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Abstract Article Info
This study was carried out with the purpose of assessing the practice of learner-centered Accepted: 04 February 2019
approach in teaching speaking skill in English Language classroom in grade seven and eight of Available Online: 20 March 2019

Wolaita Sodo City. It also aimed to explore the restraints that inhibit the practice of this approach
and the coping strategies teachers use to minimize these constraints. The study was conducted in
five government primary schools. Seven English language teachers who are currently teaching at Keywords
grade seven and eight level participated in the study. The instruments used were interview,
written reflection and classroom observation. The qualitative data generated through these
instruments were analyzed and categorized thematically and presented in a narrative form. The
results of the study indicated that teachers were not practicing learner-centered approach to the
level that the policy advocates because there were various factors that hampered the practice of
learner-centered approach in teaching speaking skill in English Language classroom. The first
factor was students’ background such as mother tongue interference, lack of vocabulary, lack of
self-confidence, and low level of motivation. The other factors include time constraints, large
class size, seating arrangement and lack of adequate teaching materials. The findings also
suggest that the teachers in the study lack sufficient trainings on how to apply the learner-
centered approach. The results of the study indicate that teachers do not use coping strategies
that would help to minimize the challenges that impede the practice of learner-centered
approach. Therefore, it was recommended that teachers should be provided with adequate pre-
and in-service trainings on how to apply the learner-centered approach, and teachers should give
due emphasis to find effective ways of practicing communicative activities in speaking teaching
classrooms.

Communicative Language
Teaching, Practice, Learner-
Centered Approach, Speaking skill.

Introduction important as it allows students to actively involved in the

learning process and internalizes the language.
Communicative Language Teaching is an effective  Accordingly, the goal of CLT is, thus, meant to promote
method of developing learner-centered approach because  active participation of students in English language
it gives learners the opportunity to practice English  learning classrooms thereby booming learners’
language appropriately which increases their language = communicative competence. Likewise, realizing the need
achievement (Harmer, 2006). This means, the role of  to maximize the learner’s English language abilities the
learner-centered approach in teaching speaking skill is  education and training policy has mandated teaching
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requirements for English language classrooms to shift
into the more learner-centered approach of teaching and
emphasize developing students’ speaking proficiency.

Speaking is the most important skill because it is one of
the abilities to carry out conversation or communication.
Speaking is an interactive process of constructing
meaning that involves producing, receiving, and
processing information (Brown, 1994; Burns and Joyce,
1997). Thus, students should have the ability to speak
English in order that they can communicate with others,
and teaching speaking skill is focused on making student
active and creative, so that the great part of time in the
process of learning speaking is dominated by students.

That's why, it can be realized that CLT is an essential
method of learner-centered language teaching,
particularly speaking that give student’s ample
opportunity to practice and improve their speaking skill.
However, the practice of learner-centered approach in
ELT classrooms is ineffective because the teacher-
dominated approach is still reinforced in the classrooms.
According to recent studies (Verwimp, 1999; Tirualem,
2003; Derebssa, 2005; Zweiers, 2007), the commonest
teaching method in the primary schools of Ethiopia is
still the traditional approach, where students just need to
listen, and they have no time to practice their speaking
skill. That is to say, students are passive learners in this
traditional teacher-centered approach. For example, the
study by Derebssa (2005) that aimed at finding the extent
to which the learner -centered approaches of teaching
and learning were employed in Ethiopian primary
schools and identifying the factors that affect its practice,
has found out that the teacher-centered approach in
which teachers talk and students listen dominate most
classrooms.

There are surely various factors that affect the practice of
learner -centered approach in teaching speaking and
which makes students communicative competence
achievement unsatisfactory. A traditional limitation to
developing students’ communicative competence is the
inadequate interaction between teachers and students.
Teachers simply spend much time lecturing while
students take notes and seldom participate in class
(Tirualem, 2003). In other words, most of teachers still
use the traditional methods of teaching English so that
teachers seldom set up interesting activities to encourage
their students to have active and effective English
learning.

On the other hand, in most primary schools in Ethiopia
large class teaching is still common practice. It is widely
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admitted that teaching English to a large class has
disadvantages over a small class. So, in most part of
Ethiopia large classes are still reality and pose particular
challenges to ELT teachers in developing CLT methods.
This fact suggests a definite necessity to study and
explore the existing reality about how the learner -
centered approach is being practiced by English teachers
in teaching speaking skill. This research is different from
previous studies in that it focused to explore both the
challenges and the coping strategies teachers use to
minimize the challenges. Studying only the challenges is
not enough to improve any problem, study should also be
directed to explore the strategies teachers use to resolve
or minimize the problems in their own context and
improve their teaching practice.

Statement of the problem

Speaking is the most important skill among four skills
(listening, speaking, reading, and writing) because
people who know a language are referred to as speakers
of that language Ur (1996). It is recognized as critical for
functioning in an English language context, both by
teachers and by students. Hence, the ability of students to
communicate naturally in English is one of the long-term
goals that language teachers would like to achieve in
class. Indeed, it is a demanding task for language
teachers to provide sufficient inputs for students to be
competent speakers of English. Usually, students feel
insecure about their level of English and they face
problems communicating as well as expressing
themselves in English language. As a result, they rather
remain silent as they are in fear of making mistakes and
do not show active participation in speaking lessons.
Therefore, Communicative language teaching should be
adopted by teachers in language teaching to improve
students speaking ability (Harmer, 2006; Jones, 2007).

The teacher-centered approach makes students passive in
learning English due to the fact that most of the talking
time in the class was dominated by the teacher, which
has left a very little opportunity for students to practice
speaking. But in a student-centered speaking teaching
and learning process students dominate the great part of
time, and this makes students active and creative in their
learning. Therefore, the effective practice of CLT is
considered to be beneficial for developing students
speaking abilities. That means, it provides students with
different speaking activities such as group work, pair
work, role plays, oral presentation, and dialogues that
enable students to attain communicative competence. As
to Brown (1994) and Richards (2006a), Communicative
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language teaching activities provide more active,
participative, and creative learning environment that
involves students in decision making process. Thus,
teachers need to facilitate effective use of communicative
activities in speaking classrooms to offer students with
ample time and diversified context to practice the
language use.

Accordingly, as has been discussed in the previous
section of this chapter, in most ELT classrooms there is a
continued tendency toward teacher-centered classrooms
despite reforms that promote a learner-centered
approach. Thus, the researcher was interested to explore
the current practice of learner-centered approach in light
of the policy by English language teachers in teaching
speaking. Hence, the problem presented in this paper was
assessing the practice of learner-centered approach in
teaching speaking skill in ELT classrooms. In addition,
the study addressed the possible constraints that hinder
the practice of learner-centered approach to the optimal
level, and strategies used by teachers to minimize the
factors that impede the practice of this approach.

Objective of the study

The major objective of the study was to assess the
practice of learner-centered approach in teaching
speaking. To this end, the study intended to:

Examine the practice of learner-centered approach
in light of the policy;

Explore the challenges teachers face in practicing
learner-centered approach when they teach speaking
skill in ELT classrooms;

Identify what teachers are doing to minimize factors
that impede the practice of learner -centered
approach.

The research questions to be answered by the study were
the following:

How do teachers practice learner-centered approach
in light of the policy?

What are the challenges teachers’ faces in practicing
learner-centered approach when they teach speaking
skill in ELT classrooms?

What are teachers doing to minimize the factors that
impede the practice of learner-centered approach?
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Materials and Methods
Research design

This study was a descriptive one that used qualitative
methods and data, which has helped the researcher to
come up with important findings for the study. Because
qualitative research was important in providing complex
textual descriptions of how people experience a given
research issue. Accordingly the researcher was able to
study the research problem in detail, holistically and in
context where information from the participants was
evaluated and summarized logically to come up with rich
textual descriptions about their experience of employing
learner-centered approach.

Description of the study area

There were about twenty government primary schools in
Wolaita Sodo City. For this study five primary schools
were selected based on their place relevance to get
participants of the study together in one area so as to
make the interview simple and valid. Moreover, the
researcher has a good background information about
these schools because he was well acquainted with some
teachers in these schools and this allowed for a relaxed,
honest, and fruitful atmosphere to develop quickly for
this study.

Thus, the five schools selected by the researcher for this
study were government schools and they were Giorgis
Primary School, Ligaba Primary School, Damot Ber
Primary school, Tigil Fire Primary School and Abiyot
Chora Primary School. All schools were primary schools
(grade 1-8). English language was taught as subjects that
are offered by Wolaita Sodo City administration, for
English become the medium of instruction for all
subjects.

Participants of the study

Participants of this study were grade 7 and 8 English
language teachers in Giorgis Primary School, Ligaba
Primary School, Damot Ber Primary school, Tigil Fire
Primary School and Abiyot Chora Primary School in
Wolaita Sodo City. The researcher selected these
participants for the purpose of getting experience-based
reflections or exploring data about the practice of the
learner-centered  approach  from  the teachers’
perspectives which made this research rich as well as
pertinent in its data findings and answering the research
questions set by the researcher. Because the researcher
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believes that unlike other bodies involved in the
education sector, teachers always work within a puzzling
or challenging environment as they were always very
closer to every educational issue in the teaching
profession than anybody else so that they can be
considered as a big source of information. Broadly
speaking, they can provide substantial contributions to
filling out the structure and character of the experience
under investigation.

