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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The efficacy of communication depends upon using language to demonstrate one's 

willingness to relate, which often involves the indirectness of politeness rather 

than the direct and 'efficient' choice of language full of information. 

 Byram 1997:3 

 

The ultimate goal of learning a language is to be able to successfully communicate with it. In order 

to reach this goal, in both oral and written communication, one needs various skills in different 

aspects of language, e.g. grammar, syntax, semantics and phonetics. The goal of being able to 

effectively use a language has at times been lost in the excessive emphasis on grammar and faultless 

output, but since the early 1990s, foreign language teaching has been focusing more on developing 

communicative skills (Littlewood 1992:10, Salo-Lee 1991:1-3, Kaikkonen and Kohonen 2000:8). 

Learning to interpret a new language is also, through communication, the gate to understanding 

different people and different cultures (SUKOL). 

 

It was already pointed out twenty years ago that social intercourse today is mainly based on oral 

communication even in working life (Salo-Lee 1991:1). In addition to meetings and telephone 

conversations, informal and oral-like language is used in written forms of communication such as 

text messages and e-mails. In preparing individuals for international contacts and intercultural 

learning formal language education plays a crucial role (Kaikkonen and Kohonen 2000:7). It can 

even be stated that skills in achieving goals in social life rest mainly upon one's communication 

skills (Rickheit, Strohner and Vorwerg 2010:15). 

 

The core of successful communication is in “establishing and maintaining relationships” (Byram 

1997:3). In other words, successful oral communication is much more than just the ability to 

combine words into meaningful, coherent utterances. One also needs to know what to say and to 

whom, in what circumstances, and how to say it (Hymes 1972:277, Richards et al. 1985:49, 

Alptekin 2002:57). In addition, one should be familiar with general manners and courtesies in the 

target language in order to communicate acceptably within the culture. 

 

Even though all this is known on theoretical level, formal language education is constantly 

criticised for offering insufficient practice in oral skills. Upper secondary school offers a course in 
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oral skills, but it is an optional course. As the Finnish Matriculation Examination does not test oral 

skills, their practice is suffocated by the practice of aspects that are tested, i.e. reading and listening 

comprehension, grammar and writing compositions. What is more, oral communication is often 

experienced as a difficult and unnerving way of communicating in a foreign language. The present 

study analyses two EFL textbook series of upper secondary school to see whether, and to what 

extent, the textbooks offer the kind of practice in oral skills that is needed to successfully 

communicate orally based on the current theoretical understanding. The study leans on theories of 

communicative competence and oral skills, and the data is analysed by content analysis. 

 

The study consists of five chapters. After the introduction, chapter 2 introduces the theoretical 

background of the study, including key terminology, some observations about the use of textbooks 

in language classrooms, the guidelines for teaching oral skills in Finnish upper secondary school 

and, finally, an overview of previous studies made on this subject. In chapter 3 the methodology of 

the study is explained and research questions formulated. Findings of the analysis are reported in 

chapter 4, and chapter 5 closes the study with discussion. 
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Chapter 2 will first introduce the key terminology of this study. I will then observe the role of 

textbooks in teaching oral skills, identifying three main activity types used in textbooks. The 

following sections of the chapter will then present the aims and expectations of teaching oral skills 

in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (the CEFR) and the National 

Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary School (the NCC). Finally, the chapter closes with an 

overview or previous studies on textbooks and oral skills. 

 

2.1 Key concepts 

 

Before determining the concepts having to do with oral communication, the decision to address 

English as a foreign language instead of a second language needs to be validated. The role of 

English in the Finnish school system has gone through significant changes as the language has 

become more and more commonly used both in business life and in leisure time (media from 

television to the internet, music, advertising, games etc.). In general, Finnish learners of English 

encounter and use the target language outside the classroom radically more than other foreign 

languages taught at school. In most Finnish families, English is also the second language children 

learn, studies beginning from the 3
rd

 grade of basic education (Tilastokeskus 2012). Some quarters 

therefore prefer addressing English as a second instead of a foreign language. Another way of 

outlining the matter would be to talk about two national languages, Finnish and Swedish, and refer 

to all other languages as foreign (Numminen and Piri 1998:7). From a typological point of view, 

Finnish and English are dissimilar languages, so linguistically English is a foreign language for 

Finnish learners (cf. what is said about Finnish and Swedish in Alanen 2000:187-188). In addition, 

the present study is about formal language learning and not language acquisition taking place in a 

natural environment, a factor that is sometimes seen as the distinction between foreign and second 

language definitions (Elomaa 2009:19). Furthermore, the NCC places English under foreign 

languages. In keeping with unambiguous terminology and avoiding any possible confusion with the 

second national language (Swedish), this study also addresses English as a foreign language (EFL). 

 

All foreign language teaching focuses nowadays on developing students' communication skills 

(Littlewood 1992:10, Salo-Lee 1991:1-3, Kaikkonen and Kohonen 2000:8). This is the case at least 

on a theoretical level, as communication skills are highlighted in the NCC (2003:101-103). Even 

though language and communication as phenomena are related, for two reasons, they are not 
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synonyms (Littlewood 1992:9). Firstly, language does not only provide us with the ability to 

communicate but also affects our understanding of the world. Secondly, we do not only 

communicate through language but also with non-verbal signs and facial expressions. Nonetheless, 

it is specifically the need and the will to communicate that causes language development in children 

acquiring their first language and, hopefully, in students learning a foreign language. 

 

It should be noted that communication skills and communicative competence are needed both in 

writing and speaking. An emphasis on communication skills does thus not equal an emphasis on 

oral skills. Furthermore, oral skills do not simply contain the ability to produce sentences.  The 

following sections will define the terminology relevant to the present study and establish what is 

meant with oral skills and how do they relate to communicative competence.  

 

2.1.1 Communicative competence 

 

I have stated that foreign language teaching focuses on developing communicative competence 

and that oral skills are a crucial part of being able to communicate in a foreign language just as well 

as in one's first language. In order to give an accurate idea about the standing of oral skills in 

language competence, I will first introduce communicative competence and then narrow down the 

perspective to oral skills. This section presents an outline of how communicative competence can 

be defined. 

 

Chomsky (1965) grouped knowledge of language into competence, referring to theoretical 

knowledge of grammar and other aspects of language, and performance, referring to the practical 

application of that knowledge in use. His view was criticised by Campbell and Wales (1970) and 

Hymes (1972) for not leaving any room for sociocultural knowledge of appropriateness. Hymes' 

main attention was on first language acquisition and he launched the term communicative 

competence in this context, focusing on communication within a community of native speakers 

using one language.  He replaced the Chomskyan distinction between competence and performance 

with the following four questions defining language as means of communication: 

 

1. Whether (and to what degree) something is formally possible; 

2. Whether (and to what degree) something is feasible in virtue of the means of 

implementation available; 

3. Whether (and to what degree) something is appropriate in relation to a context in 
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which it is used and evaluated; 

4. Whether (and to which degree) something is in fact done, actually performed, and 

what its doing entails. 

          (Hymes 1972:281) 

 

As the questions show, theoretical correctness (Chomsky's competence) is only the first step in 

evaluating communication, and the actual performance (Chomsky's performance) is the last step. 

Between them, there are the questions related to sociocultural possibilities and appropriateness. 

 

Hymes' ideas were transferred into foreign language teaching and the concept of sociolinguistic 

competence was the basis for the development of communicative language teaching (Byram 

1997:9). The importance of sociocultural knowledge shows outside classrooms, as one hardly ever 

needs to prove knowledge of a language system by, for example, producing a sentence that is 

grammatically correct but completely absurd in regard to the context; instead, that knowledge is 

used to communicate in the language and, through communication, to achieve a goal that can be 

anything from finding out the route to the railway station or catching up with a friend to giving a 

testimony or taking marriage vows (Widdowson 1978:1-3).  

 

After Hymes' research, the components of communicative competence have been defined in 

various ways. A threefold model consists of grammatical, sociolinguistic and strategic competence 

(Canale and Swain 1980:28-30). Grammatical competence, related to Chomsky's idea of 

competence, refers to knowledge of grammar, morphology, syntax and other aspects of language. 

Sociolinguistic competence includes sociocultural rules and rules of discourse. The third 

component, strategic competence, refers to both verbal and non-verbal communication strategies 

that relate to either grammatical or sociocultural competence. An alternative threefold model of 

communicative competence defines the three components to be linguistic, sociolinguistic and 

pragmatic (CEFR 2001:13). In this definition, linguistic competences refer to knowledge of 

language as a system, i.e. lexical, phonological etc. knowledge. Sociolinguistic competences, in this 

model of communicative competence, mean the sociocultural conditions for using a language, and 

pragmatic competences refer to the functional use of the two previous competences. This 

categorisation of the CEFR sees each of the three main competences to consist of various elements 

and thus addresses each category as a set of competences (plural) instead of calling them three 

single competences. 
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Another way of looking at it would be defining communicative competence as a four-part concept 

consisting of knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, knowledge of rules of speaking (e.g. starting 

and ending a conversation, choosing appropriate topics), knowing different speech acts (such as 

requests, apologies and invitations) and knowing how to use language appropriately (Richards, Platt 

and Weber 1985:49). In other words, communicative competence is “the ability not only to apply 

grammatical rules of a language in order to form grammatically correct sentences but also to know 

when and where to use these sentences and to whom” (Richards, Platt and Weber 1985:49). More 

concise definitions describe communicative competence as an ability to use language to 

communicate efficiently and appropriately (Tiittula 1992:9, Rickheit, Strohner and Vorwerg 

2010:25-26). In the 21
st
 century, the focus of communicative competence has been on relationships 

instead of the individual speaker, and the aim has been to understand skilled social interaction in 

different contexts (Greene and Burleson 2003). 

 

All the definitions of communicative competence above highlight other aspects of communication 

than grammatical accuracy. The focus on communicative competence can thus also be seen as 

disregarding grammar, “an 'anything-goes-as-long-as-you-get-your-meaning-across' approach” 

(Savignon 1997:7). The focus on appropriate communication is, however, not pushing grammar 

aside. Knowledge of the culture and present conditions of the language area, important as they are, 

need to be accompanied by sufficient skills in pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar in order to 

achieve communicative competence (Yli-Renko 1991:35).  

 

Communicative competence is the overall goal of all language education. It is, however, a broad 

goal, as it includes communicative skills of a wide range, including both written and oral 

communication in everyday situations (Yli-Renko 1991:35, Savignon 1997:14-15). As the 

definitions above indicate, communication takes place not only orally but also in writing. The 

adjective in the term oral skills stresses that “a spoken form of language is used as opposed to a 

written form” (Richards, Platt and Weber 1985:202). Oral skills can thus be seen as one component 

of communicative skills, a kind of sub-skill. Furthermore, a distinction can be made between oral 

skills and speech communication skills
1
 as follows: while oral skills are language specific abilities 

to orally communicate through the target language, speech communication skills include all 

communicative language use in which speech is present (Hildén 2000). A person can thus have oral  

 

                                                 
1 My translation of Hildén's Finnish term puheviestintätaidot. 
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skills in different languages, and they are all included in the person's speech communication skills. 

Figure 1 is my demonstration of the relations between the three terms in a hierarchy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The hierarchy of terminology related to oral skills 

 

In this section, I have introduced the concept of communicative competence with its various 

definitions and demonstrated the relationships between communicative competence, speech 

communication skills and oral skills. Before moving on to define oral skills more thoroughly, oral 

communication and how it differs from written communication must first be defined. The next 

section reviews the distinctive features of oral communication. 

 

2.1.2 Oral communication 

 

To define and assess language skills, a stand must first be taken on their nature, that is, whether 

competence in a language is an unbroken unit or whether it is the sum of different skills (Huhta 

1993:78). Research has suggested knowledge of a language to be a single unit (see Oller 1979, for 

example). If there are language skills that can be separated, which is the view of most researchers 

today, we must define what they are and how they relate to each other (Huhta 1993:78-81). Even 

though dissecting language skills can be artificial knowing that all the elements combined are what 

makes language competence, there are idiosyncratic features in oral communication. There is thus 

also knowledge that is required specifically in oral communication. 

Oral skills 

↑ 
Speech communication skills 

↑ 
Communication skills 
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Traditionally four basic language skills have been distinguished. These four skills are speaking and 

writing, sometimes referred to as active or productive skills, and reading and listening, also known 

as passive or receptive skills (see Widdowson 1978:57 and Richards, Platt and Weber 1985:160, for 

example). Speaking and listening can also be categorised to language skills that are expressed 

through the aural medium, whereas reading and writing are expressed through the visual medium 

(Widdowson 1978:57). Classifications into active or passive and productive or receptive skills can 

be seen as misleading for three main reasons (Widdowson 1978:57-69). Firstly, they do not tell 

anything about how language is used in communication, but only indicate how language is 

manifested. Secondly, speaking requires both receptive and productive participation in a 

conversation, since everything that is said is in some way connected to what has been said before. 

Thirdly, in a conversation, speaking includes using gestures and facial expressions in addition to 

just producing sounds with the vocal organs, and thus speech is expressed and interpreted through 

visual medium as well. In other words, processes of producing and understanding spoken language 

include, in addition to the motoric processes in the speech organ, sensory processes of interpreting 

gestures and facial expressions that accompany speech (Dufva 2000:79).  

 

Oral communication is thus more than just speaking sentences out loud, and the boundaries 

between language skills are not as clearly defined as it would seem at first glance. Oral 

communication and spoken language do nonetheless differ from written communication in many 

ways: they simply do not function with the same rules. This fact is often neglected in teaching and 

assessing oral skills in classrooms (Tiittula 1992:9). The “same language” is used for both speaking 

and writing in the target language, even though the differences between the two are multifold 

enough to make them two different varieties of a language (Jokiniemi 1992:137). Special 

characteristics of oral communication are not discussed in language classrooms, and both teachers 

and students assess oral skills based on the standards set for written communication (Salo-Lee 

1991:14, Tiittula 1992:9). The understanding of a language is thus largely based on the written 

language, and spoken language is seen through written language (Tiittula 1993:63). This is curious 

because in everyday contacts in our first language, we tend to be reserved towards people who 

speak like books, that is, literary language (White 1985). Based on everyday experience, it makes 

no sense then to educate students to speak in a way that alienates them from native speakers of the 

target language. 

 

One way of differentiating oral communication from written communication is by pointing out a 

check-list of seven clear differences between the two mediums (Tiittula 1992:11-15). First of all, 
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spoken language is produced with voice (instead of graphic signals) and received through auditory 

input (instead of visual). Secondly, spoken language (in first language acquisition) is acquired 

effortlessly in everyday interaction with others, without knowingly distinguishing different genres 

(how to tell a joke or a fairytale) while written language is explicitly taught and learnt. Thirdly, the 

most common use of spoken language is everyday communication, whereas messages meant for the 

public and/or meant to be conserved are written. Furthermore, spoken language is dynamic and 

disappears quickly. In everyday speech, a speech act is only heard once. It remains in the short-term 

memory of the receiver for a while, after which it disappears. Speech, unless taped, does thus not 

exist as a static object in the way written texts that can be copied or sent forward do. In addition, 

spoken language is interactive and usually takes place one on one (except for telephone 

conversations). Moreover, the participants share the context in which language use happens. Lastly, 

non-verbal communication is also present in the situation. 

 

Another distinctive feature of oral communication is usually the social interaction present in the 

situation where language is used (Salo-Lee 1991:5). Spoken language has always a “creator”, a 

formal subject, so that the speaker is present in the situation and known by listeners, while in 

written language, the author of the text can be both geographically distant and context-wise 

irrelevant to the reader (Dufva 2000:83).The presence of others in spoken communication affects 

the output and the speaker observes reactions that are awakened in others. Reacting to what 

someone is saying with back channel cues allows listeners to participate and indicate to the speaker 

that their message is understood (Jokiniemi 1992:137, Tiittula 1993:65). The most common form of 

oral communication is discussion (everyday conversation), an essential part of which is giving 

feedback as a listener (Salo-Lee 1991:9, Tiittula 1992:27,104, Meddings and Thornbury 2009). 

Discussions have their own rules in how the participants begin, respond, proceed and end them, and 

the knowledge of these rules is as important as the knowledge of grammatical structures and 

vocabulary (Salo-Lee 1991:9). One person alone cannot determine the course of a conversation, but 

it is a result of co-operation, where the roles of the speaker and the listener(s) are taken in turns 

(Jokiniemi 1992:138). 

 

Oral communication can be separated from written by its different purposes. The functions of 

spoken and written language are largely different, as the former is interactional and the latter 

transactional (Brown and Yule 1983:10-11). This distinction means that oral communication mostly 

focuses on building and maintaining social relationships, while written communication mainly aims 

at transmitting information. It could also be suggested that spoken language draws attention to the 
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message and the meaning that is being conveyed, while written language draws attention to 

structures and matters of form (Olson 1994). Both spoken and written languages have various 

registers that share common and intertextual features depending on the text type (Dufva 2000:79, 

Tiittula 1992:11-12). There are obviously cases in everyday life in which spoken language 

resembles written language (e.g. an address written down in advance) and cases in which written 

language has characteristics typical of spoken language (e.g. text messages, literary dialogues). 

Furthermore, oral language can also aim in transmitting information (a lecture) and written 

language can equally serve as a medium in social contacts (chatting on the internet).  

 

A further characteristic of oral communication is its dialogic nature. In a conversation, the 

participants are not only expected to produce speech but also to listen, process and react to what 

others say (Tiittula 1992:38). Listening comprehension is thus an element related to oral skills: in 

order to react soundly to what others say, one needs to be able to process and interpret their sayings. 

Spoken articulation, unlike written language that is linear, is not divided into clearly separate units 

but is a continuum or a flow of speech (Dufva 2000:80). The context in which the conversation 

takes place alongside with the topic and the roles of the participants help one to interpret what the 

others mean, and even though the message that is actually said can be very incomplete, the shared 

context, expectations and topic provide listeners with sufficient information to interpret the message 

correctly (Tiittula 1992:31). On the other hand, the more the message includes strange sentence 

structures, unordinary word choices or foreign pronunciation, the more difficult it is for the listener 

to interpret (Pridaux 1984:45). 

 

Another feature of spoken language is the low density of packing information (Brown and Yule 

1983:7). In other words, in written language, complicated syntactic structures allow the inclusion of 

massive amounts of information into relatively brief sentences. Spoken language is thus not as 

economical as written language. Speakers do not speak in complete sentences, but express 

meanings in idea units, “short phrases and clauses connected with and, or, but, that, or not 

connected by conjunctions at all but simply spoken next to each other” (Luoma 2004:12). This is 

likely to be related to the fact that there is time to think and modify written language, whereas 

spoken language output is immediate. Spoken language must also be kept simple enough for the 

listener to be able to follow (Jokiniemi 1992:137). Immediate output affects the production in two 

ways (Brown and Yule 1983:6-7). Firstly, it does not give a chance to build complex subordinated 

clauses or adverbial modifications, hence the information is less densely packed in simpler  
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sentences. Additionally, spoken language in general uses non-specific words and phrases such as 

they, it, sort of, like this, somebody, and somehow instead of specific names. 

 

The idea units of spoken language, used instead of complete sentences, consist of topicalisation 

and tails (Luoma 2004:15). Topicalisation frontals the important theme of an idea unit regardless of 

the standard written language word order. In other words the main topic is expressed in the 

beginning of an idea unit: Joe, his name is (Quirk and Greenbaum 1980). As for tails, they are noun 

phrases in the end of a clause, repeating a pronoun that has been used earlier: He's a smart fellow, 

that Joe. In a way a tail is thus “the mirror image of topicalisation” (Luoma 2004:15). 

