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Among the four language skills, speaking was identified as the poorest skill for
Chinese primary EFL learners. 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. Thus, the present study developed a verbotonal-
based approach (VTA) mainly for improving the speaking skills of Chinese primary
EFL learners, and simultaneously, ameliorating their phonological working memory
(PWM) (Guberina, 1972; Lian, 1980; Asp, 2006). The pedogogical procedures of VTA
which were devised heavily on the basis of a previous study carried out by Andrew Lian
(1980) consisted of in-class sensitization and out-of-class reinforcement sessions. A
quasi-experiment which spanned 18 weeks was performed to investigate the
effectiveness of VTA as a manner of learning speaking skills and enhancing PWM. In

the meantime, the relationship between PWM and speaking skills was also examined.
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The sample was drawn from the Yiliang Anjiagiao Primary School (YAPS).
Eighty Grade 3 students with an average age of nine years. Randomly, one class formed
the experimental group, and received VTA, while the other constituted the control
underwent the traditional way of learning speaking skills.

After the intervention, the experimental group advanced significantly in both
overall speaking proficiency and individual tests: word-reading, sentence-reading,
singing, oral interview as well as the five subskills: vocabulary, grammar,
pronunciation, fluency and comprehensibility. Addtionally, the experimental group
outperformed the control group in all aspects tested.

The experimental group also improved substantially in terms of overall PWM
capacity. Besides, participants in the experimental group showed considerable progress
in repeating lengthy nonwords and nonwords with low wordlikeness. On the contrary,
no significant improvement in terms of overall PWM capacity and subtests was
detected in the control group.

The research evidenced that VTA was demonstrably effective in improving 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.
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