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Abstract

Despite communicative goals in English language instruction, speaking skills remain
underemphasized in Kazakhstani secondary schools where assessment policies prioritize
grammar and reading proficiency. This study examined how four experienced EFL teachers
conceptualized and implemented speaking instruction within an exam-oriented educational
context, focusing on their instructional approaches, responses to contextual constraints, and
reconciliation of beliefs with practice. Employing a multiple-case qualitative design, data were
collected through (POIs), classroom observations, and stimulated-recall interviews. Thematic
analysis revealed variations in instructional approaches, with teachers navigating tensions
between beliefs about oral proficiency and institutional pressures. Some participants adopted
direct, structured methodologies emphasizing controlled output, while others incorporated
communicative, learner-centered activities. Contextual factors, including -curriculum
mandates, high-stakes testing, and student proficiency levels, influenced instructional choices,
though teachers demonstrated agency through localized adaptations. The study highlights the
affective dimensions of speaking instruction, particularly strategies for mitigating learner
anxiety and balancing error correction with motivation. Findings point to the need for
assessment reforms that integrate speaking components and targeted professional development
to equip teachers with effective oral skills pedagogy. This research examined the interaction
between teacher cognition and contextual factors, contributing to the understanding of teacher
intervention within assessment-driven educational systems in EFL contexts.

Keywords: assessment washback, contextual constraints, EFL teaching, speaking instruction,
teacher agency, teacher cognition
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English language education has become increasingly important in Kazakhstan's drive toward
international integration and economic development. As the country positions itself in the
global arena, proficiency in English — particularly speaking skills — has emerged as a
determinant of academic success and professional advancement. Within this evolving
landscape, the implementation of English Medium Instruction (EMI) across 44 universities
exemplifies a substantial institutional push toward English proficiency, catalyzing innovations
in teaching methodologies and student engagement strategies (Gaipov et al., 2024).

The current status of English language teaching in Kazakhstan reflects an intricate interplay
between aspirational policies and practical constraints. While English holds a dominant
position within the country's language education policy, alongside Kazakh and Russian, its
implementation faces substantial challenges, resulting in generally low proficiency levels
among students (Khassanov et al., 2024). Teachers navigate multiple barriers ranging from
limited language proficiency to psychological impediments, often exacerbated by teacher-
student dynamics and evaluative learning environments (Yessenbekova, 2024). These
challenges are noticeable in speaking instruction, where the disconnect between policy
aspirations and classroom realities becomes evident.

At the secondary level, the foreign-language strand of the State Compulsory Education
Standard (Order #348, 2022) lists speaking outcomes but allocates summative marks almost
exclusively to reading comprehension and grammatical accuracy; L2 speaking remains a
formative-only target (Ministry of Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2022). The
Unified National Test (UNT) — Kazakhstan’s principal high-stakes school-exit and university-
entrance exam — contains 120 multiple-choice items worth up to 140 points, assessing history,
mathematical literacy, reading literacy, and two profile subjects; no oral component is
included. The optional English profile block likewise measures lexico-grammatical recognition
through multiple-choice tasks (Ministry of Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2017).
Because school rankings hinge on these reading literacy and subject-content scores, teachers
prioritize test-relevant sub-skills. School-level English-only classroom directives as reported
by teachers (Ismail et al., 2018) further curtail strategic L1 scaffolding. Collectively, these
conditions shape the instructional space for L2 oral skills teaching and learning (Yessenbekova,
2024).

Speaking competence is an important element in today's globalized context, extending its
significance beyond classroom settings. Research indicates that effective oral communication
can facilitate professional engagement across cultural boundaries, particularly in specialized
English language contexts where communicative ability combines with cultural awareness and
pragmatic knowledge (Saptiany & Prabowo, 2024). Some educational approaches
incorporating technology and task-oriented methodologies show potential for enhancing
speaking instruction, though evidence suggests their application varies considerably across
different educational environments (Raj & Baisel, 2024).

A close examination of current research reveals theoretical and practical gaps in the
understanding of speaking instruction within Kazakhstan's unique educational context. While
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studies have extensively documented EMI adoption at higher education levels (Gaipov et al.,
2024), speaking instruction at the secondary school level remains underexplored, creating a
blind spot in the literature on how younger learners develop speaking proficiency. This chasm
is noteworthy, as school years represent a critical period for language skill development.
Furthermore, existing research has failed to adequately examine the complex relationship
between assessment-driven educational systems and speaking instruction. Though studies
acknowledge the impact of standardized testing on teaching practices (Begimbetova et al.,
2023), they have not systematically investigated how teachers navigate these challenges while
attempting to develop students' oral proficiency. This limitation suggests that effective
pedagogical strategies within assessment-driven contexts remain insufficiently examined in the
current literature.