 

Oral communication is dynamic and fast by its nature. In casual communication, this feature 

manifests itself in two ways (Tiittula 1992:19). First of all, there is no time to plan one's sayings in 

advance. Secondly, unlike in written communication, errors cannot be erased and corrections cannot 

be made unnoticed. The time to plan what to say and how to say it being very short, mistakes are 

inevitable (Jokiniemi 1992:137). Indeed, pauses, corrections and restarts as well as 

mispronunciations, mixed sounds and wrong words said in inattention are an inseparable part of 

oral communication in foreign languages as well as in the first language (Salo-Lee 1991:7, Tiittula 

1992:19). In fact, self-correction is a sign of very good language competence (Hill 1998). Strangely, 

in the first language, if the listeners notice errors in the first place, they forgive the speaker as they 

understand the message despite the errors and, in addition, believe that the errors are caused by 

inattention, not lack of knowledge (Luoma 2004:19). In foreign languages, then again, similar 

errors receive special attention. This is even though many of the errors are typical of both native and 

foreign language speakers. As for teaching English for Finns, regarding the dynamics of oral 

communication, it should be noted that the silent and cautious nature of Finns as both speakers and 

listeners can be mistakenly interpreted as hesitance, while, in reality, it is merely the Finnish way of 

communication that reflects in the output of foreign languages (Salo-Lee 1991:18). 

 

Spoken language is emotional and it is coloured with exclamations and exaggerations. The non-

verbal range of oral communication also allows the speaker to support their message with visual 

signs and to emphasise or even exaggerate though body language (Jokiniemi 1992:137-138). The 

messages conveyed through words and through non-verbal communication can also be 

contradictory, in which case the message sent by non-verbal means is usually interpreted as what 

the speaker actually wants to say (Vilkko-Riihelä and Laine 2012:103). These kinds of 

contradictions do not exist in written language. 
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In addition to the fast production and interpretation of oral communication, as already stated earlier 

in this section, spoken language also disappears quickly. The sound waves produced and heard 

attenuate quickly, after which the phrasing and the message of what was said rest on memory 

(Dufva 2000:82). The existence and disappearance of spoken language can be characterised by 

pointing out the following three observations (Tiittula 1992:11-17). Firstly, spoken language 

remains in the short-term memory of the listener for a while, but no “evidence” is left of what was 

said. Oral language, unless taped, thus only exists for the time it is being produced, whereas written 

language in the form of letters, e-mails, text-messages, books, newspapers etc. can be studied and 

analysed indefinitely; copies can be taken and notes made. Moreover, taping or transcribing spoken 

language violates it by taking it out of context and away from the people who were originally 

involved. In addition, transcriptions are abusive towards spoken language, since they change the 

state of language from spoken to written. 

 

Despite the factors described above that separate spoken language from written language, the latter 

is favoured in teaching due to two important factors (Brown and Yule 1983:1). Firstly, during the 

history of language teaching, the interest has mainly been on the study of written language. 

Grammarians and dictionary-writers have studied and described it, and consequently the rules of 

written language of English, for example, are well known and compiled into grammar books. It is 

thus possible to unambiguously say whether or not a written sentence in English is grammatically 

correct or incorrect, and how an incorrect sentence should be modified in order for it to be correct. 

Secondly, over a relatively short period such as a century, written language does not change 

remarkably. Nor does it change greatly depending on where it is written. As for the study of spoken 

language, it can be concluded that the interest in conducting research is rather a new phenomenon in 

the history of language teaching. The rules and generalisations are significantly more difficult to 

define, as both the context and the physical location have a great effect on spoken output. As errors, 

slips of the tongue and colloquialisms are a natural part of oral communication in both first and 

foreign languages, it is problematic to decide which (if any) errors should be corrected. In addition, 

spoken language develops and changes in a much faster pace, and thus books or other efforts to 

describe it are always somewhat outdated. 

 

As the definitions above show, oral communication consists of much more than just speaking. 

“Speaking” alone can thus not stand as a skill that should be acquired in foreign language teaching. 

Speaking does not necessarily even require any audience; one can just talk to oneself. Yet at least 

one other person is needed to discuss, to communicate, to have a conversation, to exchange 
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information and messages orally. That is also the actual aim of foreign language teaching: to enable 

students to communicate with, not just speak, the target language. The ability to speak in a foreign 

language, that is, produce meaningful utterances and pronounce them out loud in an understandable 

manner, is just one part of being able to orally communicate in that language. The next section 

moves on to define what other skills are needed in that process, i.e. what are the components of oral 

skills. 

 

2.1.3 Oral skills 

 

Section 2.1.2 explained why merely speaking in a foreign language is not sufficient as “oral skills”. 

Defining what is meant by the term is challenging, because numerous factor affect the impression of 

a person's oral skills in a language (Luoma 2004:1). This section aims in itemising the building 

bricks of oral skills. As the components of oral skills are defined, the different features that should 

be acknowledged and practiced when focusing on oral skills in the textbooks of English are also 

named.  

 

One very simple way of defining oral skills is to consider them to include the abilities to receive and 

produce language and use it appropriately, functionally and easily as a mean of communicating 

messages orally (Salo-Lee 1991:2). If one compares this definition to those presented of 

communicative competence in chapter 2.1.1, the resemblance is obvious, only here the appropriate 

use of language is defined to be oral. This definition does not, however, answer the question of what 

is needed to receive and produce language. 

 

The first thing needed to orally communicate is obviously sufficient vocabulary and knowledge of 

grammar in order to produce meaningful sentences and to understand those of others (Bygate 

1987:1). The role of grammar and vocabulary has been largely studied and their significance in 

language and communication is commonly recognised. This section focuses on factors that are 

particularly related to oral skills, hence grammar and vocabulary will only be covered by pointing 

out some issues relating to their status specifically in oral skills. 

 

As explained in section 2.1.2, there are clear grammar rules for written language. In oral 

communication, output of native speakers includes ungrammaticalities, slips of the tongue and 

incomplete sentences. It seems hypocrite to demand flawless speaking from students, when the 

model they receive from native speakers is not flawless. Grammar rules of written language cannot 
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thus be applied to oral language as such. The concept of grammatical correctness in spoken 

language could even be completely replaced with the concept of appropriateness with advanced 

students (Brown and Yule 1983:22). As for vocabulary, distinctions into colloquial and literary or 

formal and informal expressions do exist, and some examples even appear on textbooks. Upper 

secondary school students already have experience of writing a CV, a job application or a letter of 

complaint, so they are probably familiar with some basic formal style vocabulary. Formal 

vocabulary is, however, seldom mistakenly brought in conversational situations. The problems in 

this area are more likely in using conversational language in formal situations, which is not the 

interest of this study. 

 

An obvious factor in oral skills is pronunciation. In learning a new language, one must certainly 

learn to pronounce the language so that their output will be understandable. Finnish learners of 

English cannot pronounce English based on the Finnish alphabet, assuming that in most cases, one 

letter is pronounced as one phoneme. Pronunciation can also refer to many different items in 

speech: individual sounds, volume, speed, pausing, stress and intonation, to name a few (Luoma 

2004:11). When talking about the correctness in pronunciation of a foreign language, the term 

usually refers to the manner of producing individual sounds, stress and intonation. The problem lies 

in choosing the objective in pronunciation. The number and distribution of native speakers of 

English has created countless accents and dialects just among the speakers of English as first 

language. In addition, English is widely used among non-native speakers as a common language of 

business all around the world. There are then several standards for native-like speaking or fluent 

foreign language competence. Which should we choose as the appropriate model of spoken 

language? Even though most learners acquire a comprehensible and efficient pronunciation, very 

few can achieve a native-like pronunciation in all respects (Luoma 2004:10). Furthermore, in can be 

questioned if it is even desirable to sound like a native speaker. There are several reasons for the 

learner to want to be recognised as a non-native speaker (Luoma 2004:10). Firstly, a foreign accent 

can be a question of identity. Secondly, a foreign accent makes good language skills noticeable in a 

foreign speaker, whereas good language skills of a native speaker would be taken for granted. 

Thirdly, being recognised as a non-native guarantees forgiveness in possible cultural or politeness 

violations. Some might even question if teaching pronunciation is any more important than teaching 

appropriate handwriting (Brown and Yule 1983:3), but this brings us back to the notion that in 

writing, there are clear rules of correctness that, in spoken language, are either lacking or very 

different from those of written language. Comprehensible pronunciation can nevertheless be named 

as a sine qua non of oral communication. 
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Fluency in speech is commonly mentioned as an aim in teaching oral skills, and it is also one of the 

criteria in assessment. Hesitation and self-corrections are, however, a natural part of oral 

communication (Salo-Lee 1991:4). Syntactic structures in speaking are thus much more flexible 

than in writing. In fact, “perfect” spoken language, that is, clearly articulated, formal, complete 

sentences that sound very unnatural can be what makes foreign language speakers stand out from 

native speakers and alienates them (Brown and Yule 1983:21). The need for accuracy and fluency 

also varies in different communicative situations; for a tourist in a coffee shop, it is sufficient that 

the messages are understood (Jaakkola 2000:151). In addition, fluency is easily affected by 

listeners: lack of eye contact or other ways of expressing approval causes the speaker to feel 

insecure (Salo-Lee 1991:7). Furthermore, Finnish speakers of foreign languages are used to 

requirements of accuracy in expression even in their first language and a normal communicational 

context is experienced as a public appearance (Yli-Renko 1991:32). For these reasons it is crucial 

that, when practising oral skills of English, the main emphasis is on fearless communication that 

includes corrections and pauses instead of flawless, mechanical speech. Oral fluency does not mean 

grammatically flawless or uninterrupted speech, but a fluent speaker knows when to hesitate, pause, 

correct oneself and interrupt others (Sajavaara 1980:132). These perceptions imply that fluency in 

oral communication could be defined, firstly, as self-confidence gained by the observation that all 

speakers, in first and foreign languages, stumble over or forget their words now and then, leave 

sentences unfinished and correct their sayings and word choices and, secondly, as the courage to use 

these possibilities only existing in spoken language.  

 

As mentioned in section 2.1, the most common form of spoken language use is an everyday 

conversation, which has its own rules. There are thus two sets of strategies having to do with 

interaction that a language student should learn (Jokiniemi 1992:140). First, oral skills must thus 

include means of starting (greetings and courtesies), maintaining (eye contact, back channel cues, 

questions) and ending (signalling that there is nothing to add, intonation, saying goodbye) a 

discussion. In addition, the means of signalling the intention to talk with initiatives (well, you know, 

it occurred to me that..., listen), interrupting others (changing the role from listener to speaker), 

preventing interruptions (keeping the role of the speaker) and signalling the end of an address 

(looking at the next speakers, intonation, nodding) are needed in conversations. Knowledge and 

practice in these strategies also helps in achieving fluency in speaking (Yli-Renko 1991:32).  

 

An essential part of oral communication is non-verbal communication. One approach is to 

consider it to consist of eight elements: facial expressions, gaze, gestures and other bodily 
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movements, posture, bodily contact, spatial behaviour, clothes and appearance, non-verbal aspects 

of speech and smell (Argyle 1988:1). Non-verbal communication varies between cultures and the 

difficulty of adopting non-verbal features of a foreign language is recognised, as “cultural 

differences in NVC [non-verbal communication] are a major source of friction, misunderstanding, 

and annoyance between cultural and national groups” (Argyle 1988:49). Another way of defining 

non-verbal communication is to include in it, in addition to facial expressions and gestures, symbols 

(such as a wedding ring), signs and signals (in clothes and hair) and body movements (Karjala 

2003:57). Even silence is communicating, meaning for example reflection, anger, tiredness, 

astonishment etc. Prosody (intonation, stress, pauses) and paralinguistic factors (pitch, volume, rate 

of speech) can also be seen as non-verbal ways of affecting how things are expressed (Tiittula 

1992:43-44). 

 

The multidimensional nature of oral communication can also be defined as the “triple reality of 

speech”, that is, language, paralanguage (e.g. tongue clicks) and kinesics (e.g. communicative 

gestures and postures), the latter two being insufficiently dealt with in foreign language classrooms 

(Poyatos 2002:103-132). This approach assumes that the non-verbal speech acts are likely to cause 

problems for learners, as they are not acknowledged in teaching. In addition to paralanguage and 

kinesics, the triple reality of speech includes in non-verbal dimensions of communication proxemics 

(distances between people), chemical, dermal and thermal reactions (blushing, tears, sweating), and 

body-adaptors and object adaptors (cosmetics, clothes). Students, even though they have experience 

of using non-verbal communication in their first language, tend to eliminate it when they talk a 

foreign language, and the multidimensional nature of oral communication is only adopted after 

experiencing authentic situations of oral communication in the target language (Salo-Lee 1991:18). 

Byram (1997:14) criticises Poyatos' view for assuming that non-verbal communication of a foreign 

culture could be taught in school in the first place. According to Byram, the learner might, firstly, 

not be able to control the non-verbal dimensions of communication as they are unconscious and, 

secondly, not be willing to give up a part of their own personality by adopting the non-verbal 

communication of others. Learning a new language does change the identity of the learner, but the 

change is from a monolingual to a bi- or multilingual person, making one a member of a new 

society communicating via the new language (Kalaja 2011:118). Adopting linguistic manners from 

a new language does hence not mean giving away something of one's own identity, but widening it. 

 

The sub-skills of oral skills can be presented as a four-part model of functions of oral production 

(Hyltenstam and Wassén 1984). First, the directive function aims in getting the other person to do 
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something. It can be mediated through giving an order, asking for help, making an appeal, urging, 

advising or asking a question. Learners of a foreign language should learn different ways in which 

the same message can be expressed in different situations. In addition, they should understand that 

the approach they choose is dependant of the context. The second part is the informational function. 

Students have to be able to tell, for example, about themselves and their backgrounds. The 

expressive function, i.e. how to express anger or pleasure, should also be practiced when learning a 

language, even though its presentation in a formal classroom might feel difficult. Lastly, the 

function of managing contacts refers to the fact that the topic of a discussion is not always even 

relevant, but that what matters is the existence of a discussion. This last aspect, according to the 

four-part model, should be more practiced in formal language education. 

 

Oral skills do not only include production, but also listening and participating in what others say. 

As mentioned in section 2.1.2, feedback from listeners shows the speaker that they are understood 

and encourages them to continue. This feedback, in addition to eye contact, can be affirmative 

sounds and words (really, indeed, aha, mmm, oh), gestures (nodding) and facial expressions 

(smiling, rolling one's eyes, raising one's eyebrows). The one-on-one nature of oral communication 

also allows listeners to ask for precisions or explanations immediately in case of misunderstandings. 

Listeners use feedback to signal four different things (Allwood 1988:91-92). Firstly, feedback can 

be given to encourage the speaker to continue and to ensure the continuation of communication. 

Smiling and nodding could be non-verbal signals of encouragement, and verbally it can be 

expressed with Really, Keep going, Tell me more, What happened then, Mm, Yes?. Secondly, 

feedback can signal whether or not the speaker has been heard. Sounds good, Mm, I'm listening or 

Come again, I didn't catch that, Excuse me, What's that now let the speaker know if they can move 

on or if repetition is needed. Thirdly, feedback tells if the message is understood: I see, I get it or I'm 

not sure if I understood correctly. Finally, listeners can also reveal the emotions and attitudes raised 

by the message. You're right, I agree, That's true, Exactly and That's not how I see it, I'm not sure if 

I agree, Are you sure about that, Yes but... indicate whether or not the others agree and how they 

feel about the topic. As for the speaker, they should be able to interpret the instant feedback of the 

listeners and to adapt their sayings according to the feedback, for example, to explain further if the 

message seems to be misunderstood or forge ahead if the topic seems very familiar to the listeners. 

The speaker can also ask for feedback through expressions such as You see?, (Am I) Right?, You 

know? (Salo-Lee 1991:10). 
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The dialogic nature of oral communication, as explained in section 2.1.2, indicates that those 

involved in a discussion cannot assume they may speak endlessly without being interrupted. 

Comments made by other participants may overlap and someone else might take the floor while one 

pauses to paraphrase. The course of the conversation might even suddenly change due to questions 

asked or anecdotes told. To some extent, oral communication is thus unpredictable as it follows the 

train of thoughts of the participants. Knowing how to get the attention of others when joining in a 

conversation or interrupting someone in order to ask a question or make a comment, as well as 

providing others with chances to do the same, is also a part of oral skills. A polite conversationalist 

participates but does not dominate, and invites others to participate as well. 

 

The notion of a polite conversationalist brings us to the knowledge of sociocultural 

appropriateness highlighted in defining communicative competence (see section 2.1.1). In order to 

speak with others effectively and appropriately, one must be aware of the culture specific manners 

of speaking. Finns have been taught not to interrupt, while Italians wish to engage in a conversation 

in a form of a reply to what has been said as soon as they possibly can (Lewis 1999:36). Moreover, 

the distance between people having a conversation, both physical and mental (expressed, for 

example, by whether or not the speakers are on first-name terms with each other) vary between 

different cultures. In addition to the rules of speaking, there are rules concerning the content of 

conversation. All cultures have taboos and unacceptable topics that should be avoided. Two people 

communicating through a shared first language usually share this sociocultural knowledge 

implicitly, but people learning to speak a foreign language must familiarise themselves with this 

knowledge explicitly. 

 

Regardless of the dynamic and unpredictable nature of oral communication that, even in native 

speakers' output, includes hesitance, self-correction and errors both in word choices and in 

pronunciation, foreign language learners are expected to learn to speak flawlessly. The expectation 

for learners to speak a language like a perfect native speaker rises from the assumption that a 

bilingual can speak both their languages perfectly, and that the same result could be obtained 

through foreign language learning, but the idea is ignorant to the literature showing that few, if any, 

bilinguals have equal, perfect mastery over their two languages even in linguistic, far less 

sociolinguistic competence (Byram 1997:11). The notion of a perfect native speaker in itself is very 

problematic, considering that the regional and sociocultural accents and dialects combined with 

questions of personality and individuality result in countless manners of speaking, all equally native 

as they are different. The expectations of native-like language skills in a foreign language are thus  
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completely unreasonable (Kaikkonen 2000:51). Learners themselves can set their own goals as they 

wish, but a native speaker's competence cannot be set as a general objective for all in language 

teaching.  

 

Viewing the learner as “an incomplete native speaker” causes two kinds of problems (Byram 

1997:11-12).  Firstly, the target is impossible and thus inevitably causes failure. Secondly, it if were 

possible, reaching native-like skills would cause “linguistic schizophrenia”, where one has to 

abandon one language to be accepted as a native speaker of another. According to this view it would 

also mean parting from one's own culture and adopting a new cultural identity. As already 

mentioned earlier in this section, however, learning a new language does not fade out any part of the 

learner's identity, but enriches it (Kalaja 2011:118). 

 

In this section I have outlined the sub-skills of oral skills. To recapitulate, I have included to oral 

skills: 

 grammar and vocabulary, 

 pronunciation, 

 fluency (confidence), 

 non-verbal communication, 

 choosing context-suited approaches to make a point, 

 giving (listener) and interpreting (speaker) feedback through words and gestures, 

 means of joining in, interrupting and inviting others to participate in a conversation, and 

 politeness rising from sociocultural awareness. 

 

To verify this list, it could be compared to another list of skills required in oral communication, 

compiled by Nunan (1991:7). This list includes in oral skills 

 comprehensible pronunciation 

 knowledge of stress, rhythm and intonation patterns 

 skills in taking short and long speaking turns 

 management of interaction 

 skills in negotiating meanings 

 skills of listening 

 knowing how to know and negotiate purposes of conversation 
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 use of suitable conversational formulae and fillers 

 

Apart from non-verbal communication that is not mentioned in the latter list, the two seem to 

consist of similar items.  

