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This paper sets out the necessity of examining the communication skills of teachers of Spanish as a foreign language as conducted in 

other socio-educative contexts. According to this objective, the paper begins with a review of theoretical efforts that have been made 

during recent years referring to research methodology (such as instruments), and to their main results. This leads to a discussion of 

the training needs that teachers of Spanish as a foreign language presently face for the development of their communication skills in 

the classroom and, in general terms, the paper discusses the different types of ideas and strategies that must be considered during 

teachers’ instruction. Finally, this brief proposal expects to be the seed of future research projects that impact positively on the 

improvement of teachers’ communication competence, whereby the ideas discussed here are taken as a nuclear component in the 

frame of future teaching competence. 
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Introduction 

Teaching competence is made up of abilities, knowledge and attitudes that teachers need to teach 

appropriately in all occupational situations. The content of this competence has evolved to introduce new 

skills expected to benefit the teaching–learning process in all aspects (see Cazden, 1986, 1988; Cazden, 

John-Steiner & Hymes, 1972; Edwards, 1993; Fisher, 1993; Lemke, 1990; Mercer, 1995; Seedhouse, 2005, 

2008; Tsui, 2001; Walsh, 2006; Worley, Titsworth, Worley & Cornett-DeVito, 2007). Qualities such as 

motivating students to participate, and to be self-sufficient and responsible for their own learning, working 

on situations of meaningful learning, or the correct use and exploitation of technologies are some of the new 

abilities that teachers must present in the 21
st
 century. According to Cornett-DeVito and Worley (2005), 

instructional communication competence refers to “the teacher instructor’s motivation, knowledge and skill 

to select, enact and evaluate effective and appropriate, verbal and nonverbal, interpersonal and instructional 

messages filtered by student-learners’ perceptions, resulting in cognitive, affective and behavioral student-

learner development and reciprocal feedback” (p. 315). 

In this context, the current paper highlights the relevance of a number of skills that must be kept in mind 

when describing and specifying the elements that determine the teaching professional’s success in their 

teaching daily activities: skills that are together known as communication skills. Thus, the main goal of this 

proposal will be to insist on the need of assigning such competence to teachers of Spanish as a foreign 

language (SFL) from other research projects that have been based on the same issue in other academic fields 

(in particular, in the training that future teachers receive). Specifically, attempts will be made to know the 

procedures of assessment that have been applied to understand the teachers’ communication skills 

awareness, reviewing several studies on educational communication and arguing their results. 

In concordance with the above-mentioned purposes, the content is divided into three sections: first, 

teachers’ communication skills are explained in the frame of teaching competence; second, the need for a 

communicative training for SFL teachers is demanded; and third, the main conclusions are listed. 

 

Teachers’ communication skills in the frame of teaching competence 

An important component within any teaching profile, in addition to possessing the specialised 

knowledge concerning a specific subject, consists of knowing how to transmit it to students – in the words of 

Austin (1962) and Lomas (2001): “how (to teach) to do things with words”. For that, it is necessary to create 

a good environment of work in which the communicative situations or events that take place are efficiently 

solved for teachers and learners – the two basic participants who are placed on both edges of the 

communication process within the educational context. Consequently, teachers’ communication skills turn 
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into a key element for the correct running of all the elements that appear and combine during the teaching–

learning process, which constitutes an interactive process of talk and communication at the same time. 

In the last few years, different research studies have been accomplished with the goal of analysing the 

level of acquisition of communication skills by future teachers during their university education. Such 

studies have often used questionnaires as instruments directed at analysing teachers’ communicative training 

perceptions. A precedent in this context is the research group ‘Research on educational communication’ 

(HUM871) led by Gallego Ortega at the University of Granada. In the frame of this research team, Domingo 

Segovia, Gallego Ortega, García Aróstegui and Rodríguez Fuentes (2010) focus on future teachers’ 

communication skills. In particular, the aforementioned research was based on two questionnaires: one, 

related to Education students’ self-assessment, which was completed by eight-hundred and ninety students 

divided into first and last grade; and another, destined for university professors. They were also used to 

reflect on how communication skills are considered in the syllabus of students’ subjects. 

