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Abstract

Among the four language skills, speaking was identified as the poorest skill for Chinese primary EFL learners.
Although many teaching approaches from the mainstream have been adopted to redress the problem, teaching and
learning outcomes for speaking are still disappointing. The verbotonal approach, developed initially as a therapy for
people with hearing difficulties, has also been shown to be effective in the learning of foreign languages. However, in the
Chinese context, it has never been used to teach speaking skills to primary school students and it is commonly used to
teach pronunciation rather than speaking. To bridge the gap, the present study devised a verbotonal-based approach for
improving the speaking skills of Chinese primary EFL learners. Eighty Grade 3 students from a rural primary school in
China participated in the study. The experimental group undertook the intervention while the control group followed the
traditional way of learning to speak English. Time on task was the same for both groups. After a period of 18 weeks, the
experimental group improved significantly in both overall speaking proficiency and individual tests: word-reading,
sentence-reading, singing and oral interview, as well as five subskills: vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, fluency and
comprehensibility. Additionally, the experimental group outperformed the control group in all aspects tested. Finally, the
experimental group topped the district examinations whereas the control group obtained an average score. These findings
suggest that the verbotonal approach was of considerable benefit to the learning of English speaking skills in the
participating group.
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1. Introduction school students (S. S. Li, 2016; Zhang, 2011). The
Stepping into the new era, China is major challenges hindering English-speaking
beginning to enjoy substantial economic growth, instruction in primary schools in China are: a

and simultaneously, faces the challenges of significant shortage of qualified teachers and a
internationalization and globalization. To meet the severe lack of suitable learning approaches and
demands resulting from social development, the materials (Bing, 2016; Hu, 2005; Teng, 2010;
Chinese Ministry of Education (hereinafter referred Wang, 2007; Zhao, Joshi, Dixon, & Huang, 2016).
to as MOE) issued a directive in January 2001 to In addition, the overly large class size, inadequate
embark on the universal provision of English in facilities  for instruction and insufficient
primary schools. It was required that primary coordination between primary and secondary
schools in cities and counties offer English classes English courses also pose serious challenges to the
at Primary 3 level, beginning in autumn of 2001 and teaching and learning of speaking skills in Chinese
the primary schools located in rural areas were primary schools (Hu, 2005; D. Zhang, 2012). In

required to do so in the following year (M. Li, 2016; order to address these significant problems,
MOE, 2001). Fourteen years have elapsed since the researchers, educators and teachers in English
implementation of the universal provision of language education in China are beginning to invest

English in primary schools. However, the outcomes more effort in exploring progressive teaching
of primary English education appear to be approaches (Hu, 2013; D. Zhang, 2012; Zhang,
unsatisfactory and discouraging. Studies indicate 2016). Nevertheless, the fact remains that the
that among the four macro-skills (listening, problems in the teaching and learning of
speaking, reading and writing), speaking is English-speaking skills in primary schools have not
identified as the most difficult for Chinese primary been resolved successfully despite the adoption of
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the latest approaches from the mainstream. Clearly,
there is an urgent need for more developed learning
approaches.

To develop a suitable learning approach to
improve students’ English-speaking skills, it seems
valuable to engage in a fundamental rethink of what
speaking skills are and the nature of learning to
speak a foreign language. Although it is difficult to
arrive at a precise definition of speaking skills, there
is general agreement that speaking skills include
learners’ accurate and effective use of linguistic and
sociolinguistic features to achieve a wide range of
communicative functions. Linguistic elements such
as lexical richness, grammatical accuracy,
pronunciation skills, fluency and comprehensibility
have been shown to be the major determinants of
the overall speaking proficiency of an L2 speaker
(De Jong & Van Ginkel, 1992). The learning of
speaking skills, like the learning of other language
skills or learning in general, is essentially a process
of personal meaning-making (Lian, 2004, 2011).
When learners begin to learn a foreign language,
they are liable to be insensitive and “deaf” to the
new language signals because their perceptual and
productive systems are attuned to perceive and
produce their native language or other languages
that they know well. So, the first and foremost step
in learning is to raise learners’ awareness and
change their perceptions of the foreign language.
The verbotonal approach was originally a language
therapy whose principles and practices are
conducive to the learning of a foreign language.
Thus, the objective of the study was to develop a
verbotonal-based approach (VTA) in an attempt to
improve the English speaking skills of Chinese
primary EFL learners. It was hypothesized that,
after treatment, VTA would increase participants’
speaking performances as defined above and that
there would be a statistically significant difference
between the experimental group and the control
group that engaged with a traditional learning
program for developing speaking skills. Two
research questions were derived from these
hypotheses:

1) Is the VTA effective for learning to speak
English? If yes, in what ways?

2) Is there a significant difference in speaking
skills improvement between the experimental and
control groups? If so, in what ways?
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2. Literature review
2.1 General introduction to Verbotonalism

The verbotonal approach was conceived in
1939 by Petar Guberina, a linguist specializing in
“the linguistics of speech” (Asp, Kline, & Koike,
2012). It originally applied auditory-based
strategies to treat hard of hearing children and
adults by maximizing their listening skills, and at
the same time, developing intelligible speech
through binaural listening (Asp, 2006). This
approach holds that hearing impairment or even
deafness is not so much a physical deficit as a
different way of organizing audition (Renard & van
Vlasselaer, 1976). So, the central preoccupation of
the approach is to create an optimal field of hearing
in order to restructure, i.e., reorganize, the way
participants perceive language signals.