 

The different skills explained in this section imply that the sub-skills of oral skills could be divided 

into three main categories: skills in production, skills in comprehension and skills in interaction. 

Alternatively, these skills of oral communication could be categorised as motor-perceptive skills 

and interaction skills (Bygate 1987:5). The challenge is in ensuring that students not only learn 

about these skills, i.e. gain theoretical knowledge of them, but that they also learn how to use these 

skills in practice.  

 

This section concludes the chapter of defining terminology relevant to the present study. Now that 

the nature of oral communication and oral skills has been explained, I move on to examine the role 

of textbooks in the teaching of oral skills and to identify the different activity types used in them to 

practice oral skills. 

 

2.2. Role of textbooks in teaching oral skills 

 

Textbooks have more power over what happens in the classroom than anything else (Neuner 

1994:8, cited in Karjala 2003:50). The power of textbooks is based on how they highlight certain 

things while deemphasising others and thus have a strong impact on what is thought to be valuable 

and important in learning a language (Luukka et al. 2008:64). Textbooks dictate the objectives, 

methods and social aspects (“chalk and talk”, working in pairs or in groups) of teaching, and they 

instruct when to use other teaching aids such as tapes or CDs (Karjala 2003:50, Luukka et al. 

2008:64). Even though no law orders us to use textbooks in teaching, few teachers choose to 

produce or collect and adjust their own teaching materials without a textbook. Still, teachers have 

the power to choose which activities offered in the textbook are made use of in class and which are 

left out. No amount or oral activities in the book results in fluent oral skills if they are not used. 

 

Attitudes towards textbooks are much more critical than attitudes towards other literary work 

(Lappalainen 1992). Unlike some sources (e.g. Kauppinen 2006:203) state, textbooks receive plenty 

of criticism. The most obvious problem of textbooks in teaching oral skills is probably the artificial 

separation of different language skills. Activities in textbooks are usually named to be either 
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listening, writing, grammar or speaking activities. In real life, skills cannot be practiced or used 

separately from each other. Grammatical knowledge and vocabulary is needed in order to speak 

coherently (Littlewood 1992:15), and no knowledge of grammar rules is of any good if one does not 

have enough vocabulary and knowledge of social situations to help oneself use grammatical rules to 

produce output and participate in communication. 

 

For many learners the kind of communication just described [fixed items and patterns] is 

too rigid and restrictive to constitute a goal in itself. They want to learn to use the 

language creatively, in order to express personal meanings and understand the 

unpredictable language that others speak directly at them. For this they have to gain 

access to the underlying system of the language, so that they cannot only use set phrases 

or insert alternative words into fixed patterns, but also make choices within the 

grammatical system itself. (Littlewood 1992:17) 

 

Yet textbook exercises tend to separate these areas and instruct the learner to practice only grammar 

by adding the correct suffix into a blank in the middle of a sentence, or to practice only vocabulary 

by joining a word with the right translation. In reality, when communicating in a language, the 

deeper the understanding of a language system is, the more fluent and varied the output is in the 

target language (Littlewood 1992:20). A deeper understanding of a language can only be achieved if 

different language skills are integrated and they complement each other instead of being separate 

instances. 

 

A lot of thought has been put on how to bring authentic teaching materials to language classrooms. 

The balance between authentic language and comprehensible input suitable for the learner's age and 

conceptual skills causes three major issues for the teaching oral skills in textbooks (Karjala 

2003:56-60). Firstly, both vocabulary and grammar skills of the learner are significantly more 

limited in a foreign language than in the first language. The material in textbooks should still be 

authentic and, in addition, correct. Secondly, dialogues are simplified and fictitious, no mistakes are 

made and no pauses taken to decide how to express something. In sharp contrast to the real world 

outside classrooms, textbook conversations never contain cursing or vulgarism. Thirdly, background 

“hubbub”, surprising events and misunderstandings are all tidied up from textbook dialogues. That 

is why textbook dialogues can be called “dialogues of minimised chaos” (Karjala 2003:60). What is 

more, situations of oral communication in textbooks are often forced. A common text type is an oral 

interview with closed question-answer -patterns that do not allow real interaction between  
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participants (Alanen 2000:192). The model of speaking given in the books is thus very unrealistic 

and unnatural. 

 

Textbook dialogues that seemingly represent spoken language are significantly influenced by 

written language in many ways (Tiitula 1992:9-17). First of all, dialogues are printed in textbooks. 

Transcriptions change the essence of spoken language as they turn it from action happening in real 

time into static, written text. Additively, textbook dialogues are often first written and only then 

recorded on the CD accompanying the textbook. Consequently, textbook dialogues are but written 

language that is read out lout on CD or by students. As chaotic and incoherent transcribed 

discussions seem, as unnatural are often the textbook dialogues that are first written and the read out 

loud. Furthermore, spoken language is practiced in written language in exercises such as “Fill in the 

missing parts of the discussion”, and thus written language often gets to function as a starting point 

for learning spoken language. This may lead to focusing on matters that are relevant in written 

language and neglecting the essential features of spoken language (e.g. intonation) that do not show 

in writing. When focusing on informal speech style, textbooks have two major problems (Alanen 

2000:192-193). Firstly, the style is only partially acknowledged in vocabularies. With many 

informal expressions and slang words, the style and appropriate situations of use are not shown 

through. Secondly, slang is constantly changing and often bound to a certain geographical area or to 

a certain group of people. Slang words are thus not shared even in one communications culture, 

much less between different ones. 

 

Another problem with textbooks as signposts in teaching oral skills has to do with their relation to 

the curriculum. When the national curriculum is updated, publishers renew their textbook series and 

market the latest editions as “meeting with the latest curriculum” (Luukka et al. 2008:64). It is a 

common assumption that textbooks scrupulously appreciate the national core curriculum and thus 

by teaching the textbooks, teachers follow the curriculum. There is, however, no supervising board 

that would select the textbooks that are in accordance with the curriculum. The Finnish National 

Board of Education does not inspect textbooks anymore, so the publishers themselves are 

responsible for quality control, alongside with teachers who choose which textbooks they use 

(Kauppinen 2006:204). In addition, the guidelines of the national curriculum are quite broad, so the 

writers of books have plenty of freedom in choosing what they feel is interesting and important and, 

on the other hand, what is not worthy of teaching. It is thus not justifiable for teachers to simply 

assume that textbooks convey all the essential matters of a course - rather, each textbook offers its 
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authors' view of what is important. Regarding the present study this means that, even though the 

importance of oral skills is highlighted and there is even a whole course dedicated to them, 

textbooks do not necessarily provide students with sufficient activities in oral skills either in number 

or in versatility. Should that be the case, the teacher needs to turn to other resources in the teaching 

of oral skills. 

 

Many of the problems with textbooks indicated above can be explained with the fact that textbook 

series are not immune to the market economy system. The publishers need to design and publish 

materials that appeal to the possible buyers and earn profit (Karjala 2003:60): a good textbook 

should appeal to students with its themes and layout, enable studying both in a classroom and 

independently, be accurate in its contents and present the information in a manner suitable for the 

target group. It should also be competitive in price, although in Finnish upper secondary school, the 

book expenses do not affect the schools' budgets, as students buy the books themselves. In addition, 

publishers are often in a hurry to bring new series in the market. It is difficult to make a textbook 

that would please different kinds of teachers and different kinds of learners (Karjala 2003:60). After 

all, textbook authors and publishers have to compromise in many respects. 

 

It is nevertheless understandable that, despite their defects and problems, both teachers and students 

are keen on using textbooks. Textbooks explicitly divide the language into smaller sections, label 

the areas of language competence and offer an all-set grouping on how and in what order matters 

should be taught. As this study does not aim to take a stand on whether or not, and to what extent, 

textbooks should be used, we now move on to introduce the different activity types, used as basis in 

the analysis of this study, in textbooks.  

 

2.2.1 Activity types: drills, exercises, tasks 

 

Activities in Finnish textbooks of English are usually referred to as exercises both by authors and by 

teachers using them. The notion of drill is usually understood quite unambiguously, but exercise and 

task are often used interchangeably in schools, without making any distinctions. There is no 

agreement in research or language pedagogy to the definitions of these two concepts (Ellis 2003:2). 

There are some studies that also seem to use activity as a fourth, separate label. The present study 

uses it as an umbrella term including all the different activity types in textbooks. This subsection 

introduces various criteria for the terminology concerning textbook activities in order to clarify the 

difference and define the basis for the categorisation of activities in the analysis.  
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Drills, strongly associated with the audio-lingual method and also called mechanical or pattern 

practice, focus on repetition in a more or less controlled manner (Wong and VanPatten 2003:403). 

In the audio-lingual method, the “mechanical habit formation” was seen as the basis of developing 

language skills; in other words, students could not build their own expressions before all the 

necessary structures had been drilled (Wong and VanPatten 2003:404). In addition, all errors needed 

to be strictly avoided, since repetition of errors would lead into generalisation of errors. A 

stereotypical example of a drill could be asking students to change sentences from singular to plural 

or to change the tense from present to past. 

 

Drills can be further classified into three types: mechanic drills, meaningful drills and 

communicative drills (Paulston 1976, cited in Wong and VanPatten 2003:405-406). The difference 

between these three types of drills lies in how controlled they are and whether or not there is a fixed 

right answer (Kivilahti 2012:24). Mechanical drills, such as conjugating verbs according to person 

in German, can be completed without even knowing the language and there is only one acceptable 

answer, while meaningful drills require that the student understands the question in order to produce 

the only acceptable answer (Wong and VanPatten 2003:405-406). One example of a meaningful 

drill would be asking students about the location of objects in the classroom:  

 

- Where is Nina's pencil case?  

- It is on her desk. 

- Where is John's book?  

- It is in his bag. 

- Where is Steve's drawing? 

- It is on the wall. 

Etc. 

 

As for communicative drills, they can be defined with two notions (Wong and VanPatten 2003:406). 

Firstly, they do not hold right or wrong answers except for grammatical (in)correctness. Secondly, 

in communicative drills, students are expected to bring forward information that is not known 

before the drill, for example, their own opinions or assumptions. A communicative adaptation of the 

meaningful drill above could thus include questions such as “Where do you think Nina keeps her 

pencil case at home?”. 
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As the three-folded classification of drills shows, efforts have been made to update the concept of 

drills to measure up to the requirements of communicative competence (Kivilahti 2012:24). The 

role of drills in language teaching are still strongly criticised and studies have been made indicating 

that not only do the drills not help learners to learn a language better, but in some cases they might 

even hinder learning (Wong and VanPatten 2003:417). 

 

To define exercises and tasks, the easiest way is by stating the differences between them (see also 

Ellis 2003 and Kivilahti 2012:31-33). I thus begin by defining tasks and then define exercises by 

comparing the differences between these two types of activities. 

 

According to a broad definition of task, activities such as making airline reservations, borrowing 

books, making a hotel reservation, filling out a form and painting a fence are tasks, i.e. a “piece of 

work undertaken for oneself or for others, freely or for some reward” (Long 1958:89). In other 

words, tasks are all the little things people do in their everyday lives. This definition can, however, 

be criticised for being non-linguistic, for concerning non-linguistic matters and for including 

examples (painting a fence) where no language use is needed in order to for the task to be 

completed (Nunan 1989:5). In teaching a foreign language, it seems unnecessary to include 

activities that do not necessitate language use in the term task, since the overall goal is for learners 

to be able to use the target language (Ellis 2003:2).  

 

Tasks are primarily concerned with conveying meanings (Ellis 2003:3). In other words, “[A task is] 

a piece of classroom work which involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or 

interacting in the target language while their attention is principally focused on meaning rather than 

form.” (Nunan 1989:10). The aim is thus not to produce a specific, predetermined answer, but to 

engage learners in interacting in the language in order to complete the task. Students have some 

information to begin with, and they have an objective to reach, but they themselves get to 

manipulate the ways in which they achieve the goal (Prabhu 1987, as cited in Ellis 2003:4). The two 

defining characters of a task are thus 1) the need to use the target language in order to achieve an 

objective and 2) focus on meaning while using the language (Bygate, Skehan and Swain 2001). An 

additional, important criterion for a task is its relation to the real world (Skehan 1996, as cited in 

Ellis 2003:4). As mentioned in section 2.1.1, outside classrooms, we are hardly ever asked to prove 

our language skills by producing grammatical, yet contextually absurd sentences or even less by 

conjugating a verb in all persons and tenses – both activities probably familiar to all language 

students. Tasks should be the type of activities that one might encounter in real life, such as 
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negotiating meanings and problem-solving activities. 

 

Moving on to differentiate between task and exercise, if the focus in tasks is primarily on conveying 

meanings, exercises are form-focused (Ellis 2003:3). Even though attention must be paid to both 

meaning and form in both activities, the basic difference between a task and an exercise is whether 

the activity aims in developing linguistic skills through completing the activity (a task) or if 

linguistic skills are a prerequisite for completing it (an exercise) (Widdowson 1998). As certain 

linguistic skills are a prerequisite for completing an exercise, hence there is a correct answer in 

exercises that learners should know. To clarify, let us consider a common textbook activity, a gap-

fill vocabulary exercise. Students are to fill in missing words or phrases into sentences taken from 

the text. There is a Finnish clue under the blank line, and in order to complete the exercise, students 

need to either already know the vocabulary needed or look for the correct answers in the text. Either 

way, there is usually only one acceptable answer as the gaps must be filled “based on the text”, as 

the instructions often state. Both types of activities thus aim to practice a language, but their focus 

and means to achieve the goal are different. 

 

The difference between tasks and exercises could also be defined as that of pragmatic and semantic 

meaning, i.e. using a language in a context in tasks or focusing on “the systemic meanings that 

specific forms can convey irrespective of context” in exercises (Ellis 2003:3-6). Accordingly, when 

learners want to complete a task, they need to function as language users and engage in language 

processes similar to real-life activities, where the learning takes place incidentally through the task. 

By contrast, in exercises, learners function as language learners instead of language users, and the 

learning is intentional. Tasks still provide learners with the ability to choose what forms to use and 

allow them to focus on form whenever needed. The mention of real-life activities in this definition 

includes authenticity as a criterion for a task. Activities such as telling a story based on given 

pictures or finding differences in two pictures are thus not very good, as learners will hardly 

encounter them in their lives outside classrooms. 

 

Three different activity types used in language textbooks have now been established. The last 

sections of chapter 2 examine the role and importance of oral skills in the two documents that hold 

the highest authority in instructing language teaching and assessing in Finland, the CEFR and the 

NCC. 
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2.3. Guidelines for teaching oral skills in Finland 

 

I suggested in section 2.2 that many (wrongly) assume that textbooks thoroughly follow the NCC 

and that sticking to the textbook would thus result in following the curriculum in teaching. The 

NCC, being the highest national “authority” in upper secondary school education, sets overall 

guidelines for the teaching of all subjects in Finnish upper secondary schools. In addition to the 

NCC, the CEFR affects language teaching today in Finland as well as in other member countries of 

the European Union (Harjanne 2006:15-16).  The CEFR was compiled to support European 

cooperation in education, culture, economy, science and industry, to integrate language education 

and to promote intercultural and interlingual communication (CEFR 2001:1). Even though the NCC 

highlights communication in language teaching, it has not clearly stated earlier how communication 

skills should develop during upper secondary school (Opetushallitus 2003). The expected progress 

in communication skills can, however, now be presented based on the CEFR (Opetushallitus 2003), 

and there is a Finnish application of it as an appendix in the NCC (2003:234-251).  

 

The two documents, the NCC and the CEFR, are thus the two main signposts in teaching foreign 

languages in Finland. The present section introduces what is said about oral skills in these 

documents since, by studying their contents regarding oral skills, the official role and importance 

given to them in foreign language teaching is revealed. I begin by introducing the CEFR, since it 

has also affected the current NCC, and knowing the CEFR language scales helps to understand the 

Finnish application. 

 

2.3.1 Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

 

The CEFR provides European countries with a common basis for planning core curricula, 

examinations, textbooks and other aspects of language teaching (CEFR 2001:1). As mentioned in 

section 2.3, it complements the NCC by describing explicitly what learners need to learn to be able 

to use a language for communication and what skills and knowledge help in making that 

communication effective (Opetushallitus 2003, CEFR 2001:1). As the framework is a very large and 

thorough description, I only try to summarise its main contents here and, after introducing the 

origins and aims of the framework, focus merely on what is relevant to the present study, i.e. the 

teaching of oral skills. 

The aims of the CEFR (2001:1) can be presented as three-folded. Firstly, by setting common goals 

for learning contents and outcomes, it promotes the transparency of different European language 



30 

 

 

syllabuses and qualifications. International co-operation in language education is thus strengthened, 

and difficulties caused by different education systems can be overcome. Secondly, mobility in 

Europe is eased with common, objective criteria that enable the recognition of national degrees and 

qualifications abroad. Thirdly, it ensures that the teaching of languages meets with the actual needs 

and expectations of the learners by providing the educational organisers with the possibility to 

review their practices and coordinate their work. 

 

The CEFR is built on the overall aims of the Council of Europe, and as for language policy, these 

aims can be expressed in three main points (CEFR 2001:2). First, the valuable diversity of 

languages and cultures of the European Union should be protected and this diversity should be seen 

as a source of mutual understanding instead of a communicational barrier. Secondly, 

communication and interaction between Europeans with different first languages can only happen 

through better knowledge of European languages. Thirdly, the modifications in national language 

education curricula can lead to rapprochement between member states of the EU. 

 

The approach to language use and language learning adopted in the CEFR is holistic and action-

orientated (CEFR 2001:9), taking into account that functioning in the society includes cognitive, 

emotional and volitional resources in addition to linguistic ones. The action-orientated approach 

assumes that language learners become language users, and thus the same set of language 

proficiency scales can be applied to both language learners and language users (CEFR 2001:43). 

Language use is described as follows: 

 

Language use, embracing language learning, comprises the actions performed by 

persons who as individuals and as social agents develop a range of competences, 

both general and in particular communicative language competences. They draw 

on the competences at their disposal in various contexts under various conditions 

and under various constraints to engage in language activities involving 

language processes to produce and/or receive texts in relation to themes in  

specific domains, activating those strategies which seem most appropriate for 

carrying out the tasks to be accomplished. The monitoring of these actions by the 

participants leads to the reinforcement or modification of their competences.  

          (CEFR 2001:9) 

 

Knowledge and skills in a language are thus described through two broad domains of general 

competences and communicative language competences. General competences are individual, but 

not language-specific; they are called upon for all kinds of action, including language use.  
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Communicative language competences are what allow a person to use specific linguistic means in 

action. 

 

At its simplest, the CEFR language scale is six fold. Language learners and users are divided into 

three groups: basic (A), independent (B) and proficient users (C). Each group is further divided into 

two subcategories (A1, A2, B1 etc.). Table 1 presents the structure of the scale in a simple form. 

 

Table 1. Common Reference Levels: global scale (CEFR 2001:24) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proficient User 

 

 

C2 

Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. 

Can summarise information from different spoken and 

written sources, reconstructing arguments and accounts in a 

coherent presentation. Can express him/herself 

spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating 

finer shades of meaning even in more complex situations. 

 

 

 

C1 

Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and 

recognise implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently 

and spontaneously without much obvious searching for 

expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively for 

social, academic and professional purposes. Can produce 

clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects, 

showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors 

and cohesive devices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Independent User 

 

 

 

B2 

Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both 

concrete and abstract topics, including technical discussions 

in his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of 

fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with 

native speakers quite possible without strain for either party. 

Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects 

and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the 

advantages and disadvantages of various options. 

