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What this workshop aims to do

• Examine two lesson ideas / lesson plans that focus on using 
Functional Language and Speaking (for both fluency and accuracy)

• In an online setting and in a classroom setting

• Encouraging students to take initiative

• Analyze options for creating a true-to-life speaking environment in 
which students can communicate more fluently and accurately by 
using functional language



Functional language as a shortcut (1)

• In the Speaking section of many exam classes (IELTS, FCE, CAE, TOEFL…), 
the candidate has to answer a question in a certain way.  

• Sample answers contain tremendous amounts of FUNCTIONAL LANGUAGE: 

• Linkers, filler phrases, reactions, set phrases, idiomatic expressions, etc. 

• Native speakers and proficient users can take these for granted

• Your students usually have no clue what to say in certain situations.

• Same with communicative grammar. 

• Do you need a hand? > Need a hand?

• General English: Scaffolding to the rescue!

• General English sometimes seems to lacks purpose in Speaking lessons.:

• Speaking for the sake of speaking;



Functional language as a shortcut (2)

• Example: Why is Malta a good destination for English Language learners? 

• WHY are we discussing this? What kind of conversation are we developing?

• What functional language is about to come up? Giving opinions? Trying to work out a 
problem? Trying to figure out who should speak next? Distancing the facts? 

• Sometimes the function isn’t even apparent until you notice that your 
students don’t know how to initiate conversation about working in a group.

• Do you wanna go first? /   Who wants to go first?

• X, d’you wanna start? /    X, would you like to start? 

• THE MAIN TAKEAWAY for a successful application of Functional Language: 

• Once you notice that something isn’t right in terms of basic communication, 
take a few minutes to teach that to your students!



SHORTCUT #1: BE 
T(r)OPICAL

• This is a spontaneous lesson: We know where we start 
from, and we kind of know what the destination is!

• Objective: make the speaking lesson as realistic as 
possible: interruptions, reactions, etc.

• Choose something topical and tropical (= exciting) to talk 
about and create a short text for level A2 / B1 / B1+ / B2. 

• Various other media is, of course, a possibility! 

• Tweak your goals and systems according to the level. 



What’s up with this week?

• This week Malta celebrates one national and one public holiday: 31
March is Freedom Day, and 2 April is Good Friday. The former is the
anniversary of the withdrawal of the British troops from Malta in
1979, whereas the latter is a Christian (religious) holiday that
commemorates the death of Jesus. Most institutions, such as
schools and universities, aren’t open on these days. Since this rarely
occurs, many people choose either to book the week off and have a
few days to themselves, or go on a short holiday to places like
Gozo, Sicily, or Italy (before the pandemic, of course).

- Can you spot the target language?

(Upper-Int. group; Monday, 29 March 2021, via Zoom)
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What (actually) happened next:

• (1) eliciting reactions, 

• (2) vocabulary clarification, 

• (3) eliciting double linkers, 

• (4) complete the sentence. 



1. Eliciting reactions: 

• The question remained the same: “What’s up with this week?”

• Actual students’ reactions:

• A crazy week, no?

• Oh, it’s great!

• That’s terrible, everything will be closed. 

• Cool, I’ll go for a walk around Malta twice. (the optimist of the group!)

• This never happens! 

• Sounds good, but maybe it isn’t.



2. Vocabulary clarification

Almost all of the explanations were 
elicited. For better or worse, Google was 
the go-to tool:

• The former = the first one of two 
mentioned 

• Withdrawal (noun) = (1) taking money 
from the ATM, (2) to retreat, to leave a 
place, to stop support of a place

• Troops (noun) = groups of soldiers = part 
of the army

• Whereas (linking word) = (1) however, (2) 
on the other hand

• The latter = the second one of two 
mentioned 

• To commemorate (verb) = (1) remember / 
make a memory of, (2) celebrate, (3) to 
honor something / to give respect to 
something

• To occur = to happen 

• To book the week off = to take the whole 
week off work 

• To book a day off 

• To book half a day off 

• Have a few days to yourself = have a few 
days to rest, to enjoy, to spend privately

• Since (at the start of a sentence) = 
because



3. Eliciting double linkers
I elicited the term but the interaction was mainly between the students. 

I was muted while on camera, only nodding or shaking my head. 

