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Series editor’s preface

The mastery of speaking skills in English is a priority for many second lan-
guage learners. Learners often evaluate their success in language learning,
as well as the effectiveness of their English course, on the basis of how well
they feel they have improved in their spoken-language proficiency. Oral
skills have hardly been neglected in EFL / ESL courses (witness the huge
number of conversation and other speaking coursebooks in the market),
though how best to approach the teaching of oral skills has long been prob-
lematic, partly as a consequence of the complexity of spoken interaction and
the difficulty of developing principled pedagogical approaches that reflect
this complexity.

Both our understanding of the nature of speaking skills as well as
approaches to teaching them have undergone a major shift in thinking
in recent years. Traditional approaches to the teaching of speaking often
involved the use of dialogues and repetitive drills reflecting the sentence-
based view of proficiency prevailing in the methodologies of Audiolingual-
ism and Situational Language Teaching. In the 1980s, the emergence of the
constructs of communicative competence and language proficiency led to
major shifts in conceptions of syllabuses and methodology, the effects of
which continue to be seen today. The theory of communicative competence
prompted attempts at developing communicative approaches to the teach-
ing of spoken English. Fluency became a goal of speaking courses, and
this was developed through the use of information-gap and other tasks that
required learners to attempt real communication, despite limited proficiency
in English. In so doing, they would develop communication strategies and
engage in negotiation of meaning, both of which were considered essential
to the development of oral skills.

More recently, the notion of English as an International Language has
introduced the concept of intercultural competence, a goal for both native
speakers and second language users, with a focus on learning how to com-
municate in ways that are appropriate in cross-cultural settings. At the same
time, it is now accepted that models for oral interaction cannot be based sim-
ply on the intuitions of applied linguists and textbook writers, but should be
informed by research on the nature of authentic spoken discourse. Advances
in discourse analysis, conversational analysis, and corpus analysis, in recent
years, have revealed a great deal about the complexity of spoken interaction

ix
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and the cognitive processes involved in producing and processing spoken
language, as well as the characteristics of spoken discourse itself. Such
information can inform the design of classroom instruction and teaching
materials.

The brief summary above of approaches to the teaching of spoken
English reflects a narrative that is developed with considerable depth and
breadth in the present book. Drawing on wide-ranging literature from a
variety of relevant disciplines, as well as their own extensive experience
in teaching spoken English, the authors give a fascinating, comprehensive,
and insightful account of the nature of second language speaking skills.
The research and theory they survey then serves as the basis for the prin-
ciples, strategies, and procedures they propose for the teaching of spoken
English. This book will, therefore, provide an invaluable resource for teach-
ers, teachers in training, and researchers, providing both a state-of-the-art
survey of the field as well as a source of practical ideas for those involved
in planning, teaching, and evaluating courses and materials for the teaching
of spoken English.

Jack C. Richards
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