Since its advent, the verbotonal approach
has been studied and applied mainly in the
following areas: rehabilitation of children and
adults with hearing impairment, diagnostic therapy,
treatment of speech language disorders and
communication problems such as articulation,
stuttering, aphasia and autism, and the teaching of
foreign  languages  largely  through  the
Structuro-Global-Audio-Visual (SGAV)
methodology (an adaptation of the principles of
verbotonalism to language teaching). It should be
noted here that Verbotonalism has been relatively
neglected as an area of research for the past 30
years. Few research studies have been performed,
especially in the area of foreign/second language
education. This accounts for the lack of recent
references in this article. However, the references
quoted, even though apparently dated, contain the
fundamental principles which underpin the work
done here and have served to develop approaches,
structures and techniques used in the present study.

In the field of foreign language teaching,
the verbotonal system has been thought of by some
as an effective approach to phonetic correction. To
illustrate, as early as 1980, Andrew-Peter Lian, in
his book Intonation Patterns of French (Teacher’s
Book), introduced Verbotonalism and adopted it in
the teaching of French pronunciation. He designed
sensitization and reinforcement sessions to attempt
to create optimal conditions to reinforce students’
perceptual and articulatory abilities. Thirty-one
years later, still in the teaching of French
pronunciation, Alazard, Astesano, and Billieres
(2011) compared two approaches of phonetic
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correction: the traditional articulatory approach,
and the verbotonal approach. Their study provides
good evidence of the benefits of Verbotonalism in
the teaching of second language pronunciation over
the articulatory approach.

Besides, Hu and Uno (2005) developed a
teaching method based on Verbotonalism to teach
Japanese beginners learning the tones of Chinese.
Thirty-five university students in a basic Chinese
class were selected as subjects. After 7 weeks of
training, the students were given a test, including
the task of dictating and pronouncing the tones of
monosyllabic and two-syllable words.  Results
showed that this approach was useful for
distinguishing and learning to pronounce 4 different
kinds of tones, and students’ performances on
almost all tasks had improved substantially. Hang
(2012) adopted the verbotonal system in the
teaching of Japanese to Chinese learners. Her study
also confirmed the usefulness of the approach. In
the Chinese EFL context, He (2015) conducted a
teaching experiment to study the effectiveness of
the verbotonal system in the teaching of
pronunciation to Chinese university EFL learners.
Her findings again suggest that the verbotonal
program was highly effective in the teaching of
pronunciation of a foreign language.

As Alazard and colleagues (2011) put it,
although the verbotonal approach proves to be of
great value both in didactics and speech therapy, it
has only achieved quite limited visibility, largely
because it is poorly understood and inadequately
implemented. It nevertheless has a relatively long
and respected history within the limits of the
research programs undertaken.

2.2 Studies on the teaching of English speaking
skills in primary schools in China

As preceding discussion indicates,
ushering in the new era, English language education
has been universally established in primary schools
in China since 2001. However, the discouraging
fact is that the English-speaking skills of primary
school students have been generally considered as
poor (Chen, 2008; Dong, 2003; Hu 2007; Zhang,
2014). Although there are a large number of studies
on primary English instruction, only a few focus
deliberately and exclusively on the teaching of
speaking skills.

Browsing the existing literature, it can be
concluded that research on the teaching and
learning of English-speaking skills in Chinese
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primary schools concerns itself mainly with the
identification of the challenges and problems faced
by teachers and learners, and the exploration of
teaching methods for improving students’ speaking
skills.

In terms of challenges and problems,
studies show that the speaking proficiency of
students is generally poor. There are mainly three
problems existing in the teaching and learning of
speaking skills (Hu, 2007; D. Zhang, 2012). The
first is the severe scarcity of qualified teachers. The
second is the adoption of inappropriate teaching
methods by the teachers. Some teachers, especially
those in rural primary schools are inclined to accord
speaking only secondary priority in teaching and
continue to adopt very traditional pedagogy which
attaches importance to the instruction of grammar
and translation (Liu, 2006). The third problem lies
in the large class size and lack of environment for
students to practice speaking.

In respect of studies on the development of
appropriate methods for teaching speaking skills,
since the introduction of the
communication-oriented teaching approach from
the west, a growing number of linguists, educators
and language teachers have paid attention to the
search for teaching methods suitable for Chinese
primary school students. Some researchers have
suggested that teachers should abandon the
traditional methods which focus only on delivery of
linguistic knowledge, and adopt situational,
communicative and task-based pedagogies (Tian,
2014; Zhang, 2014). Others realize the significance
of resorting to technology to teach speaking skills.
For example, Liu (2013) advocated that teachers
should take advantage of multimedia resources to
make their teaching more attractive, interesting and
exciting. Bai, Zhou, and Zhang (2013) proposed the
application of an “electronic schoolbag” in
teaching. Liang and He (2011) conducted an
experiment to examine the efficacy of the use of
multimedia resources in improving students’
listening and speaking skills.

Reviewing what has been done so far in
the research on speaking skills instruction in
Chinese primary schools, it can be concluded that
there is a severe shortage of empirical studies
aiming to improve students’ speaking skills. More
importantly, the verbotonal approach has never
been applied to the teaching of EFL speaking in
primary schools in China. Thus, the present study
devised an approach basaed on Verbotonalism, to
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attempt to solve, at least partly, problems in the
learning/teaching of English speaking for young
children.

3. Methods and materials

The present study was conducted using a
quasi-experimental design. This section describes
the methods and materials of the research which
include participants, learning materials, pedagogic
procedures, instruments, and data collection and
analysis.

