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Role of Fluency Activities

This paper looks at activities for developing fluency in classrcoms
where the learners have little or no opportunity to make use of the
foreign language outside the ciassrcom. In such situations work
done in the classroom has to move learners on in their knowledge
of the language as well as to develop the fluency to make effec-
tive use of this knowledge.

The goals of learning in language classrooms can be divided
into four groups, namely Language, |deas, Skill, and Text or dis-
course (Nation, 1990C). in this paper the focus is on an aspect of
skill learning, fluency, which can be loosely defined as having
ready access to what you already know (Brumfit, 1985}. The
importance of fluency in language use is highlighted in first-lan-
guage research on the relationship between vocabulary learning
and reading comprehension. One of the several possible expla-
nations for a lack of success of many studies in showing thai pre-
teaching vocabulary resulis in improved comprehension is that it
is not sufficient just to know the meanings of new words in a text
it is also necessary to be able to retrieve these meanings guickly
and fluently when their forms are met in the text. Many learners of
English as a foreign language experience this difficulty. Their lan-
guage knowledge of vocabuiary and sentence patterns may be
substantial, the result of several years' learning, but their ability to
access and use this knowledge fluently is extremely low. The aim
of the fluency activities described in this paper is to make lan-
guage knowledge become readily available for use.
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Nature of Fluency Activities _

The main idea behind this paper is that fluency activities depend
on several features to achieve their goal. These features can
appear in a variety of techniques over the whole range of an-
guage skills. By looking at these features we can judge whether
an actvity will develop fluency in an efficient way and we can
devise other activities thal will.  Let us look first at a well-
researched aciivity. The 4/3/2 technigue was devised by Maurice
(1983). In this technigue, learners work in pairs with one acting
as ihe speaker and the other as listener. The speake? talks for
four minutes on a fopic while her partner listens. Then the pairs
change with each speaker giving the sams informatian to & new
partner in three minutes, followed by a further change and a two-
minute talk. .
From the point of view of fluency, this activity has these
important features. First, the user is ehcouraged o process &
large quantity of language. In 4/3/2 this is done by allowing the
speaker 10 perform without interruption and by having the speak-
or make three detiveries of the talk. Second, the demands of the
activity are limited to a much smaller set than would oceur in most
uncontrolled leaming activities. This can be done by control by
the teacher as is the case in most receptive fiuency activities
such as reading graded readers or listening to stories, or can be
done by choice, planning of repetition by the learner. in the 4/3/2
activity the speaker chooses the ideas, language items and way
of ‘organizing the talk. The 4- and 3-minute deliveries allow the
speaker to bring these aspects well under control, so that fluency
can become the learning goal of the activity. Note that the repeti-
tion' of the talk is still with the learner's attention focused cn the
message because of the changing audience. Third, the learner is
helped to reach & high levei of performance by having the oppor-
tunity to repeat-and by the challenge of decreasing time 1o con-
vey the same message. Usually this level would be measured Iri
tarms of quantity and rate of production rather than quality.
However the research by Nation (1989) and Arevart and Nation
(1990) shows that, in the case of 4/3/2, increase in rate ‘as Mea-
sured by words per minute is accompanied by improvements in
the quality of the talk as measured by hesitations, grammatical
accuracy and grammatical complexity. This is a very important
effect of fluency activities. Improvement in fluency is not simply
improvement in speed of access. Speed of access 10 be of value
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Speaking: (3) The 4/3/2 technique has aiready been
described. it combines the feaiures of quantity of production {the
speakers speak for a sotal of nine minutes), learner control over
the topic and language used, repetition, and time pressure o
reach a high rate of production through the decreasing amount of

time availabte for each delivery.

(4) The best recording is a useful fluency activity involving a
tape recorder or the language laboratory. The learner speaks. on
to the tape talking about previous experience or describing a pic-
ture or set of pictures. The learner listens to the recording noting
any points where improvement could be made. Then the fearnet
rerecords the talk. This continues until the learner is happy with
the recording. This technigue can involve planning and encour-
ages repetition through the setting of a quality-based goal.

(5) The ask and answer technique {Simcock, 1980) is a fol-
low-up to reading. The learners read a iext to a high level of com-
prehension and then they work in pairs with one jearner guestion-
ing the other about ihe text from a list of teacher-prepared ques-
tions. The answers to these guestions provide a summary of the
ideas in the text. The goal of the activity is for learners 10 perfarm
the asking and answering in front of the ciass at a high leve! of
fiuency, so each pair practises asking and answering several

times before doing their class presentation.

Reading: (6) Speed reading and extensive reading of graded
readers provide fluency improvement through the features of lim-
ited demands because of language control, and quantity of pro-
cessing. Tobe offective, speed reading COUTSes need to be writ-
ten within a limited vocabulary so that learners can focus on the
reading skill without having to tackle language difficulties. Speed
reading courses also have the added benefit of involving the
learners in keeping a running record of their speed and compre-
kension scores. Research on graded readers (Wodinsky &
Nation, 1988) shows that reading only a few books at one level
would provide the fearners with contact with almost all the words
at that level. This shows that graded reading can provide a reli-
able basis for systematic coverage of vocabuiary for fluency

development.
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Features of Fluency Tasks
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Fiuency and the Syllabus

Research on vocabulary statistics shows that cnly a relatively
small amount of knowledge is needed for successiul language
use (Nation, 1290}). It is important that this knowledge is avail-
able for use and therefore a part of class time should be given to
fluency activities. Brumfit (1985) suggests "Right frem the begin-
ning of the course, about a third of the total time could be spent
on this sort of fluency activity, and the proportion will inevitably
increase as time gces on.”

If fluency activities are included in each lesson and make use
of new language items taught in that lesson, then these items
should oceur at a low density in the fluency material. In reading
material this means that at least 85% of the words
{Dowhower,1989) should be very famiiiar to the learners. A sec-
ond alternative is io include fluency activities in each lesson that
make use of items learned several days or weeks before. [t is
likely that the optimal spacing of fluency activilies agrees with
Pimsleur's (1967} memaory schedule, where repetitions are
spaced further and further apart. A third alternative is to periodi-
cally give large blocks of time to fluency activities. This sugges-
tion correspends to Brumfit's (1985) “syllabus with holes in it”.
These holes or gaps are times when no new material is presented
and there are fluency directed activities.

One of the biggest obstacles to fluency in a foreign language
situation is the lack of opportunity outside the class room to use
the foreign language to communicate. As teachers we should
believe that every problem can be solved through informed and
imaginative pedagogy. The purpose of this paper has been to
suggest that teachers can not only help learners learn the lan-
guage but can also help them reach a high degree of fluency in
using it.
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