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Abstract 

 

The aim of this project was to analyse Swedish EFL teachers’ methods and opinions regarding 

teaching fluency in their classrooms. Furthermore, the project aimed at exploring the attitudes 

towards the importance of including fluency in their language teaching. Previous research 

suggests that the usage of so-called task based exercises is something that helps in promoting 

students’ level of fluency. The previous research further suggests that the teaching of effective 

vocabulary, as well as linking-words, is beneficial for the developments of individual fluency. 

The method used in the gathering of data was based on qualitative interviews. The interviews 

were conducted with six EFL teachers at Swedish upper secondary schools. The questions 

asked during said interviews were of a semi-structured and open-ended nature. This particular 

structure was chosen in order to encourage the respondents to talk freely, and to combat the 

sense of there being right or wrong answers to the questions posed. The theoretical framework 

of the study is based on Burner’s (Nino & Burner, 1978) theory on scaffolding, and Gibbons’ 

(2015) approach on how to apply this to the EFL classroom.  The specific genres of fluency 

that held the focus of this paper were speech and writing. However, as a result of the data 

generated by the interviews, the two genres were not, to any significant extent, discussed or 

handled separately throughout the project. The results of the study shows that the interviewed 

teachers tend to employ small-group discussions in order to promote fluency in their students. 

Furthermore, the results show that most teachers are inclined to teach their students different 

kinds of vocabulary in order to further their students’ abilities. Other findings indicate that 

students seem to benefit from a safe environment in their classrooms when practicing fluency, 

this as to not feel exposed in a negative way when they are to perform in front of their peers.  
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1. Introduction 

When teaching a foreign language, there are many aspects that are to be considered. Such 

aspects might be the learners’ spelling or reading abilities, or their ability to comprehend 

grammatical structures. However, there are certain aspects to a language that add a sense of 

smoothness and might be perceived as effortlessness. The part that this entails in this case is 

fluency. Fluency is an aspect of language that can be described as one where the planning and 

production of a language function “easily and efficiently” (Lennon, 1990, p.391). Fluency can, 

furthermore, be described as being able to string words together, like pearls on a chain, into 

sentences and making it comprehensible. “So fluency is flow, but it is flow with meaning” 

(Jones, 2020). The rate of fluency in Swedish speakers of English learners is oftentimes 

considered quite high (Denke, 2005). The reason as to why this is the case could be due to the 

presence of the term in the English syllabus at the Swedish upper secondary school (Swedish 

National Agency for Education, 2011), where it is clearly marked as a learning outcome of the 

course. The theory of the concept of fluency and its importance might be simple enough to 

grasp. How fluency is supposed to be approached practically in the classroom is, however, not 

mentioned in the steering documents. Despite the definitions of the term above, it is often used 

quite loosely and with little regard to what it really means (Jones, 2020). This generates the 

question of how teachers in reality approach teaching fluency to their students and how exactly 

they see and define the term. This project will thus focus on the methods and the attitudes 

generated towards fluency in speech and writing in the EFL classrooms at Swedish upper 

secondary schools.  

 

 

2. Background 

This section contains three parts: the first explains what fluency in this context means, the 

second concerns the aspect of speech, and the third the aspect of writing. An additional third 

part will briefly address what fluency is and how it is relevant to the EFL classroom. 

 

2.1 What Is Fluency?  

Eva Sandoval (BBC, 2019) discusses the criteria of what and who can or should be considered 

fluent.  She mentions that in some circles fluency, in speech, corresponds to “native-level 

proficiency” (Sandoval, 2019). However, an outsider to the circle, to whom that language is 
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completely new, would not be able to distinguish between a native speaker and someone who 

is barely able to piece a sentence together. Thus, to them, any speaker of said foreign language 

is perceived as fluent (Sandoval, 2019). It is also stated that fluency is determined by how 

“smoothly and efficiently” a speaker is able to converse “on a range of topics in real time” 

(Sandoval, 2019). Morgan argues, furthermore, that fluency does not necessarily have to imply 

that the speaker has to be accurate or possess a larger grammatical range. The importance of 

fluency is wholly dependent on the speaker’s needs, as well as the setting in which they wish 

to converse. However, in some settings, for example academia or business, a sentence that is 

highly incorrect might be perceived as unprofessional (Sandoval, 2019).   

 

 

When it comes to fluency in writing, its exact definition seem to differ depending on which 

scholar is answering the question. The level of fluency is, according to Wolfe-Quinteroet al. 

(1998), often measured by the quality of the material produced by the individual. The aspects 

assessed in these instances could for example include the level of coherence, creativity, 

rapidness as well as the attention to audience (Wolfe-Quinteroet al. 1998).  Other researchers 

claim that fluency is directly linked to the richness of the produced writing, as well as the 

writer’s ability to organize their text (Bruton and Kirby 1987). It can, furthermore, “be argued 

that the assessment of fluency in writing has been greatly influenced by speaking fluency 

measurement” (Latif, 2013, p.100). Latif has studied the complicated process of assessing and 

measuring what exactly fluency in writing entails. He has come to the conclusion that, based 

on previous research and analysing of general assessment practices, the fluency of a writer is 

determined by assessing their written texts through “the length of writers’ translating episodes” 

(Latif, 2013, p.104). This entails the length of time that is required for the writer to translate the 

text from one language into another. The author recommends, however, that teachers use 

different measures in assessing an individual’s level of fluency in writing.  

 

Teachers’ definitions of fluency are, according to Tavakoli & Hunter (2017) slightly 

ambiguous. The term is often defined in a broad sense, with many teachers using fluency and 

speaking ability interchangeably (Tavakoli & Hunter, p.330). Fluency has been referred to a 

section of language teaching that has been neglected in favour of other, seemingly, more 

important parts (Rossiter et al. 2010). The teaching of fluency relies to a noticeable extent on 

“generic speaking activiries” (Tavakoli & Hunter, p.345), and very little on research-based 
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practices. There seems to be a gap between research concerning fluency and classroom 

pedagogy.   