 

 

 

B1 

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on 

familiar matters regularly encountered in work, school, 

leisure, etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise 

whilst travelling in an area where the language is spoken. Can 

produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or 

of personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, 

dreams, hopes and ambitions and briefly give reasons and 

explanations for opinions and plans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A2 

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions 

related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic 

personal and family information, shopping, local geography, 

employment). Can communicate in simple and routine tasks 

requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on 

familiar and routine matters. Can describe in simple terms 
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Basic User 

aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and 

matters in areas of immediate need.  

 

 

 

 

A1 

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and 

very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a 

concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can 

ask and answer questions about personal details such as 

where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she 

has. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person 

talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help. 

 

 

In addition, there are separate reference levels for the four traditional language skills: oral 

production, written production, listening comprehension and reading comprehension. Furthermore, 

there are sub-scales to describe different actions in these four categories. In oral production, these 

scales include sustained monologues (e.g. describing experience), public announcements and 

addressing audiences (CEFR 2001:58-61). The scale of overall oral production is found in table 2. 

Sub-scales of oral communication can be found in appendix 1. 

 

Table 2. The CEFR Overall oral production scale (CEFR 2001:58). 

 

C2 Can produce clear, smoothly flowing well-structured speech with an effective logical structure which 

helps the recipient to notice and remember significant points.  

C1 Can give clear, detailed descriptions and presentations on complex subjects, integrating sub-themes, 

developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion.  

 

 

B2 

Can give clear, systematically developed descriptions and presentations, with appropriate highlighting 

of significant points, and relevant supporting detail.  

Can give clear, detailed descriptions and presentations on a wide range of subjects related to his/her 

field of interest, expanding and supporting ideas with subsidiary points and relevant examples.  

B1 Can reasonably fluently sustain a straightforward description of one of a variety of subjects within 

his/her field of interest, presenting it as a linear sequence of points.  

A2 Can give a simple description or presentation of people, living or working conditions, daily routines, 

likes/dislikes, etc. as a short series of simple phrases and sentences linked into a list.  

A1 Can produce simple mainly isolated phrases about people and places.  
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Completely separated from oral production, the CEFR (2001:73-82) also provides scales for 

interactive activities and strategies, including spoken interaction. These spoken interaction scales 

include  

 

 overall spoken interaction 

  understanding a native speaker interlocutor 

 conversation 

 informal discussion 

 formal discussion and meetings 

 goal-oriented co-operation (organising an event, for example) 

 transactions of goods and services 

 information exchange 

 interviewing and being interviewed 

 

The overall spoken interaction scale is found in table 3. While admitting that spoken production and 

spoken interaction are different actions, and good skills in spoken production (such as giving a 

speech) do not automatically indicate good skills in spoken interaction, it seems peculiar to divide 

these two into completely separate categories. After all, as stated multiple times already, language 

education aims first and foremost in developing communication skills that are used to interact with 

others.  

 

Table 3. The CEFR Overall spoken interaction scale (CEFR 2001:74). 

 

 

C2 

Has a good command of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms with awareness of connotative 

levels of meaning. Can convey finer shades of meaning precisely by using, with reasonable accuracy, a 

wide range of modification devices. Can backtrack and restructure around a difficulty so smoothly the 

interlocutor is hardly aware of it. 

 

C1 

Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously, almost effortlessly. Has a good command of a 

broad lexical repertoire allowing gaps to be readily overcome with circumlocutions. There is little 

obvious searching for expressions or avoidance strategies; only a conceptually difficult subject can 

hinder a natural, smooth flow of language. 

 

 

 

 

B2 

Can use the language fluently, accurately and effectively on a wide range of general, academic, 

vocational or leisure topics, marking clearly the relationships between ideas. Can communicate 

spontaneously with good grammatical control without much sign of having to restrict what he/she 

wants to say, adopting a level of formality appropriate to the circumstances. 

Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction, and sustained 
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relationships with native speakers quite possible without imposing strain on either party. Can highlight 

the personal significance of events and experiences, account for and sustain views clearly by providing 

relevant explanations and arguments.  

 

 

 

 

B1 

Can communicate with some confidence on familiar routine and non-routine matters related to his/her 

interests and professional field. Can exchange, check and confirm information, deal with less routine 

situations and explain why something is a problem. Can express thoughts on more abstract, cultural 

topics such as films, books, music etc.  

Can exploit a wide range of simple language to deal with most situations likely to arise whilst 

travelling. Can enter unprepared into conversation on familiar topics, express personal opinions and 

exchange information on topics that are familiar, of personal interest or pertinent to everyday life (e.g. 

family, hobbies, work, travel and current events).  

 

 

 

A2 

Can interact with reasonable ease in structured situations and short conversations, provided the other 

person helps if necessary. Can manage simple, routine exchanges without undue effort; can ask and 

answer questions and exchange ideas and information on familiar topics in predictable everyday 

situations.  

Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on 

familiar and routine matters to do with work and free time. Can handle very short social exchanges but 

is rarely able to understand enough to keep conversation going of his/her own accord.  

 

A1 

Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on 

familiar and routine matters to do with work and free time. Can handle very short social exchanges but 

is rarely able to understand enough to keep conversation going of his/her own accord.  

 

 

The taxonomic structure of the CEFR means that the complexity of using a language is divided into 

separate components, which causes two main problems (CEFR 2001:1-2). Firstly, communication 

takes place though the whole composition of a person. The knowledge and skills that are presented 

separately in the framework all function together, forming the unique way of communicating by 

each person. Secondly, the cultural surroundings and social relations affect the identity of each 

communicator. The CEFR does, however, also provide means to describe partial qualifications (for 

example listening comprehension without speaking) in cases where only limited language skills are 

required. 

 

Here I have introduced the leading principles of the CEFR concerning oral skills. The next section 

presents the contents regarding oral skills of the NCC, the highest national authority in planning and 

executing upper secondary school education. 
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2.3.2 National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary School 

 

The current NCC took effect in 2005. It describes the overall content of all courses taught in upper 

secondary school as well the values and attitudes that form the basis for teaching. The general 

objectives of upper secondary school education state as follows: 

 

In terms of study skills, emphasis must be placed on the ability to co-operate with 

other people in different groups and networks. Skills and abilities to be promoted 

as being necessary for co-operation comprise self-expression skills, including the 

second (non-native) national language and foreign languages, the ability to take 

other people into account and the ability to revise one’s beliefs and actions as 

required. Co-operation, interaction and communication skills must be developed by 

means of different forms of collaborative learning. (NCC 2003:24, italics added) 

 

In addition, students of upper secondary school should know their own cultural heritage and identity 

and, while appreciating those of others, be also able to communicate in foreign languages with 

people coming from different cultural backgrounds (NCC 2003:27-28). Upper secondary school is 

to encourage students in multicultural interaction and international contacts (NCC 2003:28).  

 

In objectives for teaching foreign languages, the importance of intercultural communication is 

emphasised: 

 

Instruction in foreign languages will develop students’ intercultural 

communication skills: it will provide them with skills and knowledge related to 

language and its use and will offer them the opportunity to develop their 

awareness, understanding and appreciation of the culture within the area or 

community where the language is spoken. In this respect, special attention will be 

given to European identity and European multilingualism and multiculturalism. 

Language instruction will provide students with capabilities for independent study 

of languages by helping them to understand that achievement of communication 

skills requires perseverance and diversified practice in communication. As a 

subject, each foreign language is a practical, theoretical and cultural subject. (NCC 

2003:100, italics added)  

 

In other objectives, the knowledge of how to use a language to communicate in a manner 

characteristic of the target cultures is mentioned alongside with familiarity with one's own strengths 

and development needs as communicator (NCC 2003:100, italics added). These objectives support 

the view that language education nowadays focuses on communication skills; indeed, language 

skills are mentioned but a few times, whereas communication skills and the role of students as  
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communicators is emphasised. These statements still do not take a stand on the mediums through 

which communication takes place, i.e. oral and written language. 

 

In the NCC, the objectives in teaching are set by identifying four basic language skills, listening, 

speaking, reading and writing (presented in more detail in section 2.1.2), and naming the objectives 

for these four skills separately. The objectives are expressed through levels of Language Proficiency 

Scale, the Finnish application of the CEFR. Table 4 summarises the system in which Language 

Proficiency Scale expresses language skills. It should be noted here that the division between levels 

is by no means clear, and that moving from one level to another is not a simple jump from one box 

to another. Rather, the development takes place progressively, and the stages overlap. 

 

Table 4. Levels of language competence according to the Finnish Language Proficiency Scale (NCC 

2003:234-251). 

       

C1 Managing a variety of demanding language use 

situations 

C1.1 First stage of fluent proficiency 

B2 Managing regular interaction with native 

speakers 

B2.2 Functional independent proficiency 

B2.1 First stage of independent proficiency 

B1 Dealing with everyday life B1.2 Fluent basic proficiency 

B1.1 Functional basic proficiency 

A2 Basic needs for immediate social interaction and 

brief narration 

A2.2 Developing basic proficiency 

A2.1 First stage of basic proficiency 

 

A1 

Limited communication in the most familiar 

everyday situations 

A1.2 Functional elementary proficiency 

A1.2 Developing elementary proficiency 

A1.1 First stage of elementary proficiency 

 

 

The target level of competence depends on the language syllabus, that is, how long a language is 

studied during primary, secondary and upper secondary school. For Finnish students, English is 

always an A-language, meaning that studies have begun in elementary school (NCC 2003:101). 

Whether English is an A1- (the first foreign language studied at school) or A2-language (the second 

foreign language studied at school) makes no difference in the objective competence levels. The 

Finnish labelling of foreign language teaching into A-, B- and C-languages, based on the age in 
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which studies have started, has nothing to do with the A-, B- and C- skill levels in the CEFR and the 

NCC, and the two systems do not correlate with each other. Table 5 demonstrates the expected 

learning outcomes in English in upper secondary school. 

 

Table 5. Levels of Language Proficiency Scale to be achieved by upper secondary school students 

in English (NCC 2003:101). 

 

Language and 

syllabus 

Listening 

comprehension 

Speaking Reading 

Comprehension 

Writing 

English, A B2.1 B2.1 B2.1 B2.1 

 

 

Finnish students of English should thus reach the first stage of independent proficiency in all four 

language skills in upper secondary school. Here we only focus on the parts that are relevant to the 

present study, that is, oral skills, presented as “speaking” in the Language Proficiency Scale. 

 

For speaking, the level of proficiency B2.1 is characterised with five points (NCC 2003:246). 

Firstly, a student on this level can accurately describe their experiences, impressions and opinions in 

a variety of topics and is capable of actively taking part in most practical and social situations, 

including a fairly formal discussion. Even though self-expression is not always completely elegant 

linguistically, the student can regularly interact with native speakers without unintentionally 

amusing or insulting them. Secondly, the student is able to produce speech with even tempo, the 

number of longer pauses having reduced. Thirdly, the student's pronunciation and intonation are 

clear and natural. Furthermore, the student has the ability to use diverse language structures and 

varied vocabulary including idiomatic expressions. The ability to react appropriately to the formal 

requirements of a situation is also developing. Finally, the student has good control over grammar 

with only occasional errors that, in general, do not impair understanding. 

 

Here I have reviewed the expectations and aims set for the practice and development of Finnish 

students' oral skills in English in upper secondary school. The last section of chapter 2 will 

introduce some earlier studies conducted on textbooks and oral skills. 
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2.4 Previous research on textbooks and oral skills 

 

Textbooks have been the subject of systematic research for only the last few decades (Elomaa 

2009:30). In the early 2000, few studies had still been published on textbooks in English 

(Tomlinson 2001:69). Much of the research on teaching materials today is done in graduate level in 

the form of master's theses. The role of English as a global language makes critical EFL-textbook 

analyses important even today (Lähdesmäki 2004:273). 

 

The studies on textbooks can be divided into three main categories (Johnsen 1993:28). First, there 

are studies of ideologies behind textbooks. Studies on gender roles in textbooks are an example of 

this category. The second research category is the use of textbooks. Studies on how suitable 

textbooks are for disabled learners fall into this category. The third area of textbook research is their 

development, meaning the multi-phased process textbooks go through beginning on planning and 

writing and ending in distribution. 

 

Textbooks studies around the world include various approaches. In the United States, the main 

interest in textbook research seems to be on how cultural and ethnical minorities are represented 

and sexism (Ndura 2004:144), whereas Korean English textbooks are studied to find out how they 

contribute to raising “a sense of globalisation” and “ a sense of Korean national identity” (Yim 

2003, cited in Keisala 2010:28). In English textbooks, pragmatic information (Vellenga 2004) and 

speech acts of request (Usó-Juan 2008) have been studied, and EFL teaching has been analysed for 

use of metalanguage (Fortune 2005, Berry 2004).  

 

In Finland, textbooks have been analysed for different aspects. Studies have been conducted on 

cultural knowledge required for intercultural communication (Takala 1991), learners' backgrounds 

influencing language learning (Sajavaara 1980) and the importance of authentic input (Kaikkonen 

2000). Studies on the MA level have concerned gender roles in society and in relation to each other 

(Piironen 2004, Laakkonen 2007, Saarikivi 2012), moral values, attitudes and ethnical aims (Varrio 

2006, Keisala 2010), taboos (Keturi and Lehmonen 2012), aspects of culture and cultural varieties 

(Hälikkä 1989, Aho 2004, Pohjanen 2007, Lamponen 2012, Varis 2012), pragmatics (Pursiainen 

2009, Luomala 2010) and grammatical and lexical items (Tikkanen 1980, Pellikkä 1988, Ylisirniö 

2012). In her recent study, Kivilahti (2012) focused on writing activities in English and Swedish 

textbooks for grades 7-9. The analysis revealed that while textbooks seemingly include many 

writing activities, they in fact practice other aspects of language than producing text. In her study, 
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Kivilahti states that the emphasis on communicative competence only materialises in oral skills in 

teaching materials, but not, for example, in writing skills. Kaukonen (2010) had similar findings in 

her study of writing activities in French and English textbooks. However, these textbook analyses 

have mostly been conducted on basic education textbooks. Upper secondary school textbooks have 

been studied noticeably less, perhaps because most language teacher students expect to work in 

basic education. In addition, as can be seen from the list, studies on oral skills are conspicuous by 

their absence. The present study thus fills a clear gap in the field of English textbook analyses. 

 

As for studies on oral skills, it seems that after the aim of developing communicative competence 

became general, the nature of oral skills was studied in the 1970s and 1980s, but the issue then 

became less interesting. Studies of oral skills of English in the 1990s and 2000s have mainly 

concentrated on the assessment of oral proficiency (Huhta and Tarnanen 2011) or, in MA theses, 

material packages providing teaching materials for a certain matter or course (see e.g. Rovasalo 

2008 and Konttinen 2012).  There are studies providing criteria for assessing oral skills (Takala 

1991, Luoma 2004) but no analyses on existing materials for teaching them. Attitudes towards oral 

skills, both those of teachers and of students in upper secondary school, have been analysed, 

though. Yli-Renko (1991), Romo (1991), Huttunen et al. (1995) and Tattari (2001) all found that 

both teachers and students see the practice of oral skills as highly important, though particularly 

teachers feel doubtful about testing it. Though oral skills are seen as important, both their teaching 

and their testing remains unsystematic. These studies name the Finnish Matriculation Examination 

to be the main reason for neglecting oral skills in upper secondary education. As the Matriculation 

Examination does not include a test in oral skills, there is pressure in upper secondary English 

classes to focus on language skills that are tested, i.e. written skills, reading comprehension and 

listening comprehension. Korpela (2007), in her study, noted that should pupils have the power to 

decide about the contents of textbooks, they would wish to include more activities that encourage 

them to communicate in English. 

 

Some textbook analyses on oral skills have been conducted in other languages than English or as 

comparation between two languages. A study of a French textbook series Voilà! by Tyrväinen 

(2011) showed that even though the distribution of oral activities in French textbooks meets with 

the emphases in the NCC, the activities are mostly mechanical, and only a small portion of the oral 

activities consists of truly communicative activities. In her study of German textbooks, Pasanen 

(2007) found that pronunciation in grades 7-9 of basic education and in upper secondary school is 

practiced far less than grammar or other language skills. Liljavirta (2000) found out that small talk 
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and non-verbal communication are very poorly noted in upper secondary school German textbooks. 

Pänkäläinen (2004) studied the dialogues of Finnish Second Language textbooks and came to the 

conclusion that the dialogues are not meant as examples of real life communication but aim in 

teaching Finnish structures and vocabulary. Salo (2006), comparing foreign language textbooks of 

Swedish and English, reported that the different language skills were variously practiced in the 

books, and the activities of speaking, listening, reading and writing were included in all textbooks. 

However, the communication goals of the activities were unclear, as they consisted of independent 

sentences with no shared context. Huhta et al. (2008) obtained similar findings regarding texts and 

vocabulary activities in Swedish and English textbooks: students are asked to produce little text of 

their own, and mostly independent words and sentences instead of coherent, context-suited texts. 

 

After familiarising myself with previous textbook analyses I wanted to find out if the emphasis on 

communication skills shows in oral activities of textbooks. Additively, I wanted to study whether 

oral activities, similarly to written ones in Kivilahti's (2012) study, in fact focus on other language 

skills even though named oral. The next chapter gives more thorough reasons for the nature of the 

present study. 

 

Chapter 2 has outlined the theoretical background of the study. I have established the relevant 

terminology, observed the role of textbooks in the teaching of oral skills and presented activity 

types used in textbooks. In addition, I have explained what is said of oral skills in the CEFR and the 

NCC. Lastly, I have reviewed some previous studies of the field. Moving on, chapter 3 will now 

introduce the research design. 
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Chapter 2 explained the theoretical background of the study. The present chapter will introduce its 

methodological framework. The chapter opens with defining the purpose of the present study and 

the research questions. The data of the study is then described, and the chapter closes with the 

presentation of the research method used, that is, content analysis. 

  

3.1 The justification and focus of the present study: oral skills in textbooks 

 

Various studies, both in Finland and internationally, highlight the importance of instant interaction 

skills. A working group of the Ministry of Education (Opetusministeriö 2006) still finds that this 

particular area of language competence is the most problematic for Finns, and that oral skills are the 

Achilles heel of Finnish foreign language users. There is thus inconsistency between the aims and 

expectations and the results of our foreign language education. Since textbooks have an apparent 

role in foreign language teaching, it is reasonable to observe if there is also inconsistency between 

the principles and reality of practicing oral skills in teaching materials. 

 

No law orders us to use textbooks in teaching. Even though only few teachers choose to work 

without textbooks and they are one of the most important aids in language learning, they are also 

seen as frustrating and restricting (Lähdesmäki 2004). On the one hand, attitudes towards textbooks 

are much more critical than attitudes towards other literary work (Lappalainen 1992). On the other 

hand, working without textbooks means extra work for teachers, as they have to look for and collect 

the materials to be used in class from different sources and, in many cases, adjust them to fit the 

context and the level of learners. Putting aside all possible problems they may have, textbooks are 

used daily in most EFL classrooms. Over 98% of language teachers mention textbooks as the most 

important source for teaching materials (Huhta et al. 2008), and the practice of different language 

skills is largely based on the materials that the textbooks have to offer. More critical studies on 

textbooks are needed in order to provide publishers and teachers with knowledge of how to further 

develop teaching materials and teaching (Kauppinen 2006:210). The NCC and the CEFR highlight 

communicative competence, and as for written communication, the realisation of these expectations 

and aims has already been studied (see section 2.4). The lack of studies on teaching oral 

communication indicated in section 2.4 leaves a niche that the present study aims to address. What 

is more, new national curriculum for upper secondary schools is expected in 2016, and new 

textbooks will then be written and brought into the market. It is important to review the currently 
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offered material in order to see whether or not the principles and aims of practising oral skills 

become concrete in textbooks, and what kind of improvements could possibly be made for new 

series. 

