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Introduction

In this booklet, we focus on the powerful impact of
pairwork speaking practice activities in English language
teaching in primary classrooms. Rooted in the principles
of Competence, Agency, and Relatedness (CAR), as
described by Ryan and Deci in 2000, this guide offers
practical insights and a structured approach to help
teachers foster a positive classroom environment where
young learners can develop their speaking skills with
confidence. Finding the balance of competence, agency,
and relatedness is the cornerstone of effective learning,

and in the pages that follow, we provide guidelines
designed to empower both teachers and students.

Through research-based strategies and real-life examples

from primary classrooms in Egypt, this booklet aims
to equip teachers with the tools they need to create a

classroom atmosphere where every child feels capable,

empowered, and valued, thereby enhancing their Engl
language speaking proficiency.
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Competence, Agency and Relatedness

Ryan and Deci (2000) described three ingredients necessary for all learning:

A belief in one’s own

COMPETENCE A sense that one is

choosing one’s own
behaviours

AGENCY A feeling of
RELATEDNESS

to other people

Learning occurs only with the
combination of all three ingredients
= competence + agency + relatedness

The learner feels competent AND
They exercise choice [agency] AND

They can relate to and are valued by others.
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Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of
intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist,
55(1), 68-78.

Competence, Agency and Relatedness 1






CAR principles to enhance speaking
in the EFL primary classroom using
pairwork

Classroom pairwork speaking activities provide an excellent way to help young
learners practise and develop speaking skills as pairwork allows them to enjoy
their Competence, Agency and Relatedness (CAR).

In this booklet, we illustrate how teachers can use dialogues from students’
course books for classroom pairwork speaking activities that support young
learners’ CAR.

The following framework of 7 STEPS supports teachers to use pairwork
speaking activities by drawing on children’s Competence, Agency and
Relatedness [CARI.

What we mean by Pairwork is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1:

A drawing illustrating children engaged in a pairwork speaking activity. Notice that all pairs are speaking
at the same time and that the teacher is observing the children’s work quietly and from a distance to
ensure that the children are not intimidated by the presence of the teacher.
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Seven simple steps to improve
speaking English through pairwork

u:a.:JIchuu.uu;JJ day Olghhs v
QW g Jol JuAd o ajulaiyl a1l

STEP 1:

Teacher starts by demonstrating a simple dialogue (that the children can read in their
books, for example) in front of the whole class.

[NOTE: Make sure that all children can see the dialogue written down and are familiar
with new vocabulary and can say the dialogue with some ease.]
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STEP 2:

Teacher models the dialogue with one of the young learners, in front of the whole
class. Repeat this step once or twice.

[NOTE: Don’t always use your best pupils to do this! Give others a chance and then
praise them, to boost their sense of Competence and make them feel they can speak
English.]
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STEP 3:

Teacher provides help to the chosen child only when the child seems uncomfortable
(e.g. help the child with saying difficult words only if they are struggling).

[NOTE: There is no need to correct all mistakes as it might undermine the child’s sense
of Agency and Competence. Instead, you could repeat the sentence with the correct
pronunciation and praise the child for her/his work.]
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STEP 4:

Divide the children into pairs.

[NOTE: Before they start speaking together, check that everyone knows who their
partner is e.g. by asking each child to be either A or B. Every pair must have an A and a
B. Children can hold up their hands to show their AB pairs.]
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STEP 5:

Teacher invites them to practise the dialogue in pairs. All pairs talk at the same time,
to provide maximum speaking and practice time for all the children.

[NOTE: The children may sit or stand to talk in pairs. Don’t worry that the classroom is
noisy! A noisy classroom is a learning classroom.]
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STEP 6:

Teacher goes around the class and observes the pairs from a distance.

[NOTE: Observing children during pairwork is a very sensitive task. Do not let your
children think that you are assessing them. Do not correct them! This may inhibit their
Competence and Agency as well as Relatedness to other children. Provide support only
when they call you to help them.]

Téghas
a9y o Jalnlll dhasaleg jorelb doleoll /pleall pgd)

i) olule apal.apuna) (e ke 1ol oo LIS g Jeodl <l Jlala il aasale alhn s
Wanll Joalg gelll lan B ayami) pgdd o). poslal pudi) pogdly el Jlala Dl gal glynil
sclaslly Jalnll gulual giey o) Sy clas W agaai. dunjlesllg Ganill ule pSyill go uslin i)
A Jlah B dlis ullay baic nds saclinsllg peall p38.8 Dles koljillg ay) slainllg
STEP 7:

When all the class has practised speaking, praise them for their work.

[NOTE: You could show that you value all children’s work by sharing, for example,
how one pair used new and interesting words in their dialogue.]
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How to choose pairs
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Pairing students together is a very sensitive task. It is essential to pair each child
with someone they can easily work with and feel at ease to ask for help. For example,
pairing children who have different competences in English may not be beneficial

as the less competent child may feel humiliated. Figure 2 below illustrates two boys
engaged in pairwork.
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Figure 2
A drawing illustrating how pairs collaborate and offer support to each other.
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Ask the children to choose who to work with, therefore supporting their
Agency and Relatedness. A child will usually select a partner they trust and
feel comfortable to work with. This will allow them to learn and improve their
English.