Present-day research approaches have primarily focused on documenting surface-level
challenges without examining in depth the underlying mechanisms through which contextual
realities affect teaching practices. While studies highlight various difficulties faced by teachers
(Tajik et al., 2023), they have not adequately explored how teachers' beliefs and practices
evolve in response to these issues. This lack of theoretical engagement with the relationship
between teacher cognition and institutional constraints poses challenges for developing
interventions that support teachers in balancing communicative goals with evaluation-driven
requirements.

To address these gaps, this study examined how four experienced EFL teachers in Kazakhstani
secondary schools conceptualized and implemented speaking instruction within an assessment-
driven educational context. Through a multiple-case qualitative design, the research
investigated how teachers navigated contextual constraints while attempting to develop
students' oral proficiency.

The study addressed three primary research questions:

1. How do Kazakhstani EFL teachers conceptualize and operationalize the teaching of
speaking skills in their classrooms?

2. In what ways do contextual factors shape or constrain teachers' speaking instruction?

3. How do teachers reconcile their stated beliefs with their classroom practices when faced
with contradictory pressures?

The findings reveal variations in instructional approaches, with teachers adopting diverse
strategies to balance communicative goals with institutional requirements. Some participants
favored direct, structured methodologies emphasizing controlled output, while others
incorporated more communicative, learner-centered activities. Contextual factors, including
curriculum mandates, student proficiency levels, and washback from standardized testing,
influenced these instructional choices, often leading to compromises between fluency and
accuracy.
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Literature Review
Speaking Instruction in EFL Contexts

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) emphasizes practical communication skills and
positions speaking proficiency as central to language competence, with research demonstrating
its effectiveness in enhancing students' oral performance through interactive activities that
simulate authentic communication (Wei et al., 2024). While studies consistently report
increased fluency and confidence through CLT implementation, its success varies based on
teacher preparedness and resource availability (Salam & Luksfinanto, 2024). In Kazakhstan's
language education context, traditional teaching methods often persist alongside CLT
principles. In practice, these “traditional” lessons still mirror Soviet-era grammar-translation
and audiolingual routines in which teachers front-load rules, drill memorized dialogues, and
assign decontextualized gap-fills, with minimal spontaneous learner talk (Ismail et al., 2018;
Tuspekova et al.,, 2020). Related approaches such as Content and Language Integrated
Learning reflect a hybrid stance that combines local and global educational epistemologies
(Bedeker et al., 2024). This adaptation highlights the need to understand how communicative
approaches function within assessment-driven educational systems. Most existing studies
adopt a purely CLT lens. Few engage sociocultural theory, which can better examine teacher
agency under systemic constraints — a perspective the present study adopted.

Task-based language teaching (TBLT), particularly when combined with communicative
approaches, effectively facilitates meaningful interaction through activities like role-plays and
discussions, improving both interaction patterns and pronunciation fluency (Herrera et al.,
2024). However, Bedeker et al. (2024) report only marginal gains from similar tasks in
Kazakhstani EMI contexts, suggesting that institutional assessment culture—rather than task
type per se—moderates instructional efficacy. Digital resources enhance vocabulary
acquisition while maintaining student engagement (Alharbi et al., 2024), while storytelling
strategies provide contextually rich opportunities for communication practice (Nair & Yunus,
2021). These findings indicate that effective speaking instruction requires combining
interactive elements with context-rich learning experiences—especially valuable in EFL
settings where authentic language use opportunities may be limited.

Teacher Cognition and Practice

Teacher cognition—comprising beliefs, knowledge, and decision-making processes—
fundamentally shapes EFL speaking instruction approaches (Borg, 2015). Tensions frequently
emerge between stated beliefs and actual teaching practices due to contextual challenges and
traditional methods, markedly evident in corrective feedback approaches where
implementation varies between novice and experienced teachers (Borg, 2017). These
disparities highlight how contextual factors shape teaching practices and underscore the need
for reflective professional development.
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Although the field of teacher cognition research is steadily expanding, its application to
speaking instruction remains comparatively limited. While studies examining teacher beliefs
and practices regarding reading, grammar, and vocabulary instruction are abundant in the
literature (Li, 2020), comparatively little attention has been given to how teachers
conceptualize and implement speaking instruction, particularly in EFL contexts. This lack of
attention is especially notable given the centrality of oral proficiency in communicative
language teaching approaches and the unique challenges speaking instruction presents in
assessment-driven educational environments.

