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The Critical Importance of Speaking Fluency in Early Language Acquisition

In the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), speaking fluency is often regarded as the ultimate benchmark 

of communicative competence. For lower-level ESL (English as a Second Language) and EFL (English as a 

Foreign Language) students, the transition from receptive skills (listening and reading) to productive skills 

(speaking and writing) represents a significant cognitive leap. Developing fluency at the introductory levels requires 

more than just vocabulary acquisition; it necessitates the creation of a safe psychological environment where the 

Affective Filter, a concept popularized by Stephen Krashen, is lowered to facilitate natural output.

The work of Keith S. Folse and Jeanine Aida Ivone, particularly in their seminal text First Discussion Starters: 

Speaking Fluency Activities for Lower-Level ESL/EFL Students, addresses a historical gap in pedagogical 

materials. Traditionally, discussion-based activities were reserved for intermediate or advanced learners who 

possessed the grammatical range to sustain complex debates. However, Folse’s methodology proves that fluency 

can be fostered early through structured, high-interest prompts that prioritize meaning over form. This article

provides an in-depth technical analysis of these strategies, the cognitive mechanics of speech production, and a

framework for implementing fluency-based activities in the modern classroom.

Theoretical Framework: The Mechanics of Speech Production

To understand why specific "starters" are effective, we must examine the psycholinguistic model of speech 

production. According to Levelt’s model (1989), speech involves three primary stages: Conceptualization 

(deciding what to say), Formulation (selecting words and applying grammatical rules), and Articulation(the

physical production of sound).

For lower-level learners, the bottleneck typically occurs during the Formulation stage. When a student is asked an 

open-ended question like "What is your opinion on global economics?", the cognitive load required to conceptualize 

a complex answer and formulate it in a new language leads to breakdown, characterized by long pauses and 

"ums." First Discussion Startersreduce this cognitive load by providing a clear conceptual framework, allowing

the student to focus their mental energy on the formulation and articulation of basic structures.

The Role of Interaction Hypothesis

Michael Long’s Interaction Hypothesis suggests that language proficiency is promoted by face-to-face interaction 

and the subsequent "negotiation of meaning." When students engage in discussion starters, they are forced to 

clarify their points, ask for repetition, and modify their output. This process of pushed output(Swain, 1985) is

essential for moving beyond a plateau of basic comprehension into active production.

Technical Analysis of Activity Design

The efficacy of Folse’s approach lies in the structural design of the activities. Unlike traditional drills, these activities 



are task-based and outcome-oriented. Below is an analysis of the core components that make a discussion

starter successful for lower-level learners.

1. Controlled Vocabulary and Syntax

The prompts utilize a restricted set of vocabulary that aligns with the Common European Framework of Reference

for Languages (CEFR) levels A1 and A2. By limiting the lexical density of the prompt, the teacher ensures that the

student understands the task immediately, preventing the "frustration threshold" from being reached.

2. The Use of Visual Scaffolding

Many activities in First Discussion Startersutilize visual cues or simple charts. Visuals provide a non-verbal anchor

for the conversation, allowing students to point or refer to images when their vocabulary fails them. This acts as a

bridge to more complex verbal expression.

3. Personalization and Relevancy

Neurological research into language learning indicates that self-referential informationis encoded more deeply in

the brain. Activities that ask students about their habits, preferences, or simple life choices (e.g., "Do you prefer the

city or the country?") trigger personal engagement, which increases the motivation to communicate.

Comparative Evaluation: Lower-Level vs. Advanced Discussion Starters

The following table illustrates the technical differences between fluency activities designed for beginners versus

those intended for advanced practitioners.



Feature Lower-Level (e.g., First Discussion 
Starters)

Advanced (e.g., Discussion 
Starters)

Linguistic Complexity Simple Present, Past, and Future; 
High-frequency nouns.

Conditional moods, passive voice, 
nuanced idioms.

Cognitive Demand Concrete topics (family, food, daily 
routines).

Abstract concepts (ethics, politics, 
philosophy).

Scaffolding High (Word banks, sentence starters, 
visual aids).

Low (Open-ended prompts, debate 
formats).

Turn-Taking Short, structured exchanges (A-B-A-
B).

Unstructured, long-form discourse 
and rebuttals.

Error Correction Delayed; focus on message delivery. On-the-spot or detailed stylistic 
feedback.

Core Mechanics: Types of Discussion Starters

Folse and Ivone categorize activities into specific functional types. Understanding these types allows educators to

select the right tool for their specific curricular goals.

Values Clarification

These activities ask students to rank items or choose between several options. For example, a student might be 

given a list of five items to take to a deserted island and must choose only three. This forces the use of 

comparative and superlative adjectives (e.g., "The knife is more useful than the book") in a natural context.