Data sources and sampling techniques

In Wolaita Sodo City, there were about twenty
government primary schools. Only five of them were
selected purposely as sample schools. This means, the
researcher has a good background information about
these schools because he was well acquainted with some
teachers in these schools and this allowed for a relaxed,
honest, and fruitful atmosphere to develop quickly for
this study. From these five schools, Giorgis Primary
School, Ligaba Primary School, Damot Ber Primary
school, Tigil Fire Primary School and Abiyot Chora
Primary School, the researcher used second cycle and
only grade 7 and 8 have become the target groups for the
study. These two grade levels were selected because
starting from grade seven the medium of instruction for
all subjects, was English and, therefore, the researcher
was interested to see the seriousness of the research
problem at these levels.

Comprehensive sampling technique was used to select
participants for the interview and written reflection data
gathering process. This was done in order to increase the
number of participants for the purpose of incorporating
teachers from different school with different experience
and feelings, because the researcher hoped that it could
be helpful to obtain important data findings for the study.

Thus, among seven English language teachers teaching
at this grade levels in these five schools, all of them were
taken in the above two major data gathering processes
and they have provided significant accounts of
experience under investigation. Random sampling
strategy was used to select one section from each school
for classroom observation.

This strategy was opted because observation was used to
triangulate the other two major methods of gathering
data on teaching and classroom practices. The researcher
used three classroom observations to get important
information in order to support the data collected through
the other two tools.
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Instruments and procedures of data collection

For the purpose of collecting appropriate data, the
researcher opted for three research instruments:
interview, written reflection, and classroom observation.
The first two were used as a major data collection
instruments while classroom observation was used as a
supplementary data collection tool in order triangulate
and to collect a comprehensive data for this study. They
were all of great help in generating data that was useful
to answer the guiding basic questions of the study.

Methods of data analysis

The purpose of using an inductive approach was to create
meaningful links between the research objectives and the
findings, and lead to the framing of a theory about the
experiences that are evident in the raw data. The
researcher believed that it has provided a convenient and
efficient way of analyzing the qualitative data for the
research purpose. Inductive approach is an effective
method of qualitative data analysis because it involves
reasoning, allowing for modification of concepts and
relationships between concepts occurs throughout the
process of doing research, with the goal of most
accurately representing the reality of the situation
(Patton, 1990).

Therefore, the data that was gained from the interview,
written reflection and classroom observation were
analyzed qualitatively and the study has used inductive
analysis process for coding and classification of the data.
Accordingly, a list of data was compiled according to
what issues were addressed based on the research
objectives. The researcher analyzed and categorized the
information discussed. The notes were also compared
with the literature review done in this study. Issues and
suggestions were compared based on opinions from
teachers gathered by the two major instruments and
classroom observation. Then the researcher attempted to
summarize the findings from these three instruments
which allowed the researcher to develop suggestions or
recommendations about how to improve the practice of
learner-centered approach when teachers teach speaking
skill in ELT classrooms.

Results and Discussions

The practice of
teaching speaking

learner-centered approach in

In this section of the chapter the data about teachers’
practice of learner-centered approach in light of the
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policy was presented and discussed with regard to their
actual classroom practices. With regard to the practice of
results demonstrate that, among participants of the study,
it is one teacher that elaborated his use of learner-
centered approach in his classroom successfully, but the
other six teachers responded that they rarely use the
learner-centered approach. For instance, a participant in
the interview has described the following:

Even if learner-centered approach is good for teaching
speaking lessons, most of the time | use the traditional
method of teaching. Because if you apply learner-
centered approach it takes a lot of time...so we use this
approach rarely or we cannot apply it always in teaching
speaking lessons...most of the time we use the teacher-
centered approach (T6).

This response seems to indicate that the participant has
believed the learner-centered approach was better than
the teacher-centered approach, but in contrary he uses the
learner-centered approach rarely. This may imply that
the teacher was not practicing learner-centered approach
in his classroom teaching appropriately. Similarly,
another participant has written the following in the
written reflection:

. mostly I use the traditional method of teaching for
this purpose even if | know that this has an impact on the
effectiveness of my speaking lessons teaching (T1).

One can understand from the above reflection that the
participant rarely uses the learner-centered approach.
This means, in a teacher dominated classroom students
would not be able to get a chance of practicing their
language use through different activities in the classroom
because they are passive and this will bring low
achievement of students speaking proficiency. According
to Richards (1994), in teacher-centered approach the
teacher made large amount of talk, question and answers,
and immediate correction of students’ errors. Thus,
students would not become active participant in their
learning because they are not provided with the
opportunity to practice speaking.

Two participants (T2, T4) described that they use
collaborative learning methods sometimes in their
classroom, and one teacher (T7) described his successful
practice of the learner-centered approach. For instance,
one participant (T2) has named the use of brainstorming
in her classroom and the following was taken from what
she has written in the written reflection sheet:
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In my class, before beginning speaking lessons, | use
brainstorming questions to motivate students. For
example, | ask students to speak about anything special
they have encountered yesterday, especially if there is a
holiday I ask students how they spent the holiday...and 1
have seen some improvements in my teaching to get
attention of students for the lesson learning (T2).

Thus, it can be implied that brainstorming activities
provide students with the opportunity to practice
speaking because students better enjoy speaking about
their  personal experiences. According to this
participant’s response, the use of brainstorming questions
has helped her in motivating students. The use of
brainstorming activities was considered to be a useful
active teaching technique to make students more
confident and competent in using the language during the
teaching of speaking skill lessons in ELT classrooms
(Burns and Joyce, 1976).

However, results of classroom observation showed that
the use of brainstorming questions by teachers was
limited to close-ended questions and they only use them
to introduce the lesson. For example, teacher (T2) was
observed asking brainstorming questions to introduce the
lesson but these questions were close-ended questions.
The teacher was not seen motivating the students to be
more interested in the speaking lesson as she has
mentioned above. Only few students participated in
giving the answers which imply that such questions
cannot encourage students’ involvement in the class
discussion but still practiced. Students were not observed
discussing the questions in group or in pairs to come up
with answers; they rather sat passively listening to what
the teacher says. The use of brainstorming questions
before beginning teaching a lesson or before students get
in group discussion is useful strategy of stimulating
students to speak and to create a start point for discussion
or an exchange of ideas (Paulston and Bruder, 1976).
Such questions need to be open-ended so as to make
more productive that encourage students to be creative.

Different studies suggest that teachers can arouse
students’ interest towards the lesson by asking contextual
and motivating questions. In other words, teachers
should give appropriate time for students to work in
groups or pairs and to develop answers for these
guestions. Because in this way the amount of time that
each student spends on practicing the language is
increased significantly when compared with a situation
where the teacher always initiates the communication
and involves only individual students. If the students
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work in pairs or in groups, they tend to speak more freely
than when they were required to stand up and respond
individually to questions from the teacher. They were
also more likely to take a more active interest in the
lesson than when they were simply listening passively to
other students responding to the teacher. Group or pair
activities also produce a valuable learning environment
in which the students can correct and help each other
(Richards and Rodgers, 1986; Rutter, 2005).

Accordingly a participant in the interview has pointed
out his successful experience of using group and pair
work activities in his speaking teaching classroom as
follows:

Most of the time | engage my students in group work
speaking activities and it has helped me to minimize
some challenges like the large number of students and
absence of movable benches. Because | make students
form groups with the student next to them and the group
work has helped me at least to minimize these problems.
Therefore, 1 do not consider these problems as a big
challenge because the group work makes my students
participate actively in the class and thereby improve
their speaking ability (T7).

The above reflection seems to suggest that the use of this
group or pair work has made a contribution to motivate
students to actively participate in doing different
activities and to improve the teaching of speaking skill
lessons. Evidence from the classroom observation
showed that this participant (T7) was successful in using
group work for engaging students in speaking lesson
activities that encouraged students to actively participate
in the classroom. This means, students’ engagement in
the group work was observed and team working,
interaction among members in the group work activities
and a relatively better students’ skill to speak in English
was observed. It was observed that most of the classroom
talk was made by students; the teacher was observed
organizing groups, where there were students sitting in
long rows with unmovable benches, with his own
creativity. That is, students sitting in front row turn
around or sit backward to face the students behind and in
this way groups containing five and six students were
formed in the class, the teacher was also observed
monitoring students discussion and there was an active
interaction among students.

Cooper and Robinson (2000:91) asserted that the use of
group work and pair work “make it easier for students to
be involved in various classroom activities”. That is, the
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positive and pleasant atmosphere will help to realize the
notion of learner-centered speaking skill teaching.
Therefore, the classroom practice of this teacher would
seem to be characterized as a learner-centered, which
shows evidence that this participant was exercising what
he has mentioned in the interview or the use of group
work activities. Students’ active participation in the
learning and teaching process was one of the major
characteristic of learner-centered approach.

However, the other two participants (T2, and T5), were
not observed using learner-centered teaching methods
effectively, most of the time they are observed
dominating the class while carrying out the lesson. These
teachers were not observed moving around in the class to
monitor students’ discussion and to encourage them to
speak in English in their discussions. The following
guote taken from the written reflection can be evidence
about the teachers’ heavy reliance on the teacher-
centered approach:

I feel learner-centered approach is appropriate in
teaching speaking skill but...I use this approach at least
one time in 15 days or in a month where the speaking
lessons are suitable for me... (T3).

