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Editorial 

anguage learning poses plenty 

of challenges to teachers. Some 

of those challenges have 

become frequent topics of discussion 

and frequent sources of refreshed ideas 

about what to do, how, when and why. 

Take the four macroskills, for instance. 

Traditionally considered either receptive 

or productive, reading, listening, 

speaking and writing keep being the 

focus of attention of all the teachers who 

consider that language learning should 

be a comprehensive enterprise although 

at times we may need to break the whole 

into parts.  

This whole vs. parts dichotomy has 

pervaded language teaching for 

decades. What should we do: tackle the 

whole, analyze its parts, put the whole 

back together again, or not break the 

whole into parts at all? Different views on 

the macroskills have put forth tips, 

techniques and trends which have 

questioned and changed our approach 

to skill development in our lessons for 

the better or for a still debatable result.  

One thing is certain: learners need to 

learn to read, listen, speak and write in 

the foreign language. Therefore, it 

makes sense to devote our last issue 

this year to the discussion of the 

macroskills since AEXALEVI Forum 

aims at placing discussion, reflection 

and tools for the classroom within the 

reach of teachers.  

In our last issue, we published a book 

review by Stella Palavecino on 

PronPack by Mark Hancock. In our 

current issue, we will be able to hear the 

author himself in an interview that Stella 

has kindly made for us. Pronunciation is 

a fundamental aspect of speaking: the 

more tools we can count on for the 

enhancement of pronunciation, the more 

we will be able to help our learners to 

develop their speaking skills as 

pronunciation often has a tremendous 

impact on self-confidence. Furthermore, 

becoming good language models is a 

goal for any teacher and pronunciation is 

undoubtedly a key component of the 

teacher’s repertoire.  

Next we will read about the parts. 

Student teachers from Teacher Training 

College I.E.S Lenguas Vivas “Juan 

Ramon Fernandez” have written about 

the skills to give us an update on 

relevant issues and practical 

suggestions, thus synthesizing their own 

research and experience in listening, 

L 
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speaking and writing. We would like to 

thank Sofia Canelas, Susana Duarte, 

Cecilia Comito, Tatiana Imas, Belén 

Aquino, Emilia Ghirardi and María 

Eugenia Sere, for contributing their 

articles to our issue. We are proud to 

have contributions from student 

teachers at our mother institution, I.E.S 

Lenguas Vivas “Juan Ramon 

Fernandez”. As regards reading, 

Gustavo Sevilla, our editor, will give us 

an insight from the point of view of a 

translator. 

Having walked through the parts, we will 

necessarily have to address the whole. 

We will do so in an article in which I will 

attempt to summarize opposite views on 

the need for skill integration, thus 

rounding off our issue with room for 

reflection on current practice. 

There is a lot ahead of us, on the 

following pages, not to be missed by 

anyone interested in revisiting the four 

macroskills. For the time being, we will 

say goodbye and leave you on your own 

to enjoy the reading with our best wishes 

for the forthcoming year and our 

gratitude for having followed us and 

shared our publication on social media, 

where there will always be, we are 

certain, a teacher willing to read, reflect 

and try ideas for better practice. 

Myrian Casamassima 

AEXALEVI Forum Coordinator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can have a free download of all AEXALEVI Forum issues at 

http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-

electronicas-y-foros-de-debate 

 

http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-electronicas-y-foros-de-debate
http://www.aexalevi.org.ar/es/publicacionelectronica/aexalevi-forum-publicaciones-electronicas-y-foros-de-debate
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An Interview with  

Mark Hancock 
                    

 

 

 

 

by Stella Palavecino 
 

Stella: How did you get into teaching 

phonetics and pronunciation? 

Mark: I was teaching at the Cultura 

Inglesa in Rio de Janeiro, and had a few 

administrative hours on my timetable. 

They asked me to produce some fun 

pronunciation materials for the school. I 

enjoyed the challenge of trying to make 

sense of the hidden patterns of 

phonology, and creating tasks and 

activities which would really engage the 

learners. I discovered that pronunciation 

is fascinating, perhaps because it is 

hybrid. It crosses the frontier between 

language systems (like grammar and 

lexis) and skills (like speaking and 

listening). It also has aspects which are 

cerebral on the one hand and physical 

on the other. In this respect, it is like no 

other aspect of language teaching. To 

me, language without pronunciation is 

somewhat two-dimensional. The spoken 

form lifts it off the page into a fully three-

dimensional form. It brings the target 

language to life. 

Stella: Are you teaching at the 

moment? What sort of people take 

your classes? 

Mark: I teach part-time at a private 

language school called English in 

Chester. The students range from 

teenage through to retirement age. 