3.1 Participants

The participants were sampled from the
Yiliang Anjiagiao Primary School (YAPS). YAPS
is a primary school and is located in Anjiagiao
Village, Gucheng Town, Yiliang County, Kunming
City, Yunnan Province, China. As of September,
1st, 2015, there were altogether 10 classes in the
school from Grade 1 to Grade 6, the full-time
students amounting to 400. As mandated by the
directive issued by the MOE in 2001, English
classes are provided to students from Grade 3 and
above. The sample of the present study was drawn
from Grade 3 students who had learned English for
only one semester. Eighty third-grade students with
an average age of 9 years and enrolled in two intact
classes, participated in the study. Based on random
assignment, all 40 students from Class 201301
formed the experimental group, and received the
VTA intervention. All 40 students from Class
201302 constituted the control group, and followed
the traditional way of learning speaking skills.
Therefore, both groups were the same size (40). In
the traditional approach, there was specific and
explicit teaching for segmental pronunciation as
well as spelling and translation skills. Language
input was from the teacher and native-speaker
recordings. And the students spent most of the time
in class reading and spelling words, and
memorizing and reciting sentences. The two
groups were allowed 3 academic periods (45
minutes/period) a week for learning English in
class. And classes for both groups were mostly
scheduled in the morning.

3.2 Learning materials

The textbooks used for all grades in YAPS
were published by People’s Education Press, the
most influential textbook publishing house in
China. The third-graders used English (Grade 3)
(Vol.1) in their first semester, and English (Grade 3)
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(Vol.2) in their second semester. Video resources
were provided with the textbooks. These videos
were cartoons based on the text of each unit. The
textbooks and accompanying video resources
constituted the primary learning materials for
students in the present study. Besides that, students
could choose any materials they wanted for
self-learning outside class. These formed another
source of learning materials.

3.2.1 Filtered sentences

In the present study, the phrase “filtered
sentences” refers to sentences that were digitally
filtered through a low-pass filter using Audacity
(Version 2.1.0), a sound-editing software. The
cutoff frequency was set at 320 Hz. A low pass
filter removes frequencies above its cutoff
frequency. It allows the low frequencies to pass,
hence its name. What is left behind sounds a little
like humming. Such a procedure removes vowel
and consonant sounds and makes the intonation and
rhythm patterns salient. According to Asp et al.
(2012, p. 323), auditory training with low-pass
filters can facilitate listeners” acquisition of rhythm
and intonation patterns, which are “the foundation
of both listening and spoken language”.

3.3 Pedagogic procedures

The pedagogic procedures of the present
study were heavily based on a previous study
carried out by Andrew-Peter Lian (1980). They
were composed of two parts: in-class sensitization
and out-of-class reinforcement sessions.

3.3.1 In-class sensitization session

The chief aim of the session was to change
students’ perceptions of and cultivate their
sensitivity to the language. The session consisted of
8 steps.

Step 1: relaxation phase. It was suggested
to students that they engage in 5-10 minutes of
mind-calming activities to nurture a sensation of
well-being conducive to learning. The classroom
was darkened, music which could help students get
rid of anxiety and nervousness was played as the
background music, such as Yoga, Buddhism, Zen
and Baroque music, etc. With music in the
background, students were free to do any activity
which could relax them physically and/or
spiritually. It was observed that mind-calming
exercises adopted by the students on the basis of
their own choices involved Yoga moves, Yoga
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breathing, meditation, resting on the desk, leaning
against the chair with eyes closed, deep breathing,
free dance or even walking slowly in the classroom.

Step 2: The students listened to the filtered
sentences. The filtered materials were played 15
times consecutively. Such a procedure made the
prosodic structures salient by removing the
interference of vowel and consonant sounds. In so
doing, students’ hearing load of novel sounds was
lightened and they would be more sensitive to the
phonetic specificities of English (Lian, 1980). The
filtered materials in this study were played using
good quality amplifiers and loudspeakers with a
good bass response and the volume was as loud as
possible in order to enhance students’ perceptions
of the language signals through the body’s natural
sensitivity to low frequencies.

Step 3: Students continued to listen to the
filtered sentences for another 10 times. In this
phase, students repeated the filtered patterns by
“humming” them in chorus. At the same time, they
were required to use body movements and gestures
to express their personal perceptions of the rhythm
of the filtered sentences. In order for the students to
understand the requirements well, the teacher
usually presented her version of body movements
and gestures to them in a non-prescriptive way. The
teacher did not impose the model on the students
and did not expect them to follow it. That was made
clear to everybody. As for the students, some drew
the shape of the intonation curve in the air, some
beat out or clapped out the rhythm of the sentences,
some came down on every syllable or at the end of
every rhythm group with feet, some stretched arms
at each rise in pitch, and others danced to the
rhythm.

Step 4: Following the humming and
movement exercises, students were encouraged to
guess the meanings of the prosodic patterns (e.g. is
it a statement? is it a question?) and to discriminate
between them on the basis of what they had
previously studied. In addition, the keywords
specified by the Curriculum Standards for Grade 3
students in the second semester were written down
on the blackboard by the teacher. The students were
then guided to guess the stress patterns of the
keywords.

Step 5: Mouthing the words. At this stage,
the students were exposed to the unfiltered
sentences for the first time. The sentences were
played 10 times, and the students were required
only to mouth the words without producing any
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sound. Besides, the teacher led the students to
discover whether their previous “guesses” were
correct or not and to explore the function of the
intonation patterns in normal language context and
discuss the specificity of English intonation and
rhythm.

Step 6: Articulation of words to the
intonation patterns.  The students were first
required to hum the intonation patterns as they did
in Step 3, and then began to add words to the “tune”
produced by themselves. By this stage, after
hearing both the filtered and unfiltered sentences
for many times, the intonation patterns had been
internalized. It was therefore the right time for the
students to articulate words. Unfiltered sentences
continued to be played 10 times and students
repeated the original sentences in chorus.

Step 7: The video in which all the original
sentences were acted out in a cartoon was played to
the students 3 times. As the video presented
sentences functioning in a communicative context,
it was expected that this step would not only
reinforce students’ perceptions of speech, but also
familiarize them with the use of these sentences in
realistic settings.

