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Does Reading Aloud Improve Foreign Language
Learners’ Speaking Ability?

Sueyon Seo

Abstract— The purpose of this study is to find ways to enhance
foreign language students’ speaking ability. Many such students
are anxious about speaking the target language because they are
conscious of their imperfect pronunciation and feel strange about
their own voice pronouncing the unfamiliar sound. This paper is to
explore whether the practice of reading aloud in the classroom
addresses this problem. The result shows that reading aloud
activity can improve students’ pronunciation of the target language
and eventually it helps enhancing students’ speaking ability.
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. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study is to find ways to enhance foreign
language students’ speaking ability. For learners of foreign
languages especially LCTLs(Less Commonly Taught
Languages), the greatest obstacle is the shortness of the time
during which they are exposed to the target languages. Since
there are not many native speakers of LCTL, students can rarely
apply what they have learned in the classrooms to real life. This
leads to a lack of speaking practice. Consequently, students
suffer from a rather low level of speaking ability. Every textbook
has CDs and many internet websites offer various audio
materials in different languages; however, the question is how to
utilize them appropriately in the classrooms. Just listening to
CDs may get the class easily bored and it may diminish students’
interest in learning languages. The other audio materials may be
hard to adjust to the level of the class. Many students are anxious
about speaking the target language because they are conscious of
their imperfect pronunciation and feel strange about their own
voice pronouncing the unfamiliar sounds. Thus they may lose
confidence in speaking the target languages.

In order to improve students’ speaking ability, I wish to
explore whether the practice of reading aloud in the classroom
addresses this problem. The rationale of the study is based on
two presumed benefits of reading aloud. First, it should make
students get used to their own voice pronouncing the target
language and thus reduce anxiety. Second, students’ articulatory
mechanism will be trained by pronouncing the unfamiliar
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sounds of the foreign language and eventually students can
speak the target languages with confidence.

Il. READING ALOUD

Among the four skills of linguistic ability, speaking and
writing skills are classified as active skills while listening and
reading are categorized as passive since the two skills do not
involve any production. The main goal of reading is grammar
instruction and comprehension. The methods of teaching
reading are reading aloud and silent reading. However,
compared to silent reading, reading aloud has been less
encouraged in the normal classrooms because it may hamper
comprehension and thus, the method has not been popular.
Green [1] stated some negative effects of reading aloud in her
classroom: students focus only on the very activity of reading
itself and fail to pay attention to the content. In addition, reading
aloud has not been encouraged in current communicative-based
language learning classrooms either since it has not been seen to
be genuinely communicative [2].

Under the current performance and communicative
based foreign language teaching trend, activities related to
reading have been greatly decreased. However, Price [3] claims
that motor activity such as vocal ones are greatly involved in
thinking and learning. Danesi [4] refers to earlier work that
shows that in a non- immersion learning environment such as
LCTL classrooms in America, reading comprehension is
considered to be the only way to acquire language skills. He also
notes that even though the originators of the reading method
emphasized grammar instruction, it also promotes proper
pronunciation. Khatib’s study [5] supports the claim that reading
aloud contributes not only to the comprehension of the text but
also to phonological processing and this way, the two purposes
are working interactively.

Although the reading method has not been generally
welcomed in the classrooms, its effect has been evaluated
differently in second language learning. As Danesi [4]
mentioned, in cases where there were fewer chances to be
exposed to second language conditions, reading aloud could be
used to compensate for the lack of speaking practice. One piece
of evidence comes from Japan. Miura [6] suggested reading
aloud as one of the ways to master English including dictation,
writing journals, reading magazines, watching movies, and
practicing shadowing. Many bloggers have been uploading their
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experiences with the effects of reading aloud in learning
languages and have been strongly recommending the method.
Gibson [2] conducted a survey of the reading aloud method and
found an interesting fact: students themselves used the reading
aloud method for practicing pronunciation and intonation,
speaking practice, diagnosing pronunciation problems and
improving fluency. Moreover, the method was widely used by
Asian students in learning English. They evaluated the reading
aloud method as very useful because the pronunciation of their
native languages are very different from that of English.

I1l. RESEARCH QUESTION

Given that reading aloud plays a role in improving
students’ pronunciation and it has a positive effect on enhancing
speaking skill for Asian students who learn English, it may also
influence American students who are learning Japanese in a
positive way. Focusing on pronunciation by reading aloud while
disregarding comprehension, students may concentrate on
familiarizing themselves with the different sounds of target
language and thus improve their speaking ability.

IV. PROCEDURE

The research had been conducted during the fall
semester of 2013. 31 second-year students of the Japanese
program at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee had been
divided into a treatment group and a control group. There were
three sections of second-year Japanese and by the random
selection, section 1 was chosen to be the control group and
section 2 and 3 were chosen to be the treatment group. Each
member of the treatment group read out a 1-minute-long passage
repeatedly 3 to 5 times. Five minutes were devoted to reading
aloud five days a week. Translations of the passage were given
to the students in advance with vocabulary list and kanji symbols
transcribed into hiragana. Students read the same material for
one week. The materials were excerpted from Japanese
textbooks which are not used in the school and Japanese short
story books. The materials were chosen to be easy to make sure
students were comfortable with them. While they were reading,
students were told not to focus on comprehension: the point was
to make them get used to their own voice while reading the text.
The study lasted 7 weeks. In order to gauge student’s progress, a
pretest and a posttest of speaking was administered to both
groups. The tests were assessed by length of the sentences and
the richness of grammar.

