possible to conclude that the teachers shared the notion that insecurity is 

detrimental to the development of students’ oral proficiency. Another method that was used 

by the teachers was allowing students to work in either pair or groups. Even though most 

teachers used this method, they did point out different things that were important to think 

about in terms of group work. For the teachers, it was important that the students had fun 

during oral exercises, and thus, most teachers used different games when conducting oral 

activities in order to inspire a more relaxed or comfortable environment. The last concept that 

the teachers talked about was the usage of the target language in the classroom. Here the 

teachers’ ideas were not in alignment with each other. Some thought that it was good to force 

the students to use the target language throughout the lessons when communicating, whereas 

others only believed that students had to communicate orally in the target language during 

speaking activities. If students were insecure, it did not, according to these teachers, help the 

students to force them to speak English throughout the lessons. Most of the concepts that were 

introduced by the teachers were similar to those found in previous studies on Swedish 

teachers of English. Furthermore, the results of this paper could also be tied to previous 

research concerning oral development for L2 learners.  

 

Keywords: Oral proficiency, L2 acquisition and learning, Swedish learners, speaking, 
interacting, English, Upper secondary school, oral proficiency teaching 

 



  

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Syftet med denna studie har varit att studera hur svenska engelskalärare främjar utvecklingen 

av elevers muntliga färdigheter i engelska. Genom att intervjua sex svenska engelskalärare på 

gymnasieskolan undersöker studien vilka metoder som används mest av lärarna för att 

utveckla elevernas muntliga färdigheter. Resultaten av studien visar att de flesta lärare som 

intervjuades på olika sätt uppmuntrar elevernas självförtroende, vilket i sin tur hjälper dem att 

utveckla deras muntliga färdighet. Tanken om att osäkerhet är skadligt för elevers utveckling 

av muntlig färdighet delades av alla lärare som intervjuades. En annan metod som användes 

av lärarna var att tillåta elever att arbeta i par eller grupper. Även om de flesta lärare använde 

den här metoden pekade de på olika saker som var viktiga att tänka på när det gällde grupp- 

och pararbeten. Nästa metod som lärarna använde berörde inspirerandet av en mer avslappnad 

eller bekväm miljö som möjliggör utvecklingen av elevers muntliga färdigheter. För lärarna 

var det viktigt att eleverna hade kul under muntliga övningar, och sålunda använde de flesta 

lärare olika spel när de utförde muntliga aktiviteter. Det sista konceptet som lärarna talade om 

var användningen av målspråket i klassrummet. Här var lärarens idéer inte i linje med 

varandra. Vissa trodde att det var bra att tvinga eleverna att använda målspråket under hela 

lektionen medan andra inte trodde det hjälpte elevernas utveckling av sitt muntliga språk. Om 

en student var osäker, hjälpte det inte, enligt dessa lärare, att tvinga studenten att tala engelska 

under lektionerna. De påpekade dock att eleverna var tvungna att under talaktiviteter och 

muntliga presentationer interagera på målspråket. De flesta av de koncept som lärarna 

introducerade liknade dem som hittades i tidigare studier om svenska engelskalärare. 

Dessutom kan resultaten av denna uppsats kopplas till tidigare forskning kring oral 

development for L2 learners. 

 

Nyckelord: Muntligfärdighet, andra språks förvärv och lärande, Svenska elever, tala, 
interagera, engelska, gymnasieskolan, muntligfärdighets utlärning. 
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1.    Introduction  
 

The English language has not always been a lingua franca, an international language used in 

communication between people with different mother tongues. In Sweden, for instance, the 

English language was for a long time perceived as a foreign language similar to French or 

German. However, with increasing usage of the English language globally, English has 

received the status of a second language (L2) in Sweden. Outside school, most Swedish 

students interact through English in different online games and social media; as a 

consequence, the subject has become even more important in school. With the national 

evaluation of the ninth grade in secondary school in Sweden (2003), conducted by the 

Swedish government and the Swedish National Agency for Education, it has been possible to 

deduce that Swedish students feel that it is crucial for them to acquire the ability to speak and 

communicate in English since that enables them to “converse with other people” (Skolverket, 

2005, p. 82) from other countries. 

 

According to the syllabus for English at secondary school in Sweden, grade 9, students need 

to be able to show that they understand the main content and necessary details in spoken 

language to pass the course. Also, they need to show that they can act according to basic 

instructions and discuss and comment on relevant content “with acceptable results” 

(Skolverket, 2011).  Similarly, in the syllabus for English 5 at upper secondary school, 

students need to show that they can understand the main content and details of English spoken 

at different speeds to receive a pass grade in the course. In addition, they need to show that 

they can, with some certainty, use strategies which, to some extent, solve problems that can 

occur during interactions. Also, during oral presentations, the students need to give an account 

of or discuss and comment on the content that is being presented with some fluency 

(Skolverket, 2011). 