Challenges in Speaking Instruction

In Kazakhstani EFL classrooms, speaking instruction encounters barriers across curricular and
institutional dimensions. Rigid curriculum requirements restrict the implementation of
interactive activities that enhance speaking skills (Cao et al., 2024; Ismail et al., 2018;
Tuspekova et al., 2020; Yessenbekova, 2024). While Tuspekova et al. (2020) relied on a self-
report questionnaire distributed to 42 teachers, Ismail et al. (2018) triangulated survey data
with eight classroom observations, revealing a systematic gap between declared priorities and
actual practice. This disparity underlines the need for triangulated designs such as the present
study. Inadequate professional development opportunities further limit teachers’ capacity to
adopt interactive approaches (Xuan Mai et al., 2024). Sociocultural factors, particularly deep-
rooted norms around authority and limited learner autonomy, affect student participation and
willingness to engage in speaking activities. As in other high-context cultures, students may
defer to teacher authority and avoid initiative in speech. They may view oral risk-taking as
inappropriate or anxiety-inducing (Noor, 2024). This dynamic may be compounded by
speaking anxiety, which may manifest as fear of public error, low confidence —
psycholinguistic barriers shown to negatively affect performance and oral engagement
(Hussein et al., 2019). These factors may contribute to conditions in which students are
reluctant to act autonomously or take ownership of oral language practice in class.

Assessment systems influence teachers' ability to prioritize speaking skills in Kazakhstan's
high-stakes testing environment. The emphasis on standardized tests like the UNT has
narrowed the curriculum, with teachers prioritizing test-related content over oral proficiency
development (Fleming & Shinjee, 2024). This focus on quantifiable outcomes marginalizes
speaking skills, which are challenging to measure through standardized formats (Borger, 2019).
The pressure to meet external targets results in teaching approaches emphasizing rote learning
over communicative practices (Bhattacharya, 2022), primarily affecting rural areas with
limited educational resources (Iddings et al., 2021).

The concept of assessment washback — the influence of testing on teaching and learning — is
well-established in applied linguistics (Cheng, 2005). High-stakes, grammar-focused exams
often generate negative washback, shifting instructional attention away from L2 productive
skills like speaking and toward testable sub-skills such as grammar and reading comprehension
(Dong et al., 2021; Kiligkaya, 2016). In Kazakhstan, where L2 oral communication is absent
from major national exams, the potential for negative washback remains high. However, little
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research has examined how EFL teachers locally interpret or resist this influence when
attempting to develop students’ L2 oral proficiency.

When clear, measurable goals for oral communication are absent, lesson planning often
defaults to a narrow and repetitive set of drill-type tasks, producing monotonous activity cycles
that do little to extend students’ communication range (Pan, 2024). Moreover, students with
limited productive language tend to disengage, particularly toward the end of the school day,
which reduces the effectiveness of speaking activities (Husnaini et al., 2024). Large class sizes
complicate individual attention and effective pronunciation correction (Sharma, 2024), while
time constraints pose challenges in finding suitable tasks for diverse student backgrounds
(Albino, 2017). In Kazakhstan, teacher-centered norms in public state schools rooted in post-
Soviet educational traditions limit students’ opportunities for spontaneous oral production in
EFL classrooms (Tuspekova et al., 2020). Likewise, hierarchical teacher-student relationships
and a lack of emotional support further inhibit learner autonomy and speaking confidence
(Ismail et al., 2018). These culturally embedded issues may be mediated through increased use
of student-centered speaking tasks, greater teacher attention to emotional support during oral
activities, and gradual incorporation of classroom routines that promote learner autonomy.

Methods
Study Design

This inquiry adopted a qualitative collective (multiple-case) instrumental explanatory case-
study design with embedded units of analysis (Stake, 2013; Yin, 2018). Each of the four in-
service EFL teachers working in a Kazakhstani state secondary school constituted a bounded
case, selected to address the study’s research questions concerning teacher cognition,
pedagogical practice, and contextual constraints in the teaching of speaking. Within each case,
four embedded units were analyzed: a) teachers’ espoused conceptions of teaching speaking;
b) enacted classroom practice; c¢) contextual constraints the teacher perceived or negotiated;
and d) the strategies used to reconcile belief-practice tensions. Examining these sub-units
separately enabled within-case explanation building. A subsequent cross-case synthesis then
identified convergent and divergent explanatory patterns. A collective design was selected
because the phenomenon of interest — how speaking instruction is negotiated under contextual
pressures — can be illuminated more convincingly by contrasting several theoretically
replicating cases than by a single exemplar. This facilitated an “analytic generalization” rather
than “statistical inference” (Yin, 2018, pp. 40-42).

