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Abstract 

This research study aimed to increase students’ oral production through pair work. A 

group of fourteen A2 EFL learners, eight females and six males, from a private 

university in Guayaquil, was considered for the research sample. It implemented an 

action research design that included quantitative and qualitative instruments. To answer 

the research questions, the investigator collected data from a pre and post-test, a rubric, 

three learning logs and field notes. After the implementation of the pedagogical 

innovation, quantitative results revealed an effect size of 0.67 representing a medium 

effect size between the pre and post-tests, which means, that working in pairs had a 

successful impact on students’ oral production. Besides, qualitative results showed an 

overall positive perception towards pair work. Students cited that when they worked 

with a partner, they felt confident and comfortable to speak, which demonstrates that 

their oral production improved. It is concluded that using pair work helps students 

increase their oral production, so it would be recommendable to apply this pedagogical 

innovation to other study groups.   

 Keywords: pair work, oral production, EFL learners, perceptions. 
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Resumen 

Este estudio de investigación tuvo como objetivo aumentar la producción oral de los 

estudiantes a través del trabajo en parejas. Para la muestra de investigación se consideró 

un grupo de catorce estudiantes de nivel A2 de acuerdo al Marco Europeo Común, ocho 

mujeres y seis varones de una universidad privada de Guayaquil. Se implementó un 

diseño de investigación-acción que incluyó instrumentos cuantitativos y cualitativos. 

Para responder las preguntas de investigación, el investigador recopiló datos de una 

prueba previa y posterior, de rúbricas, de tres registros de aprendizaje y notas de campo. 

Luego de la implementación de la innovación pedagógica, los resultados cuantitativos 

revelaron un tamaño de efecto de 0,67 que representa un tamaño de efecto medio entre 

las pruebas previas y posteriores, lo que significa que trabajar en parejas tuvo un 

impacto exitoso en la producción oral de los estudiantes. Además, en términos generales 

los resultados cualitativos mostraron una percepción positiva hacia el trabajo en pareja. 

Los estudiantes mencionaron que cuando trabajaban con un compañero, se sentían 

seguros y cómodos para hablar, lo que demuestra que su producción oral mejoró. Se 

concluye que el trabajo en parejas ayuda a los estudiantes a incrementar su producción 

oral, por lo que sería recomendable aplicar esta innovación pedagógica a otros grupos 

de estudio.  

Palabras clave: trabajo en pareja, producción oral, estudiantes de Inglés como 

lengua extranjera, percepciones. 
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Pair Work to Increase EFL Students’ Oral Production 

In Ecuador, the authorities of education have designed a curriculum, which is 

flexible and works by sub-levels with clear exit profiles (Ministerio de Educación, 2016). 

However, as there is little support for English outside the classrooms, teachers’ strategies 

and methodology become the main input in their classes, and this gives them a lot of 

responsibility.  

The English level proficiency in Ecuador has been analyzed and according to the 

report from the English Proficiency Index (English First, 2019), the 2019 result placed 

Ecuador in 81st place among 100 participating countries. Some of the main causes of 

these low grades, the study concludes, may be the lack of teacher’s training as well as 

the implementation of traditional classes. Calle et al. (2012) mentioned that English 

teachers do not apply strategies that encourage communicative competence but keep on 

using traditional strategies which avoid that competence development.  

It is evident that the English language opens up doors in academic and business 

areas since it is an international language; however, teaching and learning this language 

in a non-English speaking country becomes a challenge for many teachers and students. 

Bueno et al. (2006) pointed out that most English foreign language teachers spend all 

their classroom time trying to teach students how to write and to read, focusing more on 

writing production and reading comprehension than on listening comprehension and 

oral expression. Consequently, students do not have real interaction of spontaneous 

communication in class.   

Most studies in the field of Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) 

remark the necessity of developing the four language skills and the importance of 

addressing these skills in a way that helps students meet the standards and develop their 

communicative competence gradually (Sadiku, 2015). According to Pyun (2004), 
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communicative competence is one of the most significant aspects of language 

acquisition since it brings up the development of linguistic skills, social skills, and 

interpersonal skills. Therefore, the development of speaking skills becomes very 

important when learning the language since this helps learners understand, produce and 

interact in the target language. 