Step 8: Situational dialogue. In this step,
students were divided into groups of 3 or 4. First,
each group member attempted the speech dialogue
that they had watched in the video by role-playing
one or more of the characters in the situation. Then,
all groups were encouraged to create a parody of the
original dialogue. In this context, creating a parody
meant that students pretended to act out the original
dialogue in the textbook by imitating it but turning
it into a joke. This was valuable because a
successful parody implied that the students had
internalized the essential structures and spirit of the
dialogue that they were imitating. The teacher
came to each group to offer help when need arose.

3.3.2 Out-of-class reinforcement session

Both the control and the experimental
groups were required to do 150 minutes of
out-of-class speaking practice per week with the
assistance of their parents, if appropriate. The
control group practised speaking with the
approaches normally used: reading, memorizing
and reciting. As for the experimental group, the
reinforcement session was mainly the repetition of
the steps in the sensitization part. But the materials
could go beyond the textbook and be anything that
students had access to. All the parents of the
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students in the experimental group were villagers
from Anjiagiao Village. They received training
from the researcher to filter materials chosen by
their children. For those whose parents were unable
to perform the filtering task, the teacher offered
help. In addition, as required by YAPS, parents
were expected to do their utmost to assist their
children to learn. In this study, parents were
requested to cooperate with the students to role-play
the situational dialogue by acting out some of the
characters.  For some parents whose English
proficiency level was not good enough, they just
watched their children’s performances thus playing
a supportive, if not active, role. And their children
played all the roles themselves.

3.3.3 The role of the teacher

Obviously, teachers’ background,
personality, teaching methods and teaching styles
can influence teaching outcomes. So, as a way of
minimizing differences, the same female teacher,
who had been teaching English in YAPS for 4 years,
took care of both the control and experimental
groups. In the pedagogic procedures of the
experimental group, the teacher acted only as
facilitator, supporter and guide. More specifically,
the teacher did not teach but oversaw the learning
environment, monitored students’ performances
and provided help when needed. Thus, students in
the experimental group were empowered to
self-adjust their learning both in and out of class. In
order for the teacher to have a good understanding
of the theories and practices of the teaching
approach, the researcher first explained the design
of the experiment, and then modeled a class for her.

3.4 Instruments

As in most other primary schools in China,
an English-speaking test is not required in YAPS.
So, a pretest and posttest for speaking skills were
constructed by the researcher based on a number of
sources: the standard level (level 1) specified by the
2011  English  Curriculum  Standards  for
Compulsory Education for primary students, the
textbooks used by third-graders in YAPS and
speaking tests used by many primary schools in
some cities and provinces in China such as Beijing,
Jiangsu, and Qingdao (Teng, 2010). The tests in the
present study were designed primarily to test
students’ speaking skills in terms of vocabulary,
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grammar, pronunciation, fluency and
comprehensibility. Initially, four speaking tasks
were formulated in both the pretest and posttest:
Word- reading, Sentence-reading, Singing, and
Role-play. The two tests were pre-piloted among 8
students (2 groups) in YAPS. Revisions were made
as a result of inappropriate difficulty levels of the
role-play task. Both the students and the teacher
commented that the role-play task was too difficult
for the students to accomplish and was unable to
elicit their speaking performances effectively.
Therefore, the role-play task was replaced by the
oral interview task. The finalized pretest and
posttest both consisted of 4 parts respectively:
Word-reading (20%), Sentence-reading (20%),
Singing (20%) and Oral interview (40%). The
content validity of the pretest and posttest was
checked by 5 experts who specialized in English
education using the Item Objective Congruence
(10C) approach. The results of the 10C analysis
indicated that the two tests were highly valid
(pretest: 10C= 38.6, percentage=96.5%; posttest:
10C=38.4, percentage=96.0%). Then, the pretest
was tried out among 40 Grade 3 students twice
within a time interval of 2 weeks, and the posttest
was trialed twice among 40 Grade 4 students in
YAPS, to check the test-retest reliability. The
Pearson correlation coefficients of the test and
retest of the pretest (r= 0.84, p=0.00) and posttest
(r=0.81, p=0.00) indicated that the two tests were
highly reliable. Students’ speaking performances
were audio recorded.

3.4.1 Raters

Three Chinese expert raters were invited to
rate students’ speaking skills in both the pretest and
posttest. Rating was blind. One rater had been
teaching primary English for more than 9 years in
YAPS. The other two were professional English
speaking ability raters from the Faculty of Foreign
Languages and Cultures of Kunming University of
Science and Technology. The researcher developed
rubrics for the speaking tests and familiarized the
raters with the objectives of the assessment, the
rating procedures, and the assessment criteria.
Results of the inter-rater reliability analysis are
presented in Table 1. It can be seen that all
correlations are statistically significant, serving as
solid evidence of the high reliability of the
assessment scores used in the study.
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Table 1 Correlation matrix on inter-rater reliability

Rater 3 Rater 1
Rater 1 0.78 *
Rater 2 0.83* 0.85*
*p=<0.05

3.5 Data collection and data analysis

To check the speaking proficiency level of
the experimental and control groups before the
experiment and to compare the performances
between them, the two intact groups received a
pretest for speaking skills. After that, VTA was
implemented in the experimental group for a period
of 18 weeks while the control group underwent the
normal  teaching  program. After  the
experimentation, a posttest for speaking skills was
administered to both the control and experimental
groups to determine if there had been any
improvements in the performances of the two
groups, and at the same time, to check whether there
was a significant difference between the two groups
after the intervention. In addition, to comply with
research ethics, all participants and their parents
were informed of the purpose of the study and
informed consent from them and their parents was
obtained. Moreover, the confidentiality and
anonymity of the participants were protected.

