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Abstract. As is revealed in the past research, students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) plays an
important role in enhancing their communicative competence. However, improving students’ WTC
has not been easy, which is especially so in the case of my students. So, to better identify this
problem, and seek out the underlying causes, three models are employed as the basis for the
analysis based on my students. It is found that reticence, low L2 self-confidence, and pronunciation
mistakes are the major WTC-related problems. The causes to these problems are also examined
from the perspective of WTC. Based on the analysis of problems and causes, some practical
suggestions are made in the end. It is hoped that this research will be conducive to scholars in the
same field, and to teachers teaching the same course.

Keywords: willingness to communicate; reticence; self-confidence; anxiety

1. Introduction

Communicative competence is a key objective in teaching a foreign language. It refers to the
ability of a speaker to use proper verbal (and body) language to respond to different communication
needs and social situations. To enable students to communicate in a competent way, a series of
factors needs to be considered, which include vocabulary, familiarity with the topic, chances to
speak and so on. Among them willingness to communicate (WTC)is one which is attached great
importance.

WTC is an essential factor in developing students’ oral English. According to my observation,
the WTC of students can help students to have greater progress. For example, those students who
are more willing to speak in class are more likely to have greater progress in the long run. Another
fact worthy of attention is that students with the same or similar level in written tests may vary
sharply in their WTC. The imbalance in students’ WTC and their parted oral English achievements
have triggered my interest in it. On the other hand, a series of problems I noticed in my class are
related to TWC. It seems that a close examination of the WTC in my students can help my teaching
significantly.

Basing on the practical need, I began to collect materials on WTC and probed into the issue.
Based on the literature I collected, this paper is aimed at summarizing the problems related to the
WTC of my students, examining the causes underlying these problems, and then finding out
solutions to these problems. It is hoped that this study can help teachers better understand the
underlying factors that hinder students’ unwillingness to speak and find a way to solve this problem.

2. Context

The college I’'m teaching in is a private one with a history less than 2 decades. The English
department is a stable one among all the departments. Though there had been some structural
changes in the history of my college, the English department remained. It enrolls English majors
every year. The students I’'m teaching is from the English department. They are English majors
from a class of 35 students, mostly girls. This is their second year in the college and the fourth term
for them to have the oral English class. In the past three terms, they had two oral English teachers.
The feedback from the other two teachers is vague. Those two teachers did not give me enough
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useful information about them. According to my observation, most students want to perform well,
but when chances to speak do come, many would be hesitant. Though they had learned oral English
for one and a half years, a small portion of my students cannot speak fluently when the topic is
comparatively difficult.

The key teaching goal of this term is to practice students’ ability to debate. To serve this purpose,
6 periods were devoted into the three debates in this term. To help them grasp the debate skills,
some prior-debate practice was given which include some basic debate and shorthand skills. A large
part of my observation about my students’ WTC is from the three debates.

On the whole, the communicative competence of my students is not good enough. The following
are some features related to my teaching context.

First, the students do not have a strong confidence in their oral English. Compared with the
students in elite colleges in China, the students in my college can be classified as low achievers
since their Gaokao (the National College Entrance Examination in China) scores are ranked at the
bottom level of all the undergraduates. Considering this, the students do not have enough
confidence in themselves in speaking. Second, the motivation of the students are not very strong in
learning English, which has led to a certain degree of reticence. Anxiety is another reason which
contributes to this situation. Seen from the debates and class activities, many students feel anxious
when they speak. A typical sign of their anxiety is that some students would suddenly lose all lines
in the debate, though actually they prepared for the debate.

3. Literature Review

3.1 Willingness to communicate

Willingness to communicate is a construct originally developed by McCroskey and Baer. After
observing various talking behaviors of different people, they noticed that there is a personality
variable underlying it, which they call “willingness to communicate”. To measure a person’s WTC,
they designed a scale which includes four communication contexts and three types of receivers, the
willingness to communicate (WTC--Trait Form) scale as is called[1].

The construct of WTC does not come from nothing; it has a close connection with previous
research. As is stated by McCroskey and Baer, the WTC construct proposed by them has three roots
[1]: unwillingness to communicate by Burgoon [2], predispositions toward verbal behavior by
Mortensen, et al. [3], and shyness by McCroskey and Richmond [4].