This would seem to indicate that there was poor practice
on the part of the teacher to implement the learner-
centered approach, which implies the dominance of the
teacher-centered approach. One can, therefore, draw
certain implications regarding classroom practices of
teachers in this study. The above responses may imply
that among seven participants in the study it was only
one teacher that was relatively able to implement the
learner-centered approach in his classroom teaching. Six
respondents responded that they use the learner-centered
approach rarely and this shows poor classroom practices
in applying the learner-centered approach. Thus, these
teachers’ classroom practices were characterized by the
teacher-centered approach where students become
passive listeners without any chance of practicing their
speaking skill in the classroom. Classroom observations
results also indicate that except the one teacher, the other
were reluctant to practice what they believe good or the
learner-centered approach.

Challenges teachers face in applying learner-centered
approach

In the above section, teachers’ practice of learner-
centered approach in light of the policy was presented
and discussed with regard to their actual classroom
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practices. There are some practical challenges that
participants have forwarded as the reasons not for
applying the learner -centered approach in their
classroom even if they asserted theoretically about the
values of incorporating learner-centered approach in
language classrooms. The challenges teachers face in
their practice are:

A. Inadequate trainings

Empowering teachers with the necessary skills they
require for proper practice of learner-centered teaching
and learning is very important as different studies
suggest. Participants in the study (T4, T5, and T6)
stressed lack of adequate trainings on how to apply the
learner-centered approach as a major challenge. During
the interview, for example, one participant stated that:

| feel applying learner-centered approach is useful in
language classroom to make students understand by
helping each other... using their potential they can take
care of their own learning by themselves. However, even
if 1 know many things theoretically from my experience
and reading about this approach | did not use it always.
Most of the time [ use the traditional method... I did not
get any special pre-service training on how to apply the
learner-centered approach. And also | have taught for
the last thirty years and until now only one workshop
that I have get last year with my colleagues (T4).

This reflection seem to suggest that the teacher was not
well equipped with the necessary skills on how to teach
speaking skill in learner -centered approach, the absence
of adequate pre-service training has significantly
influenced his teaching way. Because without having
proper training it was impossible for the teacher to shift
from the traditional classroom practice to the learner -
centered teaching and learning method. Regarding in-
service trainings the participant received only one
training in the form of workshop which is relatively
short, just for one week, which appears to be inadequate
for the teacher to practice the learner-centered approach
effectively.

According to the education book published by UNICEF
(2000:22), training can help teachers to improve a
number of aspects in their teaching, and training can
change teachers “attitude such that their students
improve their learning, as they become a best learners of
language through that innovative teaching”. That is, both
pre- and in-service trainings have a paramount
importance in providing teachers with the necessary
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skills of the teaching methodology as well as how to
adopt it in their classrooms. Another participant from the
written reflection has written that he was failed to apply
learner-centered approach because he was not taught by
teachers who use the learner -centered approach:

When | learned my Degree in summer university
program | have learned many things about learner-
centered approach. But this pre-service training is not as
clear as enough for me because the teachers themselves
taught us by using the traditional method. So | do not use
the new approach in my classroom always, because
during my stay at university for learning our teachers
themselves prefer to teach us in the old teacher-centered
method and some of them half by half use Amharic
language (T6).

This was a typically important view that may indicate an
evidence of poor pre- and in-service training that English
teachers in these schools have had and still receive. This
has made a considerable contribution to the insufficient
practice of learner-centered approach in teaching
speaking skill. Apart from that, the way the teachers
were trained has affected the way they are teaching,
because they teach as they were taught. Teachers who
are themselves products of the traditional teaching and
learning approach are not required to be effective
implementers of the learner-centered approach as well as
effective English speakers (Jones, 2007).

During classroom observation only one teacher (T7) was
observed using different learner-centered teaching
methods such as groups, peers for students’ active
involvement and participation in the speaking lesson
learning, and where relatively the teacher becomes a
facilitator.

But T2 and T5 were not observed encouraging students’
participation for independent learning rather they
dominate most of the class time, and frequently use
Ambharic for instruction and the students too. One can,
therefore, draw certain implications as regards the
classroom practices of these teachers, that they were still
using the traditional teaching method which indirectly
revealed that they have not received adequate trainings
on how to apply the learner-centered approach.

The findings of this study showed that the participants
seem not to have adequate trainings (both pre- and in-
service) about the learner-centered approach and how to
practice it in teaching speaking skill.
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B. Time constraints

Participants believed that the learner-centered approach
is better than the teacher-centered approach; however
they explained that this approach takes a lot of time to
finish one speaking task in a class. As a reason mostly
they use the traditional approach of teaching to finish the
text book in the time provided for them. During the
interview one participant stated this challenge as follows:

Even if learner-centered approach is good for teaching
speaking lessons, most of the time | use the traditional
method of teaching. Because if you apply learner-
centered approach it takes a lot of time and you cannot
cover the textbook in the academic year or the schedule
provided for you. Besides | teach 30 periods in a week
and in such condition it is difficult for me to apply this
method because of the shortage of time | have to be
prepared. So we use this approach rarely or we cannot
apply it always in teaching speaking lessons... most of
the time we use the teacher-centered approach (T6).

This seem to imply that teachers have an excessive
teaching load which may have a negative impact on their
classroom practice because if teachers do not have a
reasonable teaching periods they cannot adopt learner-
centered teaching methods. That is, time does not allow
the teachers to design communicative activities by
themselves as well as to prepare themselves properly so
as to teach speaking activities effectively. The following
guote is taken from the written reflection:

The time allotted for each period is a major constraint
that must be considered. With a large number of students
in a class it is difficult to cover one speaking lesson in
one class if | use the learner-centered approach. Every
student need to show their involvement in speaking
activities and want to get feedback about their
performance. But the time allotted for one period is 40
minutes so it is impossible to give chance for all students
to present what they have done in groups or pairs (T7).

What can be understood here is that this teacher seems to
have a belief that time was not sufficient to engage all
students in whole class discussion when students done
speaking activities in group or pair. But here the teacher
can encourage students to evaluate each others’
performance, discuss and come to a group decision. In
learner-centered teaching classrooms where group or pair
work was used students can develop cooperative and
independent learning through self or peer-evaluation
(Richards and Rodgers, 1986; Harmer, 2006). Therefore,
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in such a way the teacher can play the role of monitoring
and there is no need to give feedback to each student that
help to manage the teaching time appropriately.

Unlike the above two reflections on time constraints due
to excessive teaching load and the short time given for
teaching speaking lessons, another participant, from the
interview, illustrated time constraints due to the nature of
speaking lessons in the students textbook as too much
time taking than the other skill lessons:

...the speaking tasks that are given in the student
textbook take a long time to do them effectively. And this
will create a problem on the other skill lessons to be
covered on time, thus | will be forced to shorten the time
that | allotted for teaching speaking. For this reason |
rush to cover all chapters and mostly | use the
traditional method of teaching for this purpose even if |
know that this have an impact on the effectiveness of my
speaking skill teaching (T1).

According to the above reflection it seems that there is a
mismatch between the speaking lessons provided in the
textbook and the scheduled time for teaching because the
length of speaking lessons might affect the way this skill
and other language skills were taught as teachers focus
was diverted to cover the portions indicated in the
syllabus. In support of this idea another participant has
written similar points in the written reflections sheet in
the following way:

I feel learner-centered approach is appropriate in
teaching speaking skill but because of the shortage of
time | use this approach at least one time in 15 days or in
a month where the speaking lessons are suitable for me.
Because it is unthinkable to teach speaking without
forming groups and pairs, and without having enough
time for students to practice (T3).

On the basis of the above reflections it can be implied
that participants have the view that the speaking lessons
and the time allotted for do not much each other.
Accordingly, compared to the teacher-centered approach
the use of learner-centered approach was considered to
be time taking, and it was due to this fact that teachers
might mention their worries that they could not complete
the lessons on the time provided for them if they use the
learner -centered approach.

Thus, participants response indicate, time constraints due
to the length of speaking tasks, excessive teaching load,
duration of teaching time and the need for covering the
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vast portions which have created a shortage of time on
them to apply learner-centered approach. However, it
would have been possible to make teaching learner
centered despite these constraints, if students had
learning materials such as the textbook at hand. If
teachers use the textbook creatively, adopting it in
various ways to suit the situation they and their students
were in; it would be possible to teach speaking lessons
with the use of a variety of communicative activities that
promote learner-centered approach (Brown, 1994;
Hedge, 2004; and Jones, 2007).

During classroom observation the researcher has found
out that all students were provided with the textbook, but
some students do not bring their books in to class which
shows the teachers inability to manage their classroom
conditions appropriately. Thus, it would have been
possible for teachers to cover the portion through
provision of group work, pair work, home work, and
reading assignments, which were also methods of active
learning. Classroom observation results also demonstrate
that it was only one teacher (T7) that relatively observed
using student-centered teaching methods appropriately,
other teachers (T2, and T5) were not observed providing
their students with speaking activities that promote
learner -centered approach appropriately.

For example, participant (T2) was observed in teaching a
speaking lesson (topic-Expressing future wish) with the
use of dialogues and individual presentations which can
be characterized as activities that promote learner-
centered approach. However, the teacher did not use
these methods meaningfully in a way that offer students
to practice speaking actively, rather the teacher just
ordered students to prepare themselves for five minutes
before presenting the dialogue.