The study was situated within a social-constructivist interpretive framework (Creswell & Poth,
2018). This perspective assumes that understandings of classroom practice are co-constructed
through interaction. Accordingly, semi-structured POIs, naturalistic lesson observations, and
stimulated-recall dialogues were combined to elicit participants’ multiple realities. An
interpretive orientation aligned with the research questions, which probed sow teachers made
meaning of speaking pedagogy, how contextual factors influenced that meaning, and how
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teachers reconciled belief-practice relationships. These issues necessitated subjective, context-
dependent inquiry rather than objective measurement.

Participants and Context

This study involved four in-service EFL teachers—Peter, David, Adam, and Mary—recruited
from a state comprehensive secondary school in Almaty, Kazakhstan. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018) based on three criteria: a) a
bachelor’s degree at minimum in English language teaching (ELT) or equivalent; b) at least
one year of continuos EFL teaching experience in state schools; c) engagement in EFL-related
professional development. These criteria were selected to ensure that participants possessed
sufficient formal training, contextual familiarity, and professional enagement to provide
informed and reflective insights into the conceptualization and enactment of speaking
instruction in state school settings. All four met these criteria. Three were male and one female;
each held a BA in ELT from a Kazakhstani university and had a minimum of three years of
total EFL teaching experience in state schools.

Participant recruitment involved approaching six secondary schools in Almaty. In four cases,
access was denied by principals citing practical concerns such as scheduling, renovations, or
curriculum changes. A fifth principal allowed recruitment emails to be sent by the secretary to
EFL teachers, but no teachers volunteered. Access was ultimately secured at a sixth school, led
by a principal with a PhD in Education and research experience. She introduced the study to
the English department and facilitated an in-person presentation. Seven of eight EFL teachers
attended; five initially volunteered. After reviewing the study details and consent forms, one
withdrew due to discomfort with audio-recorded lessons, leaving four participants teaching
across grades 7 to 10.

Although drawn from a single institutional context, the four teachers represented a range of
perspectives and pedagogical approaches to speaking instruction. This internal diversity
enabled meaningful comparisons within a shared policy environment. Consistent with a
bounded case-study design (Yin, 2018), the single-site focus allowed in-depth exploration of
how EFL teachers interpret and respond to contextual factors.

Data Collection
Pre-Observation Interviews

The semi-structured interview protocol was developed by the researcher based on established
teacher cognition literature (Borg, 2015) and qualitative interviewing guidelines (Adams,
2015). The guide was then piloted with two master’s students in foreign language education at
the researcher’s university who were concurrently teaching English in private language schools
and had prior experience in state schools. Piloting led to several refinements. For example, a
double-barreled item on fluency versus accuracy was split into two discrete questions, the term
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washback was replaced with a clearer phrase — exam influence, and potentially leading
questions about the role of L1 were reformulated.

Following these adjustments, each participant completed two POIs. The first elicited
professional background, training history, and personal language-learning experience; the
second probed beliefs about teaching speaking, perceived contextual constraints, and learner
needs. Interviews were conducted in English, although teachers occasionally used Kazakh or
Russian terms for added clarity.

Classroom Observations

Following the interviews, ten observations of each teacher’s EFL classes (CO1-CO4) were
conducted, for a total of forty observed lessons. Each class lasted 45 minutes. All classes were
audio-recorded, and field notes were gathered as well. Observations allowed for a real-time
examination of:

o The selection and structure of speaking tasks such as scripted versus open-ended.

e Patterns of interaction such as pair work, small groups, or whole-class discussions.

e Teacher interventions such as error correction strategies, use of L1, and student
engagement.

Observation records were expanded soon afterward to capture contextual details. This included
adding descriptive notes about classroom atmosphere, non-verbal cues, seating arrangements
and any spontaneous teacher or student behaviors that were not captured in the audio-
recordings. Although the presence of a researcher can influence natural behaviors (Ciesielska
et al., 2018), the study’s multi-phase design — interviews both before and after the lessons —
aimed to mitigate potential observer effects by allowing teachers to discuss how they felt about
being observed and whether they had adapted their usual style.