For pretest and posttest, students were asked 7
questions on line. They were required to answer aloud
impromptu and the answers were recorded. The pretest and the
posttest questions were very similar, although they were not
exactly the same. In addition, students’ class test scores were
compared to find out if their performance had any influence on
the research result. A very short survey for the treatment group
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students was also conducted to find out students’ reflection on
the task.

V. RESULTS

From among the 31 students, 22 took the pretest and 18
took the posttest. Only 15 students took both the pre and posttest
and therefore, the analysis was done on 15 students. Among the
15 students, 7 were in the control group and 8 in the treatment
group.

First of all, all students’ class performance test scores
were compared. Usually the class grading system covers
everything including students’ attendance, participation,
homework, assignments, and presentation. However, in this
study, only students’ written, oral, and reading test scores were
considered. The results are shown in Table 1. There was no
significant difference among students regarding their class
performance. Next, the two groups’ speaking tests were
compared. The speaking test was divided into two parts: the
length of time of speech and the grammar used. To evaluate the
use of grammar, different sentence types were counted. Table 2
shows the results of the comparison of the length of the answers.
The results showed a significant difference between the two
groups’ pretest scores. However, as shown in Table 3, the
difference between the pretest and the posttest of the control
group was not significant while the treatment group showed a
significant difference. Table 4 and Table 5 have to do with
grammar. Table 4, just like Table 2, compares the pretest levels
of the two groups. It shows a difference between the two groups.
Table 5, just like Table 3, compares the pretest and the posttest
levels of the two groups. The treatment group’s pretest and
posttest scores showed a significant difference; however, the
difference was not significant for the control group.

More detail is given in Tables 6, 7, and 8. Table 6 is the
grammar list and Table 7 is the expressions only used in the
treatment posttest answers. Since there is great difference in the
number of transition words and adverbials used by the two
groups, these word lists are provided in Table 8.

Other than the result, very short survey was conducted
to the treatment group students after the study has completed.
They answered that they read the text 3 through 5 times every
day. All student felt that the reading practice was helped to
improve their pronunciation and speaking. One student
answered comprehension. All of them felt they could read the
material faster.
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TABLE |
CLASS PERFORMANCE SCORES FOR THE TWO GROUPS
ANOVA
Sum of Df  Mean Sig
Squares Square F
Oral Between 15.336 1 15.336 2.268 .156
Test Groups
Within 87.897 13 6.761
Groups
Total 103.233 14
Written ~ Between 87.462 1 87.462 045 .835
Test Groups
Within 25067.219 13 1928.248
Groups
Total 25154.681 14
Read Between 1.509 1 1.509 .026 874
Test Groups
Within 748.589 13 57.584
Groups
Total 750.097 14
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TABLE Il

THE LENGTH OF TIME OF THE PRETEST AND THE POSTTEST OF THE TWO GROUPS

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences t df Sig.
Std Std. Error  95% Confidence Interval (2-taile
Deviation Mean of the Difference d)
Lower Upper
. LCPre
Pair 1
-LCpo 78737 29760 -116.962 28676  -1483 6  .189
. LTPre
Pair 2
-LTpo 124266 43.935 -257.389 49611  -3494 7 010
TABLE IV

COMPARISON OF GRAMMAR USED IN THE PRETEST SCORES OF THE TWO GROUPS

Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences Sig.
Std. Std. 95% Confidence t df  (2-tailed)
Deviatio  Error Interval of the
n Mean Difference
Lower Upper
. ConPre 5417  .808 -3.916 -.661 -2.834 44 .007
Pair 1
-TrePre
Pai ConPost 12.296 1.833  -10.094 -2.706 -3.491 44 .001
air 2
- TrePost
TABLEV

COMPARISON OF GRAMMAR USED IN THE PRETEST AND THE POSTTEST BY THE

TWO GROUPS

Paired Samples Test

Sig.
Paired Differences t df (2-tlgile
Std. Error  95% Confidence Interval d)
Mean of the Difference
Mean Std. Dev Lower Upper
pair1  LCPre- -58.143 23.773 8.985 -6.471 6 .001
LTPre -80.129  -36.157
pair2  LCPO -177.571  170.490 64.439 -335.249  -19.894 -2.756 6 .033
LTpo
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Paired Samples Test

Paired Differences

Std.  95% Confidence t Sig.
Mean Std. Dev  Error Interval of the (2-tailed)
Mean Difference
Lower  Upper
Pair  ConPre -
1 ConPost -1.267 6114 911  -3.104 570  -1.390 44 172
Pair  TrePre -
2 TrePost -5.378 14314 2134 -9.678 -1.078 -2.520 44 .015
© 2014 GSTF