It should be noted that WTC was firstly proposed for L1 learning, and L2 WTC is often not in
positive correlation with L1 WTC. Thus, a specific definition for L2 WTC was proposed as
“readiness to enter into discourse at a particular time with a specific person or persons using an [.2”
(Maclntyre et al., 1998, p. 547) [5].

In 1990s, scholars applied WTC into the research of L2, and some important models involving
L2 WTC were put forward, three of which will be discussed in detail in the following.

3.2 Models related to L2 WTC

In the following, three models involving WTC will be introduced. These models involve a series
of variables that can influence WTC. These factors(variables) are essential in the research related to
WTC. The variables may vary in each model, but they are connected historically. A close
examination of these variables may help to understand the evolution of this concept. A basic idea is
that L2 WTC is evolved from L1 WTC, so some variables that will be discussed were actually those
already discussed in the context of L1 WTC and related literature concerning similar concepts.
Besides, some variables/factors were already discussed in the context of L2 use though without
being directly termed as a L2 WTC variable or factor, one example of which is the research of
classroom anxiety by Horwitz et al. [6].
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3.2.1. Maclntyre and Charos’s model [7]

In the late 1990s, WTC was introduced to L2 research. Though WTC was originally put forward
for L1 research, L2 WTC was found greatly different from L1 WTC. Nonetheless, the L2 WTC
models were closely related to L1 WTC models.

The first L2 WTC model was put forward by Maclntyre and Charos [7]. It was developed from
the Gardener’s socio-educational model of L2 learning [8] and Maclntyre’s model of willingness to
communicate [9]. Gardener examined the role of attitudes and motivation in L2 learning and
contended that integrativeness and attitudes toward the learning situation are the two basic attitudes
that gives rise to a learner’s motivation level[8], thus forming his educational model of L2 learning.
Maclntyre’s model of willingness to communicate was designed for L1 learning. According to this
model, a person’s WTC is decided by his/her perceived competence at communication and his/her
communication anxiety, to which introversion is a root factor --another factor being self-esteem [9].

Maclntyre and Charos’s model (see Figurel) is actually a combination and development of the
two models mentioned in the previous paragraph. In this model, they listed 6 global traits/elements
that contribute to a person’s language-related affect. The six elements include intellect, extroversion,
agreeableness, emotional stability, consciousnesses and context. In the conclusion, they recognized
WTC as a profitable addition to related research and found that it could well suit the L2 context.
Global personality traits had influence on WTC, but they are implicated in an indirect way [7].
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Fig.1 Portion of MacIntyre and Charos’s (1996, p. 12) model [7]

3.2.2. Maclntyre, Clément, Dornyei and Noels’ Pyramid Model [5]

In L2 communication, students’ willingness vary greatly. To figure out the reasons why students
would seek or avoid L2 oral communication, MacIntyre, Clément, Dornyei and Noels tried to seek
out the variables that affect a student’s WTC and the interrelations among them. Different from the
argument of McCroskey and Baer that WTC was a personality trait rather than a variable which is
based on the situation the speaker is in [1], they included situation as a variable to WTC.
Furthermore, they found that L2 WTC is highly unlikely to be the same with L1 WTC [5]. With full
awareness of these facts, a heuristic model (also called the pyramid model) was proposed by them
(see Figure 2). In this model, MacIntyre et al. made a distinction between situational influences and
enduring influences. The situational influences include the variables/categories listed in the first
three layers, while the enduring influences are listed in the latter three layers [5]. A detailed
description of the six layers is given as follows.

The first layer of the model is communication behavior. Defined in a broad sense, it can refer to
almost any behavior that involves L2 use. According to Maclntyre et al., students should set
maximizing communication opportunities as their ultimate goal in L2 use. The second layer is
willingness to communicate. Here a formal definition is given to WTC (see 2.1). Basing on the
analysis of students with higher WTC, they found some decisive features underlying their behavior,
for example, self-confidence and personality. In discussing WTC, intention is placed at the center.

