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Abstract

Over the centuries, and increasingly in recent decades, oral communication
has been the subject of a myriad of studies in different scientific-disciplinary
areas. Several methodologies have often dealt with the same object using
different, though similar, terms. In other words, for centuries we have
been talking about speaking with different terms that sometimes cover
overlapping areas.

The main goal here is to establish the state of the art by describing the terms
and studying the approaches that have been adopted through the centuries
to describe oral communication: from the terms delzvery to elocution up
to pronunciation, from the British and American elocutionists’ theories to
the most recent trends in EFL (English as a Foreign Language) teaching
and learning, the boundaries of oral communication are very difficult to
define. This contribution will narrow the historical meaning of all these
tentative approaches and their areas of application, in a double way: on
the one hand the numerous terms and approaches will be clarified, on the
other hand the long history underlying this rich field of research will be
emphasised.

Key-words: history of oral communication, pronunciation, elocution,
delivery, public speaking.

1. Introduction

A key feature of oral communication studies is the multiplicity of
disciplines and areas involved in it. From syntax to semantic choices,
from the pragmatics of communication to the sociolinguistic and
ethnolinguistic aspects of any oral communicative act, up to the
more subtle psycholinguistic and neurolinguistic aspects underlying
any oral communicative situation, not to mention the phonetic and
phonological peculiarities of language and the dynamics of speech
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and conversation analysis: the levels of approach in both the study
and the teaching of oral communication are so articulated as to make
a systematic treatment almost impossible (Howell 1954; Howell 1971;
Oliver 1965).

This contribution finds its first inspiration in Howatt and Smith’s
overview (2014) on the historical developments in EFL (English as
a Foreign Language) teaching methodology (1750- today), based on
four periods,

characterized by main concerns and overall approaches, revealing greater
continuity and overlap among teaching theories and practices than in
accounts which accept discrete, bounded ‘methods’ as the primary unit of
organization (Howatt and Smith 2014: 75).

The four periods the Authors described are as follows: the Classzical
Period (1750-1880, when emulating the teaching of classical languages
was the main concern), the Reform Period (1880-1920, when the
teaching of the spoken language became a priority), the Scientific
Period (1920-70, so-called because the scientific basis for teaching
was founded), and the Comzmunicative Period (1970-2000+, aiming
at ‘real-life communication’). It is possible to identify an evolution
in the study of oral communication for each of these periods,
which goes hand in hand with the progress of the EFL teaching
methodology. Indeed, this progress appears to result from the
evolution of the concept of oral communication’.

Although itis almostimpossible to talk about oral communication
in English without placing its definition and description in an
English language teaching context, the subject should undoubtedly
be contextualised in the broader perspective of oral communication
in any foreign language. In this regard, the long rhetorical tradition

" With regard to choosing 1750 as the turning point and the start of the analysis,
Howatt and Smith’s approach has been adopted, as follows: “Caveat needs to be
noted regarding the decision to fix the starting point as the mid-eighteenth century,
when modern foreign language teaching began to appear in the schools”. As the two
authors underline, the learning of modern European languages began very much
earlier than this, of course, but “much of the work was autodidactic in nature”
(Howatt and Smith 2014: 92). We should therefore consider 1750 as the threshold
of the systematic and institutional beginning of the teaching of oral communication
(Howatt 1984).
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of public speaking training in classical languages is fundamental.
Indeed, it is inside this framework that oral communication in
English has found and still finds both theoretical and practical
training models, valuable to both native and non-native speakers of
English.

Far from being exhaustive, this contribution has a limited
objective indeed, namely that of tracking the main terms and the
educational approaches used for ‘speaking about speaking’ from
1750 to now in order to identify the priorities in research and study
with respect to such a vast and articulated field of inquiry. The
approach to the topic in this contribution takes the diachronic
dimension as a means of tracing the origins and foundations
of contemporary oral communication studies in English. More
specifically, the concern here is to review the basic terminology
adopted with reference to oral communication in English language
speech studies and research through the centuries. In line with
this premise, this contribution will start with a presentation of the
most common terms imported into English from classical oratory
and rhetoric and will then proceed by describing the major works
on the subject produced since the mid-18" century in both the UK
and the US. The final objective is to go beyond the countless, yet
partially valid, definitions of oral communication, in order to focus
on the most meaningful nuances that this concept has assumed over
the centuries in the English-speaking world. English has borrowed
words and concepts from classical Greek and Latin sources to refer
to oral communication, sometimes losing the authentic value of the
original terms, which will be described in the following paragraphs.