 

1.1 Aim and Research questions  
 

It is essential that students’ education ensures that their oral proficiency in English is at an 

acceptable level; however, it is not always easy for teachers to design and conduct activities 

that will promote students’ oral proficiency. Thus, this paper aims at portraying the strategies 
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that six Swedish teachers of English use when inspiring the development of their students’ 

oral proficiency. This will be done by answering the following research questions:     

 

• How do teachers encourage the development of their students’ oral proficiency and 

which methods are mostly used? 

• To which extent are the methods used in alignment with research concerning the 

improvement of L2 learners’ oral proficiency? 
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2.    Background 
 
 

To understand how to encourage the improvement of students’ oral proficiency, I will first 

define what oral proficiency is. Miriam Stein (1999) explains L2 oral proficiency as an ability 

to communicate, in the target language, verbally in a practical and accurate way. Furthermore, 

she expresses that if students have a high degree of oral proficiency, it implies that they can 

apply linguistic knowledge to new contexts and situations (Stein, 1999, p. 1). 

 

What follows in this section is an account of three different studies that have examined 

methods which improve L2 learners’ oral proficiency. Firstly, in her empirical study, Adams 

(2007) investigated if feedback in learner-learner interactions promotes the learners’ 

knowledge of L2 forms. She found that almost 60 % of the feedback episodes included in the 

tailor-made post-test showed learning. Since long feedback episodes in spoken interactions 

only represent a few seconds of the spoken interaction, she concluded that this was quite a 

high rate of learning (Adams, 2007, p. 42). Furthermore, she was able to deduce that 

“interaction between learners, like interaction between learners and native speakers, is 

beneficial for second language learning development” (Adams, 2007, p. 43). Her findings 

agreed with results from similar research (Loewen, 2003) that investigated feedback given by 

teachers to students in English as a foreign language (EFL) classrooms.    

 

Cho & Krashen (1994) conducted a study that found a correlation between the development 

of oral proficiency and students reading more. The research concluded, by investigating four 

learners of English, that there are positive effects of extensive reading. In self-reports and 

interviews, the learners claimed that their oral proficiency had improved thanks to the reading 

and the researchers speculated that this was because the learners’ vocabulary had increased 

during the time they read more (Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016, p. 122). These findings verified 

what Sundqvist (2009) concluded in her dissertation, mainly that that ninth grade L2 students 

who performed Extramural English activities (EE activities) were better at communicating 

orally in the target language. Furthermore, Sundqvist (2009) was able to conclude that the EE 

activities that were mostly favourable to L2 learning were digital gaming, reading and using 

the Internet (p. 193 - 195).   
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2.1 Characteristics that enable successful speaking activities 
 

In A course in Language teaching, Penny Ur (1996) describes four characteristics– talk as 

much as possible, even participation, high motivation, and use of the target language on an 

acceptable level – which enable successful speaking activities in the L2 classroom and also 

help students develop their oral proficiency, and I will elaborate on these below. The first 

characteristic that she brings forth is the idea that learners need to talk as much as possible 

(Ur, 1996, p. 120). When conducting an activity to promote oral proficiency, it is essential 

that the learners interact orally. This might seem like an obvious point, but in practice, teacher 

talk and pauses usually take up much of the lesson time (Ur, 1996, p. 120). Ur’s second 

characteristic, which enables successful speaking-activities is that of even participation. 

During speaking activities, it is vital that all participants are cooperating during discussions. 

Unfortunately, this might not always be the case; if we, for example, add a student who 

suffers from anxiety to a group of students who dominate the discussions, the student will not 

have a chance to partake in the activity. This can be related to Krashen’s Affective filter 

hypothesis which posits that students who are equipped with high motivation, strong self-

confidence and a low level of anxiety, have an easier time acquiring an L2 (Sylvén & 

Sundqvist, 2016, p. 80). The third characteristic that Ur presents concerns high motivation. 

Learners should not only be motivated to learn the target language, but they should also be 

engaged by the activity itself. That is to say; the activity needs to spark students’ interest and 

thus making them eager to speak since they are interested in the activity. Learners that are 

more active in an ongoing task tend to engage each other in the topic of the discussion (Ur, 

1996, p. 120). Ur’s last characteristic is that learners should be using the target language on an 

acceptable level. Learners need to produce comprehensible language for their peers to 

understand their output. That is to say that; their utterances must be on an acceptable level, 

relevant and easily understandable, something that both the Swedish syllabus for English at 

secondary school, grade 9, and English 5 at upper secondary school agree with (see section 1). 

