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Analysis of a Grammar Exercise: Reported Speech Exercise in New Opportunities Intermediate Language Powerbook, p. 76 #2.
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This reported speech exercise featured in the school book New Opportunities is a simple switching exercise, where the student is asked to transform a statement into reported speech. Since it is just a switching exercise, the student does not have to bring in his/her own ideas and does not need to know how to perform cognitive activities (there is no dual processing). That is why it can be categorised as an attempt at a conceptualisation exercise, where the student should make generalisations about reporting and internalise certain rules. 

There are many problems with this exercise. Firstly, there is no realistic context given in these sentences, nor can a student imagine a context from them. In sentence number four, for example, the word “us” is very misleading, since you do not know who David is referring to, so you are not completely sure how to use the “us” when reporting his statement. In addition, you could simply exchange the words provided for nonsense words and the student would still know how to do the exercise because he/she is only asked to switch tenses and pronouns and not to produce meaning. Secondly, this exercise is not open-ended. When reporting one should keep in mind that in authentic real-life contexts, we do not reproduce a statement word for word, but we reproduce certain ideas or events, i.e. we focus on the meaning, since we usually do not have a statement stored in our minds word for word. This exercise does not provide you with the necessary context to reproduce the meaning of the utterance; it only provides you with a verb and pronouns to transform. It is a very inauthentic, traditional grammar exercise. 

When looking at the way reported speech is presented in the whole unit, you can see why an exercise like this is provided. All the statements and exercises follow the pattern of changing tenses and time and place expressions. When students learn it this way, the exercise in question is rather easy for them to do, but when confronted with real life situations or more communicative exercises, they would probably have a hard time completing these. In addition, when trying to get to the proceduralisation stage and then the performance stage, where they would have to present their own ideas, provide meaningful reported statements and use reported speech in connection with other grammatical structures, they would also struggle.
 It would be ideal to provide the students with a communicative grammar exercise, also at the conceptualisation stage, where they would have contextualised statements and could, for example, choose their own verb to transform. This would make it more open-ended, provide a context (or have them imagine one), make it more authentic and also more learner-centred. These exercises would have to be accompanied with a notional approach to grammar teaching i.e. telling the children that there is a difference between reporting (no person identification, or doubt – past tense)and announcing (personal identification – present tense) to get more successful results. In addition, you would have to turn away from making students memorise which time expression becomes another and which place expression becomes another by making students aware that these switches always depend on the reporter and the time and place of the conversation.