2. Speaking about speaking: borrowings from classical oratory and
thetoric

Attitudes towards the spoken form of language and its position in the
curriculum have varied considerably through time. Since the earliest
times, the ephemeral and transient nature of speech production has
contributed to the flourishing of a very rich literature addressing
oral communication. In their brilliant volume on Teaching and
Researching Speaking, Hugues and Szczepek Reed (2017: 18-26) shed
light on the origins of this field of research, from ancient Egypt to
the Roman era, highlighting the fundamental contribution of the
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Greek world. Howell (1954: 3-9) also describes in detail the classical
foundation of modern and contemporary English rhetoric and
communication studies. For practical reasons, these classical authors
cannot be dwelt on here, although the content of some famous Latin
writings will be highlighted that contained the foundations on which
some theoretical reflections on oral communication in English are
based. Indeed, it is assumed that from the Sophists to Aristotle,
from Cicero to Quintilian, classical rhetoric is rich in reflections on
oral communication which, revisited at various times in the history
of English language studies and enriched from the 18" century to the
present day, are the bases of valid and successful approaches to the
research and teaching of oral English.

2.1. Delivery

The human voice produces waves of sounds, supported by the
intermingling of sounds and by gestures. Oral communication
can be interpreted as a form of rhetoric: in fact, it uses the five
traditional rhetorical canons to get a point across to the audience
effectively. Invention, arrangement, style, memory and delivery
(in Latin, szventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria, pronuntiatio) are
fundamental keys to speech?. The last one, delivery, particularly
influences the effectiveness and efficiency of any oral performance
(Kegan and Laskow Lahey 2000). The businessperson, the lawyer,
the politician, the teacher — as well as the actor or the minister of
the church — have always all been concerned with the manner of
speaking (Platz 1935).

Quintilian recommended that the perfect orator should be
educated to delivery from the earliest childhood. His Institutio
Oratoria, in twelve books, is the first treatise on educational theory
in history. Its aim is to take up Cicero’s legacy: a stylistic legacy

>The Latin words are taken from: M. Tullius Cicero, De Inventione, book 1, section
9:... eae, quas plerique dixerunt, inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria, pronuntiatio,
inventio est excogitatio rerum verarum aut veri similium, quae... firma anini rerum ac
verborum ad inventionem perceptio; pronuntiatio est ex rerum et verborum dignitate
vocis et corporis. Both the Latin text and its translated versions can be found at
Perseus Digital Library (Eduard Stroebel, Ed.), downloadable here: https://www.
perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus % 3Atext %3A2008.01.0683 % 3Abook
%3D1%3Asection %3Do, last accessed 17 January 2022.
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(summed up in the concept of concinnitas, harmony and balance)
but also a political one (Cicero as the extreme defender of republican
freedom). Quintilian (Books I and II) pursues a ‘healthy’ style that at
the same time ensures the soundness of customs. According to him,
cultural primacy is to be attributed to rhetoric and literary culture.
The orator has a civil mission.

In Quintilian’s view, rhetorical training has a key function in
a child’s overall education. Oral communication and morality are
so inseparable that we could talk of a moral dimension of oral
communication: those who speak to others, especially in public
contexts, are morally obliged to speak well and to speak of good
and beautiful things. The speaker (or the ‘orator’, in Quintilian’s
words) is endowed with huge power, which goes far beyond the act
of pure oral communication, as it is produced by the enchanting
mixture of voice and body language. This is the way he described
oral communication:

Delivery is often styled action. (...) the first name is derived from the voice,
the second from the gesture. (...) the thing itself has an extraordinarily
powerful effect in oratory. For the nature of the speech that we have
composed within our minds is not so important as the manner in which we
produce it, since the emotion of each member of our audience will depend
on the impression made upon his hearing. Consequently, no proof, at least
if it be one devised by the orator himself, will ever be so secure as not to
lose its force if the speaker fails to produce it in tones that drive it home. All
emotional appeals will inevitably fall flat, unless they are given the fire that
voice, look, and the whole carriage of the body can give them. For when
we have done all this, we may still account ourselves only too fortunate if
we have succeeded in communicating the fire of our passion. A proof of
this is given by actors in the theatre (Quintilian, Inzstitutio Oratoria, Book
XI, II. so-111: 243).