 

2.2 Issues that hinder successful speaking activities 
 

Ur (1996) also points out that when conducting speaking activities, there are not only 

characteristics that enable successful speaking activities that teachers need to be aware of, but 

also issues that could cause plenty of problems. Inhibition, or else self-consciousness, is one 

such issue. Self-conscious students find it difficult to express themselves since they do not 
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want to lose face, make mistakes or else be criticised. This tends to be a problem since 

students need to practice speaking in the target language with an interlocutor in order to 

develop their oral proficiency (Ur, 1996, p. 121). Another issue that can occur during 

speaking activities is students not having anything to say. Even if students are not self-

conscious, it is not uncommon to hear them complain that they have trouble finding 

something to say (Ur, 1996, p. 121). Often this is due to lack of motivation to engage in the 

exercise at hand. One more issue that prevents speaking activities from being successful is 

something called low or uneven participation. When participating in speaking activities, it is 

essential to let one’s interlocutor, or interlocutors, have their say. Some students tend to be 

quite dominant in their contribution to discussions, which can prevent other students’ 

contribution to the discussion or the activity. The last issue that Ur (1996) brings forth is the 

usage of the learners’ first language (L1). When students share the L1, they often tend to start 

using it instead of conversing in the target language since it is easier to do so in their L1. By 

using their L1, they feel less exposed than when they were using the target language. In 

addition, it might be quite hard for the teacher to make sure that students who are less 

disciplined or motivated keep to the L2 (Ur, 1996, p. 121).   

   

2.2 Teachers solving problems 
 
Ur (1996) discusses different methods that teachers can use to resolve the problems that can 

occur during speaking exercises. The first method that she describes is that of using group 

work when conducting speaking exercises. By dividing students into groups, the amount of 

learner talk that will be going on in the classroom will increase. Also, students who suffer 

from inhibitions and are not prepared to speak in front of the entire class will be allowed to 

further develop their oral proficiency within the smaller groups. Even though the teacher will 

not be able to monitor that the students are actually using the L2 during their interactions and 

will not be able to correct students’ speech, the amount of oral practice that group work 

enables far exceeds that of exercises conducted with the entire class (Ur, 1996, p. 121). The 

next method that Ur introduces is that of basing the activity on simple language. For the most 

part, when students are to work with some speaking activity, the required level of language 

should be on a lower level than during intensive language learning activities in the same class. 

The reason for this is that the students need to be able to produce the language easily, which 

will enable them to speak more fluently and without hesitation. Thus, essential vocabulary 

should be taught before the activity starts (Ur, 1996, p. 122). Also, teachers should carefully 
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choose the topic and the task in regards to stimulating students’ interest. Lastly, even though 

it is quite difficult for teachers to make sure that the students are interacting in the target 

language, it is essential that teachers try their best to maintain L2 discipline. One way of 

doing so is to appoint a group monitor whose job is to remind the participants to use the target 

language (Ur, 1996, p. 122). 

 

2.3 How Swedish teachers encourage students’ oral development in English 
 

There are not many studies that investigate how Swedish teachers promote students’ oral 

proficiency in English. In this section, therefore, three undergraduate studies which 

investigate this concept will be discussed. In her study Speaking in the EFL Classroom, 

Olsson (2018) examined the activities that four EFL teachers in secondary school in Sweden 

used to practice and assess their students’ oral proficiency (Olsson, 2018, p. 4). She was able 

to conclude that the teachers used groups to practice and assess oral proficiency. Furthermore, 

the study concluded that the teachers mostly used discussion activities which were connected 

to projects that assessed other skills: reading and writing. Furthermore, when evaluating the 

students, the teachers focused on how the students adapted their language to the purpose of 

the examination, how clearly and fluently they spoke, and if they used strategies that 

improved their conversations (Olsson, 2018, p. 21, 29). 

 

Heikkinen (2017) examined how six secondary school teachers taught and assessed 

pronunciation to ninth graders as a part of oral skills. He found that the teachers taught 

English pronunciation through different speaking and listening exercises. Moreover, he 

concluded that formative assessment of the students’ pronunciation was given throughout the 

lessons, whereas summative assessment was rarely given during the semesters. In addition, 

the teachers that Heikkinen (2017) interviewed expressed that confidence allowed students to 

communicate in English. Consequently, when boosting the students’ self-confidence, they 

became more willing to communicate orally in English. 