The data collected were then subject to
statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics were first
applied using SPSS (Version 19) to get basic
information about the data. Then, inferential
statistics including a paired samples t-test and an
independent-samples t-test were utilized to conduct
subsequent analyses.

4. Results
4.1 Total score

Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics
for the overall speaking performances and
individual tests of the two groups of students in the
pretest and posttest. An independent samples t-test
was applied to check whether there was any
difference between the speaking performances of
the two groups of students in the pretest. Results
showed that there was no significant difference
between the experimental and control groups. Both
were at the same level as judged by the overall
scores of the four individual tests mentioned above
(t=0.15, p=0.88>0.05).
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A paired samples t-test was employed to
compare the means of the total scores in the pretest
and posttest of each group, and thus to check for any
improvements in speaking skills within the
experimental and control groups respectively.
Results showed that there was a statistically
significant difference between the pretest and
posttest for the experimental group (t=-13.43,
p=0.00<0.05) but no significant difference for the
control group (t=0.18, p=0.86>0.05). Specifically,
the experimental group improved significantly after
the treatment whereas the control group’s
performance did not change. Then, an independent
samples t-test was performed to check whether
there was any significant difference between the
overall speaking performances of the two groups of
students in the posttest. Results indicated that
there was a statistically significant difference
between the performances of the experimental and
control groups (t=6.49, p=0.00<0.05). Specifically,
the experimental group outperformed the control
group in the posttest.

4.2 Word-reading

The results of the independent samples
t-test showed that, in the pretest, there was a
statistically significant difference between the two
groups (t=-2.69, p=0.01<0.05). Specifically, the
control group was stronger than the experimental
group in reading the 40 words.

The results of the paired samples t-test
showed that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for
both the experimental (t=-8.40, p=0.00<0.05) and
control (t=-5.31, p=0.00<0.05) groups.
Specifically, both groups progressed significantly in
word-reading after their respective pedagogical
interventions. An independent samples t-test was
applied to see whether the two groups of students’
performances in reading these words were different
or not in the posttest. There was a statistically
significant difference between the performances of
the experimental and control groups (t=2.74,
p=0.01<0.05). Specifically, the experimental group
caught up the difference and went ahead of the
control group in word-reading after the experiment.
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics for overall speaking skills and individual tests

Item Group Test Number Mean S.D.
Total score Experimental Pretest 40 54.01 10.72
group Posttest 40 70.23 13.27
Control Group Pretest 40 53.81 8.14
Posttest 40 54.09 8.46
Word-reading Experimental Pretest 40 13.64 2.98
group Posttest 40 17.25 2.72
Control Group Pretest 40 15.19 2.07
Posttest 40 15.76 211
Sentence-reading Experimental Pretest 40 12.50 3.30
group Posttest 40 16.25 2.84
Control Group Pretest 40 12.70 2.40
Posttest 40 12.85 2.08
Singing Experimental Pretest 40 11.70 3.78
group Posttest 40 13.60 4.14
Control Group Pretest 40 10.95 1.63
Posttest 40 10.58 2.08
Oral interview Experimental Pretest 40 16.40 4.59
group Posttest 40 22.10 5.19
Control Group Pretest 40 15.05 3.43
Posttest 40 15.58 3.58
4.3 Sentence-reading The results of the paired samples t-test
The results of the independent samples demonstrated that there was a statistically

t-test indicated that, in the pretest, there was no
statistically significant difference between the two
groups of students (t=-0.58, p=0.57>0.05). In other
words, the ability of the two groups of students to
read the 10 sentences were at almost the same level
before the pedagogical intervention.

The results of the paired samples t-test
indicated that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-8.51, p=0.00<0.05) but no
significant difference for the control group (t=-1.34,
p=0.19>0.05). More specifically, the experimental
group advanced considerably after the treatment
whereas the control group witnessed no significant
progress. The results of the independent samples
t-test showed that there was a statistically
significant difference between the performances of
the experimental and control groups (t=8.04,
p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. That is, the
experimental group outperformed the control group
in reading the 10 sentences after the experiment.

4.4 Singing

The results of the independent samples
t-test demonstrated that, in the pretest, there was
no statistically significant difference between the
two groups of students (t=1.15, p=0.25>0.05). The
performances of the experimental and control
groups in singing the English song were similar in
the pretest.
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significant difference between the pretest and
posttest for the experimental group (t=-3.26,
p=0.00<0.05) but no significant difference for the
control group (t=-0.86, p=0.39>0.05). This means
that the experimental group improved significantly
in singing after the treatment whereas the control
group went a little backward, albeit in a
non-significant way (mean in the pretest=10.95,
mean in the posttest=10.58). The results of the
independent samples t-test showed that there was a
statistically significant difference between the
performances of the experimental and control
groups (t=3.89, p=0.00<0.05). To be more specific,
the experimental group outperformed the control
group in singing in the posttest.

4.5 Oral interview

The oral interview component was meant
to assess students’ speaking skills in terms of
pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, fluency and
comprehensibility. So, the three Chinese expert
raters were required to give two sets of scores. The
first was the overall proficiency score, and the
second were the scores for each of the five
subskills: vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation,
fluency and comprehensibility. ~ The overall
maximum score for this part aggregated to 40, and
the score for each subskill was 30. The statistical
analyses of the oral interview are provided in the
following sequence: overall proficiency score (See
Table 2), and then scores for vocabulary, grammar,
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pronunciation, fluency and comprehensibility (see
Table 3).

4.5.1 Overall proficiency score

The results of the independent samples
t-test demonstrated that, in the pretest, there was
no statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups (t=1.49,
p=0.14>0.05).