The undeniable power of delivery is huge and undoubtedly
beyond description. The voice is a very powerful tool for
conveying meaning. Quintilian refers to it as vzs orandi, the power
of speech, which we can implement legendo atque audiendo, by
reading and listening, on a daily basis. The listening component
is so important in the development of oral communicative
competence that it can affect the development of a child’s entire
linguistic competence:
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infantes a mutis nutricibus (...) in solitudine educati, (...) loquendi
facultate caruerunt (Quintilian, Inzstitutio Oratoria, Book X, 1),

at unus certe sit adsiduus loguendi non imperitus*, qui, si qua erunt ab iis
praesente alumno dicta victiose, corriga protinus, nec insidere illi sinat...’
(Quintilian, Inzstitutio Oratoria, Book I, 1).

Quintilian’s taste for measure and correctness made him a reference
point in the following ages, up to the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance®.

2.2. Eloquence and elocution

Eloguence is commonly used as a synonym of proficiency in using
rhetorical figures. This is the way the word is used in some popular
books on eloquence, such as The Elements of Eloguence by Mark
Forsyth, author of the Sunday Times bestseller The Etymologicon:
his book is aimed at explaining how to use figures of rhetoric in
order to make any speech memorable.

3 “Those children who were brought up in isolation by nurses who did not speak
(...) were deprived of the skill of speaking” (my translation).

+ The expression recalls the professional profile of the language trainer or language
expert (loguendi non imperitus, that is ‘not unaccustomed to speaking’).

5 “But there should at least be an experienced trainer next to him at all times, not
unaccustomed to speaking, who, if incorrect expressions are said by the person in
the room, corrects them immediately before they settle down....” (my translation).
¢ In recent times this dimension has been replaced with the social one: the way
someone speaks shows the social status of both the speaker and the listener and
this status-related dimension is called ‘style’. Following Corder, “A speaker
behaves as he does because his audience is as it is. We cannot hope to explain
what happens in a conversation without taking into account the characteristics
and behaviour of the hearer as well as the speaker. After all, both are ‘performing’
linguistically. (...) If people want to play a game together they have to agree on
the rules. If communication is to take place, the participants must share the
same conventions”. There is also a second dimension of oral communication
that Corder calls ‘the medium role: “(...) in writing we cannot make use of
the information carried by features of the voice such as intonation, rhythm and
stress or voice quality. (...) we use written language in different situations from
speaking; for example, we do not have a ‘hearer’ present in time and place, indeed
we have a specific hearer or group of hearers in mind as we must do in a speech
situation” (Corder 1973: 62-63).
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The word derives from Old French eloguence (12¢.), from Latin
eloquentia, which in turn comes from the Latin eloguz, or ‘speak
out’. The root is the same for Elocution,

mid-15c., elocucioun, “oratorical or literary style,” from Late Latin
elocutionem (nominative elocutio) “voice production, a speaking out,
utterance, manner of expression,” in classical Latin especially “rhetorical
utterance, oratorical expression,” noun of action from past-participle stem
of elogui “to speak out” (Online Etymology Dictionary, s.v. elocution).

In ancient Greek, Aé&ig (lexis), later on translated in elocutio, was
the word used to describe the verbal style, including vroxpioig
(ypokrisis, that is, delivery), and t6&ig (zaxis, that is, order and
disposition), together with the ordinary topics of the several divisions
of the speech. Thomas Sheridan (1762: 158), a major proponent of the
elocution movement, simplified this concept in defining elocution
as “a graceful management of the voice, countenance, and gesture”.
The word was common usage throughout the 18" century, as will be
shown in the next few paragraphs.