I used the chat box to give instructions or clarifications.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

• The former …The latter – always used with THE

• The first of two… the second of two…

• EITHER…OR…: Two possibilities – but you can only choose ONE of them

• EITHER (option A) OR (option B) = choose ONE!

• BOTH…AND…: Two possibilities – you can choose both of them!

• BOTH (option A) AND (option B) = you can take both!

• NEITHER…NOR…: Two possibilities – you cannot choose any of the two

• NEITHER (option A) NOR (option B) = there’s no choice possible.



4. Complete the sentence

• The task was simple: in the chat box, complete the sentence any way 
you want, and, if possible, try to use a double linker.

Generally speaking, I like holidays…

Actual students’ answers: 

• … because I can either study or spend time with my friends. 

• …because it’s so crowded everywhere, I want to go outside on my day off. I want to 
either go shopping or go in nature. 

• …one day off is not enough. Either give us a long weekend or two days off, please! 

• …because either I have time to myself or I go outside to enjoy nature



What’s up with this week? (2)

• Fill in the blanks with the words and phrases in red:

EITHER / LIKE / OR / SINCE / SUCH AS / THE FORMER / THE LATTER / WHEREAS

This week Malta celebrates one national and one public holiday: 31st March is
Freedom Day, and 2nd April is Good Friday. _________ is the anniversary of the
withdrawal of the British troops from Malta in 1979, _________ _________ is a
Christian (religious) holiday that commemorates the death of Jesus. Most
institutions, _________ schools and universities, aren’t open on these days.
_________ this rarely occurs, many people choose _________ to book the week
off and have a few days to themselves, _________ go on a short holiday to
places _________ Gozo, Sicily, or Italy (before the pandemic, of course).



Shortcuts used: 

• SHORTCUT #1: Think of something 
topical (or tropical, i.e. exotic) that 
you’ve come across.

• It doesn’t have to be, for instance, 
International Women’s Day so that we 
talk about the women you look up to!

• You need less than a hundred words 
typed up or a short video to get the 
conversation started. 

• In the classroom: Have your topical 
text / your media displayed on any 
available large screen. 

• It’s a good idea to let the conversation 
go freely at first and take note of any 
mistakes that happen.

• SHORTCUT #2: Students are encouraged to use the 
chat box when answering questions. 

• It might seem like this discourages speaking, but they 
are TYPING in English, which means they are 
practicing (very) informal writing;  

• Misuse of commas and other punctuation becomes a 
talking point as well. 

• Everyone has a chat app of one kind or another – why 
not give them a chance to practice typing? 

• In the classroom: Low-tech shortcut: 

• a bit of scrap paper for the COMPLETE THE 
SENTENCE exercise! 

• The answers go in a box or similar. Can be anonymous  
to add an extra chance for communication and using 
functional language (guessing, doubting, giving hints, 
etc). 



Follow-up lesson: Focus on speaking

1. Do you enjoy having a day off on a public holiday? Why/Why not?

2. What do you usually do on a public holiday?

3. Are public holidays necessary? Why/Why not?

4. In some countries, if you have to work on a public holiday, you are paid double 
your normal wage. Is this a good idea? Why/Why not?

5. If you were a king/a queen, would you create a public holiday that celebrates 
you? Why/Why not?

6. Let’s create a public holiday! Think of the following:

• What do you want to celebrate? Or: Who or what do you want to honor (commemorate)?

• Which date do you want to make a public holiday? Why this date?

• What kind of activities would you like people to do on this public holiday?

• Should any special food or drink that people be consumed on this day? 



Students’ answers (a selection): 

1. On a public holiday, I generally meet old friends and spend time together 
because they don’t work on that day. 

2. We can commemorate our history and culture and they remind us of our past 
and our customs (traditions), such as Foundation Day / Constitution Day.

3. Some public holidays are necessary and others are just commercial, they used 
to be a classic holiday, but later became more commercial. 