The results of the paired samples t-test
indicated that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-8.62, p=0.00<0.05) but no

significant difference was found in the control
group (t=-0.89, p=0.33>0.05). This means, the
experimental group improved significantly after the
treatment whereas the control group made no
significant progress. An independent samples t-test
was performed to see whether the two groups of
students’ performances in the oral interview were
different or not after the treatment. It was found
that there was a statistically significant difference
between the performances of the experimental and
control groups (t=7.08, p=0.00<0.05). That is, the
experimental group was far ahead of the control
group in the oral interview part in the posttest.

Table 3 Descriptive statistics for subskills in the oral interview

Item Group Test Number Mean S.D.
Vocabulary Experimental Pretest 40 13.32 4.24
group Posttest 40 16.25 3.60

Control Group Pretest 40 12.12 3.92

Posttest 40 12.42 3.85

Grammar Experimental Pretest 40 11.57 4.40
group Posttest 40 15.55 4.09

Control Group Pretest 40 11.60 4.10

Posttest 40 11.77 351

Pronunciation Experimental Pretest 40 17.70 3.29
group Posttest 40 21.77 3.12

Control Group Pretest 40 18.00 2.56

Posttest 40 18.15 244

Fluency Experimental Pretest 40 11.60 441
group Posttest 40 17.62 4.28

Control Group Pretest 40 12.70 4.30

Posttest 40 12.20 2.08

Comprehensibility Experimental Pretest 40 18.35 3.63
group Posttest 40 23.07 3.22

Control Group Pretest 40 19.12 2.78

Posttest 40 19.15 2.61

4.5.2 Vocabulary

Table 3 presents the statistics for all five
subskills. The results of the independent samples
t-test demonstrated that, in the pretest, there was
no statistically significant difference between the
two groups (t=1.31, p=0.19>0.05). That is, the
lexical richness of the two groups of students
started at the same level before the treatment. The
results of the paired samples t-test showed that there
was a statistically significant difference between
the pretest and posttest for both the experimental
(t=-5.02, p=0.00<0.05) and control groups (t=-3.22,
p=0.00<0.05). Specifically, the two groups both
progressed significantly in terms of lexical richness
after the treatment. The results of the independent
samples t-test indicated that there was a statistically
significant difference between the groups (t=4.58,
p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. To be more specific,
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the experimental group was better than the control
group in terms of lexical richness after the
treatment.

4.5.3 Grammar

An independent samples t-test analysis
showed that, in the pretest, there was no
statistically significant difference between the two
groups (t=-0.03, p=0.98>0.05). Specifically, the
experimental and control groups performed at the
same level for grammatical accuracy before the
treatment.

The results of the paired samples t-test
showed that there was no statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-5.46, p=0.00<0.05) and no
significant difference for the control group (t=-1.36,
p=0.18>0.05). Specifically, the experimental group
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improved substantially after the treatment whereas
the performance of the control group remained
almost the same. The results of the independent
samples t-test indicated that there was a statistically
significant difference between the two groups
(t=4.42, p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. That is, the
experimental group significantly outperformed the
control group in terms of grammar after completing
the verbotonal program.

4.5.4 Pronunciation

An independent samples t-test analysis
demonstrated that, in the pretest, there was no
statistically significant difference between the two
groups (t=-0.46, p=0.65>0.05). More specifically,
the two groups of students performed the same in
terms of pronunciation before the treatment.

The results of the paired samples t-test
showed that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-8.06, p=0.00<0.05) and no
significant difference for the control group (t=-1.89,
p=0.09>0.05). Specifically, the experimental group
improved considerably after the treatment whereas
the control group’s progress in pronunciation was
not significant. The results of the independent
samples t-test demonstrated that there was a
statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups (t=5.78,
p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. That is, the
experimental group performed better than the
control group in terms of pronunciation after the
experiment.

4.5.5 Fluency

An independent samples t-test analysis
indicated that, in the pretest, there was no
statistically significant difference between the two
groups (t=-1.13, p=0.26>0.05). Specifically, the
two groups of students started at the same level in
terms of fluency before the treatment.

The results of the paired samples t-test
showed that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-9.24, p=0.00<0.05) and no
significant difference for the control group (t=-1.00,
p=0.32>0.05). It means that the experimental group
made significant progress after the treatment
whereas the control group remained at almost the
same level (mean in pretest=12.70, mean in
posttest=12.20). The results of the independent
samples t-test showed that there was a statistically
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significant difference between the performances of
the experimental and control groups (t=5.70,
p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. That is, the
experimental group (mean=17.62) significantly
outperformed the control group (mean=12.20) in
terms of fluency after the treatment.

4.5.6 Comprehensibility

The results of the independent samples
t-test demonstrated that, in the pretest, there was
no statistically significant difference between the
two groups (t=-1.07, p=0.29>0.05). That is, the two
groups of students performed at the same level for
comprehensibility before the treatment.

The results of the paired samples t-test
showed that there was a statistically significant
difference between the pretest and posttest for the
experimental group (t=-9.28, p=0.00<0.05) and no
significant difference for the control group (t=0.90,
p=0.37>0.05). Specifically, the experimental group
advanced considerably in terms of
comprehensibility after the treatment whereas the
control group’s performance did not change. The
results of the independent samples t-test indicated
that there was a statistically significant difference
between the experimental and control groups
(t=6.13, p=0.00<0.05) in the posttest. Specifically,
the experimental group significantly outperformed
the control group in terms of comprehensibility
after the treatment.