2.3. Pronunciation

To the author’s knowledge, the first usage of the word pronunciation
in its current meaning should be ascribed to Quintilian again, who
considered it as a fundamental component of speech training, as
from the following quotation:

Let him (¢the teacher) ... correct faults of pronunciation, ... so that the
words of the learner may be fully expressed and that every letter may be
uttered with its proper sound. For we find inconvenience from the too
great fullness of the sound of some letters (Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria,
in Hugues and Szczepek Reed 2017: 20).

In English, pronunciation had been established since the early 16™
century as the technical term for the oral delivery of discourse
(Zanola 2002: 317). Robinson (1617, in Dobson 1968: 200-214)
wrote a treatise on phonetics ante litteram, describing in detail the
‘elements and parts of the voice’ and the main problems of spelling
and pronunciation: unfortunately, this book was considered a work
on elocution for years, because at the time the art of pronunciation
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usually referred to the art of delivering a speech. Only when the
science of phonetics began to emerge did the term acquire its new
technical meaning.

3. Studying speaking: from the origins to the 19" century

In this contribution, the study of English oral communication
is considered from 1750 onwards, through the manuals of
pronunciation, elocution and EFL teaching.

Interestingly, the writings on the English language through
the centuries seem to demonstrate that a ‘model’ that is good
for oral communication in English has always been considered
possible. In fact, the first steps towards the definition of a written
‘transcription’ of an oral text stem from the 16"-century English
treatises on punctuation (Hart 1569; Puttenham 1589); in the 17*
century, the study of English intonation and rhythm improves with
the specific aim of demonstrating the ‘Excellency’ of the English
language; the 18" and 19% centuries see the flourishing of ‘delivery’
all over Europe because speaking opportunities were developing
rapidly in parliament, at the bar, in the pulpit, in the theatre and
in polite conversation, and the demand for expressing ideas in oral
English increased. In the next paragraphs, the main trends in the
field will be summarised by using the words delivery, elocution and
pronunciation as key terms of this research.

3.1. The social status of ‘speaking well’

During the 18" century, studies on oral communication proliferated.
In 1775 the first impressive comments on English prosody by
Joshua Steele appeared (Zanola 1996): this work pioneered some
important frontiers in the subject of effective oral performances.
It was followed by John Walker’s The Melody of Speaking (1787),
a markedly pedagogical treatise aimed at providing a guide to
those who wanted to read and speak well. In the same period,
Thomas Sheridan’s works developed three main areas: education,
pronunciation, and elocution. In A Discourse being Introductory to
a Course of Lectures on Elocution and the English Language (1759
cit. in Zanola 2002: 318) Sheridan recommended the study of the
spoken language and the principles and rules of elocution. He
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insisted on these subjects also in Course of Lectures on Elocution
(1762): in this series of seven lectures he provided the definition of
elocution, established his philosophy, and discussed articulation,
pronunciation, accent, emphasis, tones (or notes) of the speaking
voice, pauses or stops, key or pitch, management of the voice and
gesture. The central proposition of Sheridan’s works is that properly
taught oratory can eliminate disorders in the English language:
in his view, the usage of words is strictly dependent on correct
pronunciation, because a speaker’s good pronunciation guarantees
the listener’s perfect understanding. In this sense, communication
cannot take place without good elocution’.

Apart from Sheridan, other elocutionists kept to the traditions
established by early English grammarians (Barber 1830; Bell 1859;
Burgh 1761; Comstock 1837; Mason 1748; Wesley 1770). To all of
them, speaking well became a tool for social emancipation. As from
DeWispelare’s insightful analysis,

language was a public spectacle that immediately identified one’s class
origins, vocational potential, and social standing, not to mention one’s
national, regional, and ethnic derivation. Spoken language, they argued,
was a profoundly evocative social signifier, one that articulated a great
deal about a person irrespective of what the speaker was actually saying.
Dismayed by nonstandard language’s ability to foster all occupational and
social advancement, these writers popularized the discipline of elocution,
which was framed as an educational regiment that would allow speakers
to hide linguistic traits wrongly associated with ignorance, ill-breeding, and
even criminality (2012: 858. My italics).

This was not the case in the US, where elocution took on the new
meaning of ‘science of speech’.