Krashen (2013) stated that through learners’ involvement in a continuous 

interaction process, they can acquire the strategies of real-life communication as well as 

relate them within social contexts. Hence, pair work activities would provide students 

with opportunities to take part in creative and meaningful interpersonal communication. 

Furthermore, Bilbrough (2013) mentioned that all genuine language use, either spoken 

or written, is essentially dialogic. It exists because of a need to communicate an idea or 

a feeling to somebody else, and in response to some previous communication. 

For instance, Mulya (2016) applied pair work to investigate its effectiveness on 

high school students’ speaking performances. The research results demonstrated that the 

use of the pair work technique was effective and students showed significant 

improvement in their speaking performances. Additionally, Syamsudding (2011) used 

group and pair work activities to improve students’ speaking ability. This study showed 

that there was an enhancement from the pre and post tests for students who work in 

pairs in the teaching and learning process (as cited in Mulya 2016).  

Similarly, Achmad and Yusuf (2014) reported on students’ pair work interactions 

to develop their speaking skills in an ELT classroom which consisted of international 

learners. This study employed observations, surveys, questionnaires, and interviews. 

Achmad and Yusuf (2014) found that pair work can be effective only if teachers pair 

students selectively for suitability by identifying the speaking ability of each student, 
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otherwise it can lead to gaps where students cannot help each other in developing their 

speaking skills.  

In the same way, Ochoa et al. (2016) conducted a research study with senior high 

school learners from the Amazon region to explore the relationship between 

communicative activities and their impact on students’ motivation to learn English as a 

foreign language (EFL). The results showed that communicative activities, which 

involved students’ interaction with their classmates in the target language were highly 

motivating for learners according to students’ and teachers’ perceptions.  

Observations conducted for this research project at a private university in 

Guayaquil perceived students’ anxiety when they tried to express themselves in the 

target language, even when they knew about the topic; as well as their reluctance to 

make mistakes when speaking. Students felt insecure and uncomfortable when they had 

to respond questions orally or share their ideas in an open class. For this reason, this 

research study aimed to explore the implementation of pair work activities in class to 

examine to what extent it increases students’ oral production. The following research 

questions were explored in this study:  

1. What are students’ points of view towards pair work and its effect on their 

oral production?  

2. To what extent does pair work influence students’ oral production? 

Literature Review 

The purpose of this study was to explore the possible advantages of using pair 

work to help students increase their oral production. The approach applied was based on 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) principles. For this reason, this section 

describes the theoretical foundation of the research study as well as the terminology and 
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methodological approaches that were taken into consideration to carry out this research 

project.  

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)  

CLT can be understood as a set of principles, which advocates that students 

learn language through using it to communicate (Richards, 2006). The teaching 

methodology of this research study aimed at the implementation of some principles 

from CLT such as providing a rich exposure to language, promoting real 

communication, encouraging cooperative and collaborative learning as well as 

providing feedback.  

According to Vygotsky (1987), learners’ cognitive process develops with 

interaction between people. In addition, Rivers (1987) pointed out that communication 

derives essentially from interaction; therefore, being able to interact in a language is 

essential since much of our daily communication remains interactional (as cited in 

Rahnama et al., 2016 p.4)  

Comprehensible Input  

Krashen’s fourth principle is the input hypothesis, which claims that students 

acquire languages through input when they understand messages. This principle argues 

that understanding messages is the only way learners acquire language, but a great deal 

of input alone is not enough; the input must be understood (Krashen, 2003, as cited in 

Lessard-Clouston, 2018, p. 9). Krashen (2013) stated that a comprehensible based 

method does not mean that teachers simply go in and talk to students. Comprehensible 

input-based classes have lesson plans and syllabi, but the syllabi are not based on points 

of grammar. Rather, they are based on activities (e.g., games, discussions of topics of 

interest, stories, and projects) that students at that level and with that background will 

find interesting.    
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The Affective Filter 

 The student’s emotional state plays an important role in the acquisition of a 

second language. According to Krashen (2013), some of the variables that can have a 

negative influence in the disposition to acquire the new language are low motivation, 

low self-esteem, anxiety, introversion, and inhibition. These variables can form a mental 

block, which prevents comprehensible input. In other words, when the affective filter 

raises, language acquisition cannot take place. On the contrary, encouraging affection is 

indispensable to reach language acquisition; however, it is not enough since there are 

other aspects of language to consider in the teaching and learning process.  