The teacher started with explaining and demonstrating
about the language forms used in the activity without
involvement of the students. Then the teacher pose some
guestions to students and some individuals answered
while other students sat passively. Students were not
seen spending some time thinking and discussing in pairs
and groups to answer the questions. Next, the teachers
instruct students to practice the dialogue on the textbook,
first in pairs and then individually. But students were
made just to read what was on the textbook rather than
using it as a model to develop their own dialogue, the
teacher was not seen moving around to assist students.
Thus, it was evident that, even if this lesson seemed to
provide active students participation, the classroom
practices of this teacher was characterized by teacher-
centered approach.
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Students background

Participants have listed the following issues related to
students’ background as a challenge in applying learner-
centered approach in speaking teaching class:

Mother Tongue Interference

Mother tongue interference among students was the
problem participants raised; for example a participant
from interview has revealed this issue as follows:

Students like to speak in Amharic when they learn
speaking lessons and work activities in groups. This is
related to the students’ background, the way they
brought up learning English language using their mother
tongue as instructional language in English class. And
this has affected the participation of the students in
communicative activities (T3).

One can, therefore, understand that students’ mother
tongue interference that may come as a result of the way
they have been taught in lower classes could affect the
practice of learner-centered approach. Classroom
observation results also showed that students need to use
their mother tongue and their teachers were not observed
trying to encourage students to try to use English; rather
they were also using it. This was against the principles of
CLT because the use of L1 has an impact on students
speaking skill achievement (Schmitt, 2002; O’Neill and
McMahon, 2005).

For example, among observed participants, participant
(T7) was observed using provisions for group work and
cooperative learning, and also this teacher used some
words of encouragement and praise to motivate students
to share their thought and ideas in English during group
work and classroom discussion. The teacher also moved
around to monitor and support students, but when the
teacher was nearer students tried to discuss in English
and when the teacher moved to monitor another group
the other groups turned their discussion in to their mother
tongue. This may imply that students like to use their
mother tongue to express their ideas efficiently because
their English speaking ability was not sufficient. But the
teacher was seen motivating and helping the students,
and as a result gradually the students may develop their
English speaking ability. According to Wallace “et al.”,
(2004) teachers can play an important role in speaking
skill learning classrooms by encouraging and supporting
students to use English as much as possible, especially
students can be able to benefit from using English when
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teachers motivate them to practice speaking through
different communicative activities in the classroom.

In contrast, the other two participants in the classroom
observation (T2 and T5) never tried to encourage
students to use English or to stop the use of Amharic by
the students, and half part of the classroom discussion
was through Amharic by these teachers. And mostly
students were made to listen passively and to answer
questions led by the teachers. The following quote was
also taken from the written reflections:

..when I try to teach speaking lessons in a learner-
centered approach in my class only few students
participate in the class so | prefer to use the old method
and instruct them with Amharic in order to make them
all participate in the speaking lessons (T2).

The above results may indicate that teachers and students
in these classrooms make frequent use of Amharic
language during English speaking lessons and this has
affected the students speaking skill achievement.
Richards (2006a) suggested that, in communicative
language teaching approach teachers are expected to use
English, and through engaging learners in
communicative speaking lessons students can avoid their
native language use. Thus, teachers were expected to
speak English as much as possible in the class, especially
since if they do not, students will not see the need to
speak too much English either (Jones, 2007; Skehan,
1996).

Results of classroom observation also confirm the use of
Amharic by teachers and students. For example,
participant (T5) was not observed encouraging and
supporting students to speak in English. The teacher
begun by introducing the lesson, and then asks students
some questions from the previous class lesson. But
except for a few students, most of the students were not
seen raising their hand for answering the questions. Then
teacher the shift the instruction in to Amharic, and the
discussion goes on with Amharic for some time. At the
end of the class two students asked questions, both used
Ambharic and the teacher was not seen motivating them to
try to speak in English, rather he used Amharic to answer
the questions raised from students. These results may
imply that the classroom practices of this teacher tend to
be the teacher-centered.

Different studies revealed that one thing that can drive
teachers wild was when their students were apparently
unwilling to use English in their classroom, especially
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during communicative activities. No one was in any
doubt that students may use their mother tongue in class,
whatever teachers say or do; the question is whether
teachers should try and stop it (Schmitt, 2002; Richards,
2006b). However, there are many actions which teachers
can take to promote the use of English among students,
especially in communicative activities.

For instance, Harmer (2006:132), stated that there will be
more chance of students making the classroom truly
English themselves if teachers “...create an English
atmosphere and wuse persuasion” during speaking
activities. This means, if teachers create an English
environment, making English the classroom language as
well as the language to be learnt and also if they spend a
lot of their time going round to students and tell to use
English it ensures that most students are speaking
English most of the time. Accordingly it was advisable
that teachers need to persuade students that they will
benefit from speaking English in their English class,
which may be their only chance to speak English.
However, classroom observation results demonstrate that
except one participant, the other participants were not
observed using such methods that motivate students to
speak English in the classroom.

Shortage of vocabulary

Participants in the study raised the shortage of
vocabulary that students have as a challenge. For
example, it was discussed by participant from the
interview in the following way:

Students do not have a sufficient amount of vocabulary
when they want to express their idea which has affected
their speaking ability. They also have a problem of
forgetting the vocabularies they have studied because
they do not use them in their day to day activities.
However, they are very interested to know and learn that
new word and most of the time they ask me how to use
that word in English. And | tell them how to use that
word in English appropriately but it is time taking (T7).

This result may indicate that students have a lack of
enough vocabulary to speak out their ideas in the
classroom that can hinder their involvement or active
participation in the speaking skill learning and teaching
process. Another participant from the written reflection
has written about why this problem has affected the
practicability of learner-centered approach:
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Lack of students language ability will affect the
practicability of this approach because if students unable
to participate in the classroom learning... teachers
dominate all the activities and students cannot get the
chance to practice speaking skill in the class (T6).

This would seem to imply that students have a shortage
of vocabulary so that they cannot actively participate in
class discussions. Similarly, classroom observation
results have also demonstrated that students need to
speak in their mother tongue which indirectly may show
the students shortage of vocabulary to speak English.
Brown (1994) stated that providing students with
different communicative activities to work in group can
help them to discuss and learn from each other. Thus,
when students work in pairs or in groups they would
benefit from the experiences of each other and so that
they can develop their vocabulary that would enhance
their ability to speak (Thompson, 1996; Savingon, 2002).
Hence, arranging students in pairs or groups during
speaking activities have a significant contribution for
students to develop their vocabularies. Because in
communicative activities students have enough time to
practice speaking or use the language as they will be
engaged in discussing on different issues related to their
own experience. They also share their vocabularies,
points of view, and interests (Paulston and Bruder,
1976).

However, results from the classroom observation
evidenced that participants rarely use groups and pairs or
other cooperative learning activities in their class. It was
only one participant (T7) that provided students with
group work activities, but still some students were seen
using their mother tongue when discussing in group.
These students seem interested to speak but find it
difficult to express themselves due to the shortage
vocabulary they have. The teacher was seen moving
round to assist students with new vocabulary. At the end
of the lesson the teacher wrote new words raised by
students during group discussions and instructed students
to study their meaning from dictionary in their home.
This seems to indicate that the response of this
participant in the interview was not contradicting with
his classroom practice.

Lack of self-confidence
Students’ lack of self-confidence is the other problem

raised by the participants. This problem was written by a
participant from the written reflection as follows:
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Most students in my class do not have self-confidence
and as a result they are not active participants in
different speaking lesson activities. Especially the girls
are not confident due to some socio-cultural factors, the
society encourages shyness and they under estimate
themselves. This hinders students not to actively
participate in speaking teaching classes...it will become
difficult for us to teach in a student-centered approach
(T2).

From this reflection one can understand that the students’
lack self-confidence to speak English that may have a
negative impact on the teaching and learning of speaking
lessons and on the active participation of students. But
students’ lack of confidence can be better improved if
teachers involve their students in the teaching learning
process, active participation of students in pair and group
work was needed in doing so. However, evidence from
classroom observation showed that only one teacher that
relatively used communicative teaching methods.

For instance, in (T2) classroom observation, the teacher
was seen using dialogue and individual presentations, but
it was not effective due to the absence of appropriate
class management by the teacher. In other words,
students were not made to actively participate in the
class, the teacher was not seen supporting the students to
discuss on the dialogue. The teacher tried to use some
brainstorming questions, which were not open-ended to
offer students for discussion. Students were not made to
compare their answers and share their ideas, rather the
teacher read each questions with few students raising
their hand to answer and then the teacher gave the
correct answers. Students’ mistakes were directly
corrected by the teacher so that students did not have the
chance for peer evaluation. The same hands were raised
in the class and most of students were not seen
participating, which may imply their low level of
confidence. The teacher did not provide students
opportunities to practice speaking and never tried to
encourage students who do not participate in the class.
This means that the teacher failed to create a class
atmosphere rich in communication where students
actively discuss on the activities.

According to (Lea “et al.”, 2003) the use of cooperative
learning methods can help to reduce students’ anxiety to
speak up in front of the class. That means providing
opportunities to practice communicative activities in pair
or group work will make students to reduce their fears
and able to improve their speaking ability. Studies
suggest that, students who have never worked together
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before may need a lot of support and encouragement to
begin with. And communicative activities such as
dialogues, conversations, oral presentations may help
them to feel more confident; if teachers use them
effectively (Richards, 1990; Widdowson, 1978).