Some are university students, some are 

professionals. They typically enrol at the 

school for a few weeks or months. There 



P a g e  | 7 

 

 

 

 

is no specific start or end date, so that 

we have rolling intake. Consequently, 

every lesson needs to have its own 

surrender value  – you can’t guarantee 

that all the students in your class will still 

be there to continue the following week. 

This means that I have to deliver a 

cyclical course of pronunciation, with a 

balanced coverage between segmental 

and suprasegmental features. I also 

need to endeavour to take into account 

the mother tongue of the students in any 

given class, which may be anything from 

Spanish to Thai to Arabic to Swedish to 

Korean – a real mix. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark Hancock and Stella Palavecino 

 

 

 

Stella: What types of pronunciation 

problems do people have with being 

understood? 

Mark: I used to teach in mono-lingual 

classes in Spain, so I’m finding it really 

interesting to teach in multi-lingual 

classes now. The students don’t share a 

mother tongue, so they have to use 

English naturally, as a Lingua Franca. In 

this way, they quickly discover which 

aspects of their own pronunciation are 

unintelligible to their classmates. 

Creating a communicative need was 

really difficult in Spain; here it is provided 

automatically.  

I notice that many of the students we get 

here are already aware of the ‘typical’ 

L1-interference issues associated with 

their mother tongue. For example, 

although the Japanese students still 

have trouble distinguishing /l/ from /r/, it 

is clear that they have been taught about 

this problem in their past learning 

experiences, and they can often self-

correct if they concentrate.  

When I observe the students interacting, 

I get the impression that the biggest 

problem when it comes to intelligibility is 

when the speaker simplifies syllables by 

simply dropping sounds. For example, 

Thai students often cut off any 

consonants that come at the end of the 

syllable after the vowel. Meanwhile, 

Italian students often cut off the /h/ 

consonant from the beginning of a 
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syllable – and then puzzlingly add an /h/ 

to the beginning of a syllable which 

shouldn’t have one. As Jennifer Jenkins 

once suggested, dropping sounds 

appears to be more damaging to 

intelligibility than adding them. Thus, 

when Spanish speakers add a vowel 

before an initial s- consonant cluster, for 

example ‘isport’ for ‘sport’, this does not 

render them unintelligible to their 

classmates. But when a Thai speaker 

chops the end off a word, people have 

real trouble understanding. 

I have the impression that the more 

common the learner-accent feature (I’m 

avoiding using the term ‘error’ here), the 

more easily understood it is. For 

example, a lot of students have difficulty 

producing the TH sounds and substitute 

an alternative, without being 

unintelligible. Meanwhile, Spanish 

students who conflate /b/ and /v/ may be 

misunderstood, because this is not a 

very common conflation, globally 

speaking. 

 

Stella: In your opinion, what 

approach is more beneficial to help 

non-native speakers to gain 

confidence in their pronunciation? 

Mark: I try to quite naturally refer to 

accents, both native and non-native, in a 

way which is non-evaluative. I never 

imply that any specific accent is superior 

or more ‘correct’. Sometimes, a student 

may ask, ‘Yes, but what’s the correct 

pronunciation?’, to which I will answer 

something like, ‘Well, in my accent, I say 

it like this, but in some accents they say 

it like that …’. For example, when the 

letter ‘r’ occurs after a vowel, in words 

like ‘hard’ or ‘bird’ or ‘course’, I don’t 

pronounce an /r/ in my accent. However, 

I point out that other speakers in, for 

example, the USA or Scotland do 

pronounce that /r/. I find that most 

students naturally pronounce that /r/ in 

their own accents, and I make sure that 

they know it’s not a problem. I point out, 

for example, that students from a 

Spanish speaking background tend to 

pronounce the /r/ in a way which sounds 

Scottish. I think they like the idea that 

they sound like a native speaker!  

So to answer your question, I think non-

native speakers gain confidence in their 

pronunciation when you present English 

as a global language, with a rich variety 

of different accents, and none ‘superior’ 

to the rest. In more traditional 

approaches, we tended to limit the target 

form to a choice between two standards 

– Received Pronunciation (British) or 

General American. Few students were 

able to succeed in mimicking either of 

those accents, and so the majority were 

doomed to always be sub-standard. I 

think the unfortunate consequence of 

this for their own confidence was all too 

predictable. And totally unnecessary! 
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Stella: Can you tell us about your 

latest series of books PronPack 1-4? 

Mark: PronPack is a set of four teachers’ 

resource books, with printable 

worksheets and accompanying teachers 

notes, plus audio and other materials on 

the website pronpack.com. Each of the 

four books takes a different angle, which 

I summarise with the four Ms – muscle, 

mind, meaning, memory. ‘Muscle’ refers 

to a focus on the physical articulation of 

English. ‘Mind’ refers to cognitive 

awareness of phonological patterns. 