7 Sheridan’s theory includes two kinds of language, namely the language of ideas
and the language of passions, or emotions: “The one is, the language of ideas; by
which the thoughts which pass in a man’s mind, are manifested to others; and
this language is composed chiefly of words properly ranged, and divided into
sentences. The other, is the language of emotions; by which the effects that those
thoughts have upon the mind of the speaker, in exciting the passions, affections,
and all manner of feelings, are not only made known, but communicated to others;
and this language is composed of tones, looks, and gesture” (Sheridan 1762: 132-133).
For a detailed and comprehensive description and analysis of Sheridan’s thought,
see Wade (2001; 2017).
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3.2. The ‘science of speech’

The work of British rhetoricians and elocutionists was eagerly
accepted in America, where the demand for elocution was even
greater than in England at that time and the writings and essays
on this topic developed even more assiduously in the same century
(see Behnke 1898; Fenno 1878; Raymond 1879; Russell 1851 and 1853,
to quote only a few). The Americans republished British authors,
copied them, sometimes modified and adapted their teachings to
their own situations. They finally created an American movement
which possessed attributes of independence as well as adaptation
(Wallace 1954: 100). Many people, often trained for professions
such as medicine or the theatre, became ‘teachers of elocution’
in response to a growing demand for training in this field; their
personal background was often vital to the scientific knowledge
of the vocal system, and of the most suitable teaching methods,
as a consequence. One of the greatest US elocutionists of the 19
century, James Rush, was a doctor; Jonathan Barber worked as a
physician while teaching elocution at Harvard and Yale; Andrew
Comstock did the same.

Rush (1893) made a very detailed analysis of human vocal
expression, based on philosophical and scientific enquiry. His study
was divided into fifty-one ‘sections’ devoted to the English sounds
(description and production), the melody of speech (intonation,
tones, rhythm, accent, stress, emphasis, pause), and elocutionary
practice (with particular attention to time, force, pitch, cadence and
monotony). Rush became a recognised authority in the discipline of
elocution: influential teachers of preachers, doctors, actors, together
with all specialists in speech therapy, phonetics and voice training
were attracted to what may arguably be defined his masterpiece.
He experimented his theories with his own voice and narrated the
process of his evolving ideas: his method demonstrated that it was
time physiology took the study of the human voice out of the hands
of rhetoricians and grammarians. His way of describing and teaching
elocution not only signalled the end of the British elocutionary
practice, but also stimulated many American teachers to produce
their own textbooks.

James Murdoch extended Rush’s system by his lectures and
public reading entertainments (Bernstein 1974: 12). In 1850, the



SPEAKING ABOUT SPEAKING 27

theatre circuit, from Boston to New Orleans and to California, with
more than fifty companies scattered throughout the US, produced
programmes of readings in schools and universities which were
useful to most of the actors of the time. Among the clergy too, we
find some elocutionists who made history (Chapman 1821; Bryant, in
Bernstein 1974: 5; Porter, in Wallace 1954: 181).

As in England a century earlier, the production of the
elocutionists’ treatises, manuals or textbooks was enormous and had
wide circulation up until the end of the 19" century. Successively,
they would be criticised as ‘unscientific’, ‘over-simplifying’, and
only of historical interest.

Nevertheless, a first attempt was made in these writings to
develop a science of speech: the manuals published during that
period are an endless mine of information about reading and
speaking skills, speech sounds (isolated or in context), prosodic
features, speech defects and speech correction. Their aim and
sincere desire was to improve the American people’s speaking and
reading skills; their common interest was to study vocal mechanism
and prosodic features — combined with body movements —, as one
of the cues to effectiveness in oral communication in general, or
to public speaking in particular. Unfortunately, their followers
sometimes brought discredit upon their scholars, with their
misinterpretation and lack of serious study and appreciation.
Nevertheless, thanks to all the American scholars, teachers,
and rhetoricians of the 18" and 19" centuries, the study of oral
communication became an important part of the educational
plan of any American student: the subject matter and purposes
of communication courses nowadays present a heritage in U.S.
universities as classical as that of literature.