4. These people do important jobs, such as public transport or public services in 
general (e.g. hospitals, police, fire fighters, etc.)

5. You should get some benefits! In Japan, all kinds of shops are open, so people 
in the service industry are also paid double their wage.

NOTE: Since this was on Zoom, each student took their turn to speak. The 
others had to listen carefully in order to ask a follow-up question. It can be 
very easily done in a classroom.



In short: 

• I haven’t really told you anything new here. #sorrynotsorry

• A personal effort to stop copying pages off Speaking books. 

• An effort to create something that will provoke thinking and a conversation 
and, if worse comes to worst, improvise! 

• Most people warm up to a conversation, so give them time.

• Ask a question and let the students process it before they answer it. This 
is something most teachers need reminding of: a pile of additional question 
does not help a student answer the first one you asked. 

• TTT can be significantly lowered, Students usually focus on the tasks at 
hand, cooperation is encouraged, which generates FL.



SHORTCUT #2: THE 
GRAPEVINE

• What? Why? How?

• I like my lessons to be quick and easy to make! 

• Easily fills 3 hours. Lazy-Day staple!

• It delivers! Do much more with less than you’d think.

• Very flexible on the lexis part, a bit less on the grammar. 

• Sentence stress becomes a thing you can teach your 
students.

• The example here is a B1/B2 lesson.



I heard it through the grapevine!

• Gossip is the glue of society. - one of my students (a long time ago)

• One of my students said that gossip was the glue of society.

• Really? 

• That’s sort of interesting! 

• I’m not so sure about that. 

• Is it, though? 

• Nah!

• Yeah, right!



Step 1: Create the gossip!
• Answer the following questions about yourself. 

• All, or choice of three depending on available time in the lesson plan.  

• You’ll likely have to elicit / explain the idioms (or other target language: 
collocations, dependent prepositions, etc.)

1. What really makes your day?

2. What makes you cry?

3. What calms you down?

4. What puts a smile on your face?

5. What makes your blood boil?

6. What throws you off?

7. When are you lost for words?



Step 2: Share! React! Repeat!

• Students share their answers: partners, group mates, whole class, the 
works!

• But do encourage the listeners to react as others speak.

• Active listening: It’s quite normal to interrupt people with a WOW! or 
NO WAY! while they’re sharing, so they’d better get used to it!

• Me too! / Me neither.

• So do I! / Neither do I! 

• You might have to teach them how to use these short reaction phrases. 

• Any other relevant reaction is put on the board / in the chat box.



Step 3: What are we talking about, exactly?
Just to make sure they haven’t already forgotten the vocabulary:

1. My grandmother always said that I put a ________ on her face every day. 

2. My sister said that the movie was making her ________ and that I should 
change the channel. 

3. She said that some of the exam questions had been so complicated and they 
had really thrown her _______. 

4. The retired teacher said that winning the lottery had really ________ her day. 

5. Our teacher said that he wouldn’t accept late homework anymore, which 
made my _______ boil.

6. The students in my group said they had drunk some alcohol because they had 
wanted to _________ down. 

7. When my cousin said that she was getting married tomorrow, I was 
completely lost ________ words. 



Step 3.5: THIS is what are we talking about!!!

1. My grandmother always said that I put a SMILE on her face every day. 

2. My sister said that the movie was making her CRY and that I should change 
the channel. 

3. She said that some of the exam questions had been so complicated and they 
had really thrown her OFF. 

4. The retired teacher said that winning the lottery had really MADE her day. 

5. Our teacher said that he wouldn’t accept late homework anymore, which 
made my BLOOD boil.

6. The students in my group said they had drunk some alcohol because they 
had wanted to CALM down. 

7. When my cousin said that she was getting married tomorrow, I was 
completely lost FOR words. 



Step 4: Oh! 