‘Meaning’ refers to the role of 

pronunciation in interactive 

communication. And ‘Memory’ refers to 

becoming familiar with the sound of 

English, especially connected speech, 

particularly with the purpose of 

improving receptive skills. Some of the 

materials are updated versions of 

activity types found in my first book 

Pronunciation Games (CUP, 1995). 

Others, including the drill-type activities 

in PronPack 1 and the raps in PronPack 

4, are a new kind of approach. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Please visit the following websites to learn more about PronPack and its author. 

 

http://pronpack.com/ 

http://hancockmcdonald.com/ 

 

http://pronpack.com/
http://hancockmcdonald.com/
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Teaching Speaking to 

Adult Learners: 

Challenges and Strategies 

Tatiana Imás & Cecilia Comito  

 

 

 

 

 

 

earning speaking is not merely 

learning the rules of the 

language, vocabulary and 

pronunciation. Learning how to speak a 

foreign language involves learning the 

conversational rules of the target 

language, the different registers that are 

appropriate in different situations, the 

cultural codes that may hinder 

communication, the appropriate body 

language, and so on. In a nutshell: 

learning how native speakers use the 

language.  

 

In this article, we will focus on some of 

the challenges that adult English 

language learners may face when 

working on their speaking skills. We will 

also suggest some possible strategies 

based on our experience with a group of 

adult learners.  

Challenges 

Shumin (2002) states that: “Owing to 

minimal exposure to the target language 

and contact with native speakers, adult 

EFL learners in general are relatively 

poor at spoken English, especially 

L 
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regarding fluency, control of idiomatic 

expressions, and understanding of 

cultural pragmatics” (p. 204). In order to 

help our adult students overcome these 

difficulties, we need to be aware of the 

pitfalls they may encounter on their way 

to fluent oral communication. Shumin 

(2002) proposes four main factors to 

take into account:  

Age or maturational constraints: 

Although it is possible for adult learners 

to achieve native-like fluency, that is not 

usually the case with most students. 

People who begin learning a foreign 

language at an early age are more likely 

to achieve higher proficiency than those 

who start later in life. Adult learners 

many times suffer from what is 

commonly called fossilization at some 

stage during the learning process. This 

is “the permanent cessation of second 

language development” (Shumin, 2002, 

p. 205).  

 

Aural medium: Listening was the most 

neglected macro skill for a long time. 

However, nowadays its central role in L2 

learning is largely acknowledged by 

teachers. So it is a fact that all four 

macro skills are interwoven and feed on 

one another. In the case of speaking, we 

can say that it feeds on listening, and 

listening precedes speaking in a typical 

interaction. The fact that developing 

listening skills can be hard for some 

adult learners is due to certain 

characteristics of spoken language: 

loosely organized syntax, incomplete 

sentences, false starts, hesitation and 

the use of fillers. These elements 

undoubtedly hinder learner’s 

comprehension and affect the 

development of their speaking abilities 

(Shumin, 2002). 

 

Sociocultural factors: Speaking 

always takes place during social 

interactions and, as was mentioned 

before, involves being familiar with the 

cultural norms and the non-verbal 

communication system of the target 

language. Adult learners’ lack of 

familiarity with these elements of the L2 

can lead to misunderstandings or 

failures in the communication process.  

 

Affective factors: Emotions have a 

great influence on the language learning 

process. It is common for students to 

experience feelings of anxiety when 

speaking in front of their classmates and 

teachers, or in public. Adult learners, 

unlike children, are especially 

concerned with avoiding making 

mistakes because they tend to feel 

embarrassed and self-conscious when 

they do. Affective factors related to the 

students’ representations of the target 

culture can also condition the learning 

process. These representations can be 

positive, in which case they may 

increase motivation, or negative, 

causing the opposite effect.   
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After reviewing the different factors that 

can affect the development of adult 

students’ speaking skills, we still have 

one question pending: How do we 

engage our students in meaningful oral 

interactive activities? And, more 

importantly, how do we help them 

overcome the mentioned obstacles? 

According to Shumin (2002), interaction 

is the key. The author explains that: 

“Language instructors should provide 

learners with opportunities for 

meaningful communicative behaviour 

about relevant topics by using learner-

learner interaction as the key to teaching 

language for communication” (p.208). 