 

The aim of the study is to analyse the type and share of oral activities in upper secondary school 

EFL textbooks. If textbook activities are built on the four traditional language skills presented in 

2.1.3, a view supported by research (Salo 2006) and by the data of this study (see section 3.3), then 

by an average of one in four activities in the books should offer practice in oral skills. Depending on 

the emphasis of a specific course, the number can be lower or even higher in some of the textbooks, 

and especially in the textbook for oral skills course (course 8). Naming an activity to be oral alone 

does obviously not mean it offers valuable practice in oral skills. Thus the oral activities of 

textbooks also need to be analysed based on their content and the true amount of oral skills needed 

or acquired on completing them. The next section presents and explains the research questions. 

 

3.1.1 Research questions 

 

As stated above, the aim of this study is to analyse how oral skills are presented and practiced in 

two upper secondary school English textbook series. These two textbooks series are the Open Road 

and the ProFiles. Through the analyse we can consider whether the way these textbooks instruct 

students in oral skills could have something to do with the inconsistency between aims and results 

of teaching oral skills, mentioned in section 3.2. The textbooks will be analysed in order to answer 

the following three research questions: 

 

1) What is the share of activities practicing oral skills in the total number of activities? 

2) Which aspects of oral skills are practiced? 

3) What kind of activities are used to practice oral skills? 

 

As is evident from the research questions, the study is three-fold. The first research draws attention 

to the general share of activities focusing on oral skills in comparison to the total number of 

activities. Research question 2 focuses on finding out how (if at all) different sub-skills of oral 

skills, listed in section 2.3 of this study, are practiced. In other words, research question 2 aims at 

finding out where the focus in practicing oral skills is. Research question 3 will be about 

categorising the activities used in practicing oral skills to see if they are tasks, focusing on  
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communicating meanings, exercises or drills focusing on form (see section 2.2.1 for more detailed 

definitions), and on presenting the share of each activity type. 

 

3.2 Data: the Open Road and ProFiles textbook series 

 

Textbooks and teaching materials of English have a special status worldwide compared to other 

foreign languages, because English is taught as a second or foreign language widely. Publishing the 

materials is thus also a very profitable business. Since there is some competition in the publishing 

of English textbooks, a lot of effort, financial as well, is put on designing and marketing them 

(Lähdesmäki 2004:273). Still, no single textbook can meet with the needs of all different student 

groups, and teachers need to use their expertise in selecting and modifying materials to suit for each 

individual group (Tomlinson 2001:66). It is the teacher who decides which parts of a textbook are 

used and what kind of material outside textbooks is brought into class.  

 

In Finland, two publishing houses have outlasted others in the textbook business: Otava and 

SanomaPro (originally WSOY Oppimateriaalit, later WSOY Pro and, after purchasing Tammi 

Oppimateriaalit, SanomaPro). These two are also the ones producing upper secondary school 

English textbooks at the moment. In practice this means that upper secondary school English 

teachers in Finland have a choice between two textbook series if, firstly, they want to use a textbook 

in the first place and, secondly, wish to choose a series planned for Finnish learners. 

 

The data of the present study consist of the two currently offered textbook series for upper 

secondary school: the Open Road 1-8 (Otava) and the ProFiles 1-8 (SanomaPro). After consulting 

the publishers, these two series were chosen because they are the ones that are being marketed to 

secondary schools at the moment. Including the previous series, the Culture Café (Otava) and the 

English United (SanomaPro), was considered, but the publishers declined to provide materials since 

the two series are going out of use and being replaced by newer products. As analysing products 

that are no longer used does not make much sense, it was decided that the data would only include 

the newest series available. What is more, due to their novelty and the fact that they have been 

published after the revision of the NCC in 2003, the Open Road and the ProFiles series can be 

expected to reflect the current pedagogic views of practicing oral skills and acknowledge the 

emphasis on communication skills in the NCC. 
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In the Open Road series, published in 2008-2010, the textbooks are organised into 2-6 themes. Each 

theme includes a few texts and activities. Teachers are thus given the opportunity to choose the texts 

that are the most interesting and best suited for each group (Kustannusosakeyhtiö Otava 2013). In 

addition to texts and activities sorted by their themes, each book has Travel Guide, Highway Code 

and Service Station section. Travel Guide contains tools for self-assessment and suggestions for 

different learning methods in specific language skills. Highway Code is the grammar section of the 

book, i.e. all the information and exercises having to do with grammar are placed in one section in 

the end of the book. Service Station is a revision package including an A/B translation activity and a 

crossword puzzle to revise the vocabulary of each text of the book, as well as multiple choice 

questions, fill in the missing word -activities and Finnish-English translations of the vocabulary and 

grammar practiced earlier in the book. Course book 8, that is, the oral skills course book, focuses on 

word stress and phrasal verbs in Highway Code, whereas Service Station section has vocabulary 

activities precisely like the previous books: fill in the gaps, fill out the crossword, translate into 

English. No Travel Guide is included in book 8. The activities of the book are divided into four 

categories: listening comprehension activities, “toughies”, activities suitable for the language 

portfolio and activities meant to be used as homework, concerning grammar. In oral skills course 

book, the four categories are listening comprehension activities, communication strategy activities 

and grammar activities (all in Service Station section). Only a minority of all activities are, however, 

marked with such symbols. Most activities are merely marked with an alphabet. According to the 

publisher, the practice of oral skills is a natural part of each course (Kustannusosakeyhtiö Otava 

2013). 

 

The ProFiles textbooks are, similarly to the Open Road, divided into units. Each book has four units 

except for the book for course 8, which is completely differently organised. Each unit includes two 

or more texts and accompaning activities. After the units, there are ThinkTank (learning tips), 

KnowHow (grammar) and BackTrack (revision) sections that are very much like Travel Guide, 

Highway Code and Service Station in Open Road. The activities in the ProFiles textbooks are 

labelled Kick Start (warm up), Text Wise (reading or listening based on the text), Phrase Bank 

(idiomatic language), Word Power (vocabulary), Chat Room (oral), Hear Say (pronunciation), 

Sound Bite (listening) and Note Pad (writing) activities. All activities are marked to represent one of 

these categories. The publisher mentions that there is plenty of both written and oral practice in the 

series (SanomaPro 2013). 
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The activities included in the data of the present study are those found in the main body of the 

textbook series. Activities of Travel Guide, Highway Code and Service Station in the Open Road as 

well as ThinkThank, KnowHow and BackTrack in the ProFiles are thus excluded from the analysis. 

This is simply because the activities of Travel Guide and ThinkThank are mainly self-assessment 

and learning strategy practices, and the activities in Highway Code and KnowHow are explicitly 

focusing on grammar. The revision sections also explicitly focus on vocabulary and grammar 

structures and, in addition, the correct answers to the revision activities are provided in the books. 

 

In both textbook series, each book is designed for an individual course, and there are thus eight 

books in both series for the eight upper secondary school English courses. Furthermore, both series 

follow the NCC with the course themes, so that textbooks for course 1 deals with everyday life and 

personal relations, course 2 is built around communication and leisure etc. (see appendix 2 for the 

complete NCC course descriptions). 

 

3.3 Research method: content analysis 

 

The guiding principle in the analysis of the present study is content analysis. The aim of content 

analysis is to organise the data into a summarised and comprehensive form by using different kinds 

of content categorisations (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009:100), and to draw valid inferences from the 

content of the data (Krippendorf 2004:18). Instead of strict rules, there are various possibilities for 

organising and describing the data, and each researcher can develop their own system for 

categorisations that suits best for the data in question (Eskola and Suoranta 2008:187). 

 

Depending on the objectives, content analysis can be either quantitative or qualitative (Huckin 

2004:14-15, Julien 2008:120). Quantitative content analysis calculates the frequency of appearance 

of certain keywords or expressions, i.e. describes what is in the data. Qualitative analysis focuses on 

interpreting and explaining the findings in addition to describing them, i.e. attempts to explain why 

the findings are what they are. Most studies conducted by content analysis use the two approaches 

complementary to each other (Huckin 2004:16). Today, content analysis has developed into a 

“repertoire of methods of research” (Krippendorff 2004:17), and it can even be argued that content 

analysis, as a loose framework, includes all qualitative methods of research (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 

2009:91). 
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Content analysis can further be divided into conceptual and relational analyses (Huckin 2004:14-

15). In conceptual content analysis, the data is coded according to specific concepts, the goal being 

to determine the frequency of those concepts, while relational content analysis not only identifies 

the concepts but examines their mutual relations. In addition, content analysis can be labelled 

inductive or deductive (Eskola and Suoranta 2008:151-152), the former analysing the data without 

presumptions of a theoretical framework and the latter adopting a certain conceptual point of view 

that guides the analysis. 

 

Another way of identifying content analysis is to name three main categories: aineistolähtöinen 

(data-driven), teorialähtöinen (theory-driven) and teoriasidonnainen (no established equivalent in 

English; theory-bound used as unofficial translation (Kivilahti 2012:68)) content analysis (Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi 2009). Data-driven content analysis is not built on predetermined research items. 

Rather, it is used to formulate a hypothesis or a theory from the data. In contrast to data-driven 

analysis, theory-driven analysis counts on a pre-set hypothesis that is tested in the process. Lastly, 

theory-bound analysis is placed in between the two previous categories. The theoretical background 

is the leading idea of the analysis, but it is not as determining as in theory-bound analysis. Neither 

does the analysis test a pre-set hypothesis, but reveals if the findings meet with the theory 

(Saaranen-Kauppinen and Puusniekka 2006). 

 

The present study relies on theory-bound content analysis in finding out whether the textbook 

activities of oral skills meet with the theoretical aims and ideals. The research aims in identifying 

items relevant to the study and classifying them under categories, so the approach of the study relies 

on qualitative content analysis more than quantitative. In other words, different oral activities are 

identified and categorised into the tree types of drills (presented in section 2.2.1) and exercises on 

the one hand, and tasks on the other hand, based on the features introduced in 2.2.1. Furthermore, 

the activities found are analysed based on their contents and categorised based on their language 

focus. In other words, the actual focus of the activities named oral is examined. The activities truly 

focusing on oral skills are thus separated from “pseudo-oral” activities that, in fact, focus on other 

language skills. 

 

As stated earlier in this section, many studies made by content analysis use a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative approaches. Presenting the findings of a study in a classified form is the 

simplest way to organise them. The findings can be presented in tables, and this manner of 

presentation is quantitative analysis (Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2009:93). The present study completes 
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quantitative analysis with quantifying the findings in order to offer a different perspective (Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi 2009) and to allow a more detailed description of the data (Saaranen-Kauppinen and 

Puusniekka 2006). Hence the frequency of all oral activities and the share of different activity types 

are also presented as tables. The quantitative approach shows the role of oral exercises in textbooks 

in unequivocal numbers. 

 

Chapter three has outlined the methodological framework of the present study. The focus of the 

study has been explained and three research questions have been formulated. In addition, data of the 

study has been described and content analysis as research method introduced. Chapter four now 

moves on to present the findings of the analysis. 

 

4 ANALYSIS 

 

The present chapter answers the research questions formulated in section 3.1.1.  Starting with the 

Open Road, both textbook series and each research question are addressed in separate sections. The 

first question about the number of activities practicing oral skills compared to the total number of 

all activities is answered quantitatively.  

 

In order to answer the second research question, the different focuses (vocabulary, translation, 

discussion, etc.) of oral activities in the two textbook series were analysed and nine activity 

categories were identified. In other words, nine main categories could be named based on the 

content of oral activities, i.e. whether the focus is on, for example, vocabulary, discussion, 

pronunciation etc. Placing the oral activities in the data into these content-based categories reveals 

the aspects of oral skills that are emphasised in practicing oral skills. The nine categories identified 

in the two textbook series are (in alphabetical order): 1) activities focusing on conversation 

strategies (active listening, interrupting, etc.), 2) discussions and exchanging ideas, 3) activities 

focusing on non-verbal aspects of oral communication, 4) giving presentations, speeches or 

detailed descriptions of a given topic, 5) problem-solving and negotiation, 6) pronunciation and 

spelling, 7) role-plays, 8) translation activities from Finnish to English and 9) activities focusing 

on vocabulary and structures introduced in texts. With each textbook series analysis, these 

categories will be illustrated with examples from the data, and the shares of each activity category 

will also be noted. 

 

  



48 

 

 

The third research question concerning the type of activities used to practice oral skills is answered 

by identifying the different activity types in the textbooks, i.e. categorising the activities into 1) 

drills, 2) exercises and 3) tasks. Activities identified as drills will further be categorised into 

mechanic, meaningful and communicative drills. As was the case with the activity categories, the 

analysis of activity types will also be completed with quantitatively reporting the shares of drills, 

exercises and tasks. 

 

4.1 Open Road 

 

4.1.1 Number of oral activities 

 

In the introduction of the data in section 3.2, it was explained that the books have different ways of 

categorising activities. In most of the activities of the Open Road textbooks, the focus or the 

language skill practiced is not mentioned. In other words, textbooks of the series do not introduce 

any of the activities as oral, but it is up to the users of the books to decide, based on the instructions 

of each activity, which language skill it focuses on. In the present study, activities that included 

instructions to talk, act out, retell, describe, explain, ask and answer with one's partner or discuss 

were counted as oral activities. Activities that aimed at producing spoken output in Finnish were not 

included. Furthermore, activities with unclear instructions as to whether they should be carried out 

in writing or orally (“Translate the sentences into English” or “Answer the questions”) were not 

included, as it was interpreted that word for word translations and other similar activities are usually 

done in writing even though the instructions would not explicitly ask to do so. Table 6 is a summary 

of the number and percentage of the included data coming from the Open Road textbooks in 

comparison to the total number of activities in the series. 

 

 Table 6. The data from the Open Road series in numbers. 

 

Book Total n:o of 

activities 

N:o of activities 

that practice oral 

communication 

The % of oral 

activities of the 

total 

Open Road 1 98 22 22.4 

Open Road 2 84 21 25.0 

Open Road 3 99 21 21.2 
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Open Road 4 93 20 21.5 

Open Road 5 87 17 19.5 

Open Road 6 99 17 17.2 

Open Road 7 87 18 20.6 

Total 1-7 647 136 21.0 

Open Road 8 75 65 86.7 

Total 722 201 27.8 

 

 

In general, oral activities constitute approximately one fifth of all the activities in each textbook of 

the Open Road series. Course book 8 is obviously a special case as the whole course is aimed at 

practicing oral skills. The special nature of course 8 is also why the total is first counted without the 

data of course 8. As including the numbers of the oral skills course would skew the numbers and 

percentages, those of course 8 are provided separately.  

 

The aims in the NCC (2003:103-105, see Appendix 2) separately mention oral skills in almost all 

courses. Course 1, based on these aims, should introduce basic oral communication strategies and 

emphasise discussion and expressing opinions. Course 2 still emphasises oral communication, and 

courses 3-7 aim in practicing spoken and written communication as well as reading and listening 

comprehension on an increasingly demanding level. In the Open Road textbooks, the amount of oral 

activities is slightly higher in the first two books, but the changes in numbers are not significant 

except perhaps for course 6, that focuses above all on understanding demanding language material. 

The number or oral activities in Open Road 6 is accordingly smaller. 

 

The number of oral activities in the Open Road seems to follow the emphasis of the NCC in 

different courses, even though the differences in numbers between the textbooks are not all that 

significant. All in all, oral activities are given a share of one fifth of all activities, though course 8 is 

an exception: nearly 87% of the activities in the book practice oral skills. As stated above, the 

number of activities including oral communication here includes all activities that instruct students 

to complete the activity orally. The number of activities including oral communication is thus not 

the number of activities that aim primarily at practicing oral skills. Answering the second research 

question, that is, analysing the sub-skills of oral skills that are practiced is hence a very important 

part of the analysis. I will next move on to analyse which aspects of oral skills are practiced. 
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4.1.2 Aspects of oral skills practiced 

 

It was established in section 2.1.3 that oral skills include much more than just accuracy in grammar 

and vocabulary and comprehensible pronunciation. Indeed, all three are important prerequisites for 

effective oral communication, but much more is needed for skilled oral interaction. Confidence to 

hesitate, pause and self-correct, non-verbal communication, communication strategies and reacting 

in different contexts and giving and interpreting backchannel cues are among the most important 

oral sub-skills. It is probably difficult to create classroom activities that offer practice in all these 

areas, and with foreign language learners, it might also be too much to ask to pay attention to all 

these sub-skills simultaneously. However, awareness and practice is needed in the different areas of 

oral communication. Analysing the focus of the oral activities included in the data reveals whether 

the various sub-skills are practiced in oral activities. 

 

In order to recognise the focus and aim of different oral activities in the Open Road series, all oral 

activities in the data were categorised by content. Out of the total 201 activities in the series 191 

could be placed under one of the nine main category groups explained above. In addition to the nine 

categories, the books include individual activities such as reading aloud and explaining the meaning 

of idiomatic expressions. As these activities only appear once or twice in the series, there are no 

separate categories for them, but they are mentioned here as single activities. I will now present the 

categorisation of oral activities in the Open Road series with demonstrative examples from the data. 

The categories are presented in alphabetical order, as they were introduced in the beginning of 

chapter 4. 

 

Conversation strategies 

No activities of this category were identified in the Open Road textbooks. 

 

Discussions 

The present study separates discussions, where the aim of the activity is to express and exchange 

ideas of, experiences of and feelings about a given topic, from problem-solving and negotiation 

activities, in which some kind of an outcome needs to be reached by compromising. Instructions to 

discussion activities are varied: some activities include specific questions that should be covered in 

the discussion (example 1), while some activities only offer some keywords as possible points to 

consider in completing the activity (example 2): 
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 (1) 

 (Open Road 4:36)
2
 

 

 (2) 

(Open Road 8:76) 

 

Sometimes a secretary is needed to keep track of what a group talks about and then to report it to 

the rest of the class (example 3), while other discussions are not instructed to be shared with the 

whole class afterwards: 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 Permission to copyright obtained the 10 April 2013 
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(3) 

 (Open Road 8:129) 

 

 

 

Most discussion activities bring together vocabulary and themes from the text they appear next to 

with students' experiences and thoughts about the themes, but discussion is also used as a way to 

process the text (example 4): 
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(4) 

 

 (Open Road 5:34) 

 

 

Many discussion activities have concrete questions for students to consider, and they are required to 

give reasons. This is probably done to ensure that students come up with things to say and that the 

discussion is not limited to “yes” or “no” answers to the questions. Still, some of the questions do 
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invite simple “yes” or “no” as answers (example 1, questions 1, 2 and 6). Moreover, following the 

questions makes the discussion artificial and might restrict students from bringing up related 

thoughts of their own. Lastly, there is the problem of how to make sure that all students participate 

equally and no free riders appear. Regardless of these possible problems, examples 1, 2 and 3 still 

do provide students with possibilities to formulate their output as they wish and to express their 

own thoughts as well. This is important in practicing oral skills, because real-life communication 

does not include translating given sentences with pre-determined word choices. Instead, language 

users have the freedom to use their own words and, in addition, compensation strategies in case a 

certain word is forgotten or not known. The focus of the example activities is on expressing 

meanings in interaction with others, and thus these activities focus on practicing conversational 

skills. As for example 4, even though the instructions tell students to discuss, it actually involves 

retelling the content of the previous text. The questions test reading or listening comprehension, and 

they are answered orally and together or by taking turns with a partner. The activity hardly involves 

any discussion, because the answers to the questions are not matters of opinion or even 

interpretation.  