 

Nativelikeness is another aspect of fluency that will appear in this project. An individual whose 

language production is nativelike is defined by Ringbom (1993) as being someone “whose 

speech and/or writing, through generally error-free, has qualities which in native speakers 

frequently raise at least doubts whether it is native or non-native in origin” (Ringbom, p.5). 

This means that the productions in speech and writing of the non-native individual are difficult 

to distinguish from the production of a native speaker.  

 

2.2 Fluency in Writing 

According to Sugita (2012), students’ fluency in writing can be improved by them being taught 

the functions of transition words. In a case study conducted by the author, students were 

separated into two groups and given different kinds of feedback on written texts. One of the 

groups would receive feedback that suggested they use transitional connective words, such as 

“so”, “unless”, and “because” (Sugita, p.19). The group that received feedback that 

intentionally focused on linking words seemed to develop better fluency in writing. According 

to Sugita, this indicates that EFL teachers should consider teaching transitional words and the 

overall ”effectiveness of using such words” (Sugita, p.23) in the context of improving fluency 

in written text. The process of teaching students how to use these types of words may need a 

significant amount of time. The reason as to why this is the case is due to the adjustment of 

fitting new words into commonly used vocabulary, which might take longer for some students 

(Sugita, 2012).  

 

Kafipour et al. (2018) have studied the effect that task-based language teaching in the EFL 

classroom has on writing fluently. Task-based learning refers to exercises that imitate real life 

tasks the students might encounter in their everyday lives. The main objective is to engage 

students in “authentic language use through carrying out a series of tasks while interacting with 

other learners” (Kafipour et al., p.2). Furthermore, these types of tasks may increase students’ 

knowledge of the English language, as well as categorise already existing knowledge. The 

general conclusion is that task-based exercises to some extent contribute to “motivating, 

stimulating, empowering, and challenging” the learners that they try to engage (Kafipour et al., 

p.2). The result of the study shows that by employing a task-based approach to language 
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teaching, specifically the writing aspect, the fluency of students’ written texts is affected 

positively. Working through the task allows students to “pay close attention to language 

structures and task components” (Kafipour et al., p.14).  

 

Both studies above show that the ways in which fluency in writing can be taught varies. One 

method should not be considered superior to the other. Teaching vocabulary (Sugita, 2012) 

helps with providng a base for the development of language. While engaging in activities such 

as task-based exercises (Kafipour et al., 2018) enables the individual to practice the newly 

learned words, as well as acquiring further knowledge on vocabulary through the interaction 

with their peers in task based exercises.  

2.3 Fluency in Speech 

Uchihara and Saito (2019) have studied the relationship between foreign language oral abilities 

and vocabulary knowledge. Their study suggests that “[foreign language] learners with larger 

vocabularies might be equipped with well-organised lexical networks […] and therefore might 

be able to retrieve [foreign language] words more economically and immediately in real-time 

communication” (Uchihara & Saito, p.69). In this case lexical networks refer to the links 

between and within word associations and categories (Uchihara & Saito’s, 2019). The results 

of the study indicate that the key to improved oral proficiency is indeed linked to vocabulary.  

A well-developed and rich vocabulary allows the speaker to retrieve context-fitting words more 

efficiently and might thus result in the production of “fluently articulated speech in a 

spontaneous manner” (Uchihara & Saito, p.69). Furthermore, students may, through having 

achieved a rich vocabulary, develop their abilities to speak with fewer pauses and repetitions, 

and at a faster speed. These types of exercise are important in order to make it easier for students 

to engage with their own learning. Acceding to the authors, exercises of this kind generate 

situations where students meet and learn new words in meaningful contexts, as well as contexts 

they can relate to. Without these meaningful meetings, the learning process, and oral fluency, 

might be inhibited (Uchihara & Saito) 

 

Van OS et al. (2020) claim that turn-taking behaviour is part the shaping of fluency in in speech. 

Turn-taking behaviour refers here to the general flow of conversation where the speakers in a 

conversation leave room for and invite their partner to respond, as is custom in normal every-

day conversation. It is of great importance that speakers are encouraged to develop the ability 

to “produce and understand messages in real time […] and to monitor and manage the 
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interactional encounter itself” (Marjolein van OS et al., p.1184). Additionally, fast paced speech 

is another factor that is claimed to contribute to fluent-sounding oral abilities. Fluency is the 

sum of the individual’s ability to correctly pace their speech and turn taking, as well as their 

ability to smoothly adapt their turn taking to the context and needs of their partner. If 

successfully applied, turn taking can positively impact a student’s “nativelikeness” (Marjolein 

van OS et al., p.1210). This knowledge should be taken into consideration when classroom 

activities are planned if nativelikeness is the goal, that is.  

 

Albino (2017) has studied how learners of a foreign language might benefit from task-based 

teaching in the context of becoming more fluent in their speech. According to Albino, students 

often lack opportunities to practice their foreign language outside the classroom. They may 

have tools that might help them practice understanding the language, such as tv-shows or books, 

but they seem to not always have access to people with whom they can practice. Albino argues 

that it is therefore important that students are given opportunities to practice interactions in 

everyday settings. One way in which students might further their speaking abilities is through 

stimulated recall methods, where students are asked to repeat themselves or clarify their 

utterances. Through this method, students develop their ability to “simplify their speeches, plan 

their ideas in advance, and monitor other learners’ contributions” (Albino, p.2). Furthermore, 

task-based teaching has proved to be effective for “gaining some automaticity in speech 

production”, as well as making progress in grammatical accuracy (Albino, p.7). Findings 

further indicate that students may not only improve their oral fluency but may also feel more 

encouraged to speak as a result of this approach. According to Albino, the results indicate that 

there could be a great benefit in teachers applying a more task-oriented way of teaching and 

developing students’ oral abilities (Albino, 2017) 

 

Similarly to the section on fluency in writing, the research accounted for in this section shows 

that there are multiple ways in which the skill of fluency can be acquired and honed. Uchihara 

and Saito (2019), just like Sugita (2012), provide evidence that suggests the importance of 

learning new vocabulary to develop fluency. Task-based exercises (Albino, 2017) are, just as 

in the previous section, regarded as something positive when practicing fluency in language. In 

general, different types of interactional exercises, including turn-taking exercises (Marjolein 

van OS et al., 2020), seem to be beneficial for students in order to encourage the improvement 

of language skills.  
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2.4 Connection to Steering Documents 

In the Swedish core curriculum for the upper secondary school (2013), it is stated that the school 

should give support and stimulate the student so that they are able to develop their school-

realted abilities “as far as possible” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2013, my 

translation). This means that fluency is very much relevant to be taught and learned in the EFL 

classroom, especially since it is explicitly mentioned in the syllabus for English. “As far as 

possible” does not simply entail good or adequately enough. Rather, if a student is at a level 

where they are expected to reach fluency, they have a right to receive training that furthers their 

abilities to reach that goal.  