 

Our experience 

We recently worked with an upper-

intermediate group of adult students and 

planned a special class in which the 

focus was placed on practising their 

speaking skills. The students had been 

dealing with crime and punishment 

vocabulary, and grammatical structures 

such as the impersonal passive and the 

use of past modals. We wanted to come 

up with an activity that would encourage 

interaction among the students and be 

engaging as well. That is why we 

created a story about a crime and 

narrated it to them. As we narrated, we 

used images to help the students identify 

the different characters in the story that 

would later become the suspects.  We 

also provided them with some key words 

and structures that would become useful 

during the speaking task. After listening 

to the story, the students gathered in 

small groups and each of them was 

provided with a character to work with 

and an extra information sheet that 

contained a piece of information that 

was revealed only to that group. The 

task consisted of thinking of an 

argument to defend the character they 

were assigned and blame somebody 

else for the crime. They were given 

about 25 minutes to discuss their ideas 

and to come up with convincing 

arguments. Later, every group 

presented their case, had some 

discussion time, and at the end they 

voted in order to decide who the culprit 

was.  

The outcome of this task surpassed all 

our expectations. We were amazed by 

the creative and imaginative stories the 

students created, the engagement 

shown to defend their arguments, and 

the incredible display of speaking skills 

they showed. They were able to 

organize their speech using the key 

words and phrases on the board and, 

most importantly, every student in the 

class had their chance to speak. We 

were very satisfied since this was our 

main goal for this activity: to give each 

student, even the ones that rarely 

participate during the lessons, a purpose 

to speak and a goal that could only be 
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achieved through discussion and 

interaction among peers. The class was 

great and it provided the students with 

the chance to improve their oral skills in 

a fun and interactive way. 

 Bibliography: 

Shumin, K. (2002). Factors to consider: 

Developing adult EFL student’s speaking  

abilities. In Richards, J. & Renandya, W. 

(Eds.), Methodology in language teaching: 

An anthology of current practice (pp. 204- 

211). Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 

 

 

Listening:  

The Pandora Box of EFL 
María Eugenia Sere, Belén Aquino & Emilia Ghirardi  

 

 

 

 

 

 

As teachers, we aim at covering the four main skills within our EFL classes. These are: 

writing, speaking, reading comprehension and listening. Although a lot has been said 

and explored on how to teach the first three, the last one has been utterly neglected.  

Recently, an adult student had his first trip to the United States of America. This was the 

real test we were anxiously looking for. The verdict came a few weeks later when he said 

he had enjoyed the trip very much but that he had had great difficulty in following the 

North Americans’ conversations. Realization dawned on his teacher: listening was not 

being taught the way the student needed. 
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This was a mystery that needed to be 

solved. Just like the myth of the Pandora 

box - which has been opened but not 

entirely understood and still contains 

hope trapped inside - , a lot has been 

said and done towards teaching 

listening but, for some unknown reason, 

there is still a lot of digging to do to find 

the key that will enhance listening 

teaching in ESL classrooms. 

Triggered by this student’s difficulties, 

we decided to adopt a hands-on 

approach and we carried out some 

thorough research on how we could help 

him follow the conversation next time. 

Here is what we found out. 

The first approach towards unveiling the 

mystery of how to teach listening skills 

was provided by Stephen Krashen in 

1985, when he described the first steps 

towards understanding the importance 

of “comprehensible input”. Krashen went 

a step further to dispel this mystery when 

he developed the term “intake”, which 

not only took into account the listeners’ 

mental processes for interpreting the 

input, but also considered the listeners’ 

own perception of reality. “The 

conversion of input into intake is 

absolutely crucial in considering the role 

of listening in language.” 

All these terms questioned one typical 

aspect of an ESL class: the listening 

activities we tend to do are probably not 

aimed at our students’ needs or may not 

be connected to their reality or interests 

in any way that they might find 

purposeful. If a student is preparing an 

international exam, then there isn’t much 

to do but try and help them develop the 

skill in the terms of that exam, but what 

if a student is learning English because 

they only need it for travelling? What if a 

student is learning English just for the 

sake of it? 

Our second step towards finding hope 

was realizing that “listening is not a one-

way street”. In any given real-life 

conversation, we get to ask for 

clarifications or re-statements. In this 

scenario, it is obvious to think of listening 

as an interaction in which a minimum of 

two people are involved, but what 

happens when students listen to a 

podcast or a radio program? Believe it or 

not, it is still not a one-way street. 

There are many unconscious mental 

processes that the listener undergoes in 

their path to understanding. Therefore, 

what are we exactly working on with our 

by-the-book listening comprehension 

activities? The cruel but honest answer 

is memory. Generally, through our 

drilling exercises we are mostly 

evaluating memory - and listening on a 

smaller scale. 