 

Non-verbal aspects 

No activities of this category were identified in the Open Road textbooks. 

 

Presentations 

By a presentation is meant an activity that includes innovative planning or searching information 

of a certain matter, gathering the found information into a slideshow or a speech and presenting the 

findings. Presentation category thus also includes prepared debates and speeches. Typically, a 

presentation is done in groups so that each group member first works on their own and then presents 

the results to the rest of the small group (example 5): 
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(5) 

 (Open Road 3:105) 

 

Alternatively, a presentation can be put together as a small group instead of individual work, and 

then presented to the other groups in class (example 6): 

 

(6) 

  

 (Open Road 2:33) 

 

A larger project (example 7) includes more research done by individuals in a group, analysing and 

drawing conclusions in the group and then presenting the findings to other groups: 
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(7) 

 

 

 

 (Open Road 6:50) 
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 (Open Road 6:51) 

(Open Road 6:52) 

 

Giving presentations or speeches is a specific form of oral communication differing greatly from 

everyday conversations. As they are often written beforehand, the language of speeches and 

presentations can have features of formal speech. In many cases, purely informal spoken language 
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is unsuitable for the context of a presentation. Textbook activities aiming at giving a presentation 

include instructions for the phases of preparing a presentation (example 7), but the instructions on 

how to actually give the presentation are insufficient or, in this case, non-existing. Practicing 

speeches and presentations offers a natural situation for also practicing giving and interpreting 

backchannel cues, for example, as well as different aspects of non-verbal communication from 

paralinguistic factors to body language. At the very least, some guidance in how to start, proceed 

and end a presentation should be given, if the purpose is to develop skills in this area of oral 

communication instead of showing existing skills, whatever their level might be. That being said, 

the instructions for the process of doing research and planning the speech or the presentation are 

quite detailed. Perhaps the focus is purposely on practicing how to do research and how to prepare a 

presentation instead of its actual delivery. As important as acquiring skills in those aspects is, if 

giving the prepared presentation is of secondary nature compared to the working process, the 

activity does not really focus on practicing oral communication. 

 

Problem-solving 

Problem-solving and negotiation activities are closely related to discussion activities. Here, 

through discussion, negotiation and compromising, students need to reach a consensus on a given 

problem, such as which candidate to hire for an imaginative corporation or how to furnish a 

classroom. Example 8 demonstrates a casual problem-solving task that relates to the pleasant topic 

of training a pet. Some of the students completing the activity might have insights into the topic and 

thus talk from experience, and even if one has no personal experience, most likely, every student 

knows someone who owns a dog: 
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(8) 

  

(Open Road 2:21) 

 

Problem-solving activities might also relate to matters that are more unfamiliar for upper secondary 

school students.  An activity of the category can involve financing a larger-scale project or solving 

third-world problems, or it can otherwise seemingly require expertise that upper secondary students 

are likely to have (example 9): 
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(9) 

 (Open Road 5:47) 

 

Discussion and problem-solving activities share the same problems in how to ensure equal 

contribution by all students and how to formulate the instructions and given questions or problems 

so that they leave room for students' own opinions. An ideal problem-solving activity is not black 

and white but invites different views and forces students to consider different approaches, yet not 

too difficult or complex for them to not know where to start. Problem-solving activities in the Open 

Road series are matters of opinion, so there are more than one possible solutions to the activities. 

What is important is that students can give reasons for their views and reach an understanding in 

their group.  

 

Pronunciation 

The Travel Guide -sections of the Open Road books, not included in the data of the present study, 

all include theory and activities regarding pronunciation, i.e. pronunciation, like grammar, is found 

in a separate section in the back of the books. Still, the first two books of the series as well as the 
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oral skills course book also contain some individual activities related to pronunciation among the 

other activities. In Open Road 1 and 2, these activities have to do with spelling (example 10) and 

word stress (example 11), and the same matters are revised in Open Road 8: 

 

(10) 

 (Open Road 1:13) 

 

 (11) 

 (Open Road 8:33) 
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Role-plays 

The category of role-playing includes two different variations of the activity. Firstly, there are 

traditional A/B -dialogues completed in the roles of given people, where the Finnish clues tell a 

student more or less precisely what to say and his/her partner has the correct translations (example 

12): 

 

(12) 

 

(Open Road 1:28) 
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The category also includes more open-ended role-plays where students are asked to take the roles of 

certain characters and act out, for example, an interview or a discussion between the characters. 

Instructions of more open-ended role-plays can include, for example, keywords or topics that 

should be covered (example 13): 

 

(13) 

 

 (Open Road 8:58) 

 

 



64 

 

 

Role-plays with minimum instructions can merely provide students with suggested ways of starting 

and continuing the conversation or simply the topic of conversation (example 14): 

 

(14) 

(Open Road 6:32) 

 

These role-play activities simulate an actual discussion in providing participants with roles and 

some main points to bring up in the conversation. However, the example activities do not really 

have a clear start or an ending: there are no greetings or introductions, for example. The instructions 

do not encourage students to start the conversation with appropriate phrases, and they are thus likely 

to start talking from thin air, beginning with the first sentence or keyword given. Likewise, the role-

plays probably end with the last keywords or sentences given, since there are no instructions to 

signal the end of the conversation. The focus in these role-plays is thus on formulating messages 

accurate in vocabulary and grammar instead of context-suited language use. There is still room for 

interaction, and role-plays that only provide students with keywords or suggested topics do also 

have, to some extent, the unpredictable nature of an actual conversation. Moreover, students can 

decide for themselves how to formulate utterances. As for the content, where the strict A/B 

activities (example 13) mainly invite students to translate the Finnish sentence into English, the 

more open-ended content clues (example 14) leave room for students to formulate their sayings in 

their own words and focus on matters that they find interesting. Delightfully, a minority of the role-

plays in the series are A/B dialogues with complete Finnish sentences that students are merely 

expected to translate, and the majority consists of different kinds of more open-ended activities with 
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just keywords guiding the discussion. That being said, there are also role-play activities that actually 

involve reading comprehension (example 15): 

 

(15) 

 (Open Road 2:39) 

 

Here, the answers are based on the previous text. The student are thus expected to repeat what they 

had read in the text instead of actual oral communication.  

 

Translation 

Translation activities are activities where students are given a Finnish sentence that they are to 

translate, word for word, in English (example 16). The differences between translations and A/B -

role-plays are that, firstly, there are no “roles” to be taken in completing translation activities. 

Instructions do not guide students to act out conversations between two given characters. Secondly, 

when most role-play instructions consist of keywords, translation activities consist of complete 

sentences that students are expected to translate word for word: 
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(16) 

 

(Open Road 3:27) 

 

It is obvious that literal translations are expected, since the Finnish sentences are somewhat forced 

but translating them word-by-word makes the English sentences fluent: Eikö se tosiasia, että […] 

tee elämästä hankalaa? sounds foreign in Finnish, but Doesn't the fact that […] make life difficult? 

makes more sense. Most of the translation activities in the Open Road textbooks consist of 



67 

 

 

questions that, after translating, students are asked to answer. The answering part makes the second 

part of completing the activity somewhat communicative, as the answers are not given to as 

translation but students get to express their own thoughts of the topic. This is, however, not the case 

in all translation activities, as the questions often concern the topic of a text recently studied 

(example 17): 

 

(17) 

 

(Open Road 1:26) 

 

In this case, the activity involves yet again retelling the content of the text orally, and thus it does 

not include actual oral communication but repeating what has been heard or read. In addition, the 

instructions in example 18 imply, though not clearly, that students should first translate the 

sentences in writing and then read the written sentences out loud to a partner who then answers 

based on the text. With this method, the activity consists of written translation, reading aloud and 

answering reading or listening comprehension questions. 

 

Vocabulary 

Frequently, oral activities in the series are related to the text they accompany. These activities 

rehearse the vocabulary and structures introduced in the text, including phrasal verbs and 

idiomatic expressions as well as grammatical patterns. Most texts are followed by an activity asking 

students to explain the content of the text with the help of pictures, keywords, questions or Finnish 

clues (example 18): 
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(18) 

 (Open Road 6:79) 

 

Another variation of this activity type is to give students sentences to complete based on the text 

(example 19): 

 

(19) 

(Open Road 1:25) 

 

Optionally, an activity in this category can include questions concerning the content of the text that 

students need to ask and answer together (example 20): 
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(20) 

 (Open Road 4:46) 

 

Clearly, these activities focus on vocabulary. Students work on the vocabulary they have 

encountered while listening and/or reading a text. Answering content questions or repeating main 

story lines also tests students' level of understanding of the text. Moreover, these activities include 

oral skills, since students are asked to work together and explain meanings or complete sentences 

out loud instead of writing. However, in these examples, students are to retell what they have heard 

or read in the text. In fact, the activities are about listening or reading comprehension, only instead 

of answering questions concerning the text in writing, they do it orally. The examples also restrict 

students' spoken output quite significantly, as they have to formulate their output to match the 

beginning of a sentence or to formulate an answer to a predetermined question. The completion of 

this type of activities is thus very predictable: students take turns in saying out loud one sentence at 

a time. No real interaction can take place in these activities, since students are told to take turns with 

the questions or sentences. As a way of practicing the vocabulary of a certain text, the activities do 

force students to use the vocabulary and structures they have encountered in the text. They do not, 

however, practice oral skills. What seems to be, based on the way the activities are completed, a 

category of oral activities is thus, in fact, a set of vocabulary activities where oral skills are 

completely secondary. 
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Summary 

Oral activities in the Open Road textbooks have now been identified and categorised by content. To 

sum up, the analysis revealed that discussion activities provide students with opportunities to 

communicate more or less freely on a given topic, but strategies of negotiation and conversation, for 

example, how to agree or disagree with what others say or how to interrupt are not taught. 

Presentation projects give insufficient instructions is delivering the presentation. The focus is thus 

on the process of making a presentation instead of the art of giving one. As for problem-solving, 

these activities are similar to discussions in that they provide students with opportunities to freely 

communicate, but not to use communication strategies. Students thus complete the activities with 

their current knowledge of those strategies without necessarily developing any new ones. 

Pronunciation activities placed among the other activities instead of their own section at the end of 

the books offer practice in spelling and in word stress. Role-plays in the Open Road data, 

delightfully, mostly consist of keyword clues instead of complete Finnish sentences to be translated, 

even though some pure translation activities are also included in the series. Finally, the problem 

with vocabulary-centred activities is their lack of opportunities for communication due to their 

nature of repeating the studied texts. In fact, these activities, even though completed orally, are not 

activities practicing oral communication but listening and reading comprehension activities. Table 7 

is a summary of the activity categories identified in the series. 
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Table 7. Oral activity categories and their shares in the Open Road series: numbers and percentage. 

 

 Open 

Road 

1 

Open 

Road 

2 

Open 

Road 

3 

Open 

Road 

4 

Open 

Road 

5 

Open 

Road 

6 

Open 

Road 

7 

Open 

Road 

8 

Total % 

Conversation 

strategies 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Discussions 3 6 7 8 9 3 3 16 55 28.8 

Non-verbal 

aspects 

- - - - - - - - - - 

Presentations - 2 2 3 - 1 2 10 20 10.5 

Problem-

solving 

6 5 3 1 2 2 - 8 27 14.1 

Pronunciation 1 1 - - - - - 3 5 2.6 

Role-plays 4 2 3 1 1 4 - 10 25 13.1 

Translation - 1 2 1 - - 3 - 7 3.7 

Vocabulary 6 4 3 6 5 7 8 13 52 27.2 

Total 20 21 20 20 17 17 16 60 191 100 

 

 

As can be seen, discussion activities are the biggest category in the series, but there is also a great 

number of activities that focus on practicing the vocabulary of a certain theme. Together, discussion 

activities and vocabulary activities cover 56% of the identified activities. As noted above, the 

category of vocabulary-centred activities is not really one of oral communication in the first place, 

and thus 27% of the oral activities identified and analysed in the series are not oral at all. After these 

two big categories there are problem-solving activities and role-plays. Even though the shares of 

these two categories are significantly smaller than those of discussions and vocabulary activities, it 

is delightful that three of the four biggest categories in the series are those analysed to provide most 

opportunities for actual oral communication instead of, say, translation. The three small categories 

in the series are presentations, translations and pronunciation activities. As for presentations, there 

are as many activities of this sort in textbook 8 as there are in books 1-7, so including the oral skills 

textbook could be said to skew the numbers. The low number of translation activities is pleasing 

since, as stated before in this section, they hardly provide any practice in oral communication 

situations taking place in life outside language classrooms. The low number of pronunciation 

activities then again could be seen as peculiar or even alarming if there was not a separate section 
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for these activities at the back of each book. Instead of wondering about the low number of these 

activities, one might ask why these five activities in particular were placed with the other activities 

instead of their own section.  

 

Now that the activity categories and their shares have been analysed, the next section will answer 

research question three by further categorising the oral activities by type, i.e. the activities will be 

divided into drills, exercises and tasks. 

 

4.1.3 Types of activities used 

 

Section 2.2.1 established the characteristics and the main differences between drills, exercises and 

tasks. To recapitulate, drills can be further divided into mechanic, meaningful and communicative 

drills. Exercises are form-focused activities where language skills are a prerequisite for completion. 

Learning, in exercises, is intentional, and students act as language learners. As for tasks, they are 

focused on conveying meanings, and students act as language users. Learning takes place 

incidentally when completing a task, and language skills develop through completion instead of 

being its prerequisite. Using this categorisation, oral activities found in the Open Road textbooks 

were placed under the three activity types. The drills were furthermore categorised into mechanic, 

meaningful and communicative ones.  

 

Drills 

In section 2.2.1 of the present study, a mechanic drill is characterised by saying that even without 

knowing much of the target language, a student in capable of completing one. Example 22 

introduces a mechanic drill where students are merely asked to read aloud: 

 

(22) 
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 (Open Road 8:80) 

 

Both the language of the dialogue and that used in the descriptions of the different situations is very 

simple indeed, especially for an upper secondary school English student. Anyone literate can read 

the dialogue. Anyone literate with a little knowledge of English pronunciation can read it fairly 

well, and anyone who, in addition, understands or is translated the part of the instructions about the 

tone can complete the drill exemplarily. No production of their own is expected from students. 

 

Drills in the textbook series are typically mechanic or meaningful drills that are used to process a 

related text passage. In example 21, the focus of the meaningful drill is on strict repetition of a 

related text.  The square brackets indicate the continuation given to each sentence in the text: 

 

(21) 

 (Open Road 1:35) 
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The endings to the sentences are fairly easy to find, as the sentences are almost identical in the text 

and in the drill. Again, the ability to read alone is almost enough to complete the drill.  

 

Communicative drills in the series consist of activities that ask students to continue given sentences 

based on their own opinions or experiences. Again, very little production is involved, but students 

are asked to bring up their own thoughts, as example 23 demonstrates: 

 

(23) 

 (Open Road 5:24) 

 

In the example, just the name of the film or a scene description of a few words is sufficient to 

complete the sentence. Students do get to express their own thoughts, but only as long as they fit to 

the given beginning of a sentence. 

 

 

Exercises 

The exercises in the series vary in how much freedom they give students to formulate messages in 

their own words. Some exercises simply ask for translation (example 24): 
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(24) 

 (Open Road 2:67) 

 

The language of the sentences to be translated is partly vocabulary of a specific theme. The “hidden 

agenda” of the exercise is, however, on processing the text by asking and answering the questions. 

In order to translate, students need to scan the text again to find all the words. 

 

Other exercises only give keywords and leave the exact choice of words to students (example 25): 

 

(25) 

 (Open Road 2:65) 

 

Again, students retell the content of a text passage, but here no translation is expected. Instead of 

answering simple questions, students get to tell the story lines more or less with their own words, 

depending of course on whether they choose to look up the keywords in the text and read what is 

said or whether they feel that they can retell the story by heart. 
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Ask and answer -activities, both based on a given text or one's personal opinions are the most 

common type of oral exercises in the Open Road series (26): 

 

(26) 

 (Open Road 3:11) 

 

Even though the exercise only poses questions for students to ask, it is more communicative, since 

the answers to the questions are matters of opinion and not found in any text. In an ideal situation, 

the exercise in example 26 would encourage students to actually discuss these matters more freely. 

Still, in reality, as there are strict questions given, most students are likely to content themselves in 

answering the questions to the letter and then move on: “I don't want to see into my future because I 

like surprises.” 

 

Tasks 

Tasks in the series are all problem-solving or negotiation activities, or research projects. Problem-

solving tasks go from dividing housework to planning new products (example 27): 
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(27) 

 (Open Road 1:79) 

 

The example above demonstrates the nature of tasks: students have the power to decide how they 

want to approach the subject, as long as they are able to reach the goal of the task: in this case, plan 

a new product to present to others. Learning, both about language and about the subject in question, 

takes place incidentally as the focus is on making shared decisions or gathering information instead 

of focusing on form. 

 

Summary 

Tables 8 and 9 present quantitative results of this part of the analysis. In the activity type analysis, 

also the activities that could not be placed into the nine main categories by content in section 4.1.2 

were included. Thus the total number of activities categorised into drills, exercises and tasks is the 

same as the original number of oral activities identified in the data, that is, 201 activities. 
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Table 8. Three main activity types in oral activities in the Open Road textbooks by number and 

percentage 

 

 Drills Exercises Tasks Total 

Open Road 1 1 13 8 22 

Open Road 2 2 11 8 21 

Open Road 3 1 14 6 21 

Open Road 4 3 10 7 20 

Open Road 5 1 15 1 17 

Open Road 6 2 11 4 17 

Open Road 7 5 11 2 18 

Open Road 8 8 33 24 65 

Total 23 118 60 201 

Total % 11.4 58.7 29.9 100 

 

 

As explained in 2.2.1, drills have been strongly criticised and it has even been pointed out that they 

can impede learning. In that regard, the relatively low number of drills in the total number of oral 

activities is a positive result. Still, there is at least one oral drill in every book of the series, and in 

Open Road 7, there are more drills (5) than there are tasks (2) in oral activities. As for the share of 

exercises and tasks, the fact that there are almost twice as many exercises as there are tasks in the 

series is regrettable but not surprising. After all, the analysis of the focus of activities already 

revealed that most oral activities focus on repetition of vocabulary and structures introduced in a 

given text. Interestingly, the number of tasks seems to decrease from course 1 to course 7, even 

though students' language skills and thus also their capability of completing more open-ended 

activities assumably increase. As for textbook 8, that of oral skills, the number of exercises triples 

(33) from the number in textbook 7, and the number of tasks becomes 12-fold from 2 to 24, whereas 

the number of drills only increases by two. On the other hand, mechanic drills are the biggest sub-

category of drills in the series, and mechanic and meaningful drills together cover most of the drills 

by far, as can be seen from table 9. 
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Table 9. Mechanic, meaningful and communicative oral drills in the Open Road textbooks by 

number and percentage 

 

 Mechanic drills Meaningful drills Communicative drills 

Open Road 1 1 - - 

Open Road 2 1 1 - 

Open Road 3 - 1 - 

Open Road 4 - 3 - 

Open Road 5 - - 1 

Open Road 6 - 2 - 

Open Road 7 2 - 3 

Open Road 8 6 2 - 

Total 10 9 4 

Total % 43.5 39.1 17.4 

 

 

Most of the drills included in the series are mechanic or meaningful drills that allow very little and 

very restricted production from students. Only four communicative drills are found in the series. 

Furthermore, oral skills textbook only contains mechanic and meaningful drills. In other words, 

even though the overall number of drills is rather low, that number mainly consists of very 

restrictive drills that hardly allow any production from students. 