 

The syllabus for English at the Swedish upper secondary school (2011) states that one of the  

aims of the subject is that “students should be given the opportunity, through the use of language 

in functional and meaningful contexts, to develop all-round communicative skills” (Swedish 

National Agency for Education, 2011). Furthermore, students are to receive the opportunities 

to develop the “ability to use different language strategies in different contexts” (Swedish 

National Agency for Education, 2011). By the end of their last year, the students should, 

according to the syllabus, have developed the ability to express themselves freely, clearly and 

with fluency in both written and oral interaction. The importance of fluency is evident, as it is 

part of the learning criteria throughout the three English courses at upper secondary level. These 

areas of knowledge are of high relevance to this particular study, as fluency is the core or the 

project.  

 

The information given in the background section, both previous research and the connections 

to the steering documents, will when relevant be applied to the analysis of the results from the 

interview. All of the three sections above can be argued relevant since they both provide a base 

for the project, asnd also give a context to the topic. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework of this study is centred on scaffolding as a teaching and learning 

tool. This section contains an overview of the origins of the theory, as well as examples of 

concrete ways in which it might be applied to the classroom. 
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The core of the theory of scaffolding is built on the support that is provided by the teacher to 

construct, alter or add to a student’s knowledge. The cognitive psychologist Jerome Burner 

introduced the theory of scaffolding in the late 1950’s (Nino & Burner, 1978).  Burner’s work 

draws a significant amount of inspiration from Lev Vygotsky’s theory of the relationship 

between a student and a teacher in “crossing a Zone of Proximal Development” (Upham, et al., 

2014, p.132).  The zone of proximal development refers here to the cognitive gap between what 

a learner can achieve unaided and what a child can achieve in collaboration with, or aided by, 

a teacher (Gibbons, 2015, p.13).  Through the successful assistance of a teacher, students may 

reach results that they would have been unable to achieve without this assistance. In the case of 

foreign language learners, this might lead to the student learning new ways of using the target 

language, as well as the ability to tackle new and more difficult tasks (Gibbons, 2015). It is 

from this theory by Vygotsky that Burner has further developed his theories. He uses the term 

scaffolding to describe the above-mentioned successful interaction between learner and 

instructor (Upham, et al. 2015). Furthermore, Burner suggests that learners construct their own 

understanding of the world though the categorising, as well as ordering  of information 

(Takaya,2008). 

 

The scaffolding itself is meant to be temporary. It is slowly taken down piece by piece as the 

student becomes more confident in his or her own abilities (Gibbons, 2015). It should be noted 

that the term scaffolding does not simply refer to the action of help. But to a specific kind of 

help that is intended to continually assist students in moving forward“. With this in mind, 

Gibbons (2015) offers suggestions for a couple of ways in which scaffolding can provide 

successful support in the process of language learning and developing.  

 

Gibbons (205) claims that students need opportunities to use a new language by themselves. It 

furthermore seems to be of high importance that learners get to practice their ability in real-

time situations. When given the opportunity to practice, they are encouraged to process the 

language more deeply. This might lead to more “comprehensible, coherent and grammatically 

improved discourse” (Gibbons, p.26). Gibbons points out the benefits of using smaller groups 

in these instances.  

 

Another way to provide successful scaffolding is through presenting students with models of 

the new language, especially in instances where academic language is involved (Gibbons, 

2015). The teachers’ role modelling in these instances is, according to Gibbons, essential in the 
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process of students learning a foreign language. A specific example could be discussing 

different structures of different sorts of texts, or provided frameworks for particular genres of 

language in both speech and written texts.  

 

A third way in which scaffolding may be used is through so-called “stretched language” 

(Gibbons, p.26). This entails situations where students are stretched to the limits of their 

knowledge and might be required to move outside of their comfort zone. This might lead to 

some students struggling. However, Gibbons refers to these moments of struggle as significant 

for language development. Students might be required to rethink and rephrase themselves in 

order to get their message across. These are instances where teachers should allow time and 

space for learners to attempt to self-correct, before providing examples of alternative 

expressions or words that are fitting for the context. 

 

 

To summarise, Burner’s (1978) theory focuses on the benefits of the teacher aiding their 

students in the classroom and how this relationship positively impacts students’ abilities to learn 

and develop. Gibbons (2015) has made this theory more approachable to EFL teachers through 

giving concrete examples of what scaffolding entails and how it can be employed in the EFL 

classroom. Gibbons’ (2015) suggestions, accounted for above, are primarily claimed to be 

relevant to language learning that involves speaking. However, it might be argued that they are 

also applicable to writing abilities, as the nature of the application is given a flexible image and 

can therefore be applied to other areas than strictly speech. All three examples given above of 

how scaffolding can be used in the classroom will be applied in discussions of the results further 

down in the essay. Furthermore, the theory of scaffolding and, more specifically, the importance 

of the relationship between learner and teacher will also be applied in the discussion section. 

The theory of scaffolding is relevant to this essay due to that the core of the study concerns the 

ways in which a teacher approaches and helps students with their language abilities. In this 

instance, the language abilities in question concerns fluency. Further reasons for applying this 

theory and its accompanying examples are that they could contribute with an additional layer 

of understanding of the connections between successful interactions in the classroom, and 

students’ development of abilities such as fluency.   
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4. Aim  

The aim of this study is to gain knowledge about the role of fluency in Swedish EFL upper 

secondary classrooms through the eyes of six teachers. The study will, more specifically, 

concern the ways in which teachers claim to encourage fluency in both writing and speech, as 

well as their general opinions regarding what fluency is and why it might be regarded as 

important in the learning of English as a foreign language. The questions on which this study 

is based are the following:  

 

• How do Swedish EFL teachers regard fluency and is the teaching of it considered 

important? 