5. Discussion

This section discusses the aforementioned
findings on students’ speaking performances before
and after the intervention. In terms of the overall
assessment of speaking skills, as reported above, no
significant difference was found between the two
groups of participants in the pretest. That is, the
speaking skills of both groups were much alike
before the pedagogical intervention. This finding
was expected because the two groups had similar
English learning histories before the experiment.
However, in the posttest, the mean of the total
scores of the experimental group increased by 16.22
(from 54.01 to 70.23), a rise of 30%, indicating a
significant difference between the pretest and
posttest (p=0.00) whereas no significant difference
was found in the control group (p=0.86) whose
mean increased by only 0.28 (from 53.81 to 54.09).
It can be concluded that the experimental group
improved greatly in overall speaking proficiency
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while the control group showed no significant
progress.

With regard to the individual tests, the
experimental group progressed significantly in
word-reading, sentence-reading, singing, and oral
interview.  The control group also improved
significantly in word-reading, but made no
significant progress in other components. It should
be noticed that, in the pretest, the control group had
performed  significantly  better  than  the
experimental group in word-reading. However, in
the posttest, the experimental group made up the
difference and overtook the control group by a large
margin. As for the five subskills tested, in the
pretest, both the experimental and control groups
started at the same level in terms of vocabulary,
grammar, pronunciation, fluency and
comprehensibility. However, in the posttest, the
experimental group advanced significantly in all the
subskills, while the control group was found to
make significant progress only in vocabulary.
Besides, the experimental group outperformed the
control group in all of the aspects tested: overall
proficiency, = word-reading,  sentence-reading,
singing, oral interview, vocabulary, grammar,
pronunciation, fluency and comprehensibility.

In the traditional instruction settings, most
of the class time was occupied teaching,
specifically, segmental pronunciation (individual
language sounds), spelling, grammar and
translation skills. In contrast, the students in the
experimental group were exposed to VTA, and
never received any of the kind of teaching given to
the control group except the instructions for doing
the various tasks required of them and occasional
provision of help when requested by the students.
So, in this sense, the extent of the experimental
group’s increased performance in every area tested
was both unexpected and intriguing. Moreover, of
relevance and interest but extending beyond the
scope of the research questions, is the fact that, in
the final examination held by Gucheng Town for all
403 third-graders (10 classes) in the district, the
experimental group came out ahead of all
participating groups. It claimed first place with a
mean score of 93.75 out of 100 against 77.45 for the
control group and 75 for all grade 3 students in the
district. The final examination set by the district
consisted of listening, reading, spelling and
translation. As stated above, the control group
received intentional teaching for these skills
whereas the experimental group did not. The better
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performance of the experimental group strongly
demonstrates that the verbotonal approach was able
to improve not only the speaking skills of young
learners but their other language skills as well and
that it did so more effectively than the other
approaches used. Thus, the verbotonal approach
yielded fruitful results. No individual student
regressed in the experimental group whereas some
students regressed in the control group. It seems
that, quite literally, everybody wins with VTA, but
not everybody wins with the traditional approach.
This result is not limited to the present experiment
(with young children) but is mirrored in the
experiment with adults performed by He (2015).
The effectiveness of the approach is explored from
the following perspectives.

To begin with, the verbotonal approach
developed in the present study based its theoretical
foundation on the principle that language learning
involves a process of awareness-raising based on
students’ individual meaning-making mechanisms.
Each individual speaker is a perceiver, and at the
same time, a producer of speech. And the auditory
and visual information in one’s production mirrors
how he/she perceives speech. Individuals’
perceptions of the sounds of the foreign language
are influenced by their “phonological sieve”
resulting from the phonological system of their
native languages: a mechanism for keeping sounds
which are recognized and rejecting those which are
not (A.P. Lian & B. Lian, 1997; F. Zhang, 2012).
So, this approach was designed to raise learners’
awareness of the new language, defeat their
phonological sieve, and change their perceptions of
the foreign sounds and sound sequences by creating
an optimal field of hearing for them. Once their
perceptions changed, their speech would also be
able to change. And this is what seems to have
happened.

Second, this specific approach engaged
students with brain-based learning and focused on
the activation of both right and left hemispheres. It
first used low-pass filtering to act directly and
preferentially on the right hemisphere of the brain
and thus bypassed normal language-processing
mechanisms.  Studies investigating functional
anatomy of language show that right brain is
associated with the perception of changes of the
frequency spectrum and speech prosody (Klein &
Zatorre, 2011; Garratt, 2015). When students were
exposed to the low-frequency rhythm and
intonation patterns, right superior temporal
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activation  occurred  (Sammler,  Anwander,
Bestelmeyer, & Belin, 2015). Further, the rhythm
and intonation patterns facilitated the brain’s
perception of the high frequencies. In other words,
the prosody of speech provided a foundation for the
brain to encode and perceive the individual sounds
(vowels and consonants), although they were
actually removed through filtering. Then, students
were required to listen to unfiltered sentences.
Extensive exposure to the unfiltered sentences acted
on the left hemisphere which has been shown to be
involved in normal speech processing such as
auditory word recognition (the left temporoparietal
cortex), word generation (the dorsolateral prefrontal
cortex), word retrieval and sentence generation (the
left anterior frontal areas) (Price, 2012).