 

Lastly, Backhouse (2011) conducted a study where she examined how teachers talked about 

oral proficiency in interviews and how important they thought it was. Here she focused on the 

course English C, or else English 7. Moreover, she tried to deduce how affected they were by 

the steering documents. She based her study on five interviews conducted via emails and two 

live interviews. Her results claim that the teachers used speeches and discussions when 
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working with oral proficiency. Similar to Olsson’s (2018) findings, the teachers in 

Backhouse’s (2011) study claimed that their students’ oral proficiency would improve when 

they were working in groups or pairs (p. 21). Some of her participants stated as well that it 

was quite essential to work with unprepared assignments since they created spontaneous 

conversations. However, another teacher that partook in her study claimed that for students to 

perform well during oral assignments, teachers must structure easy tasks. This will lead them 

to build up their confidence, something that does not happen during unprepared assignments 

(Backhouse, 2011, p 30). By helping students develop their self-confidence, their oral 

proficiency becomes better (Backhouse, 2011, p. 18). The most crucial aspect that the 

teachers brought forth was the idea of always finding new ways of working with oral 

proficiency.    
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3.    Method and Material 
 
3.1 Method and participants  
 

In order to study how teachers encourage the development of students’ oral proficiency, the 

participants of this study were interviewed. The interviews that took the form of a qualitative 

interview were based on fixed open-ended questions that were predetermined (see appendix 

1). Depending on how the participants responded, the structure of the interview could vary 

quite a bit, that is to say, even though the questions were predetermined the participants had 

the opportunity to develop their answers further. Another aspect that is important to mention 

is that the participants of this study had the choice to do the interviews in either Swedish or 

English. Since all the participants chose to do the interviews in Swedish, their quotes have 

been translated into English. The interviews lasted from 10 minutes to 22 minutes.       

 

Several principles have been adopted for the area of research in the teacher education 

programs, affirmed by The Swedish Research Council. When interviewing people, the 

researcher needs to take some things into account. First and foremost, it is essential to inform 

the participants about the purpose of the research in question; thus, the participants of this 

study were told before the interviews took place what the purpose of the research was. Next, 

the participants have to consent to be a part of the study. The teachers gave their consent 

during the planning of the interviews. Thirdly, when using interviews as a research method, it 

is of importance to have a confidentiality requirement; thus, the information about the people 

partaking in this research will be given highest possible confidentiality, and the personal data 

was stored in such a way that unauthorized people cannot access it. The last ethical principle 

that is of interest for this paper is the use requirement: the data that was collected about 

individuals will only be used for research purposes (The Swedish Research Council, 2017 & 

The Swedish Research Council, 2002 & Ordell, 2017). The participants in this study were all 

informed of the above before the interviews took place. In addition, since the interviews were 

recorded; the participants were notified of this and gave their consent, and they were informed 

that the recordings will be deleted after they have been transcribed. 

 

To answer the question of how the teachers that partook in the study encourage the 

improvement of their students’ oral proficiency, Grounded theory was chosen as a method for 
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the analysis. It is a valuable tool when a researcher wants to categorise and display different 

factors or approaches and perceive the relationship that they have with one another (Glaser, 

1998, p. 3 – 4). Here it first became essential to start by open coding the data; this was done to 

construct categories which describe the phenomenon: how these teachers encourage students’ 

to further develop their oral proficiency. When perceiving the category in the data, it 

contained either the same words, phrases or else referred to the same instances, occurrences, 

events or processes (Glaser, 1992, p. 38). In order to observe the relationship and patterns of 

the categories that emerged during the previous stage, theoretical coding was conducted. At 

the same time, the different ways the teachers talked about factors, tasks and approaches were 

compared with each other (Glaser, 1992, p. 38). In the grounded theory, this is called 

theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1992, p. 27). 

 

By looking for Swedish teachers of English on different schools’ websites, almost 20 teachers 

were asked via e-mail if they wanted to partake in the present study. The six participants that 

agreed to do so live in different parts of southern Sweden. They are licensed upper-secondary 

school teachers that are presently working at upper secondary schools. Since the teachers’ 

identities will not be disclosed, they will be referred to by codes based on T for teachers and 

the letters A-F. The teachers that participated in the study, their years of experience and 

different programs they have taught in can be viewed in table 1.   