According to the aim of knowing the procedures to assess professors’ communication skills, Domingo 

Segovia et al. (2010) divided their research questionnaire into sixty items broken down into five blocks: 

(1) competence as a good speaker; (2) competence as a good addressee; (3) competence and communication 

skills in class; (4) communication competence to serve in meetings; and (5) communication competence to 

practise the tutoring. The items are organised in a Likert scale of five points (invalid, inadequate, adequate, 

high, and very high command). As the results revealed, the first grade students estimated their 

communication skills were inadequate in every aspect, with the exception of competence as a good recipient, 

which was valued as adequate. In relation to the third grade students, a light, although limited, improvement 

was noticed in their self-assessment during their instruction, expressing a scoring on average of adequate in 

every single contents block. 

Concerning the syllabus analysis, the research showed that communication skills have a limited 

presence. This competence is only included in four subjects: General Didactics; Educational and 

Developmental Psychology in School Age Children; Teaching and Development of Linguistic Skills; and 

Rhythmic and Dance Training, with a highly superficial consideration in some of them. These data suggest 

that future teachers do not learn enough communication skills during their training years at university and 

that their level of communicative competence is low; even so, students’ perceptions of their communication 

skills improves over the academic years.  

One-hundred and fifty-two university professors participated in the research of Domingo Segovia, 

Gallego Ortega and Rodriguez Fuentes (2013), reflecting on the topic of communicative abilities in the 

questionnaire. This questionnaire was divided into the following blocks: (1) competence as a good speaker 

in interpersonal communication; (2) competence as a good addressee of the communication process; 

(3) competence and communication skills in the classroom; (4) communication competence to proceed in 

meetings with parents or colleagues; and (5) communication competence’s consideration in the tutor role. 

Using the questionnaire, professors assessed whether communication skills were employed during their 

lessons, the way students acquired such abilities and whether these competences should be more developed 

in the new curriculum of their university. 

Results showed a discouraging forecast. With regard to whether communication skills were employed in 

the classroom, and in a general way in every content block represented in the questionnaire, less than 30 per 

cent of the informants affirmed this, while the remaining 70 per cent declared they employed it in an 

inadequate way or were unable to say whether they employed it or not in classroom. Regarding their 

perception about the students’ communication skills acquisition, only 26 per cent of the professors thought 

that students acquire communication skills in an adequate way as recipients, and only five per cent 

considered they acquire the necessary communication skills to conduct themselves in meetings. Once again, 

more than the 70 per cent of the informants believed that students do not acquire such skills or they could not 

say either they acquire them or not. Beyond this, 69 per cent of the professors thought that they should take 

into account these competences in the development of future teaching plans.  

In relation to the Education students’ self-perceptions, the research of Gallego Ortega and Rodríguez 

Fuentes (2015) is based on a questionnaire in which second and fourth grade Education students participated, 

in particular students from Special Education at the University of Granada (Spain). For this research, the 

same questionnaire that was used by Domingo Segovia et al. (2010) and Domingo Segovia, Gallego Ortega 

and Rodríguez Fuentes (2013) was used. On the one hand, results show an inadequate self-assessment for the 

second grade students in all the communication skills, except for the competences as a good addressee, 

which reveal an adequate level. On the other hand, fourth grade students consider their level is adequate in 

the different communication skills. In this way, a slight increase in the assessment can be noticed when 
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perceiving the progress of the communicative competence during training, but not enough significance to 

reach a high level of acquisition. 

Finally, the instrument developed by Castellá, Comellas, Cros and Vilà (2007) summarises the 

assessment of communication skills according to two interactive strategies: discursive strategies of social 

relationships in the classroom, and discursive strategies of knowledge building. All these backgrounds have 

to be present with a view to analysing the communication abilities and needs of future SFL teachers. 

 

The communicative training needs of teachers of Spanish as a foreign language  

The existence of communication skills in the teacher figure is very necessary to know how to manage 

different communicative situations suitably that arise in the classroom. This need is revealed in a deeper way 

in the context of SFL teachers. These teachers have to provide their students with all the resources to be 

communicatively competent and turn into a model of the competent user as well. For this purpose, an 

improvement in the teaching of communication skills used in the SFL classroom is required with the 

intention of achieving an effective communication during the teaching–learning process. As Cepik (2014) 

points out, a good foreign language teacher must be positive and motivating, with the ability to recognise 

learners’ concerns and offer support for their resolution. 