 

• In what ways do Swedish EFL teachers approach teaching their students fluency? How 

and why are the methods of choice used? 

 

 

5. Method  

The method of the project includes the usage of qualitative interviews. All the respondents that 

have participated in the interviews are upper secondary school teachers in Swedish EFL 

classrooms and all but one are certified English teachers. The one respondent that is not a 

certified English teacher has, however, been deemed competent by their school to teach the 

subject, due to their background as an American and thus being a native speaker of American 

English, as well as being credentialed experienced to teach other subjects at upper secondary 

school level. The interviews were conducted in English and held individually online via Teams. 

They were recorded and later transcribed. All respondents gave their consent to the interview 

being recorded before the recording itself started. During the process, the four ethical principles 

stipulated by the Swedish Research Council were considered and followed (Vetenskapsrådet). 

The respondents were given aliases in order to preserve their anonymity. Their real names or 

teaching location have not been disclosed in any parts of the project.  

 

The teachers interviewed for this project are Alice, Barbro, Charlie, David, Eveline and Frida. 

They have all been teaching for 13 to 25 years individually. All of them are currently teaching 

students from the upper secondary English courses five to seven, which in the Swedish syllabus 

are aimed towards students in year ten to twelve. The interviews were semi structured, and 
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contained open-ended questions. The questions can be found in appendix 1 at the very end of 

the project. The open-ended structure of questions was chosen in order to encourage 

respondents to talk freely. The structure also signals that there are no right or wrong answers. 

Wordy answers are in this case also encouraged as they “give insight into what the interviewee 

sees as relevant and important” (Bryman, 2015, p.471). The questions in the interview guide 

are aimed at being simple and unambiguous, as to not suggest any “right” answers and keep the 

conversation open (Wray & Bloomer, p.159). The results have been thematically analysed. The 

themes are the following three: definitions and attitudes towards fluency, methods and 

strategies connected to teaching fluency, and fluency versus being understood and being 

accurate. The themes were decided due to their common frequent occurrence in the interviews. 

Another reason as to why these three themes were selected were due to their abilities of being 

able to answer the research questions. The final reason is their connection to the theoretical 

frame. It might be argued that second theme is slightly more applicable to the theory. However, 

the first and the third theme contributes to creating a context to the discussion of the theory and 

is, as already mentioned, important in order to answer the research questions.  

 

As the results of the interviews showed that there was a strong tendency to not differentiate too 

much between methods used in practicing speech and writing. Furthermore, a majority of the 

exercises and methods presented by the teachers could be considered applicable to both speech 

and writing. The results section, as well as the following discussion analysis, will therefore not 

differentiate between the two to any significant extent. However, as stated in the introduction 

and background section, these two areas are the ones that the theme of fluency focuses on in 

this project. 

 

 

6. Results  

This section will present the data generated from the interviews with Alice, Berit, Charlie, 

David, Eveline and Frida. The three themes that are addressed, as mentioned in method are: 

definitions and attitudes towards fluency, methods and strategies connected to teaching fluency, 

and fluency versus being understood and being accurate.  

 

 

6.1 Definitions and Attitudes towards fluency  
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Alice explains her definition of being fluent as being “able to engage in a conversation and give 

instructions without problems”. Another clear sign of fluency is, according to Alice, when a 

speaker is able to find the words they are looking for “without much trouble” in order to keep 

up a conversation. Furthermore, Alice mentions that another indicator of fluency is the lengths 

of pauses during a conversation: “When the pauses drag on and I can see the student’s hesitation 

[…] then there is a lack of fluency”. Fluency did, however, not seem to be the most important 

factor when students communicate in their foreign language. It is made clear that being able to 

make oneself understood is more important.  

 

Barbro mentions that she and her colleagues often discuss “hindering and destroying mistakes” 

when considering fluency. She explains: “if you make a mistake in language that destroy 

understanding for the listener or the reader, then that wouldn’t show fluency”. However, if the 

listener or reader only needs some clarification or to ask some follow-up questions in order to 

gain a complete understanding of the message, then that would, according to Barbro, show that 

the writer or speaker is somewhat fluent. “So I would say that fluency is not full comprehension 

but it is comprehensible for whoever is the receiver”. Another indicator of fluency is the level 

of adaptability in the individual, according to Barbro. She further claims that if the students are 

able to be dynamic in their communication, as evidenced by changing register or vocabulary 

with ease in order to accommodate the receiver, then that would also indicate fluency.  

 

Charlie claims that a foreign language learner can never have “complete fluency”, especially if 

they are going to be compared to first language speakers. He says, however, that fluency is in 

a way attainable, and that he would consider a student adequately fluent if they managed to 

develop “the ability to express yourself without having to think about it or without having to 

consider every single word. Charlie is, furthermore, of the opinion that it might be too late for 

learners to become fluent, if they are not already well on the way, once they start upper 

secondary school. One of the problems, he argues, that causes this is that a substantial amount 

of EFL teachers that he has met are not fluent. He says that students need someone to model 

their language learning after. Charlie mentions that one way in which fluency still might be 

accessible is through being constantly exposed to the language, to constantly learn.  

 

David’s response to what fluency is to him involves the “ease at which the language is used”, 

and “how well you use your language correctly […] So fluency is linked to ease and if you have 

really good ease then you’re extremely fluent”. Fluency is also, according to David, closely 
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linked to confidence, which in turn is generated by experience. There is an underlying 

indication that flexibility seems to be another strong indicator of whether a student is fluent: 

”How easy are you just with being able to be in a situation and communicate?“ It seems to be 

somewhat important to David to find out about his students’ interests. Which might ease the 

process of him helping students becoming more fluent.  