Peer Interaction 

Spoken interaction is considered the origin of language, with interpersonal, 

collaborative and transactional functions (Council of Europe, 2018). According to 

Loewen, a range of activities, including discussions, games, information gaps, and role-

plays, help students interact with one another in class. (Loewen, 2015, as cited in 

Lessard, 2018). 

Peer interaction is one of the most important factors to promote second language 

learning (Fitria, 2016).  A classroom becomes a comfortable environment to the extent 

the teacher understands students’ needs, expectations, frustrations, and challenges 

caused by the learning process. Hence, it is the teacher’s role to modify his instruction 

and be flexible towards satisfying students’ individual learning needs.  

Pair Work  

Pair work is learners working together in pairs. One of the main motivations to 

encourage pair work in the English language classroom is to increase the opportunities 

for learners to use English in the class. Vygotsky studied the growth of children from 

their environment and through their interaction with others, he found that what are 
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given and what happens in the social environment (e.g., dialogues, actions, and 

activities), help children learn, develop, and grow (Vygotsky, 1981, as cited in Kozulin 

et al., 2003, p.251).  

Relevant principles about creating opportunities for students to interact by using 

pair work activities support the significance of this study. Rakab (2016) stated the 

importance of the development of linguistic competence through activities such as 

group work and pair work to promote meaningful conversations avoiding the explicit 

teaching of grammatical structures, which limits students’ interaction. In addition, he 

discussed, in some detail, the extent to which pair work activities in communicative 

classes contribute to second language development. 

Westbrook (2011) described that students feel comfortable working, interacting, 

and making mistakes with their partners rather than with their teachers. According to 

Phipps, pair work is for any form of pupil-pupil interaction without the intervention of 

the teacher since working with a partner is much less intimidating than being singled 

out to answer in front of the class and it brings a realistic element into the classroom by 

simulating the natural conversational setting (as cited in Ihsan, 2018).  

Similarly, Richards (2006), mentioned that pair work has been found to be 

motivating and effective since students produce a greater amount of language than they 

would use in teacher-fronted activities. Furthermore, Jones (2007) pointed out that 

through pair work interaction, students interact with their partners more actively 

compared to individual work or group work where some students may dominate the 

interaction episode while others may be less talkative or passive. 

However, there are some studies about pair work in classes that have concluded 

on its ineffectiveness. For instance, Storch and Aldosari (2010) affirmed that students 

are more tempted to use their first language when working in pairs to maintain the task. 



PAIR WORK AND ORAL PRODUCTION                                             10 
 

Besides, Eguchi and Eguchi (2006) stated that if the students’ English proficiency is 

low, the inclination to use their mother tongue is usually obvious to satisfy their 

communicative needs. In addition to this, Kinsella (1996) and McDonough (2004) 

reported concerns faced by English Second Language (ESL) students, which is learning 

incorrect grammar from peers when working in small groups (as cited in Storch, 2007).  

All the studies mentioned above have presented different results in the 

implementation of pair work. Nevertheless, they have been conducted in different 

settings, samples, and focusing on other skills and components of the language. Thus, 

the aim of this study was to use pair work with A2 EFL learners according to the 

Common European Framework (CEFR; Council of Europe, 2018) to see to what extent 

it influences students’ oral production.  

Peer Feedback 

Different authors have analyzed the role of peer feedback in the teaching and 

learning process. For instance, Black and Wiliam (1998) pointed out that peer feedback 

can be understood better than feedback received from a teacher since it allows students 

to listen to each other providing constructive criticism.  