L2 Communication
Frequency
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To produce communication behavior, both intention and opportunity are necessary in the process.
The third layer is situated antecedents of communication, which include two types: the desire to
communicate with a specific person and state communicative self-confidence. They are regarded as
the most immediate factors that determine WTC. The fourth layer of the model is the motivational
propensities. In this layer, motivation is divided into interpersonal and intergroup motivations. They
form the fourth layer together with L2 confidence. For interpersonal motivation, it is closely related
to personal traits and temperaments, forming the affective aspect of motivation. In contrast to
interpersonal motivation, the source of intergroup motivation is the sense of belonging to a certain
group of the speaker (the social aspect of communication). L2 confidence can be taken as an
indicator of the relationship between the speaker and the L2. It is made up of the speaker’s language
anxiety and his/her self-evaluation of his/her L2 ability. The fifth layer is the affective and cognitive
context, which seem remote in relation to the particular speaking situation. Variables in this layer
include intergroup attitudes, social situation, and communicative competence. The sixth layer is the
social and individual context, which include two variables: intergroup climate and personality. It
should be noticed that personality does not exert direct influence on L2 communication, so a fixed
pattern (or profile) of a good language learner cannot be drawn from a person’s personality traits[5].

Though Maclntyre et al. view their model as a starting point to the WTC related constructs, it
should not be regarded simply as a starting point. Rather, it is very conclusive, since most of the
conspicuous variables are covered and found their place in it. According to this model, WTC is a
situational variable in itself and is affected by both enduring influences and other situational
influences [5].
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Figure 2. Maclntyre, Clément, Dornyei and Noels’ (p. 547) Pyramid Model

3.2.3. Wenand Clément’s model [11]

Though the model by Maclntyre et al. is comprehensive and a wide variety of variables is put
into consideration, it is still up to the verification of the real teaching practice, in which culture
plays an important role. According to McCroskey and Richmond, group similarities weigh more
than individual differences when students from a certain culture are assessed in terms of
communication[12]. With a view to the difference between the Chinese and Western culture, Wen
and Clément extended Maclntyre et al.’s model based on the characteristics of Chinese culture (see
Figure 3).

In the research by Wen and Clément, the cultural origins of unwillingness to communicate are
explored and regarded as much more important variables than stated in MacIntyre et al.’s model.
They sought out two types of reasons: an other-directed self and a submissive way of learning. In
the Chinese culture, people are very sensitive to the moral judgement and attention from other
people, so they have a strong awareness of protecting their “face” --their image in the eyes of others.
Another aspect of the Chinese culture is that they have a strong sense of group belonging, and they
tend to distinguish between those in and outside their own group, thus keeping a social distance
from outsiders. These two psychological features are typical to Chinese students and can be termed
as other-directed self. The submissive way of learning is rooted in the Chinese culture of respect to
authority. In schools, the teacher is considered as the authority and the students tend to obey them;
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the students would seek the judgment of the teachers when they speak or write. Another root for
their submission to authority is that they attach great importance to grammar, so violation of
grammatical rules can often lead to low self-confidence and a feeling that their work is only half
done. [11]

Societal Context Motivational Orientation
- group cohesiveness = ﬁfﬁlia'i"“ X
- teacher support - task-orientation
DC T T » WTC
Personality Factors Affective Perceptions
-tisk-taking - inhibited monitor
- tolerance of ambiguity - positive expectation

of evaluation

Figure 3. Wen and Clément’s (p. 25) model [11]

Basing on the exploration of the Chinese cultural traits, Wen and Clément proposed some
changes to the second and third layers of Maclntyre et al.’s model. To be specific, a series of
variables (intervening factors) between WTC and desire to communicate with a specific person (DC)
are defined and specified. These variables include four general types, which include societal context,
personality factors, motivational orientation, and affective perceptions. In terms of societal context,
in the Chinese setting, the classroom atmosphere is decided by group cohesiveness and teacher
support. The personality factors may influence language learning, whether positively or negatively.
In the Chinese culture, Chinese students tend to avoid risk so as to save face, and they are less likely
to tolerate ambiguity. These two aspects are the personality factors that are specific to the Chinese
setting. As to motivational orientation, the Chinese students tend to take part in group activities
because they feel secured when they are close to other group members and because they want to
avoid disapproval of their group or classmates [11].A big difference between the model by
Maclntyre et al. and that by Wen and Clément is the place of affective-cognitive perceptions in the
two models. In the former model, it is placed in the fifth layer while in the revised one it is placed in
the second layer.