  

Eveline regards fluency as being something that can be demonstrated through “taking the step 

of being brave enough to just speak or write and let go of the fears of maybe saying something 

wrong”. Another indicator of fluency is, according to Eveline, how the students tackle obstacles 

in a conversation, such as not knowing a particular word and how to correctly adapt their 

language in order to make the other person understand. In the process of becoming fluent 

comfort seems to be a priority: “The most important thing in the beginning is that they feel 

comfortable and that they feel safe and that it's okay if you say something wrong or it's okay if 

you misspell something”. 

 

For Frida, being fluent means that the speaker is able to keep a conversation going “in a smooth 

way”, as well as being able to have it “reformulated and use synonyms, and other perhaps 

idiomatic expressions”. She is of the opinion that fluency is of high importance, especially when 

it comes to communicating with other people who in turn do not have English as their first 

language. If both speakers were adequately fluent, the conversation would flow more easily. 

She further states that it is important to individualise student’ education from an early age, so 

as to reach a higher rate of fluency.  

 

6.2 Teaching fluency 

This section accounts for the ways in which the interviewees claim to teach fluency. The 

teachers, with the exception of Charlie, seem to agree on the importance of learning and 

practicing different aspects of vocabulary knowledge. Frida mentions that she often lets her 

students work independently with finding the meaning of words and effective synonyms 

through the usage of different kinds of dictionaries. Frida further mentions that it is especially 

important that students who tend to struggle with English are given the opportunity to practice 

effective vocabulary. Barbro’s method regarding vocabulary echoes that promoted by Frida in 

the sense that she too uses thesauruses to teach synonyms. She claims that students are often 

eager to use synonyms, but that they tend to use the wrong ones.  However, she does not 



 16 

discourage her students from trying to use new words, as knowing lots of words “is the key to 

any language”. Barbro, Eveline, Alice and David mention the positive impact of teaching 

linking words, suffixes and affixes. David furthermore explains that he finds teaching suffixes 

and affixes important since they “change the meaning of the word in a different direction”, 

which in turn enriches students’ vocabulary and contributes to a sense of fluency in both speech 

and writing. When asked about the importance of teaching linking words, he said: “it’s 

important to create a transition from one idea to the next, from one paragraph to the next. 

Eveline echoes the importance of linking words: 

 

The linking words are road signs in the text that guides the reader to what is going to 

come next. It also helps them when they have to have a structure when they are writing. 

So I think that they can pick that up pretty quickly actually.  

 

Eveline explains that the teaching and using of linking words are mainly employed in instances 

where her students are to write letters or argumentative texts. Their attitudes towards using 

vocabulary as an effective tool to increase fluency is contrasted by Charlie’s opinions: “No I 

don't think so […]It can but not necessarily”. He goes on: “You can have this giant huge passive 

vocabulary that you only use when you are comfortable […]it will not help you be more fluent 

just because you know more words”. The underlying message was that students have to know 

how to use their words effectively. Only then is a vast vocabulary useful in the individual’s 

fluency.  

 

Practicing fluency in speech through small group discussions is something that is frequently 

mentioned by the interviewees. Alice claims that she often employs small group discussions in 

order to encourage her students to speak. According to her, it seems to take the pressure off the 

situation and allow her students to become confident rather quickly. Alice further claims that if 

she would listen in to conversations in small groups, she would try to approach her students in 

a way that would not disturb their conversation. This could entail her pretending to be looking 

out of a window that happened to be close to one of the groups, for example. Charlie mentions 

that he often uses conversation cards without prior preparation to give his students a theme to 

talk about with a peer. This makes the conversation more natural and the students would have 

to think on their feet and dig after useful phrases whilst having the conversation. David and 

Eveline both agree on the statement that students’ fluency seems to be positively influenced by 

smaller group constellations. David usually has “standard groups” that he keeps for 
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approximately 4 weeks, before he switches them. The “standard groups” refers here to groups 

containing the same students as last time. This gives his students the opportunity to practice 

with different people. Both David and Eveline mention that, sometimes, the conversations turn 

into turn-taking exercises. Eveline often employs conversation exercises in the form of 

interviews: “I put them in small groups or in pairs and they either interview each other about 

some questions or they have questions to discuss with each other”. She utilises these 

conversations in other parts of her lesson, as she frequently asks her students to write what they 

just discussed, to keep practicing other aspects of their language.  

 

In connection to small group conversations, Eveline states that they could be used to not only 

encourage the practicing of speech, but also in the process of creating a safe environment. She 

says: “I think in the beginning it's important to begin safe and comfortable”. The safe space also 

seems important to Alice and Barbro. Alice mentions that an important factor in the process of 

increasing fluency is that students feel safe in the environment they are in. This way they might 

be more inclined to relax; “otherwise it’s very difficult to engage in conversations”. Barbro 

mentions that an overall important factor in learning is to create a classroom environment where 

students are unafraid, or less afraid, of making mistakes “because that is one of the major 

problems with students…they are so afraid of making mistakes”. She encourages her students 

not to fear their own mistakes because “that is what you are here to do. You are here to make 

mistakes in order to learn”. Charlie claims that he uses “safe” topics with students who seem to 

struggle with improving their language abilities and fluency. He states that he tends to make 

the subject itself as unintimidating as possible. He coaxes the students to start talking more by 

asking them to tell him about themselves and work upwards from there. The key is to start at a 

point where the students feel like they know a lot about the subject, like themselves and their 

interests.  

 

Barbro tries to challenge her students’ fear of speaking, which she argues hinders the 

development of fluency, through constantly speaking English to and with them. She states: 

“When they are brave enough to use their language they start realising that it’s not that difficult. 

And the more you use it, the easier it gets”. Alice, Charlie and Frida seem to agree with Barbro 

on the importance of exposure in order to further increase students’ courage and abilities. Alice 

firmly states: “We don’t allow Swedish in the classroom”. She explains that practice is the key 

to becoming fluent. She thus encourages students to be active during class. Charlie mentions 

that exposure is of high importance, since “it's all about practice, it's all about trying, it's all 
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about exposing themselves”. He says: “It's not really about language learning, it's more about a 

personal development kind of skill. Frida mentions that even though she encourages her 

students to speak as much English as possible during lessons, she can clearly distinguish 

between the students that practice speaking English outside of school and the students who do 

not. This is due to the high frequency of slang that occurs: ”It's a lot of “gonna” and “wanna” 

and all that... abbreviations and so on […] and I tell them that the more you work with a 

language the more you improve”. Again, this is often where most of the teachers mentioned 

that their students benefit from small group conversation.  

