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INTRODUCTION
This ESL study investigates the effectiveness of the drama form “improvisation” in enhancing speaking skills and confidence building of young ESL learners. Since “teaching and learning of speaking in the ESL context are challenging for both teachers and learners” (Bygate, 1987, p.10), the present study will make a valuable contribution to the ESL field. There are a limited number of studies on improvisation in relation to ESL arena and its’ discourse in Sri Lanka. Thus, this study focuses on the impact of improvisation on speaking skills and confidence building of young ESL learners due to a number of reasons. First, previous studies have investigated this area in relation to adult ESL learners, but the impact of improvisation on speaking skills of young ESL learners is an un-explored area in the Sri Lankan context. As a result, the study covers a lacuna in the field of ESL in Sri Lanka. Second, the importance designated on oral communication competency of English language is high in Sri Lanka as most of the other ESL countries. Moreover, it could be stated that investigating effective methodologies which would develop speaking skills and increase the confidence level is a necessity in the field of English Language Teaching (ELT) in Sri Lanka. 
Furthermore, the sample group of the study comprises young ESL learners following the Cambridge Movers level course. As a result, Movers level speaking test materials are implemented in evaluating the impact on speaking skills. Thus, the study significantly investigates the impact of improvisation on learners’ undertaking the Cambridge young learners’ courses. Moreover, the study explores whether improvisation is an effective methodology to practice speaking for young learners to improve speaking and confidence building when facing Cambridge (young learners’) examinations.

Purpose of the study

The objective of this study is to evaluate “The Effectiveness of the Drama Form: Improvisation in Enhancing Speaking Skills and the Confidence in Speaking of Young ESL Learners”. Thus, the final results of this study will provide answers for the questions;

1. What is the impact of using improvisation towards English speaking in the ESL classroom?

2. How does the usage of improvisation affect the confidence level of the young learners?

3. What are the challenges faced by the teacher and the learners when using improvisation in an ESL classroom?

METHODOLOGY

The study employed qualitative methods of data collection and analysis. Moreover, the study categorizes as a “pre-experimental” research study employed with “one-group pre-test post-test design”. Furthermore, pre-experimental research studies as a qualitative research are dialectic and interpretive. Therefore, the study can be characterized as developmental and dynamic, in which formal structured instruments were not used

First, the fifteen young ESL learners and their teacher were interviewed prior to the intervention. Furthermore, the students were tested prior to the interventions, which was audio recorded for the data to be measured and to be compared with the results at the end of the study. A Movers level speaking test material was employed for the pre-test.  The research was conducted in five sessions; a two hours’ session for a week for five weeks’ time period. During the five weeks, the sessions were handled by the interviewed Cambridge teacher while the researcher remained as an observer. At the end of five weeks, a post- test was conducted to examine a potential improvement in the speaking competence of the participants. This was again a Cambridge Movers level speaking test material. The post-test was again audio-recorded, so that the results could be compared with the pre-test. On the other hand, post interview sessions with both the teacher and the students were conducted. More qualitative analysis was drawn from the researcher’s journal in which the researcher’s observations of the five-week sessions were collected. 

The study employed thematic analysis procedures in analyzing the collected data through interviews, the pre/post tests and the research journal. Therefore, the analysis particularly focuses on examining themes or patterns of meaning within the collected data. By doing so, the researcher aims at exploring the answers for the research questions.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study are presented under the three sections: (a) the impact of improvisation on speaking skills (b) factors affecting confidence building and (c) challenges when using improvisation in the ESL classroom.

The impact of improvisation on speaking skills (Q 01: What is the impact of using improvisation towards English speaking in the ESL classroom?)

Given below are the marks received by the participants for the pre-test and the post-test.

	Participant 
	Age 
	Gender 
	Pre-test marks
	Post-test marks

	01
	11 years
	Male 
	50
	62

	02
	11 years 
	Male 
	62
	74

	03
	10 years
	Female 
	44
	60

	04
	11 years
	Male 
	47
	58

	05
	12 years
	Female 
	41
	66

	06
	10 years
	Female 
	68
	76

	07
	10 years
	Female 
	59
	74

	08
	10 years
	Male 
	43
	67

	09
	11 years
	Male 
	66
	79

	10
	11 years
	Female 
	41
	56

	11
	12 years
	Female 
	54
	65

	12
	10 years
	Female 
	57
	71

	13
	10 years
	Female 
	42
	55

	14
	11 years
	Male 
	63
	77

	15
	10 years
	Male 
	52
	69


By comparing the overall marks received by the participants, it can be stated that a significant improvement is visible in each participants’ marks.