 
Table 1: Teachers’ years of experience and programs taught in. 
Teacher: Years of experience: Taught in programs: 

 
TA 9 Child-Care and Leisure & 

Economic program  
 

TB 10 Civic, Technology & Media 
program 

TC 21 Electronic, Construction, 
Vehicle, Science, 
Technology & Civic 
program 
 
 
 

TD 5 Construction program 
  

TE 11 Aesthetic, Technology, 
Science & Civic program 
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TF 21 Economic program 
 

 
 

 

3.2 Validity, reliability and limitations 
 

The present study aimed to discover how teachers encourage the development of students’ 

oral proficiency and display which methods that were used by the teachers who participated in 

the study. The concept of validity in a qualitative study applies to the entire research process, 

whereas the reliability should instead be viewed against the background of the unique 

situation prevailing at the time of the investigation (Johansson & Svedner, 2006). The 

reliability and validity of this study should also be discussed in relation to how the teachers 

that partook in the interview were chosen. All the teachers, apart from C21, who is a teacher 

known to the author of this paper, were randomly chosen. 

 

Since the present study will only use data collected from six Swedish teachers of English, the 

results of this study will not be able to be further generalized, but they should instead be seen 

as indications that raise aspects that might be of interest. Another limitation of this study is 

that it only uses one method of gathering data. In the context of the qualitative interview, the 

results of the study will only be based on what the teachers claimed they did, rather than on 

actual classroom observation (Johansson & Svedner, 2006). 

 

 



 

4.  Results and analysis  
 

In this section, the data that has been collected will be presented and analysed.  

 

4.1 Open coding 
 
The author has categorised factors that the teachers expressed are essential in order to 

encourage students’ development of their oral proficiency. These categories can be viewed 

below in Table 2. Even though the teachers that partook in the study did not talk about a 

specific category, it is not possible to conclude that they do not use these categories in their 

teaching. What is portrayed in Table 2 is that they did not talk about these categories during 

their interviews with the author.  

 

All six teachers expressed something that could be tied to the category of students’ self-

confidence/insecurity. Four out of the six teachers conveyed the importance of students 

working in pairs or groups. Five out of the six teachers talked about concepts concerning 

inspiring a relaxed or comfortable environment for students. Similarly, five teachers talked 

about the notion of students using the target language in the classroom. Only two teachers’ 

approaches to how teachers encourage students’ development of their oral proficiency could 

be tied to the category of getting a lot of input. Likewise, the last category – Practice how to 

use language in different situations – could only be attached to two out of six teachers. 

In the next section, the theoretical coding, these categories will be further explained and 

conceptualised.  

 
Table 2. Frequency of teacher usage of the categories constructed during the Open coding.  
 
Categories: Number of teachers that talked about 

category: 
Self-confidence/insecurity  6/6 
Working with in pairs/groups  4/6 
Inspire a relaxed environment 5/6 
Usage of the target language 5/6 
Getting a lot of input 2/6 
Practice how to use language in different 
situations 

2/6 
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4.2 Analysing how teachers encourage the development of students’ oral proficiency. 

 

4.2.1 Being insecure or having a great deal of self-confidence 

According to the teachers that partook in the study, insecurity is detrimental to the 

development of students’ oral proficiency. Inversely, self-confidence encourages the 

development of students’ oral proficiency. This agrees with what Krashen (1981) describes in 

his affective filter hypothesis (see section 2.1), namely that students with strong self-

confidence and a low level of anxiety tend to be better at acquiring an L2. A quote from TF 

can further explain that notion:   

 
it is often based on past experiences. What you have been through, which experiences you have had 

earlier during your education and if you have been corrected in front of others or received any comment 

or just imagined that you are not good at speaking English. Then it becomes easier to end up in a 

vicious circle where you get less inclined to talk, and then you end up not getting any practice. 

 

TA echoed this approach in her interview. She explained that something that can be 

destructive for the development of students’ oral proficiency is that students are too 

embarrassed to talk during lessons. Often this is because they do not want to make any errors. 

Both TB and TC share this view; they feel that most students are afraid of speaking in front of 

other students due to the fear of being judged. Consequently, when teachers ensure their 

students that it is okay to fail, the students will slowly but surely stop being too embarrassed 

to speak in English, which boosts their self-confidence. TB continues to point out that many 

students are quite knowledgeable when it comes to the English language but might have been 

scarred by a bad teacher who has criticized their pronunciation which in turn has caused them 

not to dare to express themselves in the language. Furthermore, TD argues that students who 

are confident about their oral ability tend to be quite good at using communicative skills (as in 

communicative strategies) even though they might have limited oral proficiency. As TE 

points out, to encourage students’ self-confidence, it is a good idea not to force them into 

uncomfortable situations where they are too embarrassed to perform, e.g., in front of the 

whole class. The importance of self-confidence has been described before. For instance, as 

mentioned in section 2.3, the teachers that partook in the study conducted by Backhouse 

(2011) (see section 2.3), the teachers she interviewed thought that it was essential to practice 
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the ability to talk continually and the ability to speak in front of others. This would aid the 

students’ self-confidence, which, in turn, helps their ability to speak in the target language. 