On the other hand, Pandero argued that reliability and validity of peer feedback 

become a concern from students due to friendship bias when scoring. However, most 

recent research has treated peer feedback as a form of collaborative learning (Pandero, 

2013 as cited in Brookhart, 2017, p.83). For this reason, this research study aimed to 

encourage students’ peer feedback as an ongoing and formative process.  

Oral Production 

One of the main goals when teaching speaking, is to develop the oral production 

of the students. Therefore, language-teaching activities in the classroom should aim at 

maximizing individual language use (Haozhang, 1997, as cited in Al Hosni, 2014). 
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According to Al Hosni (2014), oral production develops with increased exposure to the 

target language. However, it is not sufficient if not followed by interaction and output 

because the processing of comprehension is different from the processing of production, 

and the ability to understand the meaning conveyed by sentences differs from the ability 

to use a linguistic system to express meaning.  

Backward Design  

This model for the design of the instructional materials focuses on the desired 

results. Wiggins and McTighe (2011) pointed out that to plan the instruction and 

learning experiences, teachers do not start with content; they start with what their 

students are expected to be able to do with content. Therefore, this is a useful teaching 

tool which help teachers plan carefully considering what will count as evidence of real 

learning after the provided instruction.  

   Innovation 

This research study aimed to explore the implementation of pair work at an EFL 

class with 20 to 23-year-old students to help them increase their oral production and 

interaction as well as to lower their anxiety when speaking. This action research was 

carried out during three weekends. Each day the teacher had 4 periods of 60 minutes 

class. From the first day, pair work activities were explained and modeled by the 

teacher. Once students got familiar with the activities, they had the opportunity to 

practice them during the class.  

 Students were assigned a partner. Both of them interacted by asking and 

answering simple questions based on a familiar topic. Students recorded their first and 

last speaking activity to notice their progress. They provided feedback to one another by 

using a speaking checklist. In addition, students completed a learning log every day they 
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practiced speaking in pairs. Finally, the teacher assessed the students’ oral production 

after implementing the strategy with a post-test with a speaking rubric. 

Methodology 

 This is an action research project, which means the diagnosis of a social problem 

to improve the situation (Blum, 1955). The main role of action research is to facilitate 

practitioners to study aspects of practice – whether it is in the context of introducing an 

innovative idea or in assessing and reflecting on the effectiveness of an existing 

practice, with the view of improving it (Koshy, 2005). 

 Thus, this study intended to demonstrate and encourage the practice of pair work 

to improve oral production. This action research project collected qualitative and 

quantitative data during the process. Research tools such as observations, asking the 

learners how they felt about working with a partner, participating in pair work activities 

evaluated with a rubric, as well as comparing students’ speaking pre and post-tests 

results helped to collect data and measure information on variables to answer the stated 

research questions.  

Participants 

 The research study involved EFL students with ages in a range of 20 to 23 years 

old. The students had an A2 level (CEFR) according to the Language Institute, which 

evaluates their English level to pass from one level to the other. The implementation of 

the innovation took place at a well-known language institute of a private university. The 

Language Institute offers six English modules from A1 level to B1+ level to prepare 

students as a requirement to obtain their professional degree. The participants received 

eight hours of English every weekend.   

Instruments 
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 This research study had two variables, the increase of students’ oral production 

which was the dependent variable and the use of pair work activities the independent 

variable. To carry out this study, the researcher used qualitative and quantitative 

instruments to gather information. The researcher collected qualitative data by using a 

learning log (appendix A) where students answered some questions based on learning, 

reflection, and experience (Friesner & Hart, 2005). Also, information from field notes 

(appendix B) was gathered to examine students’ perceptions and values surrounding 

pair work. The results helped answer research question 1.  

 In regards to quantitative instruments, the researcher administered a pre and a 

post-speaking test (appendix C) to measure students’ needs before the innovation and 

then evaluate how well the innovation met those needs. Students were given two different 

cards, student A had to ask to get information and student B had to answer based on the 

information from the card.  