In relation to the improvement in Fluency, a minor improvement was visible when comparing the pre-test and the post-test. An impact was viewed on the participants’ ability to speak about a certain topic in detail. Slight changes were visible in the length of sentences uttered by the participants when comparing the pre-test and the post-test. It could be noted that the participants made an effort to speak in a more descriptive manner in the post-test.

With reference to the improvement ion accuracy, one of the significant improvements related to grammar was the proper usage of “past tense”. “Most of the students face a difficulty in understanding and using the appropriate tenses. Even though, they are able to form grammatically correct sentences when writing, they often make mistakes over and over in speaking. Especially students are unable to use past tense properly when talking or asked a question about past” (teacher). Another minor improvement viewed in relation to grammar was the use of conjunctions (but and because). During the pre-test a majority of the participants omitted the two conjunctions. Yet, the transcriptions of the post-test showcase that a considerable number of participants have understood the use of the two conjunctions, but and because. However, in some instances the grammar mistakes done in the pre-test were repeated in the post-test. One notable incident was the usage of the article “the” in front of the proper nouns by one of the participants.

When considering the improvement in the vocabulary of the participants, a major improvement is not clearly visible. However, all the participants who were unable to complete a sentence due to the lack of vocabulary terms, showed an improvement in vocabulary during the post-test.

Factors affecting the confidence building (Q 02: How does the usage of improvisation affect the confidence level of the young learners?)

It was identified that improvisational techniques could impact the development of speaking skills of the participants and their performance in overcoming language anxiety, resulting in more self-confidence. Providing learners to engage with improvisation enabled them to interact with others while using and communicating in the target language. As Brown (1994) explained “the communicative purpose of language compels us to create opportunities for genuine interaction in the classroom” (p.53). It is viewed through the analysis of the data that there is a relevant connection between language and social interaction practices. Furthermore, co-operative learning environment, non-threatening environment and situational authenticity; were identified as the major facts affected the confidence building. 

Challenges when using improvisation in the ESL classroom. (Q 03: What are the challenges faced by the teacher and the learners when using improvisation in an ESL classroom)

It has been demonstrated through the study that the use of improvisation in the ESL classroom offers new dimensions of learning for the students. However, there are a number of challenges that both teachers and students may face when these active, collaborative, and essentially dialogic method is being introduced in a language classroom.

Even though, during the first two weeks some students showed shyness towards participating in improvisation, after the first two weeks (as established through the data) students demonstrated a high level of interest in contributing to conversation and exhibited a significant progress. Yet the teacher encountered constant challenges in the negotiation of classroom organization, teacher-student and student-student relationships. From the teacher’s perspective, it required thorough preparation before, careful observation in-class, and careful evaluation afterwards.

First, using improvisation was a time-consuming task in teacher preparation and classroom organization. The classroom arrangements for improvisation sessions was challenging for the teacher as well. Understanding the role of the teacher was another challenge for the teacher when using improvisation in the classroom.

CONCLUSION 

To summarize, improvisation technique could play a significant role in teaching speaking for young learners in the ESL context. It is an appealing device to enrich teachers’ and students’ experience to process English acquisition together. For young learners, improvisation could improve their fluency, communicative competence as well as their confidence. For teachers, it could be a challenging but effective strategy which could facilitate students to become more initiative learners in the ESL classes.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

Through the findings of the study, improvisation can be recommended for the improvement of speaking skills of Young ESL learners and practice situational authenticity in speaking. Moreover, it can be recommended for the teachers of Cambridge young learners’ English courses as an effective means of practicing speaking skills in the classroom. Furthermore, improvisation can be recommended for the young learners with language anxiety to overcome their fears through co-operative learning. 

Thus, improvisation can be recommended for Young ESL learners as an effective means of improving speaking skills as well as confidence building.
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