All students need to feel ready before they can work
together with confidence, and this confidence will grow
little by little as students successfully share ideas and
experiences when they do work together (Paulston and
Bruder, 1976). However, the results of this study
revealed that participants were not accurately exercise
active learning methods when they teach speaking
lessons. Thus, there was a little room for students to
share their ideas and experience in pair and group
discussions which was useful for developing their
confidence as well as speaking skill.

Low level of motivation

Participants have put students’ low level of motivation as
a challenge. For example, a participant from the written
reflection wrote the following:

Most of the time, the major challenge that | come across
in implementing learner -centered approach is students
low level of motivation to speak English. In their culture,
especially the girls are not encouraged to express
themselves equal as boys, the society accept shyness of
girls as a good cultural value. When we teach speaking
lessons these girls do not participate in doing speaking
activities because of this problem (T4).

It can be implied from the above reflection that the
cultural images associated with unequal treatment of
females, or the views the society hold for females has
affected the student’s motivation in their language
learning, which in turn have a profound effect on the
students speaking ability. A participant from interview
discusses this challenge as follows:

Girls are expected to keep silent or speaking for them is
assumed as a sign of disrespecting the culture of the
society, and due to this cultural factor female students do
not participate in speaking teaching classes. Even if we
try to motivate them to practice speaking in the
classroom they have a very low participation... this
problem among students has become one barrier to
communicate in the classroom and also to teach
speaking lessons in a learner-centered approach (T3).
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This response seems to suggest that the cultural attitude
of the society that discourages females’ involvement in
the societal communication has an influence on the
degree of motivation the student brings to class. That
means they bring with them attitudes from the society
they live in, and this has greatly affected their motivation
in the language learning class. The researcher found out
that in the three observed classrooms the number female
students exceeds the number of males, but their
participation in the speaking lessons learning was not
satisfactory compared to that of males which may show
the influence of this problem. A very few number of
female students were seen participating in the class,
while majority of them show some resistance or
unwillingness to speak English. Another participant from
the interview has reflected about the negative impact of
this problem on the practicability of learner -centered
approach as follows:

...in speaking teaching class if students become passive
listeners they will not be creative, and cannot develop
their self-confidence because they did not able to
practice the language due to the presence of cultural
influence (T1).

This result may suggest that the motivation of female
students suffer from the cultural attitudes of the society
that hindered their active participation in the speaking
lessons teaching and learning classrooms. The presence
of students’ low level of motivation due to their cultural
influences in language teaching classrooms would seem
obvious that can be considered as a constraint to the
teaching of speaking skill lessons. Harmer (2006:52)
stated that cultural images associated with language
learning have a profound effect on the degree of
motivation the students bring to class, “...students
attitude to language learning will be greatly affected by
the influence of people who are close to them”. But
teachers can initiate and sustain students’ motivation if
they promote learner-centered learning and teaching
methods in their class (Taylor, 1983; Richards and
Charles, 1994; Jones, 2007).

The use of CLT methods considered being important to
increase students motivation, here it was worth pointing
out that the benefits of group work and pair work but
rarely used by these teachers as the findings revealed.
Some studies suggest that it was possible to stimulate a
better exchange of ideas by putting shy students in
groups rather than in pairs (Hymes, 1970; Cooper and
Robinson, 2000). Others consider rearranging groups
regularly was important to develop shy students speaking
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abilities. Jones (2007:8) has stated that weaker and shyer
students should not always be with the same group
members, because “new experiences with different
partners can help such students to develop more
confidence”. Furthermore, the determination of the
teacher to encourage students so as to motivate them in
order to practice speaking through communicative
activities was helpful to bring gradual change among
these shy students. Because arranging weak or shy
students with a variety of partners or in different groups
was significant to help them develop confidence and
increase their level of motivation.

Lack of exposure

Lack of appropriate exposure to practice the language on
the part of students was also raised by participants as a
challenge. The following quote from the written
reflection shows:

Lack of exposure or the so called ideal environment in
which students practice and develop their language
through communicating with their friends, family and the
like is also a problem. Students do not practice speaking
when they are out of the teaching classroom. So this has
brought its own impact on students’ active involvement
in the class and in practicing learner-centered approach
in speaking skill teaching (T6).

This reflection shows that students’ inability to use or
practice the language outside the class was considered to
be a problem that can hinder the teaching and learning of
speaking skill. That is, students did not have favorable
atmosphere in which they practice the language in their
daily life situations. Participant from the interview
elaborated this challenge as follows:

...t has a great impact on students’ accusation of a
language and on the practicability of a language lesson,
especially on speaking skill. If the students lack all the
conducive atmosphere and condition in which they
master the language it will hinder students not to
effectively engage in the class, and use the language.
Again this problem have it is own impact on the teaching
learning process, not only on English but also on other
subjects plus on the teacher of English, he/she cannot
fully implement the desired lesson in a desired way. The
teacher is limited to use only the teacher-centered
approach with a few students involvement...that is all
(T4).
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Thus, it can be understood that lack of exposure to the
language may hinder the practice of learner-centered
approach as students cannot practice the language
outside classroom. However, as most students in
Ethiopia do not have the opportunity to use English in
their daily life as people in English speaking nations do,
classroom learning and training was still the preferable
approach for them to master the language. Therefore,
sufficient and effective training in class was still
indispensible for most English learners in Ethiopia. The
use of communicative language teaching approach was
considered to be important for such learners speaking
ability achievement (Jones, 2007).

In CLT there was a variety of activities which give a
wide exposure to students to practice their speaking skill
(Nespor, 1987; Wallace “et al.”, 2004; Richards, 2006b).
For instance, the practice of speaking activities through
group work provides noticeable interaction in the group
as the students gain confidence to overcome the fear in
speaking activities. This means group work was an
attractive idea to increase the amount of students’ talking
time or exposure to the language. Students use the
language to communicate with each other and more
importantly, to cooperate among themselves. But
classroom observation results showed that, among three
observed participants two of them were seen practicing
the teacher-dominated approach that left students with no
chance to practice the language in the classroom through
collaborative learning.

Class size

Analysis of data from the participants of the study
showed that teachers regard class size as a challenge in
practicing learner-centered approach. For example,
participant from the interview stated that:

The major challenge in teaching speaking lessons is
class size. There are 62 students in my class, that’s too
many. This large number of students is a big challenge to
teach speaking skill in a learner-centered approach
because it is difficult to engage all these students in
speaking activities (T2).

The above result indicate that the participant belief about
the large number of students in his class as a challenge to
apply learner-centered approach. But even in classes
with large number of students there are many classroom
techniques that can be used to promote this approach.
Similarly, the following was taken from another
participant in the interview shows:
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In my experience, most of the time when students are
given a task to work in groups or pairs they need
feedback and encouragement. But in a class where there
are more than 60 students it is difficult to engage all
groups in class discussion. Assume that | arrange these
students in 12 groups with 5 students in 1 group to do
speaking activities. But you cannot give chance to all
these groups to present their work and then to give them
feedback. Because the time is not enough, 40 minutes of
one period is not enough, so frequently I prefer to use the
traditional method of teaching (T5).

It was evident that these two quotes from the participants
shows that classrooms were characterized by large class
size and this large number of students in a class was
perceived by these teachers as a challenge to practice
learner-centered approach in teaching speaking. Many
studies revealed that, in order to adopt or apply a learner-
centered approach, the number of students in a given
class should be reasonable so that teachers able to
identify each student by name; give feedback to the
performance of students on time and all students got
chance to express their view (Harmer, 2006). Moreover,
at least the number of student and the size of the
classroom should fit each other so that the teacher gets
passage to go within the group and guide or monitor
students’ activities. At the same time, students should
also get enough space to move freely while forming
group for discussion and backing to their seat (Hymes,
1970; Dorneyeize and Thurrell, 1994).

However, from the researcher’s experience during
classroom observation, these all conditions were not
observed in the context of these schools. The researcher
has found out that the class size in the classes selected
for the study ranged from 50-65 students in each class. In
this way, the place for teacher to step on was limited to
the front side of the room. The researcher witnessed this
condition from his experience of classroom observation
with at least three classes. The classes were too narrow
and the immovability of furniture can also be a challenge
for these teachers to arrange students in groups for
communicative activities. In opposite of the above two
participants reflections, one teacher, the one observed
relatively able to adopt the learner -centered approach in
his teaching with 64 students in his class, argued that
class size should not be taken as a big challenge. This
participant from the written reflection pragmatically
wrote:

I do not believe by the idea that large class size prevents
teachers from applying learner-centered approach. Even
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if there is large number of students in my class | do not
consider it as a big challenge, because | arrange
students in to groups. And the use of group and pair
working has helped me to create a learner-centered
speaking lessons teaching. | can say... I am successful in
implementing this approach around seventy percent
(T7).

This reflection may imply that the learner-centered
approach can be practiced even in large class situations.
But contrary to the above participant, the other six
participants considered large class size as a challenge to
practice learner-centered approach which indirectly may
show these teachers still have inadequate skill on how to
apply active learning techniques in large class size
situations. Evidence from classroom observation also
shows that it was only one teacher (T7) that
appropriately manage students in to groups for
discussion, most groups were seen engaged in classroom
speaking activities with the teacher motivating and
monitoring the students discussion.