Third, VTA supported the notion that the
perception and production of speech was a
whole-body and multi-sensory experience. There is
a strong association between cognition and action
(Condon & Ogston, 1966). Physical activities such
as stretching, walking, and moving promotes
thinking and enhances learning process (Diamond,
2000). Condon and Ogston (1966) also posit that
there exists synchronization between body
movements and speech. According to them, the
body motion of speakers is synchronous with their
speech rhythms. Meanwhile, the body movements
of the listener also spontaneously move in rhythm
with those of the speaker (Condon & Ogston, 1966;
Shockley, Santana, & Fowler, 2003; Richardson,
Dale, & Shockley, 2008). So, VTA integrated body
movements into the learning of speaking skills.
These embodied representations of speech
engendered the enactment effect which made
learning outcomes positive and productive
(Macedonia & Von Kriegstein, 2012). More
importantly, in the experiment, the students were
not required to copy anyone else’s models but to
generate their own patterns of movement. In so
doing, their meaning-making mechanisms were, in
effect, respected. Models were not imposed but
were allowed to develop according to students’
understandings and preferences.  Besides, this
approach saw the perception and production of
speech was a multisensory process. One goal of the
pedagogical procedures was to stimulate and
orchestrate  simultaneously  students’  visual,
auditory, vibrotactile, vestibular and proprioceptive
senses, in other words, to integrate senses. There is
substantial evidence suggesting that sensory
integration is able to increase the neuroplasticity of
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the brain by developing new neural pathways and
thus expand learning potential (Ryugo, Limb, &
Redd, 2000).

Fourth, VTA stressed the importance of
students’ sensitivity to the suprasegmental features
such as stress, rhythm, loudness, pitch, and
intonation, the prosodic patterns of the target
language.  Different languages have different
prosodic patterns. These prosodic patterns organize
the vowel and consonant sounds of a particular
language in a way which is unique to that language
(Lian, 1980). Studies show that prosody assists
learners in parsing continuous speech and
recognizing words, and provides cues to syntactic
structure, grammatical boundaries and sentence
type (Nooteboom, 1997; Rag6, Honbolygd, Réna,
Beke, & Csépe, 2014). Besides, McNerney and
Mendelsohn (1992) argued that suprasegmentals
could aid intelligibility and make learners’ speech
more easily comprehensible.  Further, Philippe
Martin (2016) maintained that suprasegmental
features were essential to generate and understand
speech and that they were always present and must
be recovered even in silent reading. Though
learners’ brain use both the suprasegmental and
segmental  features to  perceive  speech,
developmentally speaking, learners acquire the
suprasegmental elements first (Asp, 2006). So,
emphasizing the role of suprasegmentals and its
impact on the fine-tuning of the segmental tonalities
is a special feature of VTA.

Fifth, the particular VTA used here seemed
to be teacher-proof as it required no explicit
teaching to be performed. The teacher only acted as
facilitator and catalyst. And, in the same way that
students were empowered to generate their own
personal gestures to interpret rhythmic and phonetic
structures, students were empowered, here, to
self-adjust their learning and be free from any
intervention and teaching from the teacher. What
learners did is follow a set of pre-planned activities.
The activities, although pre-planned, were designed
in such a way that students’ individual differences
and different meaning-making mechanisms were
respected, thus effectively creating an
individualized personal learning environment for
every student. In other words, students were not
required to conform to any pre-determined models
but constructed their own based on their operational
history. VTA did not require any teaching or
experienced teacher. All that it required was
exposure to the materials in the order they
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presented. In this context, language teacher training
did not seem to be a prerequisite for using this
approach. It also did not require the setting of class
size limits as students generated their own
individual personal learning environments and it
also protected students from uneven quality of
teaching. In this sense, VTA addressed, at least
partially, the problems existing in the teaching and
learning of English speaking skills in Chinese
primary schools: large class sizes, inadequate
teacher preparation and materials, and inappropriate
teaching approaches.

Taken together, all the above-mentioned
factors and mechanisms underlying the verbotonal
approach developed in the current research operated
in synchrony to act on students’ improvement both
in speaking and other language skills.

6. Conclusion

The present study performed a
quasi-experiment wherein a verbotonal-based
approach was developed and implemented to
enhance the English-speaking skills of Chinese
primary EFL learners. Although starting at the
same level, after 18 weeks of treatment, the
experimental group advanced significantly in
speaking  English, while no significant
improvement was detected in the control group. In
addition, when the performances of the two groups
were compared after treatment, it was found that the
experimental group was far in advance not only in
total score but also in every individual component
and subskill tested. And, literally, no student in the
experimental group regressed unlike the situation in
the control group. The control group was given
specific teaching on how to produce/pronounce
segmental elements, and apply grammatical rules
and translation skills whereas the experimental
group never received any specific teaching for any
of these items. These counter-intuitive findings
seem to support the effectiveness of the verbotonal
approach in the learning of foreign language skills
but also point to the need for further investigations.

Pedagogical implications can be drawn
from the findings of the present study. First,
language teachers need to reconsider the nature of
language learning, including the roles of individual
meaning-making, awareness-raising and brain
functions, and adopt teaching/learning approaches
able to capitalize on these. Then, language learning
should be conducted in a holistic, multi-modal and
multi-sensory manner which provides multiple
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memory patterns rather than operate in a
fragmented, isolated, way. Last but not least,
students, even young students, can and should be
empowered to manage their own learning. That is,
they need to be seen as whole, capable and
resourceful in the learning process rather than as
incompetent and helpless. Thus, the study has
potential implications not only for the practice of
language learning and teaching but also for
language-learning policy at all levels, for
language-learning and teaching theory and also for
teacher education programs which may need to
revise some of their assumptions.

Unavoidably, there remain limitations in
the current research. To start with, the present study
focused on Grade 3 primary students who had
learned English for only one semester, and those
from other grades were excluded. Moreover, as
mentioned previously, YAPS is a rural primary
school situated in a village of Yunnan Province.
Since there are regional disparities in the learning
backgrounds and conditions of primary students
from different parts of China, the ability to
generalize and apply the present study’s findings
needs to be treated with caution. It is strongly
suggested that further empirical studies be carried
out on a larger population and in a wider context to
assess fully the potential merits of this form of
implementation of the verbotonal approach.
Nevertheless, within the limits set by this and other
related studies, there is room for cautious optimism.
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