 

Another method that seems to be popular among some of the teachers interviewed is task-based 

exercises. Charlie, David, Frida and Eveline explicitly mention these types of exercises. Eveline 

mentions that she tries to choose her topics and exercises “with care” to make them interesting 

for her students. “I always try to choose topics that are interesting for them and within their 

vocation.  In these instances her students are required to develop and practice using the right 

register and appropriate vocabulary for the occasion, as required by the place of internship. 

Eveline explains the exercise in the following way:  

 

I have spent a lot of hours looking for the right workplaces for them […] I found like a 

hunting Farm or Wildlife Farm in Texas. And first they have to go to this place’s websites 

where are they have to find out a lot of information […] And then they get the assignments 

to write an application for internship in this place. Now they know what the place is about 

and what kind of work chores they maybe have if they work there. 

 

Eveline claims to prefer task-based teaching since her students tend to view these kinds of 

exercises as very relevant to their own lives as ”it feels like you can actually use this knowledge 

in your later working life”. She says that improving overall fluency is easier when the tasks 

make sense to the students. Charlie states that while it might not be the type of exercise that he 

most frequently uses, it is something both he and his students enjoy. He uses them “from time 

to time depending on the group and what they need”. Charlie, similarly to Eveline and Frida, 

creates exercises where students are to apply for jobs. He motivated his choice of exercise by 

stating “that is something they will eventually do, not necessarily in English, but at some point 

in life it could be that they end up in that situation”. David too uses task-based exercises in his 

classroom in order to further his students’ abilities. He utilises the local stores where he sends 

his students to find English words and expressions: “[the students] need to know about the 
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English that it is in a grocery store”. David also mentions that he sends his students to other 

stores in the hunt for every-day uses of English: “I have them go around town and look at […] 

some of the clothing stores where the signs are quite often in English and talk about the 

relevance of English in those situations”. This way, his students are able to experience authentic 

uses of language in the real world. 

 

A final type of method that primarily Charlie Alice and Frida are involved in is modelling 

language. In Alice’s case the method seems to be frequently employed when students are 

struggling. She claims: “They need to see how you can get over the problem”. In practice this 

means that Alice shows the students a text written by another student and then she and the 

struggling student discuss what exactly the other author has done to make the text come across 

as more fluent. This might entail the highlighting of certain words or phrases. The specific 

method depends on the needs of the student. Frida states: ”I always have models for 

everything”. She further explains that she tries to show her students what exactly is required in 

order to achieve a certain grade. She gives examples by showing the students their own work 

or works by previous students. This occurs both in instances where the task is to speak and to 

write.  

  

Sometimes I record and they can listen to two different recorded seminars with students 

for instance and then I can tell them that ‘this is an A, you interact a lot’ [and] This is a 

C, you did not give enough examples’, and so on. 

 

Frida says that her students are not always aware of their own shortcomings and sometimes 

need a demonstration of correct and fluent language in order to know how they can improve. 

Charlie briefly mentions that he regards models to be important in primarily speech. This is 

especially important in, as mentioned, cases where the teachers lack fluency. 

 

 

 

6.3 Fluency versus being understood and being accurate  

Alice is of the opinion that being understood and being fluent are two different, yet equally 

important, factors. Alice uses travelling as an example when explaining her view of the 

difference between being understood and being fluent. Being understood helps in letting others 
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know what the speaker wants. Being fluent, however, allows the speaker to “engage in activities 

in another way, on more equal terms with other people”. On the topic of being accurate, Alice 

is of the opinion that not being accurate does not necessarily need to become a hindrance to 

being fluent the same way as being understood might be. Not being understood is more 

destructive to a message than some inaccuracies, according to Alice. When it comes to writing, 

Alice mentions that accuracy becomes more important depending on the level of formality the 

text is supposed to have.  

 

Barbro claims that making mistakes in speech and writing is not something that marks someone 

as non-fluent. She explains that “I make lots of mistakes, basic mistakes, subject-verb 

agreement mistakes, we all make those”. It is more important that speakers can make 

themselves understood and that they can alter their language depending on the receiver. 

Furthermore, being accurate the way teachers are in school does not always mean that the 

student will be accurate in real life “because that’s not the way we talk or the way we interact 

with each other […] many times we are very inaccurate”.  Barbro claims that teachers should 

ask themselves what their goal with teaching language really is: “We’re trying to get them to 

be communicative, right?” There is a heavy implication that the importance of being understood 

overshadows the importance of being fluent  

 

Charlie thinks that there is a significant difference between being understood and being fluent. 

He mentions that only a very basic level of language is needed to make oneself understood.  

Being accurate is knowing what to say in what situation and what register to use. He compares 

the situation to when world leaders give public speeches: “They are not fluent by no means. 

They have all kinds of crazy intonation going on and they take long pauses and then look for 

the words and so on. Once again the questionable level of importance regarding fluency comes 

up, and there is a strong indication that fluency in general should not be prioritized. David’s 

opinion regarding the relationship between fluency and correctness is that they are “not exactly 

the same thing but to some degree, I mean if you're going to be fluent in a language there has 

to be a high degree of correctness”. David mentions that his colleagues have had discussions 

about the relationship between being fluent and being understood, and that different teachers 

regard certain aspects as more important than others. Some seem to be more concerned with 

the grammar, and others more interested in the content: “You know, did you get your point 

across?” There are no given answers to this debate as the two interplay and are in the end equally 

important “but that's my own opinion. I can’t say one is more important than the other”.  
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When asked if the difference between being understood and being fluent is significant to her, 

Eveline says “Of course it matters depending on what you're aiming at”. Her students usually 

aimed at being able to communicate at different levels of register and formality. Whether or not 

they were accurate does not seem to be of great concern to them. The underlying implication 

throughout the conversation was that fluency tended to be favoured by being understood.  This 

seems to be more important since many of Eveline’s current students seem to struggle with 

learning English.  