4. Teaching and learning how to speak: the 20" century

At the beginning of the 20™ century, teaching oral communication
was often confused with ‘making conversation in English’: this was
the case of some popular volumes destined to teaching oral English
to non-native speakers (Gualtieri n.d.; Carmelynck-Guernier and
Carmelynck 1928), whose title (in both volumes, English Spoken) was
misleading with respect to the wide range of contents and methods
developed in the field of spoken English. The great majority of
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the writings of that time confined the treatment of oral language
to inaccurate generalisations on the motivational power of words
though concentrating on the relationship between language, voice
and gesture (this is the case of Behnke 1898; Esenwein and Dale
1915).

Nevertheless, between the end of 19" and the beginning of
the 20" centuries, Henry Sweet, Harold Palmer and Daniel Jones
became fully aware of all the prosodic effects and voice qualities of
the English speaker and developed a systematic phonetic approach
to the study of oral English: an awareness of the importance of
effective and efficient oral communication, especially in the context
of language teaching, began to be developed. The need to provide
materials that would be both useful to teachers and adequate guides
to prosodic features led some phoneticians to write descriptive and
teaching manuals of oral English.

The earliest work in this field was that of Henry Sweet. Sweet’s
general phonetic training made him fully aware of prosodic effects
and voice qualities in English (breath, voice, whisper, glottal stop,
stage whisper or wheeze among the throat sounds; clearness,
dullness, nasality, wheeziness, gutturality among the voice qualities).
Developments in transcriptions came early: Paul Passy first used a
system of lines and curves, whereas Daniel Jones continued to use
a musical notation in his Intonation Curves (1909). A system of
notation was devised by Harold Palmer: he stressed the need to
distinguish the functional units of intonation, called head, nucleus
and Zail.

The pedagogical intent was very strong in Palmer’s work. His
writings on English intonation were, in fact, “especially designed
for the use of foreign students of spoken English” (Palmer 1922: ).
The student who wishes to use the English language ‘in the manner
of English speakers’ cannot ignore the phenomena of its intonation
and pronunciation. The two things, pronunciation and intonation,
are so bound with one another that it is useless to teach or to learn
one without the other.

The theoretical part of the same volume is entirely devoted to
training teachers. They should be teachers of oral English, and
perfectly know the segmental and prosodic foundations of the
English language:
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A teacher of pronunciation cannot do efficient work if he is ignorant of
the nature (nay, of the very existence) of the sounds of the language he is
teaching; but to teach foreigners to pronounce English without teaching
them to intone is an unbalanced procedure. And yet a teacher of intonation
cannot do efficient work if he is ignhorant of the nature (nay, of the very
existence) of the tones of the language he is teaching (Palmer 1922: VI).

The teacher is a sort of informant that the students will then imitate.
Imitation is the starting point in the process of language learning.
The foreign students will be taught to discover the tones that are
unfamiliar to them, because they are not used in their own language.

Sweet’s main concern throughout all his intonational research
was pedagogic. Since he was both phonetician and teacher of
English as a foreign language, he described the study of phonetics as
the indispensable foundation of language. Thus did he write in 1877:

Without a knowledge of the laws of sound change scientific philology —
whether comparative or historical — is impossible, and without phonetics
their study degenerates into a mere mechanical enumeration of letter
changes (Sweet 1877: I1I).

In the first half of the 20" century the work of these scholars was
decisive in forming a theoretical perspective and a methodology
for further study. However, after this early activity, there was a
pause in the production of new textbooks and approaches to the
subject: the ‘new’ ideas took time to be assimilated, and the Second
World War had a general stultifying effect®. Only after the war did
the ‘industry of teaching English’ develop and this required new
teaching materials and new data of a more conversational kind.

5. The skill of speaking: the new millennium and beyond

World War IT marked a major turning point in the methods and
techniques of teaching and learning English. The largest initiative
ever recorded in language teaching was the Army Specialised
Training Program (ASTP) promoted by the American government
for a purely strategic purpose: training as many people as possible
in English in the shortest possible time. The courses started in

$ The expression is used by Crystal (1969: 37).