The literature in learner-centered teaching reveals that
large number of students in ELT classrooms has great
practical difficulties in applying CLT method. Because
firstly, it greatly reduces the opportunities of students in
the classroom to take part in the oral language practice;
secondly teachers may have difficulty in adjusting
classroom atmosphere; and thirdly the interaction
between teachers and students was reduced, not fully
communication (Wallace “et al.”). However, even in
classes with large number of students there are various
classroom techniques suggested for introducing and
promoting this approach. According to Richards (1990),
organizing the class into groups and pairs is one of the
several techniques employed for large classes.

Broadly speaking, educators and researchers from
diverse philosophical perspectives have debated on the
relationship between class size and student learning at
length. Although many studies have found a relationship
(e.g. Willms, 2000), class size has not consistently been
linked to student achievement (Rutter, 1979, cited in
Pennycuick, 1993), in language teaching classrooms.
This may be due to the fact that many schools and
classrooms have not yet adopted the more demanding but
higher quality learner -centered learning practices.
Hence, the effective practice of learner-centered
approach in speaking teaching classrooms was
significant to develop speaking skill achievement of
students in large classes. Xiufen (2010:39) writes that “it
is not the number of students that is the determinant of
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success...teachers’ management and administration of
the classroom activities is of key importance”. Therefore,
it seems that in classrooms with a large number of
students teachers may also have advantages if they spare
more efforts to use communicative activities effectively.
For example, the presence of large class size can make
group work more effective, because when doing group
work students can learn to share responsibilities and help
each other. This may bring up the flow of different ideas
and real life communication so that the teacher
responsibility shifts to monitoring and guiding the
students.

Seating arrangement

Participants demonstrated that students, benches and
desks were not suitable to carry out speaking activities in
a learner-centered approach. For example, participant
from the interview stated:

The seating arrangement of students is not suitable to
carryout speaking activities by arranging them in to
groups and pairs. The benches are not armchairs or
portable, they are arranged in rows, so it is difficult to
move them in a class for group or pair works (T1).

One can understand from the above response that the
seating arrangement may have an influence on the
practice of learner-centered approach, because the
furniture in the class was immovable that hinder the use
of group or pair work. In the perfect English language
teaching classroom, students would have swivel chairs
on wheels, so that they could quickly and comfortably
change position to face each other for pair work, turn
around the other way to form a different pair or group,
and turn around to face the teacher whenever necessary,
or move into a full circle for a whole-class discussion
(Johnson and Morrow, 1981; Jones, 2007).

But results of classroom observation showed that
classrooms have furniture that was not easily moveable;
students were seat in rows, with seats facing the front.
And the classrooms were overcrowded which left no
place for the teachers to move around. Thus, the
observation results were similar with the participants
response, that is; seating arrangement in these
classrooms was organized in long rows with fixed
furniture and such classroom lay out could impede an
interaction among students, and between students and the
teacher.
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However, in such cases, teachers were expected to think
creatively about seating arrangements to ensure students
can speak comfortably. That means, even if we cannot
move the furniture, the students can move so that
teachers can arrange students in to groups or pairs. Jones
(2007:37) argues that learner-centered approach “can be
even practiced in language classes where the seating
arrangements are in long rows and the furniture is not
movable”. For example, for pair work, students sitting
side-by-side can move their upper bodies to face each
other. With groups of three sitting in row, the middle
student can move back slightly, so that the ones on the
left and right can see each other. On the other hand,
groups of four may be less comfortable because two of
them will have to move back, but groups of four could
consist of two students from the row in front and two
from the row behind; then they can all see one another.
Therefore, teachers can be able to adopt active teaching
if they creatively manage their classroom despite the
presence of immovable furniture. Accordingly a
participant from the written reflection has written the
following:

The seating arrangement is not appropriate, because the
benches are not movable. But | do not consider this
problem as a big challenge because | arrange students in
to groups with students next to them. The group work has
helped me a lot to minimize the impact of this problem in
teaching speaking skill (T7).

This may imply the determination of the teacher to create
interactive classroom learning even if the seating
arrangement was not suitable. Classroom observation
results also shows that the teacher (T7) was able to
sustain learner-centered teaching with the use of group
work. This participant was observed when he involve his
students from the introduction part of the lesson by
asking open-ended questions, and then give time for
students to discuss in a group so as to make them think
and respond. This was important as it contribute for
creating an atmosphere that encourages students’
involvement in the discussion. The students were made
to form group by moving front row students to face
students behind the back row. During group work the
teacher go around the class to monitor all groups while
they are working together and as such there is active
participation of students during whole class discussion.
However, other observed participants (T2, T5) were not
seen using their own creativity to arrange students in to
groups; rather they dominate most of the classroom talk.
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Thus, these results may indicate the absence of
appropriate classroom practices to practice the learner-
centered approach. That mean, results of the study
showed that, classrooms seating arrangement were
organized in long straight rows with immovable
furniture, and it was not suitable for carrying out the
learner-centered approach. This finding was consistent
with previous study by Derebssa (2005) that reveals the
seating arrangement in primary schools does not allow
employing the learner-centered approach.

Lack of teaching materials

Providing students and teachers with appropriate
language learning and teaching resources was important
for the effective practice of learner-centered approach.
Especially students need to have enough learning
resources at hand, such as textbooks, pictures, and cards
in order to make students active participants in their
learning and in turn teachers will be able to adopt the
learner -centered approach. Accordingly lack of teaching
materials was raised by participants as a challenge and
this was discussed by a participant in the interview as
follows:

...the classrooms are not equipped with audio-visual
materials that will assist our teaching in a learner-
centered approach. This problem has affected our
teaching because these facilities would have helped me
to make speaking lessons more attractive and learner-
centered (T6).

One can understand from the above reflection that the
absence of classrooms properly organized with audio-
visual facilities can have it is own impact on the teaching
of speaking lessons in a learner -centered approach.
Language laboratories can be helpful for the teaching of
speaking lessons, that is, in such classrooms students can
work on their own, in pair or in groups. This can give
students the opportunity to practice speaking through
different communicative activities. Another participant
raised lack of reference books on teaching methodologies
as a challenge for applying learner-centered approach
and the following quote taken from written reflection:

When | learned in university | have the access to many
reference books on English teaching methodologies, but
now I have no access to them in my school and even |
cannot get them on market... I suggest that at least these
books must be photocopied and distributed to schools so
that we can read and use them. | think if teachers get
access to such reference books they can read and
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understand as well as able to improve their teaching
methodology because at this level teachers can teach
themselves. (T3)

This is a typically significant reflection that might
indicate the teacher’s commitment to develop their skill
of learner-centered teaching methodologies, but the
absence of reference books and other related teaching aid
materials have affected their teaching as well as their up-
going or lifelong professional development.

Many language scholars (e.g., Hedge 2004; Harmer
2006) suggested that there was much to be learnt from
the various methodology books, journals, published
action researches, and magazines produced for English
teachers. The availability of such resources will,
therefore, provide teachers with a range of possibilities to
develop their skill, and to formulate different kinds of
student-centered activities for the teaching of speaking
skill (Rutto, 2005; Taylor, 1983). But, the analysis of
data gained from the classroom observations showed that
the teaching and learning resources were not adequate
for employing learner-centered approach in teaching
speaking skill. Despite this problem, however, it would
have been possible for teachers to use the textbook
creatively in a way that promote learner-centered
learning and teaching, and improve students speaking
skill.

In summary, the results from the participants of the study
seem to indicate that teachers were not implementing the
learner-centered approach to the desired level indicated
in the policy. As can be seen from analyses and
discussion in section 1 and section 2 of this chapter, the
teachers seemed to have relatively good orientations
about the learner-centered approach. However, what can
be understood here is that, even if these teachers claimed
learner-centered approach was far better than the teacher-
centered approach, their actual classroom practices were
still characterized by the teacher-centered approach.
Inadequate  training, time constraints, students’
background, class size, and seating arrangement were
major challenges teachers raised that have impeded
effective implementation of learner-centered approach in
teaching speaking skill.

Strategies teachers use to minimize the challenges

In the previous section, the data about the constraints that
have impeded the practice of learner-centered approach
in teaching speaking skill was presented and discussed.
In this section of the chapter, the strategies or
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mechanisms that used by these teachers to minimize the
constraints that inhibit the successful practice of learner-
centered approach will be presented.

Arranging extra speaking practice after class

One participant has written his experience of forming
groups for extra speaking practice additional to the
regular class. The following quote taken from the written
reflection shows:

As an English teacher | designed a plan to overcome the
challenges | face in teaching speaking skill in a learner-
centered approach. In my experience, | want my students
to learn eagerly and participate more actively in class
discussion. So | arrange special groups outside
classroom to make students practice English in their free
time suitable for them. Because of learner-centered
approach, it is promoting independent learning.
Therefore to make independent learning practical,
especially with regard to speaking skill it is believed that
students must come together either in the form of group
or in pairs during regular class time or after class time
in order to make students practice speaking by doing
different tasks. So, | organize the students to have
permanent group members to meet after class. This
group formation is different from the kind of group that
is formed during the regular class time. This new group
formation requires group members to help each other
not only in speaking but also in other skills. The students
come to school on Saturday, Sunday and any time
suitable they fix and discuss on different communicative
activities such as developing their own conversation,
make a free speech, debate and the like. And this has
helped me a lot to improve my students speaking skill
and the way | teach in the regular class (T7).