 

Frida is of the opinion that accuracy is very important when learning fluency. However, she 

also mentions that it is also important for students to make mistakes. She maintains that getting 

her students to speak during her lectures would sometimes be a problem, mostly due to shyness 

and low confidence. Thus she aims at being encouraging towards her students. She claims, 

furthermore, that being understood does not necessarily mean being fluent. Frida adds: “You 

make yourself understood even if you don't use a lot of words”. She here hints at fluency not 

being a vital component in being understood.  

 

7. Analysis and Discussion  

The first research question that was posed in this research project was: how do Swedish EFL 

teachers regard fluency and is the teaching of it considered important? The teachers’ attitudes 

regarding this clearly spoke in favour of the inclusion of teaching fluency in the classroom. 

When describing and defining what fluency is to them, many mentioned the importance of 

keeping a conversation going and the ease at which they were able to uphold said conversation. 

Barbro linked fluency to the level at which a student is able to adapt their vocabulary and 

register to occasion. This could be linked to Gibbons’ (2015) first suggestion on practicing in 

real-time situations. Having this goal in mind when teaching fluency might, as mentioned, 

generate the ability to express fluency through a proper regulation of register.  Confidence was 

also occasionally mentioned, by Eveline and David, as an important factor in the learning and 

practicing of fluency. The lack of confidence and its risk of becoming a problem in students 

learning process was especially noted by Frida and her mentioned solution was constant 

encouragement. The encouragement factor could be seen as a direct link to the very core of 

scaffolding, which mentions the support given by teachers to their students. Charlie’s opinions 

regarding his views on fluency diverged somewhat to the rest of the teachers. He claimed that 
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foreign language learners can never have “complete fluency”, especially when compared to 

first language speakers. He mentioned that one problem with teaching fluency is the lack of 

models, in this case fluent speech, provided by teachers. The problem of teachers lacking in 

fluency can be connected to Gibbons’ (2015) writings on the importance of having language 

models in the classroom. If there is a lack of models, one could draw the conclusion that the 

scaffolding itself is lacking, which could negatively impacts students’ learning.  

 

Whether or not fluency is more important than other aspects of EFL learning was however 

somewhat unclear. Alice claimed that being understood is not necessarily more important than 

being fluent. She claimed that not being understood was however more destructive in the 

process of communicating than a lack of fluency. Barbro said that making mistakes, and thus 

not being accurate, did not necessarily indicate a lack of fluency as even native speakers make 

mistakes. David mentioned that accuracy is only important if the student “gets their message 

across”. He furthermore stated that one is not more important than the other. The teacher’s 

attitudes towards fluency being indicated by students being able to adapt their language to the 

receiver can be connected to the aim in the syllabus that states that students are to develop 

strategies of using the language in different contexts (Swedish National Agency for Education, 

2011). Furthermore, it should be mentioned that since all teachers evidently had considered 

fluency and made conscious efforts in practicing it with their students, they were all conscious 

of its importance in the syllabus as one of the aimed learning outcomes of the EFL courses.  

 

 

The second research question of this project aimed at finding out how the EFL teachers 

interviewed approached teaching fluency, and why they preferred and used certain methods. 

When analysing the interviews there is a clear indication that all teachers seem to agree on that 

the relationship between the teacher and student is important. All teachers expressed a clear 

desire to want to support and help their students develop through their thorough explanation of 

methods. This attitude mirrors Burner’s (1978) writings on the benefits of teachers actively 

aiding their students to reach their goals. The teachers reported on actively encouraging their 

students in engaging in their own learning and language development. An example of this is 

Barbro, Charlie, Alice and Frida encouraging their students to only speak English in their 

classroom. In Alice’s classroom, Swedish seemed to be banned completely. The reason as to 

why she does this is to expose the students to the language and create more opportunities to 

practice. This could be directly connected to “stretched language” (Gibbons, p. 26), where 
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students are in some ways forced to move outside of their comfort zone in order to meet the 

standards and requirements set by the teacher. Charlie described the process of continuously 

practicing as being more about personal development, rather than strictly fluency development. 

This way of utilising every minute of the time that has been given to the individual teacher 

seems logical in the sense that not much time of a whole school week is spent in the EFL 

classroom. This shows that the teachers are prepared to not only help their students with their 

development, but also to challenge them.  

 

Gibbons (2015) claimed in one of her suggestions that it is beneficial for students to receive the 

opportunity to practice their language ability, and thus develop fluency, in real-time situations. 

This seems to be a method favoured by Charlie, David, Frida and Eveline who reported on 

employing task-based exercise to promote fluency. The reasons as to why this type of exercises 

was used seems to be due to their way of mirroring real life situations and require the students 

to think on their feet. According to Eveline, this kind of knowledge would very likely be useful 

to the students in their future lives.  Specific exercises mentioned were tasks that involved 

students simulating applying for jobs. The jobs were in the case of Eveline closely related to 

the programme the student attended, or their personal interest. Other types of task-based 

exercises mentioned were ones where students got to discover uses of language for themselves 

through venturing out into different kinds of stores and experiencing English in every-day 

situations. Albino (2017), as well as Kafipour et al. (2018), state that it is important for the 

development of fluency that students are given opportunities for practicing the language in real-

life settings. Students also benefit from situations that they can relate to, or that are viewed as 

applicable to their own lives, the teachers also mentioned this.  This would, according to Albino 

(2017), improve multiple aspects of language that directly connects to fluency. Since these 

types of exercises are clearly favoured by the respondents, it could be implied that the effects 

mentioned by Gibbons (2015) occur at a noticeable frequency.  