In the revised model by Wen and Clément, social-psychological factors are included in the range
of WTC, and more variables are included in the conceptualization of it [11]. This offers a more
comprehensive understanding of the cultural factors in the enhancement of WTC, which is
conducive to L2 teaching and learning in the Chinese context.

4. Problems

Though seemingly obvious, there should be a distinction between the problems of students in
speaking and the problems of teachers in teaching. These two problems are closely related yet
structurally different. They converge into the same sphere of classroom teaching. To the teachers,
they should be able to figure out the problems of the students, and adjust their classroom teaching
based on them. The problems of the students are diversely oriented, since there are many factors
contributing to them. In this paper, the principle perspective is WTC, so the problems, causes and
suggested solutions will only be discussed within this perspective.

Before the class I’'m teaching was assigned to me, the former teacher had a choice to choose
between two classes. It’s hard to say whether she had some preference over the other one because
she did not reveal the reason for her choice. After this class was assigned to me, some features of
this class were found, which I will illustrate in the following.

4.1 Reticence in class

A typical phenomenon in my oral English class (and maybe in all the oral English classes in my
college, as is discussed and agreed by other oral English teachers) is students’ reticence to speak. In
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the oral English class I’m teaching, only a small amount of students are very active in speaking
(around 20%). When I expect volunteers to finish a task that involves only one student, most
students would keep silent. Some students would give up speaking chances when the chances are
easily available; some students would be reluctant to speak even when the task is not difficult to
them; and some of them would try to “hide behind others” when there is a group task assigned to
them. When asked about why they were not so willing to speak, some students would just give a
smile and some of them would answer by saying that somebody else can do better (so he/she quits).

4.2 Low L2 self-confidence

The students’ low level of L2 self-confidence is prominent in my class. Many students don’t
feel confident enough when answering questions from teachers or when they are making a
presentation in class, especially when there is a crowd of people at presence (stage fright). In such a
situation, they may forget what they have already prepared, and even some familiar lines would be
forgotten. If this kind of failures repeats, their confidence may be severely damaged.

Another aspect of low L2 self-confidence is that some students don’t seem to have sensible
evaluation of their own level of oral English. Some may overestimate their level; others may do
otherwise. A typical example is a female student I met in the English corner (a place where English
learners gather together regularly to practice oral English). She used to be quiet in my class, so |
thought she was probably a low-achiever in oral English. But when she was forced to talk with me
because of the arrangement of this activity, she was found to be competent to make meaningful
communications. When asked why she was quiet in my class, her answer was that she was not
confident and she was afraid of making mistakes.

4.3 Pronunciation mistakes

The students make a number of pronunciation mistakes in the oral English class. These mistakes
roughly fall into three types. The first type is those made because they don’t know the right
pronunciation for different reasons. Some students would read the words which they do not know
their pronunciation for in a guessing way, making a lot of pronunciation mistakes. Others may make
mistakes because they are in a nervous state. For example, in a sound recording, I found a student
read break as /brek/, but when I asked her to read this word again, she read it as /breik/, and she was
very sure that /breik/ is the only correct pronunciation for this word. This case is not the only one of
this type in my teaching experience. The third type of mistake is that they would add the
pronunciations of /-s/ and /-d/ to their speaking (mostly after a noun, a verb, or an adjective). Some
students would do so randomly in their speaking. When asked about why they would do so, they
were not able to figure out the reason, and some of them were even unaware of it.

5. Cause Analysis

Though the three problems listed in the previous part are closely related to WTC, it’s not
appropriate to say WTC is the only reason for these problems. Actually, speaking is related to many
factors. When examined from a different perspective, some other reasons may be sought out. But in
the following, the problems discussed in the previous part will be examined in the framework of
WTC.