So, what we teachers need to think 

about now, with all this previous 

discussion in mind, is what we are going 

to do to teach listening in a real, useful 
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and meaningful way. Well, we could start 

by teaching our students about time 

fillers and their use. It is of utmost 

importance to raise awareness about 

the so needed “um”s or “eh”s, because 

these make up a huge part of the oral 

production, and therefore one needs to 

be able not only to identify them and 

what they are being used for, but also to 

know when to use them and why. 

How do we do that, then? It is not that 

complex. A simple comparison activity 

could work its magic and in a minute 

you’ll have students repeating all these 

interjections as if they mastered them. 

Once that’s done, the only thing left to do 

is discuss why we use them: basically, to 

give ourselves something to think. 

Reformulation, repetition, and 

rephrasing are the three Rs we need to 

talk about when dealing with listening. 

That’s what students need to learn for 

today’s world. We might also point out 

that they provide the one who’s listening 

with some time to process what was 

said, and that these minimal 

interventions in speech can help our 

learners keep the pace of the 

conversation. Follow-up activities that 

exemplify the use of these interjections 

and that provide clear ways to use them 

are definitely needed. 

Another important aspect to point out 

when dealing with teaching listening is to 

help students understand that there isn’t 

just one single purpose for this skill. 

Because, as was mentioned before, it’s 

not the same to listen to a business 

meeting as to a podcast or to teacher’s 

feedback. All of these activities have 

their own purpose and one has to be 

able to identify each one of them in order 

to know what to do or say. 

One possible activity that might help with 

this is exposing the students to different 

audio formats, especially the ones they 

wouldn’t be so familiar with. We need to 

provide real input for real purposes. If we 

think that the conversations we have 

with students in the classroom are 

quintessential conversations, then we 

are in deep water. The truth is that there 

is little authenticity in our everyday chats 

with students, as we are bent on making 

our vocabulary, speed of delivery, and 

grammar structures - among others - 

easy enough for students to understand 

our messages. Hence, there’s a need for 

real input. Where can we get it? 

Everywhere. Podcasts, YouTube 

channels, radio stations, recorded 

lectures. The web is filled with 

resources. It is difficult, but it is our job to 

try and find the best input for students, 

which will help them see and understand 

what we mean by different listening 

purposes. So you start by asking them to 

get some specific information and to get 

the general ideas of what was said, and 

they will slowly start looking for more 

details.  
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It is important to bear in mind how using 

authentic materials has a positive impact 

on our students’ ability to comprehend 

what they listen to. This type of material 

should be used from very early stages in 

language learning as students will 

develop a more accurate skill, while if 

introduced later on it might become an 

obstacle rather than an opportunity for 

improvement.  

Not only is authentic material useful to 

strengthen the skill by exposing students 

to real-life situations, but it is also the 

path towards understanding the different 

functions the language has, such as 

apologizing, requesting, ordering, and 

so on. These functions are very difficult 

to spot at times and tackling them from 

early stages in the language learning 

process might prove to be very valuable.  

The use of authentic materials can also 

help students learn new words, by 

analyzing the context in which the new 

vocabulary appears and attempting to 

get its meaning.  

What we are proposing, and it’s actually 

nothing new, is that teachers should 

consider listening as a social skill that 

needs to be developed as thoroughly as 

writing or speaking, with strategies and 

resources of its own. It requires time and 

practice, but it’s worth our students’ time 

and it is, indeed, a truly important skill to 

focus on.  

The way towards mastering the 

complexity of listening has been paved, 

though we still haven’t found the key to 

teach it successfully. All of the previously 

discussed approaches have not yet 

proved themselves 100% effective. 

Although the mystery of teaching 

listening has not yet been solved, the 

first big clue towards trying to open the 

Pandora box, which will release a proper 

approach, has been found: we must 

adapt our content to our students’ needs 

considering the purpose of their learning 

at the core of our teaching practice. 
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Is Reading Comprehension the 
Dullest of the Four Skills? 

Gustavo Sevilla 

 

 

 

 

 

any learners, mainly those 

with a professional or 

academic background, will 

tend to say things like “I understand 

everything I read”, and will relate their 

linguistic difficulties mainly to more 

productive skills like speaking or writing. 

I’ve always wondered how much they 

understand, that is, how deep and 

accurate their reading comprehension 

is, especially in the case of texts outside 

their professional or academic fields. 

Reading comprehension is defined as 

the ability to understand the meaning of 

text and integrate it with what the reader 

already knows. To understand the 

meaning, needless to say, the student 

has to know both the structures and the 

vocabulary. When the reader is familiar  

 

 

with the subject, comprehension in the 

foreign language is greatly facilitated, as 

is the case with a physician reading 

medical articles, a lawyer reading legal 

documents, or an engineer reading 

technical literature. 

