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Paul Morin identifies a key ingredient for better speaking classes. 

magine that you're at the ticket counter of a bus station in a 
foreign country, and the ticket agent asks you a question in 
a language that you're still trying to learn. 

After a few seconds, you figure out what he asked, and 
your brain gets started on putting a response together: OK, 

what's the word/or 'round-trip'? It's uh ... . Oh, and how do I say 

'different city'? Um, it's ... . And what's 'terminal' again? And 
'window seat'? 

Words crowd into your head with no rhyme or reason, while 
others completely vanish. The ticket agent is drumming his fingers, 
and suddenly you feel like you can't speak the language at all. You 
sense the impatient stares of the other people in line behind you. 
You start to sweat. You wish things would just stop for a minute so 
you could gather your thoughts and sort out your response. 

Even if you've never been in this situation, I'm sure you can 
imagine it. 

So now imagine your own students in your own speaking 
class. You ask them a question. Some words crowd into their 
heads, while others vanish. They sense you waiting, feel the eyes 
of the other students on them. They wish things would just stop 

for a minute. 

It's an awful situation to put them in. Luckily, you have the 
power to give them something the ticket agent didn't give you. 
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A step closer to genuine 
communication 
Sometimes you have a discussion in class that comes off 
beautifully. Everybody is talking, debating the issue, chiming 
in with additional thoughts, agreeing and disagreeing - in 
short, communicating- surprising you and probably even 
themselves by the amount and sophistication of the English 
they are using. You didn't do anything to make it happen; it 
seems like an accident. 

You can take a step closer to that, and a step away from the 
ticket agent experience, with one simple addition to your lesson 
plan: preparation time before speaking - time for your students 
to plan what they'll say, or simply to gather the vocabulary and 
grammar they might need. 

Reasons to pause 
It stands to reason that, when given time to prepare what they 
want to say in a task, students say it better, with greater fluency 
and accuracy. 

Giving students preparation time also levels the playing field. 
You probably have some talkative students who don't have any 
trouble contributing to a discussion - or even completely taking 
it over - alongside more reticent ones who struggle to express 
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