5.1 Causes to reticence in class

The reasons for students’ reticence vary from person to person, but it is generally agreed that the
Chinese cultural traits play a distinctive role in the reticence of Chinese students. As is concluded
by Wen and Clément, the Chinese have a strong awareness of their own “face”, they tend to protect
their “face” and would avoid the risk of losing face. Besides, the Chinese have a strong sense of
“being in a certain group”, and would keep away from people who are not in the group [11]. These
reasons have led to their hesitation and unwillingness to communicate. Apart from the reasons
related to the psychological or cultural traits of the students, the reason from the class or the teacher
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should not be ignored. The class I’'m teaching, which is made up of 35 students, is not a small one,
so the chances for the students to talk with the teacher is actually rather small, and subsequently
they cannot always get the feedback and correction from the teachers. Since the students are very
expectant of the teacher feedback (a psychology that is typical of the Chinese, as is concluded by
Wen and Clément), they can easily get frustrated about their situation[11]. In some cases, they
would even think it useless to speak, because they can’t get the feedback from their teachers.

5.2 Causes to low L2 self-confidence

Many reasons contribute to the low L2 self-confidence of my students. According to Maclntyre
et al., the concept of L2 self-confidence is the combination of language anxiety and self-evaluation
[5]. Anxiety is an oft-discussed reason that leads to low L2 confidence. Though scholars have
different understanding to the nature of anxiety, it is generally agreed that it is one of the most
important factors. As a kind of subjective feeling, it is closely related to one’s feeling of uncertainty.
The second reason that leads to low L2 self-confidence is the low self-evaluation of students. It
seems that the students’ judgement of their oral English level is influenced by the score of their
written tests. Since the Gaokao score of my students is at the shallow end of the Gaokao system, the
students seem to have made a low evaluation of themselves in their oral English based on their
Gaokao score. The result of other written tests (e.g. final exams) may also exert influence on
students’ perception of their own oral English level. They would assume that students with high
scores from written tests are naturally better in oral English--a myth which should be shattered.
Shyness is another important factor, which has also been discussed by many scholars. When being
watched by their classmates or the teacher, they would feel embarrassed and nervous. This may lead
to reduced confidence in L2 use.

5.3 Causes to pronunciation mistakes

The main reason for students’ pronunciation mistakes is their unfamiliarity with the new words.
When the students cannot clearly remember the pronunciation of a word that they have tried to
memorize, they would try to speak out this word in a guessing way as a kind of substitute. This
would lead to pronunciation mistakes. So, in nature, this is largely a problem of vocabulary rather
than speaking. But these mistakes would occur when speaking is made, and the students are not
always aware of these mistakes, so this is not merely a vocabulary problem. Besides, as is
previously mentioned in 3.3, some students would add the pronunciations of /-s/ or /-d/ to the end of
some words (mostly nominal words). At the root of this problem is the anxiety of students.
According to my own observations, the occurrence of such mistakes is more conspicuous in the
final exam. So, reducing anxiety in speaking can be a good solution to this problem.

6. Suggestions and Solutions

6.1 Utilizing teacher talk to overcome reticence in class and to enhance L2 confidence

Teacher talk is essential not only to classroom organization but also in the acquisition process of
students [13]. In the teaching process, the teacher should optimize teacher talk so as to overcome
reticence in class and enhance L2 confidence. First, teacher talk should be improved in terms of
tone, language quality, feedback and reducing sense of authority. The emotion of students can be
influenced by the tone of the teacher. A teacher can better infect his/her students with his/her
enthusiasm and cheerful tone. Second, the teacher should improve his/her language quality while
reducing the total amount of his/her speaking time. Many students would be less active in a class
where the teacher talks too much. Besides, it is suggested that the teacher should give prompt and
direct feedback to the students while protecting the face of the students. Feedback from the teacher
can help students to identify their own problem in speaking, build greater confidence when
positively evaluated, and establish stronger emotional connection between the teacher and students.
Fourth, teachers are suggested to reduce his/her sense of authority in the teacher talk. Interrogative
sentences like “Understand?”, “Clear?” should be reduced. It is hoped that in doing so, the students
can change their submissive way of learning.
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6.2 Less intervening in students’ oral presentation

When the students are making a presentation or having communication of any kind, it is
advisable not to intervene in the L2 production. As is discussed by Wen and Clément, the Chinese
students attach great importance to their “face”, public intervening into the presentation or
conversation would make the students feel they have lost face, thus making him/her nervous or even
frustrated [11]. Teachers should be aware that grammatical mistakes should be tolerated to a certain
degree, and they should pay more attention to the real communication in the process. In addition,
most mistakes made in the conversation or presentation are transient and situation-specific, and the
students may not be able to recall them when they are referred to. What’s more, over emphasis on
grammar or “the right way” may reduce the WTC of students because they may over-consider the
“risk” involved. So, a better approach to the “mistakes” is to let them go. Instead, the teachers
should focus more on the information conveyed in the communication.