However, proficient readers should be 

prepared to read any kind of material. 

This definition by Marilyn McCord 

Adams: “Proficient reading depends on 

the ability to recognize words quickly 

and effortlessly”, seems to take for 

granted that the potential readers are 

already familiar with all the structures of 

the language, or at least with those that 

they are expected to know considering 

their level in the process of language 

acquisition. 

To guarantee an adequate 

comprehension of the texts students are 

about to read, the teacher needs to 

make sure that they know the structures 

and at least those words that are key to 

understanding. We sometimes expect 

students to guess meaning through 

M 
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inference, which is indeed useful, but it 

might also be a good practice to first 

review those structures and words which 

might hinder understanding and only 

then let students deal with the text on 

their own. Reading actual examples of 

those structures and words after 

reviewing them will doubtless reinforce 

their knowledge. 

According to research studies on 

reading comprehension, highly 

proficient readers use different 

strategies to comprehend texts, and 

these strategies can also help less 

proficient students improve their 

comprehension: 

Making Inferences: As mentioned 

above, this is one of the most usual 

exercises, and it involves connecting 

words and structures until a reasonable 

conclusion is reached. However, mainly 

when it comes to lengthy descriptive or 

narrative pieces, students can make 

wrong guesses, some of them 

detrimental to overall comprehension, 

and this is where I say that providing 

them in advance with a list of words and 

a review of patterns can be useful. 

Planning and Visualization: Before 

and during text reading, learners can 

resort to outlines, tables of contents, lists 

of events, drawings, and other textual or 

paratextual components to find clues 

that will help them clarify ideas and 

check understanding. Graded readers 

sometimes include these elements, and 

in case they are not provided the teacher 

can come up with something along those 

lines. I remember I once used pictures of 

the different characters of “An Inspector 

Calls”, along with body movements and 

facial gestures, to enact the lines they 

said in a more vivid way and thus make 

the story easier to understand and to 

remember. At lower levels, puppets and 

pictures showing different sceneries can 

be highly productive for understanding. 

Asking Questions: This is a classical 

resource when dealing with reading 

comprehension. To confirm 

understanding, the teacher or students 

themselves can enquire and develop 

their opinion about character 

motivations, relationships, possible 

consequences, etc. Some of the most 

productive questions at this stage are 

“Why do you think X character acted that 

way?”, “How do you think Y character 

will react?”, or “How do you think the 

story will evolve?” 

Defining Importance and 

Synthesizing: Finding the main points 

within the text, whether narrative or 

expository, is essential for 

understanding and for summarizing. The 

teacher can use timelines or charts to 

illustrate how main and secondary ideas 

interact with each other. 

 



P a g e  | 19 

 

 

Making Connections: This involves 

connecting the text read with personal 

experiences, historical events, 

previously read texts, etc. This might be 

the most productive of all the tasks 

mentioned above, because students will 

be led to speak and even write about 

what they read and thus integrate their 

new and their previous knowledge. 

According to www.readwritework.com, a 

good starting point to test the strategy 

that works best for each teacher and 

mainly for each group of students would 

be to select a book and try applying each 

strategy to each chapter or section of the 

book. 

In conclusion, reading comprehension 

need not be as tedious as it usually is. 

Different tasks can be designed to aid 

comprehension, and varying them from 

time to time can also contribute to 

making reading a better experience. 
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To Succeed in Writing:  

Follow these Steps and 

Struggle No More 

Sofía Canelas & Susana Duarte 

 

 

 

 

 

hen it comes to writing, it 

seems like struggling 

against an invisible giant, 

because the mind just goes blank, it gets 

on your nerves, and there is no one to 

punch at. Does it ever happen to you 

that before starting writing you sit struck 

dumb and stare blankly for hours without 

a clue for your essay? This is because 

you are devoid of motivation, strategies, 

and writing skills, hence you are unable 

to build a habit for writing and end up 

failing most times. Boosting your writing 

skills is like boosting your muscles. You 

do not boost your muscle overnight, nor 

do you become proficient in the first 

draft; thus, as a student, you need to 

acquire a habit, discipline, and accept 

that writing is a process. So, start 

applying these tips for developing and 

strengthen your writing skills.  

Students neither define their objective 

for their writing nor bear their 

addressees in mind. So, the first step for 

writing is: ask yourself guiding 

questions: why am I writing? and what 

for? Is it to debunk an argument? Or is it 

to give information? Do I have to 

persuade someone to do something? Is 

it to show understanding about topics or 

concepts? Once you have a clear goal, 

think about your addressees. Who is it 

for? Is it to fulfill a task for your 

W 
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language/literature teacher, or are you 

writing for publication? Establishing your 

objectives and bearing in mind your 

target audience will lead you to choose 

the appropriate genre and register; what 

is more, you will also realize that for 

different purposes you need different 

writings. 