The concept of interactive strategy, whose control must be effective for SFL teachers in classroom, has 

been often associated with communication skills. Following Young (2011), the term interactional 

competence (IC) “has been used by different scholars with different shades of meaning in several different 

areas of second language learning, teaching, and testing” (p. 426). This author explains that IC can be 

observed (or its absence noted) in spoken interaction and in a discursive practice. Thus, on the one hand, 

“although writing has not been considered as contributing substantially to IC, nonverbal semiotic resources 

such as gesture, gaze, posture, kinesics, and proxemics are frequently considered, as indeed are verbal 

prosody, rhythm, and intonation” (p. 427). On the other hand, discursive practices are defined as “recurring 

episodes of social interaction in context, episodes that are of social and cultural significance to a community 

of speakers” (p. 427). 

Tough (1977) identifies five types of dialogue strategies that can be used in interaction with the student: 

1. Orienting strategies: questions and open comments that invite the students to choose how to respond 

to a particular topic and context. 

2. Enabling strategies: these motivate students to provide further information, fuller interpretations or 

to reconsider a statement. 

3. Informing strategies: teachers must be prepared to offer students complementary data and ideas. 

4. Sustaining strategies: oriented towards assuring the student of the teacher’s attention. 

5. Concluding strategies: these indicate an intention to conclude the dialogue or to bring a specific 

topic to a close before reorienting the discourse. 

Previously, Flanders (1970) develops an observational tool in order to classify the verbal behaviour of 

teachers and students as they interact in the classroom. For that, he proposes a system formed by ten different 

categories, as shown in Table 1 

Table 1 

Flanders’ interaction analysis category system 

 

Category 

number 
Activity 

Teacher talk Response 

1 

Accept feeling: accepts and clarifies an attitude or the 

feeling tone of a student in a non-threatening manner. 

Feeling may be positive or negative. 

2 

Praises or encourages: praises or encourages student 

action or behaviour. Jokes that release tension, but not 

at the expense of another individual. Nodding head, or 

saying ‘umhm?’ 

3 

Accepts or uses ideas of students: clarifying or building 

or developing ideas suggested by a student. Teacher 

extensions of student ideas are included but as the 

teacher brings more of his own ideas into play, shift to 

category five. 

4 

 

Ask questions: asking a question about content or 

procedure with the intent that a student may answer. 

(continued) 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Flanders’ interaction analysis category system 

 
 

Category 

number 

Activity 

Teacher talk Initiation 

5 

Lecturing: giving facts or opinions about content or 

procedures; expressing his own ideas; asking rhetorical 

questions. 

6 
Giving direction: directions, commands or orders to 

which a student is expected to comply. 

7 

Criticizing or justifying authority: statements intended 

to change student behaviour from non-acceptable to 

acceptable pattern; stating why the teacher is doing 

what he is doing 

Student talk 

Response 

 
8 

Student talk in response to teacher: talk by students in 

response to teacher. Teacher initiates the contact or 

solicits student statement. 

Initiation 

 
9 

Student talk initiated by the student: talk by students 

which they initiate. It ‘calling on’ student is only to 

indicate who may talk next, observer must decide 

whether student wanted to talk. It he did, use this 

category. 

Silence 
 

10 

Silence or confusion: pauses, short periods of confusion 

in which communication cannot be understood by the 

observer. 

 

Due to the foreign language students having to be the principal actors of the teaching–learning process 

and taking into account their specific features and needs, SFL teachers must adapt to these and update their 

professional competences. Cepik (2014) sums up these competences in a triad: a) linguistic (or 

communicative) skills, b) cultural knowledge (or intercultural competences), and c) academic achievement. 

Education must not be only based on grammatical, lexical or orthographic knowledge (that is, on the 

linguistic competence or grammatical Chomskyan model), but it must also search for the way to transform 

learners into competent users – including the cultural knowledge and socio-pragmatic skills – of 

communication. 

 

Conclusions 

Research studies reviewed in this paper begin to demonstrate the importance of communication skills in 

the frame of the teaching–learning process, as well as the lack of this kind of study when analysing SFL 

teachers’ needs. Proposals like those that are gathered in this paper are necessary to go deeper in a more 

determined way into the existing issue and, above all, to provide coherent solutions to improve the 

communication process in classroom.  

As a future line of research, study about communicative instruction and the appropriate use of this 

teaching competence must be expanded as soon as possible to the specific field of teaching SFL to be able to 

analyse the level of command that future teachers of Spanish possess and to find solutions that improve the 

teaching–learning process. 
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