6.3 Choosing topics familiar to students

It is generally agreed that familiarity with the topic can strengthen students’ L2 confidence and
lead to better oral performance. According to the research by Chang, students showed better
performance in word amount, speaking time, and fluency when the topic is familiar to them[14].
Thus, it is advisable for teachers to choose proper topics so as to boost WTC and oral production.
To get higher involvement, the teachers can even invite the students to get involved in choosing the
topics, if possible. In my own teaching in this term, the topics for debate which are decided by my
students by voting are more popular than the topics I planned. The performance of my students in
these debates are better than expected in general. One thing that should be warned against is that the
students tend to choose easier topics, but according to Chang, the less familiar topics is conducive
to student’s language ability [14]. Therefore, the teacher should have a clear idea about what to
teach and make a plan to ensure the teaching goals can be achieved.

6.4 Maximizing learning opportunities both in and after class

The teacher should maximize learning and practicing opportunities both in and after class so as
to enhance WTC. Since the students are eager to get the evaluation and feedback from the teacher
because the teacher is the authority in the class, it is important for teachers to maximize learning
opportunities in and after class to give the students chances they need. According to
Kumaravadivelu, learner involvement and teacher questioning have huge impact on enhancing
learning opportunities inside the classroom[15]. The previously discussed suggestions like teacher
talk and topic familiarity are in line with these two aspects. Kumaravadivelu also suggested
maximizing learning opportunities outside the classroom by connecting the classroom with other
communities [15]. In terms of learning opportunities outside the classroom, an effective way is to
build up virtual communities. In an empirical research by Zhu & Wang, it is found that the students
have a positive attitude towards the MT-based online learning and their level of engagement is
improved in the virtual context[16]. In the time of the Covid-19, many schools have applied MT or
similar online teaching platforms to support their teaching, which has been proved successful in
many ways. So online communities can be a promising way to enhance the WTC of students.

6.5 Other possibilities

There are some other ways which can also be effective in enhancing the WTC of students. The
first way is to have small groups in class. It is generally agreed that when the groups are
comparatively smaller, the students can get more chances to talk within the group. So smaller
groups are suggested when the class is not big. But when the class is a big one, the teacher can
adjust the size of the group according to practical needs. For example, the teacher can divide the
class into a certain number of big groups, and split the big group into two or three smaller groups
when a small group is possible so as to enhance communication. The second way is to give
psychological guidance to students. The teachers should try to improve students’ ideas about “face”
and self-esteem, and encourage students to attach less importance to authority and grammatical
rules so as to break away from their psychological constraints. Another workable suggestion is that
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teachers should present themselves in a less authoritative way to the students so that the students
can communicate with the teacher in a more equal posture. The fourth way is forming a de-centered
class. The Chinese students are submissive to authority [11]. Because of this, some students would
think the group leader or some excellent students are naturally better than themselves, and give up
some chances subsequently. This kind of attitude would hinder the full development of individuals.
So, it is advisable for the teacher to set up certain mechanisms to stop the over performance of these

leader students and give equal chances to those students who are used to keeping silent. It is hoped that
a de-centered class can fully stimulate the silent majority and help the class to have bigger improvements.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper collected and analyzed the relevant literature about students’
willingness to communicate. Then it analyzed the problems in the author’s own teaching, the causes
for the problems. Basing on the analysis of his teaching situation, the author offered some solutions
to his own teaching context (and possibly to teaching in similar contexts). The role of the teacher is
a key issue in the suggestions. Teacher talk is highly valued as a key method. The teacher is
supposed to intervene less in the oral communication, and maximize learning opportunities in the
teaching. What’s more, topics which are familiar to students are suggested.

It is hoped that this research can help teachers to better comprehend the significance of WTC in
the oral English class and help teachers in similar teaching contexts to figure out the possible
reasons for low WTC and enhance the WTC of students.
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