The results of these instruments helped answer research question 2.  A rubric 

(appendix D) was used to measure the learners’ oral production with the use of pair work 

activities. The descriptors in the rubric were interaction, pronunciation, vocabulary and 

grammar. Each descriptor was analyzed, the researcher had pairs interact on familiar 

topics with one another. In order to analyze pronunciation, the researcher listened to 

students’ speaking recordings and notice their progress. Vocabulary and grammar aspects 

helped analyze students’ knowledge to express meaning, which aimed to convey meaning 

rather than to manipulate form. In addition, students provided feedback with the use of a 

checklist which aimed to make students reflect on their role, involvement, and 

responsibility during the activity (appendix E). 

Consequently, the next step was to analyze the data found during the 

implementation of the action in an Excel spread sheet and then moved to the SPSS 
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statistical program in order to get descriptive data such as mean, standard deviation, 

minimum, and the maximum. A paired t-test was also run to identify if there was a 

significant value between the means of the pre-and post-test. Effect size was also 

calculated online by using an effect size calculator. Then, the researcher made a reflection 

based on the results. The researcher organized the study as seen in Appendix E. 

Ethical Considerations 

 The researcher of this study formally requested permission from the Language 

Institute Director to implement the innovation. Once the permission was granted, the 

researcher explained to the students how the strategy was going to be used and why it was 

chosen. They were notified that their participation in the study was voluntary and they 

decided whether they took part on the study or not. All the data collected in this research 

study was treated with absolute confidentiality and just for academic purposes.  

Results 

This section illustrates the results of this research study with the use of tables and 

graphs. They are organized according to the research questions, methodology, and 

instruments applied.  

Results for research question 1 

Table 1.  

Learning log – Question 1 

Q1. How did you feel during pair work? 

  
a) Comfortable 
and confident 

b) Lost and 
worried 

c) Active and 
interested  

d) Shy 
and quiet  e) Other 

Learning 
log 1 29% 0% 50% 21% 0% 

Learning 
log 2 64% 0% 36% 0% 0% 

Learning 
log 3 64% 0% 36% 0% 0% 
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 The learning log revealed what students perceived and how they felt during pair 

work when speaking. Table 1 illustrates the percentage of students who pointed out to 

one specific response to question 1: How did you feel during pair work? The most 

commonly mentioned answers were comfortable and confident with 64% as well as 

active and interested with 36%.  

Table 2.  

Learning log – Question 2 

Q2. What did you do differently in pairs? 

  
a) Did not 
have fun 

b) Helped your 
partner  

c) Did not talk 
much 

d) Shared 
ideas e) Other 

Learning 
log 1 0% 36% 21% 43% 0% 

Learning 
log 2 0% 36% 0% 64% 0% 

Learning 
log 3 0% 7% 0% 93% 0% 

Regarding question 2: What did you do differently in pairs? Students expressed 

some commonalities. As it can be observed in table 2, something they found different 

during pair work was the opportunity to share their ideas with their partners. In addition, 

helping their partners was another frequent answer from the students.  

Table 3.  

Learning log – Question 3 

Q3. Did speaking to a partner increase your oral production? 
 a) Yes b) No 

Learning log 1 57% 43% 

Learning log 2 100% 0% 

Learning log 3 100% 0% 

 

Finally, students answered question 3. Did speaking to a partner increase your 

oral production? Why? This open question helped students reflect on their progress. The 
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majority agreed that their oral production had an increase when they worked with a 

partner.  It was said by students that they talked more with their partners than when they 

speak in an open class because working in pairs allows them to help each other. By the 

end of the intervention, 100% of the participants affirmed that their oral production 

increased.  

Results from the field notes 

The results from the investigator’s observations demonstrated that the first day 

of the implementation, students could not manage time effectively when working in 

pairs. As the process began, the classroom was noisy and a little messy. Feedback from 

the teacher was highly considered for the next pair work and at the end students showed 

a significant improvement in their oral production when they worked with a partner.  