The researcher was not able to observe this participant
using the aforementioned strategy due to time limitation,
however, during classroom observation this participant
was seen employing the active teaching and learning
process. That is, students were seen working in groups
effectively with the help of the teacher as a facilitator,
and there was active participation from most students in
the class discussion. What is more interesting is that
there was a pleasant atmosphere in the class, most
students have a high motivation to learn the lesson and
the relationship between the teacher and his students was
interesting which indirectly may show the effectiveness
of this strategy.
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According to Jones (2007), when students are working
together in English and able to get enough time to
practice the language, they talk more, share their ideas,
learn from each other, are more involved, feel more
secure and less anxious, use English in a meaningful as
well as realistic way, and enjoy using English to
communicate. Therefore, the use of this strategy as can
be seen from this teacher reflection may have a
significant contribution on the students speaking skill
achievement by minimizing the effect of the challenges
that impede the practice of learner -centered approach.

Use of two consecutive periods for speaking lessons

The participants in this study have illustrated shortage of
teaching time as a constraint against the effective
practice of learner-centered approach when they teach
speaking lessons. And two participants (T5, T7)
suggested that lengthening the teaching time would be
important for teaching speaking skill effectively. The
following quote was taken from the interview:

...extending the time for speaking skill teaching is good
for giving shy students opportunity to practice the
speaking activities in the classroom and this will help
these students to improve their speaking skill and
develop self-confidence (T5).

This may imply that lengthening the teaching time can
benefit students who were shyer and less motivated
because teachers can engage students in communicative
activities so as to give them the chance to practice
speaking activities in groups or individually. Similarly,
another participant from the interview has discussed
about the use of this strategy:

Shortage of time has an impact on the teaching of
speaking skill, because teachers does not get enough
time to encourage all students by giving them a chance
to practice speaking activities and present their group
work in the classroom. This discourages students as
some of the groups able to get the chance while others do
not able to get the chance of presenting what they have
done. Because speaking skill lessons are long and need
long time of teaching than the other skills. Therefore,
from my experience, | think there has to be two
consecutive periods for making all groups participate in
presenting their activities. Schools must schedule two
consecutive periods, at least ones in a week for one
section to help English teachers to teach speaking
lessons continuously and able to give a chance for all
groups to practice speaking activities... (T7)



Int.].Curr.Res.Aca.Rev.2019; 7(3): 32-55

Similar to the previous participant reflection, the above
participant reflection also seem to suggest that
lengthening the teaching time for speaking lessons would
be helpful to increase the active participation of students
and teachers would also be able to motivate students by
appreciating their work. The above participant has
written his experience of using this strategy in the written
reflection:

In my school | have tried to discuss, on how to use this
strategy, with my school principals, but except for one
section, they cannot adjust other classes in this way for
me. The reason for this is that principals thought that it
may not be suitable for other teachers... even if I tried to
persuade them it did not work. However, in the section
that is scheduled for me with two consecutive periods |
am able to minimize the challenges such as shortage of
time, class size and the length of speaking activities. |
mean...it has created a good teaching condition for me
to engage all students in groups to practice speaking
activities and then to present their work. As a result | am
able to give encouragement and appreciation for all
groups as the time is enough for me to do this, which has
helped me to motivate and increase students’
involvement in the class (T7).

One can understand from the above reflection that the
use of this strategy can be considered beneficial both for
students and teachers because some of the problems that
affect the practicability of learner-centered approach in
speaking skill teaching classroom might be minimized.
However, the data from classroom observation indicated
that teachers were not practicing what they have claimed
in the interview and written reflection. Among observed
participants none of the participants were employing this
strategy. This may reveal that, though the teachers
mentioned use of two consecutive periods as a strategy
for teaching speaking lessons they were not practically
using it in their actual classroom.

Many studies have shown that providing extensive
amounts of time for language learning was important,
especially for the effective teaching of speaking skill.
This was to mean it provides students with extensive
exposure to good language usage and practice in its use.
For example, Wallace “et al.”, (2004:14) stated that
“...the more time students have to study the facts, a
principle or practice a skill, the better they learn.
Extending learning time by lengthening classes,
extending the school day...promote the language
learning”. This may imply the teaching of speaking skill
needs more time for engaging students in practicing
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different activities to help them develop their speaking
skill with ample exposure to the language use.

In contrary to scholars that advocates effectiveness of
lengthening the teaching time for students language
learning achievement, some other scholars argue that in a
learner-centered teaching there are many communicative
activities that can encourage students to solve their own
problems on their own or in pairs or in groups, which
will have enormously beneficial effects both on learning,
and on the dynamics and atmosphere in the classroom
(Richards and Charles, 1994). Besides the involvement
of students in such activities it is important to build their
own autonomy in their learning. Accordingly, students
will become self-directed and autonomous if teachers
motivate students to work in their own. For instance,
Harmer (2006) points out that, however good a teacher
may be, students will never learn a language unless they
aim to learn outside as well as during class time. This
because language is too complex and varied for there to
be enough time for students to learn all they need to in a
classroom. Even if students have three or four English
lessons in a week, it will take a great number of weeks
before they have had the kind of exposure and
opportunities for use which are necessary for real
progress.

In other words, everything cannot be taught in class and
it was difficult to make all students speak or to present
their work just in one period. To compensate for the
limits of classroom time and to counter the passivity of
students in speaking classrooms it was desirable that
teachers stimulate their students to become autonomous
learners. For example, the use of home work was
suggested as promoting learner autonomy, because
students will get a chance to study without the help of a
teacher. That is, the use of communicative activities by
language teachers might be better than lengthening the
teaching time for the reason that students can work on
their own and practice the language outside classroom
with active motivation and interest. Therefore, if teachers
were able to practice the learner-centered approach in
their teaching effectively it was possible to manage the
time appropriately, and students can enhance their skill
with working together on different communicative
classroom speaking activities.

Encouraging students by appreciating their work
Six participants (T4, T6, T2, T5, T7, and T3) stated that

appreciating students work and encouraging them to
participate in speaking activities is a strategy they use to



Int.].Curr.Res.Aca.Rev.2019; 7(3): 32-55

minimize those challenges that impede the practice of
learner-centered approach. For example, some quotes
related to this from the interview and written reflection
were:

.0 encourage my students by appreciating their work
besides supporting them when they do activities in
groups (Teacher 4).

Due to the impact of traditional culture of the society,
girls are not active participants in the class, so | try to
motivate these students by appreciating their work and
encouraging them to practice speaking (Teacher 5).

| encourage students to practice speaking when they are
outside classroom in order to develop their self-
confidence. In addition, | encourage them to listen to
special English programs on Ethiopian radio, BBC
radio, and Ethiopian television as it will help them to
experience speaking (Teacher 3).

The above results seem to indicate that encouraging
students in their learning may help to make students
active participants in the teaching and learning
classrooms. That is, when students work different
activities together either in group or pair teachers would
have to be available to give advice and encouragement.
However, classroom observation results shows that it
was only one participant (T7) seen exercising this
strategy, especially encouraging female students to
participate in the speaking lesson learning. This teacher
was observed when he give feedback, offer suggestions
and advice, make corrections and answer questions when
students were working together and after they have
finished working together and the class was reassembled.
Other teachers (T2 and T5) were not seen when they
support and encourage their students, they never tried to
encourage or motivate female students to participate in
the classroom. This may indicate that these teachers were
still using the teacher-centered approach in their class as
they seldom to participate students in communicative
activities.

Proponents of student-centered approach (Taylor, 1983;
Richards, 2006a; Jones, 2007) advocated that while
engaging students to work together teachers need to
persuade students to discuss in English. That means
some students may be worried for making mistakes when
they speak and become less motivated on the lesson. And
others may feel nervous, embarrassed or may not enjoy
working together. Thus, teachers were expected to
support and encourage students by explaining that
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making mistakes was normal or one part of learning.
Shortly speaking, encouraging students in speaking
teaching classrooms will benefit students much because
it helps them to develop their self-confidence, increase
their motivation and interest in the lesson they learn.

Involving students in english improvement clubs

Involving students in English improvement club was a
strategy explained by two participants of this study. The
following quote from the interview shows the use of this
strategy:

In our school we have established an English club. This
club works to improve students’ English speaking skill.
Conversations, question and answers, and spelling
competitions are some of the mechanisms we use to help
students practicing the language use (T1).

A participant from the same school has written about the
club on the written reflection sheet:

...In addition, the club declared one day in a week as a
special English day in the school. Every Wednesday all
students and teachers use only English language for
communication in the school. The club also gives advice
or guidance for students that have educational problems
(T2).

The above results seem to imply that the use of such
clubs can be taken as a significant strategy to give
students a good exposure to the language use and also
have a paramount importance in developing students’
autonomous language learning. Accordingly, the
establishment of English language improvement centers
in schools was suggested by many scholars as a useful
input of language for students to get access to different
language resources which could help them to improve
their language ability in their own. Harmer (2006:340)
stated, for example, that the self-access learning center is
a useful adjunct to classroom learning, because students
can be able to work on their own, in pairs or in groups,
“...with a range of material from grammar references
and workbook-type tasks to cassette tapes and excerpts.”
Therefore, such language centers may have a large
collection of learner literature that provides students with
different language activities; dictionaries; reading texts
like magazines, journals, news papers; and listening
materials. Thus, students would be able to become self-
reliant and self-directed in their learning when they get
exposure to such language development centers (Skehan,
1996; Thompson, 1996).
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However, during conducting classroom observation the
researcher has tried to observe the club in Damot Ber
Primary school and Tigil Fire Primary School, but the
club has no classroom and resources that students can be
able to use, there was even no office for the club in the
school. The teachers explained that they use their own
materials at hand and the teaching classrooms for
running the club. In the other two schools there was no
such clubs established for engaging students with
different speaking skill developing resources. But it can
be understood that when students get adequate learning
materials in their schools they will be motivated and
interested in their learning, they can get opportunity to be
involved in meaningful and realistic communicative
activities which was helpful for them to express their
own ideas and opinions clearly and confidently in the
classroom, and if they do not the vice-versa (Hammerly,
1991; Jones, 2007).