Similarly, this concept is repeated by the teachers that partook in Heikkinen’s (2019) study; 

namely that students with a higher degree of self-confidence were more willing to 

communicate orally in the target language. By ensuring a safer environment, the students 

became more confident (Heikkinen, 2017, p. 15).   

 

4.2.2 Presenting within groups  

 

When it comes to the issue of working within pairs or groups, four of the teachers saw this as 

a good approach for students to develop their oral proficiency. However, in contrast to the 

previous section, the teachers were not in agreement about what way to best facilitate group 

work within the classroom.  TE, TF and TC try to make sure that their students are always 

paired, during speaking exercises, with friends that they feel comfortable with. During 

presentations of oral productions, TE and TC construct group presentations instead of having 

students presenting to the entire class. To conclude, these teachers believe that if students feel 

uncomfortable speaking English, in big groups, they should be allowed to do oral activities in 

smaller groups. By dividing the students into groups, the teachers will not just help students 

that do not dare to talk, but also increase the amount of learner talk that will be going on in 

the classroom (see section 2.2).  These results agree with previous research concerning how 

teachers encourage the development of students’ oral proficiency. Both Olsson (2018) and 

Backhouse (2011) found that the teachers that they studied used groups to practice and assess 

oral proficiency (see section 2.3). TB, on the other hand, claims in his interview that students 

presenting oral productions in groups should be seen as something temporary. The method 

should have the purpose of making students feel more confident about their oral proficiency. 

Sometimes students can only present and interact with the teacher in the target language, but 

through support and encouragement, the students become more and more confident about 

their ability to interact in the L2. This gain of confidence enables students to start presenting 

presentations in smaller groups. However, TB suggests that with support, students will be able 

to present presentations in front of the entire class. Even though TC sets out to construct 

smaller groups during oral assignments, she also shares this notion. Here TC states that 

presenting oral productions in front of the entire class might be done towards the end of the 

semester depending on how comfortable the students are at interacting and performing in the 
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target language. To sum up, even though all four teachers use smaller groups, they do so with 

different aims. TE, TF and TC work with groups or pairs when conducting oral presentations 

and activities. TB, on the other hand, only uses, according to his interview, groups 

temporarily if students are anxious about interacting in big groups.      

 

4.2.3 Relaxed environment in the classroom 

 

On the issue of the classroom environment, five of the interviewed teachers had a similar 

view: the teacher must try to inspire a more relaxed environment in the classroom. TA, for 

instance, talked about situations where students have been laughed at by other students for 

mispronouncing a word which has led to the students not daring to express themselves orally. 

According to TA, it is vital that teachers make clear to the students that everyone has the right 

to make errors sometimes. In these kinds of situations, she tries to make it into a fun thing 

“What is essential is that the students speak English then if you speak like this, it doesn’t 

matter (mimics Swenglish).” By ensuring that the students can speak without restricting 

expectations, TA is inspiring a relaxed environment for her students to interact orally. Being 

relaxed and having fun are factors that five of the teachers in this study conveyed in their 

interviews are essential for students to develop their oral proficiency. TC, for instance, states 

that she always tries to make it playful. She uses cards with English words that the students 

have to describe, in English, to one another. Both TE and TF agree that it is important to 

inspire a more relaxed environment in the classroom; students who feel insecure need to be 

encouraged in some way. For TE, this means that he uses different speaking exercises in more 

relaxed situations: “We usually play different games in dissuasion forms. For example, we 

have BBC just a minute1, which is a fun game.” According to TE, it is not essential what the 

students say or what they are talking about, but it is essential that they build up their 

confidence to use the target language. TF shares this notion and further states that all 

exercises with information gaps are usually good because they are predictable, and students 

who lose motivation to speak English can focus on solving the problem itself or the task “The 

students are usually very grateful to work with these sorts of tasks since they almost forget 

that they are practicing speaking English.”  
 

                                                        
1 Just a minute is a comedy radio game show that is aired on BBC radio 4. 
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TD goes even further as he tries to ensure that the students are relaxed during national tests 

since these are quite tense situations. In order to make the situation more relaxed, TD suggests 

to the students that they go for a stroll in the corridor; however, they continue to talk in 

English. By changing the environment, TD succeeds in tricking his students into an 

environment where they feel less insecure, which will inevitably be beneficial for their oral 

proficiency. To sum up, nearly all the teachers (5) that participated in the study expressed in 

their interview that it is of importance to inspire, in some way, a relaxed environment when 

conducting oral exercises and oral productions to encourage the development of the students’ 

oral proficiency. This assumption could be tied to Ur’s (1996) characteristics of teachers 

choosing topics and tasks that stimulate students positively (see section 2.2). 