You may also need different techniques 

for planning your writing. Brainstorming 

ideas is an effective way of starting your 

writing, albeit often underestimated by 

students as a waste of time. But this is 

actually a useful tool to generate ideas 

and build up your ability for writing skills. 

There are different techniques for 

brainstorming: association is a powerful 

way to move forward from typical to 

innovative ideas. Another way of 

brainstorming is mind mapping, which 

consists of organizing ideas around a 

central one. For some writings, you may 

need pros and cons brainstorming since 

it helps you organize and clarify your 

arguments and your point of view about 

the topic. 

Also pay attention to the structure of 

your writing, which is the text skeleton 

that you should follow. Thus, when it 

comes to setting a goal in writing, it is 

also necessary to have a clear idea of 

the structure of the text that will be 

written since, with the format of the text, 

information can be organized in a way 

that responds to the established 

conventions for writing. In this way, the 

aims of the paragraphs can be clearly 

set and identified. For this, it is essential 

to use different cohesive devices such 

as linking words, coordinators, 

nominalization, which lead the reader to 

understand and keep track of what is 

intended by the use of such devices. For 

instance, by using nominalization you 

can foreground the event and effects 

and background the agency.   

 Another tool that is important to develop 

your competence in writing is 

vocabulary: the use of expressions, 

idioms, collocations, synonyms, 

antonyms. The wider your range of 

vocabulary, the better you can express 

your ideas. When doing so, students can 

choose more descriptive words to help 

the reader envision what they are 

describing. You can also have more 

flexibility when it comes to adapting a 

text to an audience. And, finally, you can 

create more variety in paragraphs and 

sentences with words. You can enlarge 

their vocabulary by using a thesaurus, 

which helps to come up with synonyms 

or related concepts, or a dictionary that 

is of assistance to choose the right word 

for a context. In addition, reading books 

rich in vocabulary and keeping a journal 

of the words that you learnt or that 

caught your attention during the day in 

order to look them up in the dictionary is 

a very useful and personal way of 

increasing your knowledge of words. 
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Last but not least, if you are an 

advanced level student and have to write 

for a final exam do not only use all the 

tips and devices mentioned above but 

also include euphemisms and 

metaphors in your writing. This can also 

be a key to succeed in this skill since 

these devices provide you with a whole 

range of lexical items, which keeps your 

ideas cohesive, organized, and 

palatable. Sometimes, it is easier to 

understand an idea in terms of another 

idea, and this is what the powerful use of 

metaphor does. In fact, in writing for 

exams you just cannot call a spade a 

spade, but you must resort to 

euphemistic language, as it helps you 

tackle sensitive issues like death, bodily 

functions or sexuality. Euphemisms 

make these issues more agreeable and 

the tone of writing will be more polite as 

well. 

These tools have helped us, both as 

students and teachers, to improve our 

skills in writing, and are also useful for 

most of our students. We believe these 

are the most important points to bear in 

mind. However, writing is an ability that 

is quite personal. This is why we suggest 

you shouldn´t limit yourself to just 

following these steps but also try to find 

your own ones. Meanwhile, feed your 

creativity with the tips and suggestions  

we presented to you; build up your 

writing habit; apply them all and you will 

see your writing ability uplift. Come on!  

Be strong, strengthen your mind, do not 

fight with your invisible giant anymore 

when it comes to writing. 
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Macroskill 

Integration: 

What for? 

 

 

 

Myrian Casamassima 

 

any teachers are concerned 

with skill integration. How do 

we put the macroskills - 

reading, listening, writing and speaking- 

together so that they make one big 

communicative whole? This generally 

means that if we are doing reading 

comprehension, next we should be 

doing some listening comprehension or 

a speaking task and a writing 

assignment. Perhaps we cannot cover 

all four skills in a single lesson, but at 

least we strive to link, for example, 

reading and writing to begin with. This 

need for macroskill integration comes 

from the fact that skills are dealt with in 

isolation and must necessarily be put 

together again.  