To summarize, the employment of learner-centered
approach can play a significant role for providing
students with extensive exposure to practice the language
which would help them to develop their speaking skill.
However, according to the analysis of the data from the
interview, written reflection and classroom observation,
currently the learner-centered approach was not
exercised appropriately in these schools. Among the
seven English language teachers participated in the study
it was only one teacher that able to practice this
approach, the rest six teachers were more resembled to
the teacher-centered approach. These teachers have put
problems that hindered them not to practice the learner-
centered approach in their teaching of speaking skill
which was discussed in the previous section. And the
teachers have also forwarded some of the strategies they
used to minimize the impact of these problems that affect
the practicability of this approach in their classroom
practice. But except for one teacher who relatively able
to use some of the these strategies in his speaking
teaching classroom, the other teachers were not seen
using these strategies or their actual teaching and
learning practices was contrary to what they say they do.

Summary, conclusions and recommendations

This research endeavored to assess the practice of
learner-centered approach in teaching speaking skill in
three government primary schools of Wolaita Sodo City.
Of paramount importance was to explore challenges
teachers face in practicing learner-centered approach,
identify the strategies teachers use to minimize the
factors that impede the practice of learner-centered
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approach and provide recommendations on how to
improve the teaching of speaking skill.

The study was a descriptive one that used a qualitative
methods and data to explore, analyze, interpret and better
understand the complex reality of the situation that have
been studied from the teachers’ perspective.
Comprehensive sampling strategy was used to select
participants in the interview and written reflection data
gathering processes. Random sampling strategy was used
to select one classroom from each school for classroom
observation. The study, therefore, employed interview
and written reflection as a major data gathering tools,
and classroom observation was used to supplement the
major data. Accordingly, the data obtained from these
tools were processed in order to answer the research
questions of this study. This research instruments were
helpful in providing significant information about the
teachers’ orientation regarding the practice of learner-
centered approach in teaching speaking, the present
practice of the learner-centered approach, the challenges
teachers face in practicing learner -centered approach,
and the coping strategies teachers use to minimize the
factors that impede the practicability of this approach in
teaching speaking skill in ELT classrooms.

A thematic system, based on inductive data analysis
process, developed by the researcher was used to code,
classify, and sort out actual words from the participants.
Thus, the researcher analyzed and categorized the
information discussed qualitatively. The results of the
study shows that currently the learner-centered approach
was not exercised by teachers in teaching speaking to the
level that the policy advocates.

To this end, the key findings of the study can be
summarized and discussed with their implications as
follows:

In conclusion, the results indicated that the teachers were
not equipped with adequate skill or trainings on how to
put learner-centered approach in to practice. The findings
of the study show that participants received no specific
pre-service trainings on how to apply learner-centered
approach in their classroom. In addition their in-service
training was very limited or they were not provided with
adequate regular in-service training with a focus on the
speaking skills aspect of teaching. The implications of
these findings was that teachers should be armed with
sufficient knowledge to practice learner-centered
approach in their teaching which could be necessary to
improve the current teaching method in order to develop
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students English speaking skill. Because the evidence
from the study indicates that without having adequate
trainings about incorporating learner-centered approach
in their speaking teaching classrooms, it could be
impossible for the teachers to implement learner-
centered approach in their classroom teaching. Other
major constraints inhibiting the successful practice of
learner-centered approach in teaching speaking skill
were time constraints; students background; large class
size; seating arrangement; and lack of teaching materials.
The analysis of the observations indicated that most of
the challenges forwarded by teachers do exist in the
actual classrooms. Almost majority of the constraints
raised by the participants were external or problems that
were beyond teachers control. This seems to imply that
these factors have resulted in gaps between the education
and training policy and the teaching practices of
participants in the study.

The results of the research show that teachers do not use
strategies that would help to minimize the
aforementioned factors that impede the practice of
learner-centered approach. However, even if these
teachers do not practice them in their actual classroom
appropriately they have demonstrated some strategies
and this includes arranging extra speaking practice after
class, use of two consecutive periods for speaking
lessons, encouraging students by appreciating their work,
and involving students in English improvement clubs.
Among observed participants it was one teacher that
observed using some of these strategies, but the others
did not seen using it in their actual classroom. This
indicates that teachers do not seem to practice what they
claim they do in the actual classrooms. Therefore, the
entire results of this study reveal that currently the
learner-centered approach was not being practiced to the
desired level indicated in the education policy.

Recommendations

Based on the above findings of the study, the following
recommendations have been put forwarded as a remedy
for the prevailing problems:

Even if these teachers seem to have some theoretical
knowledge about the learner-centered approach, they still
seem to have lack of sufficient and appropriate pre-
service training on how to apply this approach in English
language teaching classrooms. Therefore, it is
recommended here that, firstly, teachers should be
provided with adequate pre-service training on how to
employ the learner-centered approach while teaching
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speaking skill lessons. Secondly, teachers who are
already in the profession should also have to get in-
service trainings such as workshops, conferences, and
seminars to familiarize them with the approach and its
practicability.

To make the practice of learner-centered approach more
effective by teachers in teaching speaking skill, it is
necessary that the school principals, teachers, and parents
should work together to find out mechanisms for
alleviating the constraints that affect the practice of
learner-centered approach, step by step. Besides, due
consideration should be given to improve the students
background related problems such as lack of self-
confidence and low level of motivation. Therefore,
awareness raising programs should be provided to the
society on parents’ day or by preparing a special program
about negative cultural views towards female students
speaking.

The Wolaita Sodo city administration education bureau,
the schools, teachers, and the society at large should
work in collaboration so that teachers and students be
able to get reference books as well as other speaking skill
teaching and learning materials on time and adequately.

It is advisable that teachers should be given reasonable
class periods to decrease their work load, that could help
them to work creatively for using more active speaking
teaching activities in their own classroom context.

Teachers should also work both individually or
collaboratively to find out effective ways of practicing
communicative speaking activities despite the influence
of immovable furniture. For example, teachers can use
group or pair work by arranging students in two rows to
face each other or by moving students outside classroom
to form a better collaborative speaking learning.

Finally, in order to minimize students’ dependence on
mother tongue and to develop a good speaking learning
atmosphere in the classroom teachers need to persuade
their students that they will benefit from speaking
English in the classroom. Besides teachers need to
encourage, motivate, and support students to use English
through engaging them in different communicative
activities.
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Appendix. A

Questions Used in the Interview

The interview includes eight questions that are ordered from the most general to the very specific questions. And each

guestion organized with clear purpose.

1. Have you ever received trainings (pre-service or in-service) on teaching speaking skill or English language in a

learner-centered approach in your career?

2. What were your first impressions of getting involved in a learner-centered approach English language teaching

approach?

3. Does anyone of you have a successful experience that you can tell about your successful presentation or instruction

of speaking skill in a learner-centered approach?

4. What do you think have been the key factors that have influenced your experience of learner -centered English

speaking skill teaching?

5. What do you think you learnt or are there anything else you would like to learn from these challenges? If so, in

what ways?

6. What do you do to minimize the factors that impede the practice of learner-centered approach when you teach

speaking skill in your classrooms?

~

. How do you think your experience of teaching speaking skill in a learner-centered approach will be improved?

8. Is there anything you would like to add about any issue we have not really covered which you feel reflects an
important aspect of your teaching experience of speaking skill in a learner-centered approach?

Appendix: B
Written reflection sheet

Instruction

Give your response to the following questions in a narrative form from your own experience:
1. How do you understand the learner-centered approach and its benefits in the teaching of English speaking skill?
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2. What do you encounter as a big challenge in practicing the learner-centered approach when you teach speaking
skill in your classroom?

3. What kind of techniques do you use to minimize the factors that impede the practice of learner-centered approach
in teaching speaking skill?

Appendix: C

Classroom Observation Checklist

No Evaluation items Remark

1 Teachers include speaking activities that promote active learning and offer
students to practice their speaking skill meaningfully in different
contexts(dialogues, presentations, debates, role plays, brain storming ideas,
etc)

2 Teachers provide their students to work together to explore different ways of
practicing speaking skill (e.g. teacher appropriately manage students in to
groups for discussion)

3 Most groups or pairs follow along and are engaged in classroom activities(e.g.
there is an effective collaborative learning)

4 Classroom is organized (e.g. students’ desks and benches are suitable for
active learning, students sat appropriately, etc.)

5 Mother tongue interference

6 Large number of students in a class

7 Classroom size is appropriate for carrying out the learner-centered approach
8 Teacher encourage students to actively participate in classroom discussion
9 Most of the classroom talk is dominated by the teacher

10 Learning resources are adequate for employing learner-centered approach in
speaking lessons teaching classrooms
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