 

Out of the three previous studies on how Swedish teachers of English encourage students’ 

oral development in English, only research conducted by Heikkinen (2017), has reported that 

other Swedish teachers of English thought it was essential to have a more relaxed or else 

comfortable environment when encouraging the development of students’ oral proficiency.  

However, this could be because the teachers that participated in the other studies were not 

asked about this particular question. According to Heikkinen (2017), by creating a safe and 

secure environment, the teachers felt that their students became more confident, which helped 

them develop their oral proficiency. Furthermore, by having a more comfortable environment, 

the teachers expressed that their students would be encouraged to be more active during the 

lesson which would also inspire the development of their oral proficiency (Heikkinen, 2017, 

p. 18, 24).     

 

4.2.4 The usage of the target language 

 

As for how the teachers viewed the usage of the target language in the classroom, their 

approach was divided into two different opinions: always speaking English during lessons and 

speaking English during oral activities and not enforcing the act otherwise. TB claims in his 

interview that it is crucial that students use the English language when communicating during 

the lessons: “If they do not speak English and want to ask a question, then they can either ask 

the question in writing or wait until after the lesson.” On the other hand, TD argued that what 

is of importance is that students use the target language during oral activities, he felt that if the 

teacher did not observe them the students often communicate in another language that is not 
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English “They often take shortcuts if they know that everyone here speaks Swedish or that 

everyone here speaks another language.”  

 

It is easy to see that TB and TD’s views are not quite aligned, TB expresses that he requires 

that students use the target language during all interactions that are conducted in the 

classroom, whereas TD only conveys that students must speak English during oral activities. 

However, both their perceptions correspond to what Ur (1996) expresses (see section 2.2) 

namely that teachers need to make sure that students, when conducting speaking exercises, 

are interacting in the target language in order to enable the development of students’ oral 

proficiency. As TD points out, it might be quite hard for the teacher to make sure that students 

who are less disciplined or motivated keep to the L2, which is also remarked on by Ur (1996, 

p. 121). TD’s take on the issue is similar to TA’s approach. According to TA, students are 

allowed to talk as much they want as long as they talk in English. However, TA does 

acknowledge that there are students that due to comfort revert to Swedish since it is more 

convenient, and adds, “which is the same reason why I am doing this interview in Swedish.” 

However, just as TB claims, TA further expresses that she tries to make her students 

understand that during the English lessons, the English language is to be used, but adds: 

“However, I do not want to be the teacher who states ohh I don’t understand you (silly voice) 

when they ask a question in Swedish.” Nevertheless, during actual exercises and oral 

presentations, TA makes sure that students speak English. Similarly, TE uses the target 

language during the lessons and tries to encourage the students to do so as well, while at the 

same time not forcing them to always communicate in the target language. He feels that even 

though it is stated in the steering documents that teaching should be in the target language, 

they do not tell teachers that they need to force their students to always communicate in the 

target language “I speak English during the lessons, and the students that feel comfortable do 

it as well, but the ones who do not feel ready do not speak English unless they are to perform 

an oral presentation. However, I try not to push them to do something that they are not ready 

to do yet.” Here TE’s notion can be tied back to the concept he argued for in section 4.2.1, 

namely that forcing students into uncomfortable situations where students are too 

embarrassed to perform is detrimental for their self-confidence.  

  

TF describes that she, similar to TA, TE and TD, tries to encourage students to use the target 

language but do not force them. That is to say, they use the target language during lessons, but 

she is aware that some students might feel less inclined to use the language during discussions 
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and different exercises. To sum up, four of the teachers tried to encourage their students to 

interact in English during the lessons but did not feel the need to force them to speak English 

if they were not performing some oral exercise or presented some kind of oral production. 

TB, on the other hand, required that all interaction throughout the lesson should be carried out 

in English.    

 

4.2.5 Getting a lot of input 

 

Moving on, most teachers that partook in the study did not mention the subject of students 

getting a lot of input in their interviews. TE and TF were the only ones that expressed the 

necessity of listening to English as essential for students to develop their oral proficiency 

further. However, TF felt that her students got a sufficient amount of input, whereas TE felt 

that his students did not get enough input. Even though there are theories that emphasise the 

importance of L2 input (e.g. Krashen (1981)), most teachers that partook in the study did not 

mention this as an important factor when encouraging students’ development of their oral 

proficiency. However, as is mention in section 4.1, this does not mean that the teachers that 

participated in the present study do not agree with this notion. It simply means that they did 

not discuss this in their interviews. 

