CHAPTER 4

Teaching the Four Skills

HE ABILITY TO use a language in a communica-
I tive way, however, is not just a single unified
skill. Most recent thinking has divided language
ability into four separate skill areas; listening, reading,
speaking, and writing. Listening and reading are known
as the receptive skills; while speaking and writing are
known as the productive skills.
According to SIL International (1999). The four

basic skills are related to each other by two parameters:

the mode of communication: oral or written
the direction of communication: receiving or
producing the message

SIL’s webpage further represents the skills using
the chart reproduced below:

Oral Written
Receptive Listening Reading
Productive Speaking Writing

Most teachers try to incorporate all four skill areas into
their planning, though some classes may focus more on
one set of skills or the other, due to the course and learner
objectives (Oxford, 2001).

When learning new language material, the order of
acquisition is generally this, for both second language
learners and children learning their first language:

Listening: The learner hears a new item (sound, word,
grammar feature, etc.)
Speaking: The learner tries to repeat the new item.

Reading: The learner sees the new item in written form.

Writing: The learner reproduces the written form of the item.

When you are planning to present a new teaching item
(sound, grammar point, vocabulary word, etc.,) keep
the order of acquisition in mind. It is best to expose the
learners to the item in that same order, so that they are
exposed to it as a listener before they are called on to use
it as a speaker, and that they hear it before they see it in
text. In this way, the order of learning a second language
is similar to the way a child learns his or her first lan-
guage. He/she will be able to understand the new item for
quite a while before he/she is able to produce it and use it
in communication (Laubach Literacy Action, 1996).

In technical terms, the difference between being able to
understand an item and being able to produce it is known
as passive versus active knowledge. So it is important to
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expose learners to a large amount of material using the
new item before they are able to actually employ it in com-
munication. Even though it is not apparent, your learners
will be absorbing the new items on an unconscious level.
Consequently, you should expect that the learn-
ers will go through a period of being exposed to new
language and internalizing it before they can produce.
They will be able to understand, but will not be able to
produce. It is because of this so-called “silent period”
that many recent approaches to language teaching are
“comprehension-based”. This means that the instructor
presents material that does not require the students to
respond verbally, but rather allows them to show com-
prehension without having to actually produce speech
in the target language (Larsen-Feeman, D. 2000).
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