30 ANNALISA ZANOLA

spring 1943 and were aimed at 15,000 soldiers who, in small groups
(maximum twelve students) and an intensive mode (25 hours per
week with a mother tongue teacher and 10 hours of seminars with
native trainers) were guided through an inductive learning of the
oral language (Angiolillo 1947). The method, which was strongly
oriented towards the strengthening of oral communication and
apparently very essential in its structure, actually had very solid
scientific foundations, represented by a theoretical handbook that
was the basis of modern language teaching, The Outline Guide for
the Practical Study of Foreign Languages by Leonard Bloomfield
(1942). In his masterpiece, Bloomfield emphasised that language is,
by its nature, an oral fact, requiring habits of behaviour and practice:

The command of a language is not a matter of knowledge: the speakers
are quite unable to describe the habits which make up their language.
The command of a language is a matter of practice. (...) LANGUAGE

LEARNING IS OVERLEARNING; ANYTHING LESS IS OF NO USE
(Bloomfield 1942: 12).

In the 1950s, Charles Fries and Robert Lado perfected this model
by proposing the so-called Oral Approach (Howatt and Smith 2014:
87). In the following decades, EFL teaching saw an increasing
proliferation of methods aimed at enhancing and strengthening
oral communication, from the Situational Approach, or ‘Situational
language teaching’ (Freddi 1994: 181-182), to the Audiolingual and
Audio-Visual Methods (Titone 1993: 92), up to the well-known
Communicative Language Teaching approaches developed from the
1970s on (Freddi 1994: 183-193). As clearly stated by Peter Roberts:

Whatever the general trend in teaching methods and techniques adopted
over the decades, the ultimate aim of EFL was increasingly focused on
successful linguistic interaction in English in the ‘real world’. Effective
communication experiences in oral English are needed in order to
guarantee real communicative competence (Roberts 1918: 98).

Nowadays, it has almost become customary that workplace English
requires a capacity to apply English oral skills in a variety of
activities, including familiarity with public speaking professional
settings (Sherman et al. 2020: 60; Xie 2016: 8). While some authors of
manuals for teaching English give priority to practising writing skills,
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the great majority devotes pages to spoken skills for the workplace
and consider public speaking as a special topic (Zanola 2019). The
21 century skills framework envisages English oral communication
as a priority in language educational programmes around the world:
communicative events such as informal discussions and meetings, oral
presentations, networking, negotiating, team-working, conversing
informally and formally, teleconferencing and telephoning, to name
only a few (see Banzina 2021; Kassim and Ali 2010: 177; Crosling and
Ward 2002: 42 for an exhaustive list), are becoming essential oral
communicative skills to be taught and learned.

The boundaries of spoken English practice and research are
becoming more and more difficult to define. Following Hugues and
Szczepek Reed (2017: 199),

Any unified theory of speaking would need to both bring together and
demarcate itself clearly from a number of interrelated academic disciplines,
from pragmatics to corpus linguistics, from psycholinguistics to phonetics.
All of these are well known and flourishing areas in linguistics, and each
(...) has something to say about speaking, even if they cannot provide a
unified theory of spoken discourse in all contexts and domains. We do not
have such a theory.

This consideration brings us back to the beginning of this
contribution.

6. Oral communication teaching and research: a multi-layered field

As from above, one of the main issues emerging in the study of
oral communication is that it involves and enacts a large number of
different areas of expertise and disciplines. Hugues and Szczepek
Reed (2017: 4) raise an interesting list of questions on this issue,
namely:

How far (...) is the structure of conversation culturally determined? (...)
How far is the grammar and vocabulary of speech different from other
sorts of grammar? (...) How is language represented and processed in the
brain, and how does this make human production possible?

The above questions could be destined to a wide range of research
in different areas, such as pragmatics and ethnography (as for the
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conversational area), or syntax and semantics (as for grammar and
vocabulary of speech), or neurolinguistics and psycholinguistics
(as for mental mechanisms), not to mention the numerous issues
related to phonetics and phonology (as for both the physical nature
of sound production and the way it relates to meaning) and to
(spoken) discourse analysis.

To further complicate the already complex nature of this field of
study, it should be considered that attitudes to research studies in
the field of spoken English and its position in language education
have varied considerably through time and in different cultures.
Nevertheless, it can be assumed that the foundations of this
debate can be traced back to classical rhetoric and the way ancient
rhetoricians approached both the theoretical description and the
practical teaching of the skill of speaking in the curriculum. The
keywords of Latin origin described in the previous paragraphs have
re-emerged in the history of oral communication studies since 1750
throughout all the writings quoted in this contribution. Bearing this
in mind, the next paragraph will outline the main strands that should
characterise ‘the’ ideal course in English oral communication.