Results for research question 2 

Table 4.  

Pre and post-test descriptive statistics 

Tests N Minimum Maximum M S D p-value d 

Pre-Test 14 15 
 

40 
 

25.43 
 

8.28 
 

  
 

0.67 
Post-Test 14 22 40 

 
30.43 

 
6.43 

 
< 0.001 

 

Note: N= Sample. M= Mean. SD= Standard Deviation. d= Effect Size 
 

Table 4 shows the sample number, the minimum and maximum values obtained 

in each test as well as the difference between the mean of the pre and post-tests.  It also 

describes the standard deviation, p-value and the effect size. The p value is less than 

0.05 which means that the results were statistically significant due to the intervention. 

Also, the effect size (d) value=0.67 indicates a medium effect size according to Cohen 

(1988) table of interpretation for different effect size.  
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Discussion 

To carry out this research study, the investigator explored two research 

questions. The first question: What are students’ points of view towards pair work and 

its effect on their oral production? The results showed that students felt comfortable and 

confident when they worked in pairs. They mentioned that they could talk more with 

their partners and help each other. In addition, results from the teacher’s field notes 

revealed that learners demonstrated a significant increase in their oral production 

throughout the implementation of pair work. As Achmad and Yusuf (2014) stated, pair 

work assists teachers in helping students to improve their speaking and communication 

abilities with their peers thus creating cooperation among them (as cited in Mulya, 

2016, p.76).  

 Concerning the second question: To what extent did pair work influence students’ 

oral production? Students’ improvement in their oral production was evident when they 

worked in pairs. Quantitative data descriptions showed a significant difference in 

students’ grades before and after the implementation of the innovation. Students’ grades 

in the post-test were higher than in the pre-test. These results supported that oral 

production increases and language anxiety is reduced when students work in pairs. As 

Wills (1996) affirmed, learners need chances to say what they think or feel and to 

experiment in a supportive atmosphere using language they have heard or seen without 

feeling threatened (as cited in Hosni, 2014).  

 The instruments that were used to carry out this action research allowed the 

investigator to confirm that students’ oral production increased when they worked in 

pairs. A detailed lesson plan focusing on the desired results helped the researcher prepared 

the students to achieve a specific goal, in this case, increase students’ oral production and 

reduce their language anxiety through pair work.     
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Conclusion 

Data collected from this research study helped answer the two research 

questions raised. (1) What are students’ points of view towards pair work and its effect 

on their oral production? (2) To what extent did pair work influence students’ oral 

production? The results obtained from the pre and post-test showed a significant 

increase of the means as well as a medium effect size. Also, pair work was perceived by 

students as an opportunity to express their ideas using the language they know in a 

supportive environment, that is, focusing not on the form of language but on the 

communication of meaning. In addition, observations conducted during the 

implementation of the pedagogical innovation helped the investigator analyze students’ 

progress while working in pairs as well as the weaknesses of the process.  

Limitations 

Time was the greatest limitation during the implementation of this research 

study due to the circumstances we had to live as the pandemic of COVID-19 started. 

Students expressed their fear and concern about the comments and news they listened 

to. Many students were absent, thus being the sample for the study of 25 participants, it 

was reduced to 14 students. Therefore, the sample size was also a limitation for this 

study.        

Recommendations  

The results of this research study may serve as a reference for future research. 

Thus, it is recommended to apply this innovation in educational institutions with greater 

number of students and full school periods, so that the results can be more evident and 

could be generalized.   
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Additionally, teachers should consider the importance of pairing students for 

speaking activities. Since keeping a balance in each pair as well as alternate the pairs 

maximize opportunities for learning and interaction.    

Regarding EFL teachers, it would be necessary to train themselves on the 

development of classroom management skills, since having lots of pairs interacting at 

the same time could become a negative experience if teachers do not know how to 

manage this.  

Finally, it is relevant to mention that pair work is active, participatory, and 

dynamic, so the teacher must be able to monitor the development of the class as well as 

to be willing to present authentic and updated topics according to the students’ age and 

interests.  
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