GSTF International Journal on Education (JEd) Vol.2 No.1, June 2014

TABLE VII
GRAMMAR ONLY USED IN THE TREATMENT POSTTEST

Expressions

Semester2 Iz,
Semester3 ~Z~[EL TR T v, <hd, T B9,
KRz
No text T, EiE, T, Bl FE EHLT
§3)

TABLE VIII
ADVERBIALS AND TRANSITION WORDS USED IN THE PRETEST AND THE POSTTEST
BY THE TWO GROUPS

Transition Adverbials
words
Control Pretest Tnnn, £ 2 EA, —F. ETH,
LT, i, 2S5 A
ESERAL
Posttest T, i =< SAL KL, @A,k
=N Th, FEr, —F&,
LT 72T, BE. WANS
I P72
Treatment  Pretest TH., Tnn L, S, ETH,
SN F. TH, HAZR, &5,
720,
Posttest T, T IS, 72K EA WANWA,
5. TN, ZLT, &R, &
ZLT, & TH, TTND, Bae, 72
ZIE, b, b, I

—F. TV, b,
Wo L xiz, Eix,
HLT, AR, KL &
W, EHLThH,

~|Z~[a]

TABLE VI
GRAMMAR LIST USED IN THE PRETEST AND THE POSTTEST BY THE TWO GROUPS
Control Treatment

Pre Post Pre Post
AlFBTY 33 16 54 42
~E~FT 19 39 42 9
~BFETY 12 3 2 10
AdNATFETY 5 5 3 24
~DHIFETY 9 5 13 12
Adj(NLDON)NIEN3TE 4 6 4 9
VIR 2 7 1 7
NP 1 3 4 4
Adj Past 1 6 5 5
~T 13 3 1 10
Repeat,Slow,Pause 8 11 7 21
~ =0 20 19 30 35
~fEY~=Yd B 5 8 1 8
~D5 4 7 8 6
~ & (With) 1 2 3 7
Particl error 7 11 14 16
vocab,grammar errors 8 8 15 25
~BHD (VD) 3 8 7 10
Transition words 3 6 12 24
Adverbials 24 49 26 103
SentenceFinal ~ 13 ~ ~
& 1 1 1 5
~2%Y 2 1 3
~ERS 1 2 4
nT 3 1 3
~%5 1 1 5
THI=LN 5 4 9
[SIARS 1 1 1
ZEMRL 2 1
~THB 1 1
~T=5 2 8
595 2 5
HIT 2 2 3
~T<{Nnd 1 1
~ 3 3
~DHeE 2 1
~FED 2 3
22T 1
F& 2
RE R VNI 1
~THb > 1
<hd 12
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VI. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The results show that reading aloud does make a
difference in students’ speaking ability in two ways. First, the
treatment group spoke longer after the treatment than they did
before while the control group did not show a difference in
length of time. Second, the treatment group used a richer
grammar after the treatment while the control group did not
show progress.

Let us now look at some detail in the grammar that the
students used in the tests. First, in both groups, the “N is N”
pattern decreased in the posttest while the SOV sentence pattern
increased but this was probably the result of the initial question
of the pretest which called this pattern in the answers. The “N is
N” pattern is the simplest structure in Japanese and they learned
this structure at the beginning for self-introduction. The first
question of the pretest asked students to introduce themselves
and all of them used this sentence pattern. Second, the treatment
group used more adjectives, adverbs, and transition words such
as “then” in their speaking. Even when they used the same
sentence patterns as in the pretest, the treatment group students
used more adjectives before nouns, sentence final particles, and
transition words. Furthermore, as you can see in the list, the
number of adverbials used by the treatment group is significant
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as compared to the control group. Interestingly, most of the
adverbials that were only used by the treatment group were not
in the textbook although instructors used them in class many
times. 6 out 012 expressions only used in the treatment posttest
were not taught in the class. The rest of the expressions were all
taught in the third semester. The reading text used in the study
had only three words: “< 412”7 , “Z2iF ATV iF 721" and

“IF £.” Third, in both groups, students paused after particles.
This seemed to be a habit for students to think before they would
speak the next part of the sentence. They paused mostly after the
object particle and after the special expressions. The students of
the treatment group made more errors in grammar than those in
the control group. | assume that they tried to say more sentences
and tried to self-correct. Fourth, the results of the responses of
the survey support the fact that the practice gave students
confidence in their speaking ability. All students thought the
practice was useful and helpful to improve their pronunciation
and speaking skill. Lastly, it is interesting that the pretest scores
of the two groups were significantly different even though their
class performance did not show any significant difference. The
reason is unclear.

Although many other factors such as class performance
and activities, individual differences, students’ personalities and
their motivation in learning languages may impact the study
results, it is reasonably clear that reading aloud can be a good
method for students learning foreign languages in
non-immersion setting.

In conclusion, even though their early stage speaking level
was not the same, reading aloud resulted in progress in students’
speaking level and their usage of grammar. By reading aloud
repeatedly, students were able to get used to the unique sounds
of Japanese pronunciation and produce more natural sentences.
This also boosted their confidence in speaking Japanese.
Considering that the practice had been done only for 5 minutes
daily in class as a warm-up activity, the positive effect is
particularly promising.
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