  

4.2.6 Using the language in different situations 

 

When it comes to the matter of practising how to use language in different situations, only 

two teachers mention this during their interviews. TD explained that since students are at 

different levels, something that can further the development of their oral proficiency is giving 

explicit tips on how to start conversations and how to keep the conversation going. Since this 

is all on a fairly basic level, TD stated that for students who are on an advanced level, it might 

be useful to make them understand the difference between formal and informal language. 

According to TD, most students are used to informal language, something that they always 

hear on YouTube, for example. So, it may be an advantage to point out how to speak during a 

job interview, for instance. Similarly, TF describes that she tries to work with how students 

should express themselves in different situations and different contexts. 
 



 

5 Discussion and conclusion  
 

To summarise the findings of the paper, this section will answer the study’s research 

questions. Furthermore, how to implicate the results of the study in L2 teaching will also be 

covered here as well as suggestions for further research. 

 

When it comes to ways of encouraging students’ development of their oral proficiency, it 

turned out that the most popular approach among the interviewed teachers was encouraging 

students’ self-confidence in order to help them develop their oral proficiency. Insecurity is 

something that prevents students to further develop their oral proficiency. Another concept 

that the teachers talked about in their interviews is that of using pairs or groups when working 

with oral proficiency, most teachers that partook in the study saw this as a good approach for 

students to develop their oral proficiency. Furthermore, the teachers brought forth the concept 

of teachers inspiring a relaxed or comfortable environment to inspire the development of 

students’ oral proficiency. The last concept that the teachers expressed that they use when 

encouraging the development of students’ oral proficiency is using the target language in the 

classroom. However, here, the teachers were not in agreement with how this should be 

conducted. The majority of the teachers claimed that it is crucial to encourage the students to 

interact in the target language during the lessons but did not feel the need to force the students 

to always talk in English, if they were not supposed to work with a speaking activity or else 

present an oral presentation. 

 

Most of the results found in this paper correlate to what previous researchers have reported. 

Furthermore, it was possible to tie the teachers’ concepts of ways of encouraging students’ 

development of their oral proficiency with research regarding the development of L2 learners’ 

oral proficiency. Moreover, the results found in this paper will further enable teachers of 

English to understand different methods that could enable the encouragement of students’ 

development of their oral proficiency. However, as was mention in section 3.2, the study was 

not able to conclude that the teachers that participated in the study use the concept that they 

describe in their teaching. Thus, it would be of interest to further study how Swedish teachers 

of English encourage the development of students’ oral proficiency by using both qualitative 

interviews and live observations as methods of research. This would ensure that what the 

teachers are talking about in their interviews is being done. Similarly, since the number of 
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teachers that participated in the present study was limited, it might be of interest to conduct a 

similar study with a more significant number of participants. Another research that could be 

conducted in regards to the subject of this paper is a study where the researcher also interview 

students in order to gain knowledge of what students feel about the methods that the teachers 

are using. 
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Appendix 1 

 

The interviews will be carried out in either Swedish or English, depending on what the 

interviewees want. 

 

 

Warm up question  

1. How long have you been teaching English/ or else just teaching? 

 

The interview questions 

1. What are the essential factors that benefit the development of students’ oral 

proficiency? 

2. What can hinder students in their oral development? 

3. Are there specific factors/situations that might make students less inclined to talk 

during lessons? 

4. Can you describe situations where you as a teacher worked to develop your students’ 

oral proficiency? 

5. Which program did they attend? 

6. Did they (the students) find English to be difficult or did they have an easy time 

performing during the lessons (both orally and in writing)? 

7. How do you work to develop the oral proficiency of students who find English to be 

difficult?   

8. Do you have a particular reason why you are structuring the lessons, and using the 

methods, in the manner you have described in this interview? 

  



 

Interview in Swedish 

 

Uppvärmningsfråga: 
 
Hur länge har du undervisat engelska eller annars bara arbetat som lärare? 
 
Intervjufrågor: 
 

1. Vilka är de väsentliga faktorerna som gynnar utvecklingen av elevers muntliga 

färdigheter? 

2. Vad kan hindra elevers muntliga utveckling i språket? 

3. Finns det specifika faktorer / situationer som kan göra eleverna mindre benägna att 

prata under lektionerna? 

4. Kan du beskriva situationer där du som lärare arbetat för att utveckla dina elevers 

muntliga färdigheter? 

5. Vad läste de för program? 

6. Hade de det lätt eller svårt för sig i ämnet, när det kom till muntliga- och 

skriftligafärdigheter? 

7. Hur främjar du muntligfärdighet hos elever som har det svårt i ämnet? 

8. Har du en särskild anledning till varför du strukturerar lektionerna och använder de 

metoderna på det sätt du har beskrivit i denna intervju? 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 