Stimulated-Recall Interviews

Five stimulated-recall interviews (SRI) were conducted with each teacher — one after every
second observed lesson — to elicit the cognitive rationales underlying instructional decision-
points related to speaking instruction (Gass & Mackey, 2016). Within 48 hours of each lesson
pair, three or four audio extracts of 30-90 seconds each were selected. The excerpts captured
a decision made by the teacher, such as initiating or terminating a speaking task, choosing to
correct or ignore a spoken error, switching between L1 and English, or reallocating learners
between pair, group, and whole-class interaction. These moments, identified from field-note
annotations of critical incidents, were replayed to teachers on a laptop. Playback was paused
after each clip and teachers were invited to reflect on decisions regarding the teaching of
speaking, contextualize those choices, and evaluate how these aligned or conflicted with their
personal pedagogical beliefs (Tondeur et al., 2017). This technique yielded a rich
understanding of how teachers rationalize spontaneous or planned modifications to their
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speaking activities and how they perceive the influence of contextual factors. Twenty SRI
transcripts were generated (11 hours of talk) which were coded for thematic analysis.

Data Analysis

Data collection lasted for four months. All data — POIs, field notes from classroom
observations, and transcripts of SRIs — were analyzed using thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun,
2016). The process began with repeated readings of transcripts and observation records to gain
familiarity with each teacher’s narrative and classroom events. During initial coding, passages
were labeled according to salient categories, such as direct vs. indirect instruction, speaking
anxiety, contextual constraints, and error correction stance. These codes were refined through
focused coding to reveal overarching themes that corresponded to patterns observed across
participants. Triangulation (Renz et al., 2018) was achieved by comparing teacher statements,
classroom behaviors, and their subsequent reflections in SRIs, capturing both alignment and
dissonance between stated beliefs and observed practices.

Ethical Considerations, Reflexivity, and Trustworthiness

At the time of data collection (January—April 2023) the researcher’s university had not yet
established a formal institutional review board (IRB). Consequently, ethical oversight followed
the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational
Research (2018). Participation in the study was voluntary. Written gatekeeper permission was
obtained from the participating school’s principal, and all teacher-participants provided written
informed consent. The participants were assigned pseudonyms (Peter, David, Adam, and
Mary) to protect their identities. Classroom observations minimized disruption to teaching
activities, and student privacy was maintained by avoiding collection of identifying
information.

A reflexive journal was maintained by the researcher throughout the study (Meyer & Willis,
2019), with ongoing notes on personal assumptions about Kazakhstani EFL contexts and
reflecting on how these might shape interpretations.. Member-checking strengthened both
ethical practice and trustworthiness, as teachers reviewed interview summaries to verify
accurate representation of their views. To ensure dependability, all transcripts were coded
manually using a stable coding frame developed through iterative readings, with ongoing
memo-writing to document analytic decisions. The coding framework was applied
systematically across all data types and revisited as themes were refined. Data triangulation
through multiple collection phases — POls, classroom observations, and SRIs — ensured a robust
perspective on teacher cognition and practical constraints, aligning with recognized standards
for trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018). All research data were
stored securely and will be destroyed within three years of study completion.
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Findings and Discussion

Teachers’ classroom practices around speaking instruction reveal how pedagogical choices are
shaped by a continuous negotiation between individual beliefs, institutional pressures, and
student needs. The analysis situates classroom observations within relevant theoretical
frameworks and demonstrates how pedagogical practices reflect and respond to broader
disciplinary perspectives.

The study used a multi-phase approach. Initial (POIs) established teachers' backgrounds and
beliefs, followed by ten classroom observations per teacher (labeled CO1-CO10). Stimulated-
recall interviews (SRIs) after every two observations captured teachers' rationales for
instructional decisions and their navigation of contextual constraints.

The following subsections integrate data from all three sources (POIs, SRIs, and classroom
observations) to demonstrate how teacher cognition, institutional factors, and student
characteristics shape speaking instruction in Kazakhstani secondary schools.

Approaches to Speaking Instruction

In the observed classrooms, the teachers balanced teacher-led techniques with more open-
ended, communicative tasks to differing degrees. All four participants—Peter, David, Adam,
and Mary—recognized the importance of oral proficiency, yet they adopted varying
instructional approaches informed by their beliefs, experiences, and teaching contexts. Despite
working within comparable teaching conditions, the four teachers employed distinct methods
for developing oral proficiency, shaped by their positions along the continuum between direct
(controlled) and indirect (transfer) approaches.