7. Modern and contemporary research paradigms

As this brief historical overview has shown, the research space in
the field of oral English may be empirically or theoretically based.
The empirical approach deals with real-world data that are aimed
at investigating “a central research question (...) and are used as the
basis of either a quantitative (...) or qualitative analysis” (Hugues
and Szczepek Reed 2017: 26); the theoretical approach focuses on
theories, models, high-level concepts. Both approaches are the
frameworks for both researchers and teachers of oral English: all
studies orient towards data or towards a theory, but the balance
between these differs according to the tradition in which researchers
and teachers are working.

Nowadays, research aimed at creating a well-balanced English
language course should take some fundamental issues into
consideration.

1. The ntelligibility principle (Derwing and Munro 2015): second
language users need to be intelligible rather than ‘native-like’ in
their accent.
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2. The oral performance assessment parameters need considerable
revision. As from Sato and McNamara (2019: 894): “Ultimate arbiters
of L2 speakers’ performance are not trained language professionals.
(...) even where speakers’ linguistic errors were acknowledged,
message conveyance and comprehensibility of the message
contributed to their judgement”. This has strong implications
for language testing and the development of tests reflecting the
construct of English as a lingua franca.

3. The learner centeredness principle. Oral language learning is a
dynamic activity that is particularly effective and productive when
the speakers are actively engaged in authentic tasks, “conducted in
a natural and spontaneous manner to enable learners to gain a total
psycho-socio-cultural-linguistic experience. Learner-centeredness is
auniversal theme and the teacher-learner relationship is a cooperative
and collaborative partnership for relevant and functional language
competence” (Samifanni 2020: 101).

4. The new boundaries of effectiveness and efficiency in oral
communication. Widanski (2020: 3608) seems to demonstrate that
targeted interventions are urgently needed on issues such as the ability
to describe a research project and fluency with scientific terminology. As
clearly stated by Newton and Nation (2021) and Yates (2017), speakers
of EFL can gain knowledge of the foreign language through context
clues and background knowledge they are already familiar with and
accelerate their efficient and effective English oral communication by
means of the language tools they had before starting the learning process.

8. Conclusions: the oral communication ‘research space’

Oral communication is a vast enterprise that includes a host of
considerations from message design and delivery to much more, all
reflecting the rhetorical tradition from the ancient to modern times.
In fact, ‘thetoric’ was an essential element in the curriculum of most
universities worldwide, from the advent of the university (in Europe
in the ™ century; in Egypt, Morocco, and Iran centuries earlier;
but even earlier in China, India, and Africa) throughout the Middle
Ages and even extending to the first universities established in the
United States (Goldstein 2018: 8).

Historically, English oral communication as a topic of study haslent
itself to interdisciplinary inquiry, with pragmatics of communication,



34 ANNALISA ZANOLA

sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, phonetics and phonology entering
the fabric as a more recent but fundamental stakeholder. Although
interdisciplinarity is routinely seen as the foundational basis for
describing oral communication, in the absence of any consensus
regarding the boundaries of the topic, the challenges surrounding
the interpretation of the area are nuanced and difficult to define
(Gaudy-Campbell and Mauroux 2021). At its core, interdisciplinarity
presumes a deep embedding in one’s own discipline prior to crossing
such boundaries. Paradoxically, the more one is embedded in one’s
discipline and inhabits a specific disciplinary mentality the more
the discipline mutates and tries to adapt to another methodological
approach. In this ‘accelerated excursion’ through the field, some sorts
of collaborative interdisciplinary endeavours have been recognised
as a fundamental tool for approaching oral communication studies
through the centuries.

Different terms might be used to refer to this phenomenon, as
our voyage through the centuries has tried to show, which take us
beyond any standardised parameters but where the researcher’s
concern about oral communication remains the focal concern. The
complex interdisciplinary nature of the field makes it important
to take into consideration the importance of forging ‘communities
of interests’ in the field as a fundamental baseline for mitigating
the epistemological divides that are characteristic of any specific
communities of practice.
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