 

Section 4.1 has answered the three research questions of the present study concerning the Open 

Road textbook series. It was discovered that in textbooks 1-7, 21% of all the activities practice oral 

skills. The categorisation by content revealed, however, that one of the seven main categories 

actually focuses on vocabulary and not oral skills. Other categories also include individual activities 

that are not truly practicing oral skills. In book 8, the number of oral activities is naturally much 

higher, 86.7%. Almost 60% of all oral activities are exercises, and the number of tasks is only a half 

of the number of exercises. Of the activities 11% are drills, and most them are mechanic or 

meaningful drills. Now that these results have been reported, I move on to answer the same research 

questions concerning the ProFiles textbook series. 
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4.2 ProFiles  

 

4.2.1 Number of oral activities 

 

The analysis of the ProFiles series can be considered an easier process than the analysis of the Open 

Road, since the activities in the books are already categorised based on their content. In other 

words, it can be seen from the labels attached to the activities which activities are meant for 

practicing oral skills. Activities labelled as oral practice were counted in the data of the Profiles 

series in this study. In sharp contrast to the Open Road, where the analysis revealed seemingly oral 

activities that actually practiced other aspects of language, it could be presumed that the activities 

aiming, for example, at practicing vocabulary related to a text are not included in the number of oral 

activities in the first place.  

 

Similarly to the analysis of the Open Road series in section 4.1, the numeric information concerning 

the ProFiles 8 is dealt with separately, since including the numbers from the course targeted 

specifically at practicing oral skills would skew the total share of oral activities. Table 10 is a 

summary of the number and percentage of oral activities in the ProFiles textbook series. 

 

Table 10. The data from the ProFiles series in numbers. 

 

 Total n:o of activities N:o of activities 

that practice oral 

communication 

The % of oral 

activities of the 

total 

ProFiles 1 85 11 12.9 

ProFiles 2 98 13 13.3 

ProFiles 3 78 13 16.7 

ProFiles 4 86 13 15.1 

ProFiles 5 99 12 12.1 

ProFiles 6 97 16 16.5 

ProFiles 7 93 13 14.0 

Total 1-7 636 91 14.3 

ProFiles 8 87 82 94.3 

Total 723 173 23.9 
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As can be seen, oral activities have a share of some 14% of all activities in the ProFiles series, 

except for book 8, where oral activities form over 93% of all activities. The NCC course 

descriptions (2003:104) say that while the first two courses specifically mention different oral skills 

practiced, course 3 involves both oral and written communication equally. Furthermore, learning 

goals of course 6 emphasise understanding of demanding language material and, additionally, 

written expression. Interestingly enough, leaving book 8 aside as a special case, the share of oral 

activities is the highest in books 3 and 6, while their share in books 1 and 2 is smaller, even though 

the differences are not very noticeable. 

 

Now that it has been established that the average share of oral activities in the ProFiles textbook 

series is 14%, the oral activities identified in the data must be categorised by content. 

 

4.2.2 Aspects of oral skills practiced 

 

As explained above, the ProFiles textbooks provide the reader with symbols that indicate the 

purpose of each activity. Consequently, the results of placing the oral activities found in the series 

into the nine main categories seem partly different from the results in the Open Road. All oral 

activities from the ProFiles textbooks 1-7 could be placed under the nine categories introduced in 

the beginning of chapter 4. In addition, book 8 contained three more activity categories: reading 

aloud and answering text-based questions, activities practicing idiomatic language, and retelling 

activities. As these activities only occur once, no separate category exists for them. In order for 

research question 2 to be answered for the part of the ProFiles series as well, the nine categories 

will now be illustrated with examples of the textbooks in question. 

 

Conversation strategies 

A category unique to the ProFiles is that of conversation strategies. The textbooks include 

activities that introduce, for instance, strategies of hesitation, disagreeing and active listening. The 

majority of these activities focusing on conversation strategies is placed in book 8, but a couple of 

activities of this category are also found in the other seven books. Example 27 introduces hesitation 

strategies and how to signal the intention to keep on speaking: 
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 (27) 

 (ProFiles 1:90)
3 

 

Example 28 includes both explicit information and practical examples of the target matter, that is, 

disagreeing more or less strongly: 

 

                                                 
3
 Permission to copyright obtained the 9 April 2013 
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 (28) 

 

 (ProFiles 3:14) 

 

Example 29, focusing on active listening, also provides students with both information and 

examples of the topic. In addition, culture-specific information of communication patterns is 

explicitly explained: 
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(29) 

 (ProFiles 8:31) 
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All three examples above provide students with topics or situation descriptions, but the contents of 

the discussions depend on what students decide to bring up. Furthermore, example 29 offers the 

unpredictability of an authentic oral communication situation, as each student only knows their own 

“role” and what to talk about, but the reactions of others come as a surprise. The focus in these 

activities is not on conveying a given message, but in communication itself: the point is not what is 

being said, but how it is being said and how others react. Paying attention to communication 

strategies is a very important part of practicing oral skills. Outside language classrooms, students 

will hardly ever need to communicate in a foreign language in classroom-like situations: with a 

friend, each holding some sort of instructions or other information in hand and acting accordingly. 

If the cliché of learning for life and not for school is true, then we language teachers should provide 

students with opportunities to practice language use in situations that they will encounter in life and 

not only in language classes. 

 

Discussions  

Discussion activities include activities that instruct students to exchange their experiences of, ideas 

of or feelings about a given topic. Discussions are controlled to a varying degree. Example 30 

demonstrates a discussion activity that gives specific questions for students to talk about: 

 

 (30) 

(ProFiles 1:64) 

 

Like in the Open Road series, the use of specific questions is a double-ended sword. On the one 

hand, it ensures that students know what to talk about and have something to say, even if it is 

merely answering the given questions. On the other hand, following a set of questions makes the 
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conversation artificial and limits the content of the discussion to answering the questions asked. In 

addition to activities such as example 30, where students discuss by answering given questions, 

there are also activities that merely suggest topics for discussion (example 31): 

 

(31) 

 

(ProFiles 5:17)  

 

Using keywords as suggested topics invites more free train of thoughts and offers students the 

opportunity to focus on points of view that are meaningful. Still, keywords taken from a recently 

studied text might also encourage students to repeat ideas from the text instead of discussing their 

own thoughts about the matter.  

 

Non-verbal aspects 

The second oral activity category unique to the ProFiles series is that of non-verbal aspects of oral 

communication. In other words, the activities in this category provide practice in body language and 

gestures (example 32): 
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(32) 

 (ProFiles 8:22) 

  

Similarly to activities practicing conversation strategies introduced above, the activities practicing 

non-verbal communication bring some of the characteristics of real-life oral communication into 

classroom practice. Even when communicating in first language, let alone in foreign languages, one 

forgets words every now and then. It is a natural part of communication. Conveying this piece of 

information to foreign language learners is crucial, because flawless and continuous speech is often 

seen as an ideal in oral communication. As no-one can speak without ever needing to resort to non-

verbal communication or other compensation strategies, it is important to raise awareness about the 

matter and practice the strategies in language classrooms as well.  

 

Presentations 

The category of presentations consist of activities that aim at students giving a speech or debating. 

These activities are mainly found in the last two books of the series. Example 33 is a typical debate 

activity in the series: 
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(33) 

(ProFiles 6:58) 

 

 

In addition to short debates, the category includes activities aiming at students giving a speech or a 

presentation to others (example 34): 

 

(34) 
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(ProFiles 7:48, pictures: ProFiles 7:45) 

 

The aim in these activities in usually to give a short speech to a few other group members or, in 

debates, to have the debates in small groups and without the roles and procedures of an actual 

debate. This will probably release anxiety or nervousness related to publicly speaking or presenting 

something in front of the whole class: in groups of four to six people and with the other groups 

simultaneously working on their own, there is not as much pressure and attention on one speaker. 

That being said, working in small groups might also change the nature of giving a speech even into 

too informal and relaxed talking: as stated in 4.1.2, giving a speech or a presentation is a specific 

sub-skill in oral skills, and it differs quite greatly from everyday conversations. It might be good, 

even once or twice, to practice speaking in front of, or at least to, the whole class. After all, a 

classroom of peers is most likely not the biggest or scariest audience students will ever face. 

 

Problem-solving 

The ProFiles textbooks also include problem-solving activities. This category consist of activities 

where students, by discussing, have to reach an understanding on, for example, prioritising health  
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care patients, spending a given budget or coming up with new inventive uses for everyday items 

(example 36): 

 

(36) 

 

(ProFiles 3:14) 

 

Example 36 demonstrates a casual, inventive activity where students get to use their imagination. In 

example 37, then again, students need context knowledge of applying for a job, what kind of 

qualities are valuable in the job market, etc.: 
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(37) 

 

(ProFiles 3:86) 

 

Whereas the two previous example activities are imaginative, there are also problem-solving 

activities that are meaningful to students in that they relate to their everyday lives (example 38): 

 

(38) 

 

(ProFiles 2:101) 
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In addition to everyday problem-solving, some activities also invite students to discuss their ethics 

and moral values in problems that they can only solve on a theoretical level (example 39): 

 

(39) 

(ProFiles 6:51) 

 

Problem-solving requires students to involve in a discussion in order to reach the goal of the 

activity. In addition to just talking about the topic, compromises are needed in making shared 

decisions with all the members of the group. 
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Pronunciation 

No activities of this category were identified in the ProFiles textbooks. 

 

Role-plays 

In the category of role-plays there is some variation in the instructions given to students. Firstly, 

there are a few very strictly guided role-plays, where students are given complete Finnish sentences 

to say in English. The difference between these strictly guided role-plays and translation activities is 

that in translation activities, also known as A/B activities, one's partner has the “correct” translation 

to his/her Finnish clue. In role-plays, even if there are complete sentences and students are to 

translate them word by word, there are no “correct answers” available. Example 40 illustrates a 

strictly controlled role-play where the lines are more or less identical with a studied text passage: 

 

(40) 
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(ProFiles 1:82) 

 

It must be admitted that the instructions in example 40 do encourage students to use their words 

instead of word for word translation. Still, activities merely focusing on translation do obviously not 

create authentic situations for oral communication. Translating written sentences from Finnish into 

English is not oral communication just because translations are done orally instead of writing. What 

is more, example 40 includes long passages from the text the activity is related to, and thus students 

are likely to end up merely reading the text out loud. 

 

More open variations of role-plays include dialogues instructed with Finnish keywords or English 

descriptions of a situation (example 41): 
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(41) 

(ProFiles 2:23) 

 

Example 41 mentions communication strategies in the instructions. Students are asked to use polite 

phrases that have been studied before in order to reach the best possible solution in a conflict 

situation. The given situations are simple enough, but students are to build the dialogue on their 

own. It is an authentic-like situation for oral communication, as one student's output will be 

somewhat unpredictable to the listener and the other must react in real time instead of translating a 

reply printed in the book. Moreover, the focus in completing the activity is, as the instructions say, 

on “reaching a satisfactory conclusion” instead of using vocabulary of a given theme or correct use 

of certain grammatical structures. Students' attention is on using polite phrases, i.e. on using 

context-suited language in a given situation. 

 

Translation 

In translation activities of the ProFiles series, similarly to role-plays, students are given an 

imaginative situation and a character to play, but in translation activities, the communication is 

based on Finnish-English translations and the other person has the “right answer” (example 42): 
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(42) 

 (ProFiles 3:28) 

 

Let it be noted that the correct translations in example 42 do include some alternatives with word 

choices. Still, it is implied that these sentences can only be expressed in English in the ways 

provided in the “correct” answers. What is more, since the lines are written down in order to be 

translated, the language of this dialogue is written instead of spoken language. Finally, no  
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interaction can really take place between students completing the activity, since they can see what 

the other is going to say and know to wait quietly until the other has finished his/her line. 

 

Vocabulary 

Contrary to expectations, even though activities in the ProFiles textbooks are categorised based on 

their aims and content, the identification of the aims of activities marked with the symbol of oral 

practice reveals that there are vocabulary-focused activities in the oral category, too. This category 

consists of activities such as word explanations (example 43): 

 

(43) 

 (ProFiles 1:75) 

 

When it comes to word explanations, even though the focus in self-evidently on vocabulary, skills 

in using synonyms and explaining meanings are useful and needed in oral communication, as 

foreign language speakers might not be familiar with certain words that they would like to express. 

Thus word explanation games implicitly practice oral communication skills as well, and to be 

precise, compensation strategies. 

 

Another vocabulary-centred activity in the ProFiles data is continuing given sentences according to 

the text or based on one's own opinions (example 44): 
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(44) 

 

(ProFiles 2:112) 

 

The aim of the activity is to make students use vocabulary related to a studied text, in this case 

vocabulary about technology. As they are only allowed to complete given sentences, even though 

students express their own thoughts, their output is very restricted by the instructions of the activity.  

Asking an upper secondary student to complete sentences with a couple of words (“When I surf the 

net, I usually... go to Facebook”, for example) is not in accordance with their language skills. 

 

Thirdly, the ProFiles series also has vocabulary activities where students are asked to retell the 

content of the studied text with the help of, for example, Finnish or English keywords, or pictures 

(example 45): 

 

(45) 

 

(ProFiles 4:43) 

 

Completing given sentences and retelling a text are clearly more ways of processing the vocabulary 

of a studied text than practicing oral skills. As stated in the analysis of the Open Road series in 

section 4.1.2, completing sentences according to one's own thoughts involves very little actual oral 
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communication, as the structure of expressions is already decided based on the beginning of the 

sentences. In example 44, students are expected to orally complete sentences that, due to the 

subordinate clauses among other things, are more written than oral language. In example 45, even 

though students are given the permission to improvise, the instructions could as well be “what was 

said in the text of the following”, as students hardly have any previous knowledge or opinions of 

one Harold Holt. As stated several times already in the present study, retelling the content of a text 

is not practicing oral skills. Instead, it is listening or reading comprehension. 

 

Summary 

Now the oral activity categories in the ProFiles textbook series have been identified and illustrated. 

It was discovered that the ProFiles series has two activity categories that do not exist in the Open 

Road series: those focusing on conversation strategies and on non-verbal aspects of oral 

communication. Practice in these areas of oral communication is very important indeed, as they are 

an inseparable part of authentic oral communication, but often not very visible in classroom 

practice. Discussion activities and problem-solving, as well as presentations and role-plays were 

found to be very similar in the two series. Both series also include some oral translation activities, 

even though they provide non-existent practice in oral communication. In the ProFiles textbooks, 

no pronunciation activities were identified in the data, but there is a separate section for practicing 

pronunciation at the end of each book. Finally, the ProFiles textbooks also include oral activities 

that in fact practice vocabulary and structures of a studied text passage, even though the series has 

its own, separate category (WordPower) for vocabulary activities. Table 11 is a summary of the oral 

activity categories in the ProFiles textbooks in numbers and percentages. 
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Table 11. Oral activity categories and their shares in the ProFiles textbook series by number and 

percentage 

 

 Pro 

Files 1 

Pro 

Files 2 

Pro 

Files 3 

Pro 

Files 4 

Pro 

Files 5 

Pro 

Files 6 

Pro 

Files 7 

Pro 

Files 8 

Total % 

Conversation 

strategies 

1 1 1 - - - - 12 15 10.5 

Discussions 3 1 5 5 7 7 6 12 46 32.2 

Non-verbal 

aspects 

1 - - - - 1 - 2 4 2.8 

Presentations - - - 1 - 1 3 3 8 5.6 

Problem-

solving 

- 2 2 1 2 1 - 4 12 8.4 

Pronunciation - - - - - - - - - 0.0 

Role-plays 3 8 3 2 1 3 3 10 33 23.1 

Translation 2 - 1 - 1 - - - 4 2.8 

Vocabulary 1 1 1 4 1 3 1 9 21 14.7 

Total 11 13 13 13 12 16 13 52 143  

 

 

Discussions and role-plays are the two biggest oral activity categories by far in the ProFiles series, 

covering over 55% of all oral activities. After them, there are the vocabulary activities. Due to the 

categorisation of all activities presented by the publisher, and the fact that there is a separate 

category for vocabulary activities, it was assumed that this particular category would not be 

strongly represented in oral activities. Yet, even though vocabulary activities are only half as 

common as discussions in the series, they are the third largest oral activity category. Activities on 

conversation strategies and problem-solving fall to the middle categories alongside with vocabulary 

activities. Speeches and debates, translation activities and activities on the non-verbal aspects of 

speaking are the minor categories that together cover approximately 15% of oral activities. ProFiles 

8 affects the total number and percentage especially in the category of conversation strategies, 

where 12 of the 15 activities are found in textbook 8.  
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Research question three about the share of drills, exercises and tasks is still to be answered for the 

ProFiles data. The next section will address this issue. 

 

4.2.3 Types of activities used 

 

In order to answer research question three concerning the types of activities used in practicing oral 

skills, all the oral activities identified in the ProFiles series were placed under the tree activity 

types, that is, drills, exercises and tasks, just like in the analysis of the Open Road series in section 

4.1.3. Furthermore, activities identified as drills were further categorised into mechanic, meaningful 

and communicative drills. 

 

Drills 

Drills in the Profiles textbooks are almost completely polarised into mechanic drills, such as 

spelling (example 46): 

 

(46) 

(ProFiles 8:94) 
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Even though the second part of the activity is more likely an exercise (word explanation), 

spelling out given words or writing a word down as someone else spells it is purely 

mechanic drilling that, with reading ability, can be performed with the help given in the 

inside back cover of the book and not knowing anything about the target language. 

However, a communicative drill has also made its way into the series (example 44): 

 

(44) 

 

 (ProFiles 2:112) 

 

Accordingly to the description of a communicative drill in section 2.2.1, students are to bring up 

previously unknown information, e.g. their own thoughts, ideas or opinions, but their output is 

extremely limited by the given beginnings of the sentences to be completed. 

 

Exercises 

The various exercises in the ProFiles series include, among other things, translation, word 

explanations and guided discussions (example 45): 
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(45) 

(ProFiles 3:61) 

 

The detailed questions make this an answering activity where students are likely to strictly answer 

the question, and should they have no experience an issue addressed, the discussion remains non-

existent. For example, a group might answer to question 2 that nothing surprised them and leave it 

to that.  

 

Tasks 

All tasks in the ProFiles textbooks are either presentations or discussion or problem-solving 

activities (example 46): 

 

(46) 

 (ProFiles 2:91) 

 

As definitions of tasks demand, there is a goal to be achieved. In this case, it is to think of a Finnish 

woman earning an honorary title and giving reasons for the chosen candidate. Students can 

approach the task any way they like and the different candidates in different groups are likely to be 

from very different fields of expertice. There are no right or wrong answers but only matters of 

opinion. 
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Summary 

Examples have now been given of drills, exercises and tasks used in the ProFiles series to practice 

oral skills. The information can be seen in numbers in table 12. 