1. My grandmother always said that I put a smile on her face every day. 

3. She said that some of the exam questions had been so complicated and they 
had really thrown her off. 

6. The students in my group said they had drunk some alcohol because they 
had wanted to calm down. 

• Students’ genuine reactions (edited):

1. Oh how nice! / How lovely! / I’m sure she meant it. / Cool grandma!

3. Do you think she’ll pass? / Did she pass? / Could she ask for help? / Did 
she give up?

6. Were they stupid? / Oh, OK, whatever. / No way. / They were probably 
joking /pulling your leg!



Step 5: How do you react in your language?

• If you think that translation has no place in the English classroom 
of today, I beg to differ. 

• Most students can’t immediately recall new and outlandish phrases until 
they’ve compared it to the equivalent concept in their language. 

• If you happen to have two or more speakers of the same language 
in your group, ask them to confer quickly and agree whether the 
phrase you’re teaching them (1) makes sense in the context, and
(2) has an equivalent in their language. 

• This gives you the opportunity to check whether they’re using the 
functional language usually associated with asking such questions. 

• If  they aren’t, teach them how to ask and reply! 



The grapevine: Shortcut #1
Students are naturally curious when they hear another language, 

and would even ask an additional questions: 

1.How do you say X in 
Japanese? 

2. Do you have a word or a 
phrase that means X in 
Spanish? 

3.How can I say X in Italian? 

4.I’ve heard German is 
difficult, but what’s the 
phrase for X in German?

1.Oh, usually you say ______, but 
sometimes you can say Y instead. 

2.Yes, we have many words that 
mean X. I usually use this one: ____. 

3.It depends on the region, but I 
usually say_______; 

4.German is easy! This same phrase is 
much shorter in German, actually. 
It’s _______. 



Step 6: Gossip is serious business!
• The students said that their friend had passed out. 

• The students said: “One of our friends passed out.”

Rewrite the sentences into direct speech:

1. My grandmother always said that I put a smile on her face every day. 

2. My sister said that the movie was making her cry and that I should change the channel. 

3. She said that some of the exam questions had been so complicated and they had really thrown her 
off. 

4. The retired teacher said that winning the lottery had really made her day. 

5. Our teacher said that he wouldn’t accept late homework anymore. 

6. The students in my group said they had drunk some alcohol because they had wanted to calm 
down. 

7. My cousin said that she was getting married tomorrow.

The BEST PART? They choose ONE sentence to start from and write a story in a 
hundred words or less. If not a story, then a dialogue of 8-10 lines. 



Shortcut #2: Punctuation

• It’s beneficial for everyone to go over the names of PUNCTUATION 
MARKS so that students stop saying ‘two dots’ for a colon or ‘the up 
things’ for quotation marks whilst giving you air quotes.     e.g. 

• What’s the name for the two dots? 

• What are the ‘up things’ called? 

• Is this an exclamation point or an exclamation mark?

• That’s a colon and this is a semi-colon, right?

• A rule of thumb I often employ is to mention that direct speech is 
often used in books, magazines, and stories, whereas reported speech 
is basically more of an everyday thing, i.e. how people talk. 



IN SHORT:

• If you want to try something that combines vocabulary and grammar, 
then this Grapevine type of lesson can work wonders for you! 

• Make sure you plan the vocabulary component beforehand, and 
choose whether you’d like to do Reported Statements, Reported 
Questions, or Reported Commands/Orders.

• The latter depends on the people in your group, and of course, the level.

• It takes less time to prepare than you might think, BUT

• you still have to know your stuff! 

• Something unplanned will undoubtedly pop up: it’s a chance to teach 
language outside of the grammar/vocabulary already in the lesson!



Final thoughts: 

• Over-Zoomed should be an entry in the Oxford English Dictionary!

• Teach your students to communicate not just their knowledge or interests, 
but those little tidbits of communication that many of us take for granted. 

• I’ve found that the best way to prepare lessons like this is to listen to the 
people around you: how do they react? What tone of voice do they use? 

• Weave that in: your lesson becomes more true-to-life that way.

• Everything that you did on Zoom/Teams/whatever is ten times easier to do 
in a classroom.

• So go for it! 

• Mistakes are allowed. After all, we’re all a tad overZoomed, aren’t we?



Thank you! 
Aleksandar Mitovski

amitovs@gmail.com