Pairs can also choose which role in the dialogue they want to start with.
Children choose the role that is easier or more interesting for them. Children
can also change some words in the dialogue and use words they know or would
like to practise (and you can provide a range of alternative words on the board
if necessary). This provides good support for Agency and makes the activity
more fun.
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What children told us about pairwork

Through our research carried out in primary schools in Egypt, we investigated how pupils
experience learning to speak English during classroom pairwork activities. We also invited
suggestions from these pupils on how to improve their experience of learning to speak

English (Elhawary and Hargreaves, 2023).

Children identified factors related to peers and teachers that were not helpful for their

learning during classroom pairwork speaking activities.

A. Negative factors related to peers during pairwork

1. Peer ridicule when a child made a mistake.

2. A child feeling less competent than other
children in class.

3. Peers’ impatience and reluctance to support
each other.

Figure 3 below provides a vivid illustration of how
peer ridicule during a pairwork speaking activity
could obstruct learning. In this drawing, the child
drew herself in tears while the other children in class
were laughing at her because she failed to answer
correctly. The child wrote, ‘I feel afraid when | don’t
know how to answer in front of my classmates, and
everyone starts laughing at me. Then, | feel broken!'.

Figure 3. A picture showing peers laughing at a child who could
not speak correctly.

Feeling less competent, in comparison to other
peers, was another source of peer pressure that
children underscored as negatively impacting on
their learning to speak English. Figure 4 illustrates
a child in tears because she could not provide

her partner with the correct answer and therefore
perceived herself to be ‘less’ competent, and of

a lower status than her partner. The child wrote,
‘Rehana, my classmate, asks me about the meaning
of a word and | whisper quietly to myself that | don’t
know the answer’. This will obstruct her learning to
speak English.

Elhawary, D., & Hargreaves, E. (2023). Why won't they speak English?

An investigation into how young learners perceive and negotiate
anxiety and autonomy in the EFL classroom. London: British Council.

Figure 4. A picture showing a child in tears for not knowing the
correct answer.

A third example of peer pressure is illustrated in
figure 5 below. In this picture, a child drew herself
stuttering and unable to speak English correctly
because her partner showed impatience, rather than
support, and urged the teacher to find her another
partner who could speak English faster. The child
drew herself stuttering as a reaction to this pressure
and feeling less competent than her partner. This will
obstruct her learning English.

It is interesting to note that the teacher in this
picture showed impatience as she was urging the
child to speak rather than noticing and assessing the
child’s need for support.

/ AfPle W hatyf dshefat
atel FoldTher? Yes (kg
M 31ES LUV vy

[ M
| o=k
| oS\
—=Je

Figure 5. A picture showing a child stuttering and unable to
speak.

The above three drawings strongly suggest that

for pairwork to enhance speaking, teachers need
to, directly and indirectly, adapt practices that

place value on participation, collaboration and
language practice rather than competition and
language accuracy and correctness. Teachers need,
for example, to encourage rather than criticise
children’s English speaking and to make intelligent
decisions about when and how to correct errors.

What children told us about pairwork 8
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B. Negative factors related to the teacher during pairwork

1. Children’s fear of making mistakes in front of the
teacher.

2. Failing to gain teacher’s approval that the child
was ‘good’.

Many of the children’s drawings illustrated classroom
situations during which teachers’ actions were
perceived to trigger anxiety and fear. The most
frequently illustrated situation was that of fear of
making mistakes and thus being reprimanded by
the teacher or failing to gain teacher’s approval

and certification that a child was ‘good’. Children’s
illustrations revealed how children’s participation
was often curtailed by the prospect of being

unable to provide the correct and expected ‘model’
response. This emphasises our point that correction
of mistakes is not helpful during pairwork, where
fluency, confidence and just sheer practice are
sought rather than accuracy.

Figure 6 below shows a teacher monitoring a
pairwork speaking activity. The child described her
feeling about the teacher’s monitoring by saying:

‘... when the teacher is around and | say one word
incorrectly, | start to feel nervous, and | feel that the
teacher will think that | am useless’.

Figure 6. A picture showing a teacher monitoring pairwork.

Figure 7 shows the teacher urging the child to
speak in English and the child is in tears for fear of
the prospect of the teacher’s reprimand. The child
commented: ‘| feel very afraid, and | stutter because
| think that the teacher will shout at me and hit me.
Then | cannot speak, and | tremble’.
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Figure 7. A picture showing a child in tears for fear of the
teacher’s reprimand.

The drawings of the children seem to strongly
reflect competitive classroom contexts. In these
contexts, pupils tended to be concerned with
proving themselves to the teacher and to other
pupils in class. Fear of making mistakes and thus
appearing less competent than other pupils in class
and being subjected to the teacher’s reprimand and
peer ridicule could curtail pupils’ participation and
eventually constrain their ability to develop speaking
skills in English. A child who is in tears, or stuttering
or who feels broken, as illustrated in these drawings,
would find it difficult to engage in the lesson, or to
learn and grow. To avoid such obstructed learning,
please attend to the advice given in our seven steps,
above.

What children told us about pairwork 10
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