 

Another example of how Gibbons’ (2015) suggestions are relevant to the results of the study is 

the frequent mention of turn taking exercises and small group discussions. The benefit of these 

types of activities, in connection to the process of developing fluency, are also mentioned by 

van Os et al. (2020). Alice, Charlie, David and Eveline mentioned that they frequently used 

different kinds of turn taking exercises or small group discussions.  These types of exercises 

gave the students the opportunity to both practice and develop fluency with friends and people 

they were less acquainted with. The lack of preparation that some exercises demanded, as 
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described by Charlie, is more or less exactly what van Os et al. (2020) describes as being 

something that benefits students. This type of exercise can, as mentioned, be connected to 

Gibbons (2015), who states that students’ language learning process benefit from them 

receiving the opportunity to continuously practice in realistic settings. This leads to the 

possibility of their language being processed more deeply, and thus improves overall fluency. 

The favouring of small group discussions seems to connect to both the creation of a safe space, 

but also to them challenging their students and testing their abilities in new environments. The 

element of uncertainty, as generated by the challenge, mixed with the sense of security, provides 

a fitting arena for development of fluency in students.  

 

A method that was less commonly mentioned was the providing of support through modelling 

of language, only expressed by Charlie, Alice and Frida. Being presented with a version of 

language, at their own level, that demonstrated what exactly they were asked to perform seemed 

to be something that was successfully employed in different versions by all three teachers. 

Charlie, especially, was very careful to explain the needs and benefits of having a model that 

students can shape themselves, and subsequently their language. This is supported by Gibbons 

(2015). Especially in the sense that teachers should provide scaffolding that helps students 

understand the direction in which their language and fluency development should be headed. 

The models provided by teachers could break down the different parts of language, for example 

in an essay, and directly demonstrate what is needed in order for a student to successfully learn 

and execute their individual abilities. Providing models could also be applied to Burner’s (2978) 

theory on learners constructing their own understand through the help of scaffolding. Through 

the model provided, learners might create individual insights to what certain aspects of 

language learning, such as fluency, requires.  

 

Other findings that mirror Gibbons’ (2015) second suggestion of models are the teachers’ 

preferred method of teaching fluency through teaching vocabulary. The interviewees suggested 

different methods of teaching and learning. Different kinds of thesauruses and online 

dictionaries were mentioned. Moreover, suffixes, affixes, as well as linking words seemed to 

be favoured in the process of developing fluency. The importance of learning these aspects of 

the English language was expressed by, among others, Eveline, who compared linking words 

with “road signs” that signal new content or aspects to the reader or listener. The signs could 

be linked to Gibbons’ (2015) suggesting models of language. The importance of knowing a 

wide variety of words is echoed both by Uchihara and Saito (2019), as well as Sugita (2012). 
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There were, however, some objections towards fluency being directly connected to knowing 

and understanding a high amount of various vocabulary. Charlie claimed that unless the student 

was confident enough and actually knew how certain words were to be used, a rich and well-

developed vocabulary is unnecessary. These results indicate that the uses of vocabulary in 

connection to fluency are ambiguous, depending on the speaker’s ability to use it effectively. 

The higher the effectiveness of the usage of vocabulary, the more fluent the speaker would 

likely be considered.  

 

Further findings of the study show that the interviewed teachers seemed inclined creating a safe 

space for learning, which, among other things, included letting students talk about subjects they 

have a substantial amount of knowledge about. In the case of Charlie, this meant talking about 

themselves, and then working their way towards more complicated subjects. In other cases the 

creation of a safe space meant that students only had to practice and perform their abilities in 

front of a small group of peers. This could be connected to the process of crossing the zone of 

proximal development in scaffolding. As feeling safe and comfortable might be considered 

important in the teachers gaining their students’ trust and thus being more easily able to aid 

their students in developing English language abilities.  

 

8. Further investigation 

As for future investigations in this area, a higher quantity of interviews could possibly provide 

advantages in any further studies. As six respondents hardly represent the whole picture of 

teacher’s attitudes towards fluency, a larger quantity of interviews would most likely not be 

unwelcomed in any future data gathering. Another possible area that could be interesting to 

follow up is Charlie’s claim that fluency is not accessible to every student at an upper secondary 

level. Whether or not this is the case, it could provide for an interesting study, as it would 

consider the somewhat controversial discussion of equal accessibility in education. Another 

possible direction for future investigations could take is to follow up interviews with classroom 

observations and then compare and contrast the two. However, such projects would most likely 

require a significantly longer amount of time than what has been provided for this particular 

project. 
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9. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to gain knowledge about the role of fluency in the Swedish EFL 

classroom, as well as to investigate teachers’ methods in teaching it. The results of the study 

showed that there are multiple ways in which a teacher can engage their students in practicing 

their fluency, both through, for example, learning vocabulary and practicing through task-based 

exercises. The distinction between writing and speaking was not very clear, however it can be 

argued that many of the methods used by the respondents are applicable to both the ability of 

speaking as well as the ability of writing. Fluency seems to be overall considered important to 

the teachers. However, it does not seem that it is always the main focus during language 

learning. For currently practicing teachers, the findings of this study imply that it is important 

that they pay attention to the level of comfort in, as well as the interests of, their students. This 

implies that there is an advantage in creating a safe space for learning, as well as learning the 

individual interests of the students. Even though this level of connection has not been clearly 

mentioned in neither the steering documents or in the previous research, its importance seems 

logical when applied to the theoretical framework, and especially when considering humans as 

social beings with the need for inter-personal connections.   
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11. Appendix 1 

 

11.1 Interview questions  

 
- What groups of students do you teach? From what programs? 

- For how long have you been teaching? 

- Have you taught at different programs? If yes, which ones? 

 

- What is fluency in language to you? 

- Do you consider fluency to be important? Why/Why not? 

- How do you experience your students’ attitudes towards fluency? Is it something they 

actively and consciously strive for? 

- Do you think there is a significant difference between being understood and being 

fluent? Is one more important than the other?   

- What are your methods when you work with improving student’s fluency in speech and 

writing?  

- Do you encourage students to practice fluency outside school? If yes, in what ways? 

- What factors do you think are important in the process of students becoming fluent in 

English?  

- How do you know when a student is fluent in one or more aspects of language? What 

marks the change from non- or less fluent to fluent?  

- How do you typically assess fluency?  

 

 

 

 