 

Table 12. Three main activity types in oral activities in the ProFiles textbooks by number and 

percentage 

 

 Drills Exercises Tasks Total 

ProFiles 1 - 8 3 11 

ProFiles 2 2 7 4 13 

ProFiles 3 - 11 2 13 

ProFiles 4 - 11 2 13 

ProFiles 5 - 11 1 12 

ProFiles 6 - 13 3 16 

ProFiles 7 - 10 3 13 

ProFiles 8 3 64 15 82 

Total 5 135 33 173 

Total % 2.9 78.0 19.1 100 

 

 

Of the oral activities in the ProFiles series 78% are exercises. Tasks cover 19% of the remaining 

activities, and about 3% are drills. Perhaps surprisingly, the majority of the drills are to be found in 

the oral skills textbook, while the share of exercises and tasks remains somewhat stable throughout 

the series. Only one communicative drill was identified in the ProFiles data, and the four other 

drills are mechanic. In other words, no meaningful drills were identified in the series. These results 

in numbers can be seen in table 13. 
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Table 13. Mechanic, meaningful and communicative oral drills in the ProFiles textbooks by number 

and percentage 

 

 Mechanic drills Meaningful drills Communicative drills 

ProFiles 1 - - - 

ProFiles 2 1 - 1 

ProFiles 3 - - - 

ProFiles 4 - - - 

ProFiles 5 - - - 

ProFiles 6 - - - 

ProFiles 7 - - - 

ProFiles 8 3 - - 

Total 4 - 1 

Total % 80.0 - 20.0 

 

 

Drills thus form a minority among the three oral activity types in the ProFiles textbooks. Taking 

into consideration the criticism drills have received, this is a positive finding. That being said, the 

majority of the oral drills are mechanic drills, i.e. the most restricted form of drills that allow very 

little if any output from students themselves. Mechanic drills identified in the ProFiles series could 

indeed be completed almost with no English language skills at all. 

 

The analysis of the present study has now been reported and all three research questions have been 

answered on behalf of both textbook series. Before moving on to discussion, the newt section will 

shortly compare the two textbook series analysed. 
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4.3 Establishing similarities and differences 

 

To summarise the findings of the analysis, I will now conclude by discussing the main similarities 

and differences between the two textbook series that were analysed.  

 

In answering research question one concerning the number of oral activities in comparison to the 

total number of activities in the textbooks analysed, it was calculated that in the Open Road 

textbooks 1-7 of the activities 21% are oral. In Open Road 8, of the activities 86% are oral. In the 

ProFiles series, in books 1-7, of the activities 14.3% on average are oral, while in textbook 8, oral 

activities cover 94.3% of all activities. Further statistical tests were attempted but then found 

irrelevant and unreliable due to the relatively low number of cases in the analysis. Based on the 

basic tabulations made, the share of oral activities in the ProFiles is thus slightly smaller than in the 

Open Road series. However, the categorisation of the activities revealed that the number of oral 

activities in the Open Road series also contains a large portion of activities that, in reality, do not 

focus on oral skills. If the numbers were recalculated after answering the second research question, 

excluding pseudo-oral activities from the data, the results would seem different. 

 

When looking at the quantitative results obtained in individual books 1-7, in the Open Road series, 

oral activities have the highest share of all activities in Open Road 2 (25.0%) and Open Road 1 

(22.4%). Oral activities have the lowest share in Open Road 6 (17.2%). In contrast, in the ProFiles 

series, oral activities have the highest share in ProFiles 3 (16.7%) and ProFiles 6 (16.5%). The 

lowest shared of oral activities are in ProFiles 5 (12.1) and in ProFiles 1 (12.9%). As for the share 

of oral activities in each textbook, there is thus no consistency between the two series. Of course, 

textbook 8 is a special case in both series. Further statistical analysis would have produced more 

reliable points of comparison, but as stated above, attempted statistical hypothesis tests were found 

unreliable due to the low number of cases in the data. 

 

Answering research question two by categorisation of oral activities in the two series in sections 

4.1.2 and 4.2.2 showed that the Open Road and the ProFiles textbooks have six categories in 

common: those of discussions, role-plays, vocabulary-centred activities, problem-solving, 

presentations and translations. Moreover, the quantitative analysis revealed that discussion activities 

are the largest category in both series, covering around 30% of oral activities in general. 

Surprisingly, the pseudo-oral category of vocabulary-centred activities is among the three largest 

categories in both series. Particularly unexpected this finding is in the ProFiles series, where the 
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activities are categorised based on their focus, and a separate category exists for vocabulary 

activities. Of the six shared categories, presentation and translation activities are among the smaller 

categories in both series. 

 

In addition to the six similar oral activity categories, one category is unique to the Open Road series 

and two to the ProFiles. The former is that of pronunciation: in the Open Road series a few 

pronunciation activities are among the other activities, even though there is a separate section for 

pronunciation in the end of each book. In the ProFiles textbooks, no activities of this category were 

identified. Instead, all pronunciation activities in the ProFiles series are found at the back of the 

books. Furthermore, the categories of conversation strategies and non-verbal aspects of oral 

communication only exist in the ProFiles series. Non-verbal activities are the smallest category in 

the series, but conversational strategies have a share of some 10% of all oral activities. 

 

In order to answer research question three, the oral activities in the two textbook series were 

categorised into drills, exercises and tasks. The categorisation showed that in both series, exercises 

are the most common activity type in practicing oral skills. Over a half of all activities are exercises 

in both series, and in the ProFiles, the share is as high as 78%. Tasks are the second largest category 

in both series, with a share of 30% in the Open Road and 19% in the ProFiles. Finally, drills are the 

smallest category. The sequence of activity types is thus the same in the two series, but the 

proportions vary. As for drills, 11.4% of all oral activities in the Open Road were identified as such,  

and the shares of mechanic and meaningful drills are both around 40%, while the remaining 20% 

consist of communicative drills. The percentage of drills for the ProFiles is only 2.9%, out of which 

nearly all drills, however, are mechanic. No meaningful drills were identified in the ProFiles, and 

only one drill was identified as communicative. 

 

Some of the main similarities and differences between the Open Road and the ProFiles series have 

now been recapitulated. This section closes the analysis of the present study. The last chapter will 

close the study with a discussion. 
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

This study focused on oral skills in Finnish upper secondary school English textbooks. The aim was 

to find out, firstly, how much room is given to oral activities in textbooks in comparison to the total 

number of activities and, secondly, what aspects of oral skills are practiced in textbook activities. In 

addition, the aim was to find out what activity types are used in practicing oral skills. In the 

theoretical background of the study, I introduced several ways of defining communicative 

competence and oral skills as its sub-skill. The methodology of the study was based on content-

analysis, and the data consisted of the two latest upper secondary school English textbook series, 

the Open Road and the ProFiles. 

 

The analysis of the data showed that various categories can be identified in oral activities based on 

their focus. Some activities identified as oral at first were, after the analysis, discovered to focus on 

other matters. Furthermore, the analysis showed that exercises are the most dominant activity type 

in oral activities, and even though there are tasks, some drills still exist in textbooks as well. The 

majority of oral activities focus on formulating accurate utterances. Discussion or problem-solving 

activities seldom include instructions on the course of the conversation, but the focus is on the topic. 

In other words, what is being said is emphasised instead of how it could or should be said. 

 

As there are no previous studies identical to the present one, the results cannot be compared to any 

previous findings as such. Still, as many studies have been conducted on foreign language teaching 

and language textbooks in upper secondary school, some observations can be made of the results of 

this study in comparison to previous ones. The present study confirmed earlier findings that oral 

skills are being taught unsystematically (Yli-Renko 1991, Romo 1991, Huttunen et al. 1995 and 

Tattari 2001). Activity categories in the two textbook series analysed are not identical, and the 

ProFiles series contains some information about conversation strategies and cultural aspects of 

speaking whereas the Open Road series completely neglects such aspects. The assumption that the 

lack of an oral test in the Finnish Matriculation Examination makes the practice of the different 

aspects of oral communication feel unnecessary seems accurate based on the analysis made: the 

majority of oral activities are discussions and there are many role-plays and problem-solving 

activities as well, but the focus is usually on vocabulary instead of communication strategies, 

culture-specific manners in discussion or the overall structure of these “units”, including 

appropriate ways of starting, maintaining and ending the discussion etc. Instead of practicing 

aspects of oral communication that are vital in order to successfully interact with others, the focus, 
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in oral activities as well, remains on matters that are tested in the Matriculation Examination, i.e. 

vocabulary, accuracy and even translation. Furthermore, the findings of the present study were 

similar to finding in analyses of textbooks in other foreign languages. Similarly to French textbooks 

(Tyrväinen 2011), only a minority of oral activities truly include communication and interaction, 

while most oral activities are quite mechanical. In both textbook series of the present study, 

exercises are the biggest activity type by far. As language skills are a prerequisite for completing 

exercises, oral exercises mostly include more or less mechanic repetition of skills that students 

already have instead of acquiring new ones through completing the activity. Moreover, like in 

German textbooks (Liljavirta 2000), small-talk and non-verbal communication are poorly, if at all, 

noted in textbooks. Non-verbal aspects of speech are completely neglected in the Open Road series, 

and in the ProFiles, only a couple of activities are targeted at practicing them. What is more, non-

verbal aspects practiced are limited to miming and gestures. As pointed out in section 2.1.3, non-

verbal communication includes much more: facial expressions, posture, bodily contact and spatial 

behaviour, for example. As for small-talk, nearly all discussion activities in both textbooks analysed 

give students specific questions to talk about. The discussions thus never start or end with small-talk 

and polite phrases, but assumably students start the discussion by reading out the first question 

printed in the book, and the discussion ends “by itself” when no-one has anything left to comment 

on the last question. The lack of opportunities to practice small-talk in English textbooks is actually 

very surprising, considering how well-known the clichéd difference between the silent Finns with 

yes-or-no -answers and the fluently small-talking English is. 

 

The analysis of the study was conducted by one person alone. The categorisations of the data are 

thus based on a single view. Identifying the nine main categories and placing the oral activities into 

them was reasonably easy, since the instructions of the activities, in most cases, are quite 

unambiguous and explicit. In other words, the instructions usually tell to act out the dialogue, take 

the roles of x and y, translate the sentences, discuss, plan a presentation etc., and the activity 

categories were formed based on the instructions. Furthermore, the analysis was kept transparent 

with examples from every category identified. Even though the categorisation of the activities was 

rather simple, the reliability of the study could have been increased with a second opinion on 

categorisations (Kalaja, Alanen and Dufva 2011:21). Then again, all analyses and categorisations, 

regardless of the study, are affected by the researcher(s) views, and a second version made by 

another researcher might always produce alternative classifications. Studies like the present one are 

always subjective. After all, analysing activity types is not all black and white, but there are several  
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options in approaching the matter. In fact, alternative ways of categorising the data could result in 

very interesting findings and produce useful results for further discussion of the matter.  

 

In addition to the categorisations made by only one person, the differences in how activities were 

organised in the two series also affected the analysis: while activities in the ProFiles series had been 

categorised into oral activities, listening comprehension, vocabulary activities etc. by the authors, 

the Open Road series had no categorisation whatsoever. The analysis of the Open Road textbooks 

thus started with sifting out the oral activities, while the ProFiles textbooks offer this information 

for the reader. In this study, the two textbook series were deliberately analysed separately in order to 

build a coherent overview of each series on their own. That being said, narrowing down the 

research material from two complete textbook series or dividing the workload for a team of 

researchers would definitively produce more detailed and further analysed results for both two 

series and each individual textbook. Activities in both series were still categorised using the same 

categories in order to produce reliable and comparable information. Quantitative analysis was used 

to complete and illustrate the tendencies in the qualitative content analysis.  

 

As the theoretical background of the study in chapter 2 showed, there is plenty of information and 

knowledge of oral skills on a theoretical level. The relation between that theoretical knowledge and 

its realisation in foreign language textbooks has still been studied very little. In order to develop the 

teaching of oral skills, teaching materials should be analysed more thoroughly. This study did not 

consider, for example, the completion mode of oral activities at all. It would be interesting to 

analyse which activities are completed in pairs, which in groups, and how do these factors affect the 

completion and usefulness of the activities. Moreover, the effect of all activities greatly depends on 

how they are executed in language classrooms. Observation studies are thus needed on how oral 

activities are used and realised in language teaching. 

 

It seems obvious that even though the role of oral skills in language competence is largely 

recognised, the teaching of those skills is still not up-to-date. In order to improve the materials 

offered to support language learning, the current material should be more thoroughly analysed for 

its strengths and weaknesses. A new NCC coming in a couple of years, now would be the eleventh 

hour to revise the current textbooks before new ones are published. Analysis of the currently used 

materials could provide valuable information also for the writers of new textbooks. Oral skills 

taught in language classrooms should be the same skills we use every day in interaction with others.  
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As long as most aspects of authentic oral communication are very much neglected in foreign 

language teaching, the goal of communicative competence remains unattainable. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX 1 

The CEFR sub-scales of oral communication. 

 

Table A. Sustained monologue: Describing experience. (CEFR 2003:59). 

C2 Can give clear, smoothly flowing, elaborate and often memorable descriptions.  

 

C1 

Can give clear, detailed descriptions of complex subjects. Can give elaborate descriptions and 

narratives, integrating sub-themes, developing particular points and rounding off with an appropriate 

conclusion.  

B2 Can give clear, detailed descriptions on a wide range of subjects related to his/her field of interest.  

 

 

B1 

Can give straightforward descriptions on a variety of familiar subjects within his/her field of interest. 

Can reasonably fluently relate a straightforward narrative or description as a linear sequence of points. 

Can give detailed accounts of experiences, describing feelings and reactions. Can relate details of 

unpredictable occurrences, e.g. an accident. Can relate the plot of a book or film and describe his/her 

reactions. Can describe dreams, hopes and ambitions. Can describe events, real or imagined. Can 

narrate a story. 

 

 

 

 

A2 

Can tell a story or describe something in a simple list of points. Can describe everyday aspects of 

his/her environment e.g. people, places, a job or study experience. Can give short, basic descriptions 

of events and activities. Can describe plans and arrangements, habits and routines, past activities and 

personal experiences. Can use simple descriptive language to make brief statements about and 

compare objects and possessions.  

Can explain what he/she likes or dislikes about something. 

Can describe his/her family, living conditions, educational background, present or most recent job. 

Can describe people, places and possessions in simple terms. 

A1 Can describe him/herself, what he/she does and where he/she lives. 

 

 

Table B. Sustained monologue: Putting a case (e.g. in a debate). (CEFR 2003:59) 

C2 No descriptor available  

C1 No descriptor available  

B2 Can develop an argument systematically with appropriate highlighting of significant points, and 

relevant supporting detail. 

Can develop a clear argument, expanding and supporting his/her points of view at some length with 

subsidiary points and relevant examples. Can construct a chain of reasoned argument: Can explain a 

viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options. 

B1 Can develop an argument well enough to be followed without difficulty most of the time.  

Can briefly give reasons and explanations for opinions, plans and actions.  
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A2 No descriptor available  

A1 No descriptor available  

 

 

Table C. Public announcements (CEFR 2003:60). 

C2 No descriptor available  

C1 Can deliver announcements fluently, almost effortlessly, using stress and intonation to convey finer 

shades of meaning precisely. 

B2 Can deliver announcements on most general topics with a degree of clarity, fluency and spontaneity 

which causes no strain or inconvenience to the listener. 

B1 Can deliver short, rehearsed announcements on a topic pertinent to everyday occurrences in his/her 

field which, despite possibly very foreign stress and intonation, are nevertheless clearly intelligible. 

A2 Can deliver short, rehearsed announcements on a topic pertinent to everyday occurrences in his/her 

field which, despite possibly very foreign stress and intonation, are nevertheless clearly intelligible. 

A1 No descriptor available  

 

Table D. Addressing audiences (CEFR 2003:60). 

 

C2 

Can present a complex topic confidently and articulately to an audience unfamiliar with it, structuring 

and adapting the talk flexibly to meet the audience’s needs. Can handle difficult and even hostile 

questioning.  

 

C1 

Can give a clear, well-structured presentation of a complex subject, expanding and supporting points 

of view at some length with subsidiary points, reasons and relevant examples. Can handle 

interjections well, responding spontaneously and almost effortlessly.  

 

B2 

Can give a clear, systematically developed presentation, with highlighting of significant points, and 

relevant supporting detail. Can depart spontaneously from a prepared text and follow up interesting 

points raised by members of the audience, often showing remarkable fluency and ease of expression. 

 

B1 

Can give a clear, prepared presentation, giving reasons in support of or against a particular point of 

view and giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options. Can take a series of follow up 

questions with a degree of fluency and spontaneity which poses no strain for either him/herself or the 

audience. 

 

 

 

A2 

Can give a short, rehearsed presentation on a topic pertinent to his/her everyday life, briefly give 

reasons and explanations for opinions, plans and actions. Can cope with a limited number of 

straightforward follow up questions. 

Can give a short, rehearsed, basic presentation on a familiar subject. Can answer straightforward 

follow up questions if he/she can ask for repetition and if some help with the formulation of his/her 

reply is possible.  

A1 Can read a very short, rehearsed statement – e.g. to introduce a speaker, propose a toast.  
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APPENDIX 2 

Upper Secondary School English course contents as instructed by the NCC for courses 1-7 (NCC 

2003:103-105) and by Nuorille tarkoitetun lukiokoulutuksen opetussuunnitelman perusteiden 2003 

muuttaminen (2009:3) for course 8. 

 

COMPULSORY COURSES  

1. Young people and their world  

The course links language instruction in general upper secondary education with basic education 

and will reinforce students’ command of vocabulary and basic structures according to their needs. 

Themes and situations are related to everyday life, personal inter- action and human relations and 

language will be colloquial and informal. The cross-curricular theme entitled ’safety and well-being’ 

offers perspectives for dealing with the course topics. The course will place emphasis on 

discussions, expression of opinions and key strategies of oral communication.  

 

2. Communication and leisure  

On this course, students will practise oral communication in different ways and they will reinforce 

and expand their command of structures. Themes and situations are related to leisure time and 

interests and services used in connection with these. The cross-curricular themes to be emphasised 

in treatment of the course topics are ’safety and well-being’ and ’communication and media 

competence’. Students will practise their writing skills by means of communicative assignments. 

Their command of oral communication strategies will be enhanced and attention will be paid to 

confidence of expression.  

 

3. Study and work  

Themes and situations used on the course are related to studies and working life and the course 

involves practising oral and written communication typical of these. In addition, students will 

practise understanding and use of language as required in formal situations. The cross-curricular 

theme entitled ’active citizenship and entrepreneurship’ offers perspectives for dealing with the 

course topics.  

 

4. Society and the surrounding world  

The course will place emphasis on speaking and reading comprehension at a relatively demanding 

level. The course is based on texts related to societies in Finland and the target countries. The cross-

curricular theme entitled ’active citizenship and entrepreneurship’ offers perspectives to deal with 

the course topics. Students will practise various strategies for reading comprehension. Students will 

practise their written expression by writing texts suit- able for different purposes.  

 

5. Culture  

The course will deal with culture in a broad sense. The cross-curricular themes ’cultural identity and 

knowledge of cultures’ and ’communication and media competence’ offer perspectives for dealing 

with the course topics. Students will prepare a relatively extensive project on their chosen topic and 

make a presentation about it.  
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6. Science, economy and technology  

The course will place emphasis on understanding demanding language material. The themes 

covered include different branches of science, technological achievements, different forms of 

communication and economic life. The cross-curricular theme to be emphasised in treatment of the 

course topics is ’technology and society’. Students will continue to practise reading strategies and 

polish their written expression by writing texts suitable for different purposes.  

 

SPECIALISATION COURSES  

Specialisation courses focus on diverse development of language skills.  

 

7. Nature and sustainable development  

The course will provide students with capabilities to understand and use language relating to nature, 

the natural sciences and the theme of sustainable development. 

 

8. Puhu ja ymmärrä paremmin  

Kurssilla harjoitetaan puheviestinnän strategioita ja suullisen kielen käyttöä eri tilanteissa kullekin 

kielelle asetettujen tavoitteiden mukaisesti. Puhumisen harjoittelun aiheina ovat ajankohtaiset 

tapahtumat ja muiden kurssien aihepiirit. Puhumista harjoitellaan kyseisiin aiheisiin liittyvien 

vaativien tekstien ja puheen ymmärtämistä harjoittavien materiaalien avulla. 

 