Information Gap Tasks

In an information gap activity, Student A has information that Student B lacks. To complete the task, they must talk. 

This is the gold standard for speaking fluency because it necessitates authentic communication. If Student A

doesn't speak clearly, the task fails, providing immediate, natural feedback on their communicative success.

Problem-Solving Scenarios

Students are presented with a simple problem (e.g., "You are late for a meeting, and your car won't start") and must 

brainstorm solutions. This encourages the use of modal verbs(can, should, might) and develops the student's

ability to think on their feet in English.

A Step-by-Step Field Guide to Implementation

To maximize the effectiveness of these fluency activities, teachers should follow a structured four-phase

implementation model.

Phase 1: The Pre-Task (Priming)

Never start a discussion "cold." Use the first 5-10 minutes to activate background knowledge. Brainstorm

vocabulary related to the topic on the board. For a starter about "Travel," list words like *airport, suitcase, ticket, and

hotel*. This lowers the cognitive load for the upcoming speaking phase.

Phase 2: Modeling and Scaffolding

The teacher should model the activity with a volunteer. This demonstrates the expected flow and turn-taking 



behavior. Provide Sentence Frames on the board to assist those who may struggle to begin a sentence:

•  "I think that..."

•  "I agree with you, but..."

•  "What do you think about...?"

•  "My favorite is... because..."

Phase 3: The Task Cycle (Fluency Focus)

During the activity, the teacher's role shifts to that of a monitor and facilitator. Avoid the temptation to interrupt

students for grammatical errors. If the meaning is clear, let the conversation continue. Interrupting for minor tense

errors (e.g., saying "I go" instead of "I went") destroys the flow and reinforces the student's fear of speaking.

Phase 4: Post-Task (Reflective Feedback)

Once the activity is complete, provide feedback on content first("I heard some very interesting ideas about

travel!"). Then, address common grammatical errors observed during monitoring anonymously. Write the errors on

the board and ask the class to help correct them, ensuring that no individual student feels singled out.

Quantitative Assessment of Speaking Fluency

How do we measure if these activities are actually working? In a technical setting, we can look at several metrics:

1.  Speech Rate: Measured in words per minute (WPM). As students become more comfortable with discussion 

starters, their WPM should increase.

2.  Pruning of Hesitation Phenomena: A decrease in the frequency of filled pauses (um, ah, uh) and self-

corrections.

3.  Mean Length of Utterance (MLU): The average number of words produced in a single turn. Success in these 

activities is marked by a gradual increase in MLU.

4.  Syntactic Complexity: The movement from simple sentences (Subject-Verb-Object) to complex sentences 

using subordinating conjunctions (because, although, if).

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Even the best-designed discussion starters can face hurdles in a real-world classroom. Here are technical solutions

to common failure modes.

The "Silence" Threshold

Problem: Students are too shy or afraid of making mistakes to speak.Solution: Use small groups of three rather 

than pairs or whole-class discussions. The Triad Dynamicensures that there is always a third person to mediate if

two students hit a dead end. Additionally, implement a "Think-Pair-Share" strategy where students write down their

ideas for two minutes before being asked to speak.

The Dominant Speaker Syndrome

Problem: One student with higher proficiency dominates the conversation.Solution: Use Talking Chips. Each

student is given three tokens. Every time they speak, they must relinquish a token. Once their tokens are gone, they

cannot speak until everyone else has used theirs. This forces a more equitable distribution of output.

Reverting to Native Language (L1)

Problem: Students find the task too difficult and switch back to their first language.Solution: Re-evaluate the task 

difficulty. Usually, L1 use is a sign that the Input is too far above the Outputcapability (i+2 instead of i+1). Simplify



the prompt or provide more robust word banks.

The Broader Implications for Learner Autonomy

The long-term goal of using tools like First Discussion Starters is the development of Learner Autonomy. By

providing lower-level students with the tools to manage their own conversations, we transition the teacher from the

"Sage on the Stage" to the "Guide on the Side." This shift is critical in fostering a growth mindset where the student

views language not as a set of rules to be memorized, but as a tool to be wielded.

Furthermore, these activities build Strategic Competence—the ability to compensate for gaps in knowledge. A

student who learns how to describe a word they don't know ("the thing you use to open a bottle") through a

discussion starter is better prepared for real-world English than a student who has only memorized a vocabulary

list. This functional fluency is the foundation upon which all future linguistic proficiency is built.

In conclusion, the methodology championed by Keith S. Folse and Jeanine Aida Ivone serves as a robust

engineering framework for the ESL/EFL classroom. By focusing on scaffolded interaction, reduced cognitive load,

and high-interest task design, educators can effectively bridge the gap between basic comprehension and fluent

expression. The implementation of these strategies ensures that lower-level learners are not silenced by their

limitations but are instead empowered to use the language they possess to engage with the world around them.
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