But what if the macroskills were not 

thought of in isolation? How would that 

be feasible? Certain trends claim that 

focus on comprehensive tasks in the 

learning process guarantees skill 

integration without the teacher having to 

worry about it. Indeed, the urge for 

integration may have been born in the  

Presentation-Practice-Production 

paradigm, where there was plenty of 

language work in the first two stages 

while the class was first engaged in the 

presentation of grammar and 

vocabulary, and in the controlled 

practice later. Working on the skills 

would come in the Production stage and 

it would follow the same idea applied for 

language during the Presentation and 

Practice: first, isolation of whatever is to 

be taught and, therefore, learnt; second, 

integration of those bits into a 

communicative whole. However, from a 

task-based perspective, it would sound 

more reasonable to involve the students 

in doing tasks through the foreign 
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language, where the macroskills appear 

to be naturally necessary to solve those 

tasks. The more comprehensive the 

task, the closer the integration between 

the skills as the students will have to 

interact at various levels by reading, 

listening, speaking and writing on their 

way towards task completion. The 

starting-point here is the task as a 

communicative event, and 

communication entails the macroskills. 

When the students cooperate with 

others to, for instance, make a timeline 

on relevant events in the 21st century, 

they necessarily have to read and listen 

while they search the web for the events 

that they will include, and they will 

necessarily have to speak about this 

with their peers and write the statements 

on the timeline. There are surely other 

skills that go beyond the four under 

discussion. Let us consider, for 

example, the timeline itself and even the 

collaboration that is expected among 

peers, both of which presuppose the 

development of skills of a different 

nature.  

Our intention is not to be critical of the 

way in which Presentation-Practice-

Production deals with the skills. Quite 

the contrary. We mean to understand 

where this concern for skill integration 

comes from in order to assess what can 

be done about it, since what the real 

classroom shows us is that there is little 

time to put together again what has been 

kept apart. There is a further issue that 

deserves to be considered. Does doing 

a speaking activity after the students 

have read a text ensure skill integration? 

Can a listening task before a writing 

assignment guarantee anything? It 

appears that skill integration is not to be 

taken to mean doing an activity for each 

of the macroskills one after the other. 

Integration implies reading, listening, 

speaking and writing in order to carry out 

a task, which may be complex enough to 

require several steps for completion. 

This would be a comprehensive task.  

Let us imagine the students have to read 

a text about holidays. They read and 

answer the questions in their 

coursebooks. Now the point is that we 

need to word out what they are reading 

for. They are reading to answer the 

questions for comprehension. That 

sounds fine, but not enough. What are 

they going to do with the information in 

the text? What are they reading for? 

That is what we need to decide. The 

students could, for example, read the 

text in order to compare and contrast 

different types of holidays and, to this 

end, they could profit from exposure to 

further input (reading and listening) so 

that they can then discuss their findings 

(speaking and listening). We already 

have quite a comprehensive task that 

involves several steps as we said 

before, where the macroskills are 

necessary to achieve the goal of the 
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task. Which is what? It appears that we 

should go on thinking a little more about 

it. What are they comparing and 

contrasting holiday types for? 

Coursebooks are quite friendly in terms 

of suggestions for activities so our first 

choice would be to check what is 

suggested in the unit. An alternative 

course of action may be to ask the 

students to make a recommendation to 

be posted on a social network, in which 

they will summarize their conclusions 

(speaking, listening, reading and 

writing). That would round off the 

sequence that started with the reading 

comprehension text. Throughout there 

has been skill integration guided by 

What for? What are the students doing 

this or that for? In real life, we do not 

read to say True or False, or to match 

questions and answers. Pedagogical 

tasks of this sort should seek to achieve 

something beyond into a more realistic 

use of language and, in doing so, the 

four macroskills should be necessarily 

embedded. In our example, we may 

notice, once more, that the task of 

comparing and contrasting holiday types 

involves further skills. How do we 

compare and contrast? That is the magic 

of comprehensive tasks: they make 

room for the development of skills in 

general and not only for the four 

macroskills that we are looking at in 

detail here. 

If the four macroskills are dealt with in 

isolation, then we will have to find the 

way to put them back together again. As 

we have seen, this practice may have 

derived from the idea that we need to 

separate the whole into parts to work on 

them and to later integrate the bits into 

the whole again. More recent trends 

seem to be pointing in another direction: 

emphasis on comprehensive tasks may 

by itself render the macroskill integration 

that we wish for. What is more, 

comprehensive tasks may open 

opportunities for the development of 

skills of different kinds that will involve 

the students in social interaction and 

strategic investment, where they will not 

only learn what to say, write or listen for, 

but also how to do it. This type of 

knowledge of a procedural nature is 

what will really foster skill development, 

which appears to be in keeping with 21st 

century learning.  

All things considered, our concern 

should be to identify in our coursebooks 

or to generate tasks of a more 

comprehensive nature, driven by the 

What for? so that they create spaces for 

skill development, for the macroskills 

and for other skills implied in interaction 

with the input and with collaborating 

peers.  
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