Direct and Indirect Methodologies

The findings reveal that David consistently favored a direct, teacher-centered approach,
whereas Mary combined explicit instruction with more communicative tasks. Peter and Adam
leaned more heavily on indirect, learner-centered approaches, though they occasionally turned
to controlled exercises for less proficient learners.

David believed that mastery of grammar and vocabulary must precede genuine fluency. As he
explained, “All the activities that we do, such as dialogues, pair work, memorization and extra
reading, are designed to prepare students for that aim [speaking freely later]” (SRI6). In
practice, David’s lessons often included grammar drills and text recitations, reflecting a skill-
getting perspective (Cook, 2016). During multiple observations, half of his class time was spent
on these controlled activities (CO3, CO4). He recalled learning in a similar way: “An English
teacher would always ask us to memorize texts ... It was good for learning vocabulary” (POI2).
This personal history influenced his view that well-structured tasks lead to “the rest,” namely
freer speaking.
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Mary employed direct instruction before moving quickly to communicative activities, blending
structure with fluency practice. “Grammar knowledge is internalized faster because it was
practiced through speaking activities immediately after the grammar work ... the instruction
should be there,” she noted (SRI9). In lessons, she introduced a specific grammatical point and
then transitioned to small-group discussions, reflecting Hughes and Reed’s (2016)
recommendation of pairing explicit teaching with functional practice. Although she retained a
teacher-led segment to ensure accuracy, Mary’s approach confirms the possibility of merging
direct and indirect methods within a single lesson cycle.

In contrast to David’s consistent structure, Peter favored freer speech once students
demonstrated basic competence. During observations of his more advanced classes, he devoted
extended segments to open-ended group projects, reserving memorized dialogues for only the
weakest groups (CO6, CO7). He explained that learners at higher levels “already have enough
words and grammar to speak freely, so I don’t push them to follow a script” (SRI2). This
flexibility aligned with a scaffolding process in which early controlled stages give way to more
spontaneous interaction (Azir, 2019).

Adam identified with an indirect, communicative method. He believed “it’s all about getting
them to speak no matter what” (SRI4), frequently allowing students to explore topics in small
groups or whole-class discussions with minimal teacher intervention. Although Adam
acknowledged moments of unstructured “only practicing,” his emphasis on continuous oral
exchange supported the argument that authentic conversation fosters more naturalistic
language acquisition (Burns, 2019). In his classes, pair or group talk accounted for the majority
of the speaking time (COS5, COR8), indicating that work on accuracy, while present, was less
extensive than in David’s lessons.

To sum up, these participants demonstrate how classroom discourse can move along a direct—
indirect continuum depending on teacher beliefs, students’ language readiness, and time
constraints. This diversity matches theories that argue for dynamic, context-tailored
approaches rather than strict adherence to a single method (Willis, 2015).

Context-Sensitive Instructional Choices

Although teaching took place in the same state secondary school, each participant molded
speaking instruction to address learner needs, institutional expectations, and their own personal
teaching philosophies (Horwitz, 2020). Identical or similar external contexts did not produce
uniform practices, demonstrating how teachers’ perceived environments shape choices
differently.

David’s classes featured controlled tasks and memorization—*"“the sooner they master all the
grammar content the sooner they begin to do the rest” (POI2)—whereas Adam swapped
textbook themes for more locally relevant topics. “If I see the text topic is about ‘British on
Holiday,” I replace it with local examples,” Adam explained, so students could connect
personal experiences to the conversation (SRIS). Observational data show these more
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spontaneous discussions often lasted longer than planned, an outcome Adam viewed positively
(COS5). Their contrasting methods highlight how individual perceptions of students’
proficiency and engagement underpin context-sensitive practice (Shin et al., 2020).

Peter also demonstrated sensitivity to mixed-ability groups. He noted that “some students
already have enough words and grammar ... so I don’t push them to follow a script” (SRI2),
preferring localized scaffolding for struggling learners and freer dialogues for more confident
ones. In one lesson, he allowed advanced students to conduct peer-led Q&A sessions, while
novices relied on written prompts and word banks (CO7). This dual approach maximized
classroom participation and seemed to reduce student anxiety.

Similarly, Mary recognized that a blanket English-only guideline might heighten stress for
beginners, particularly in extended classes. At more advanced levels, however, she encouraged
exclusive L2 use to stretch students’ linguistic capacities (CO6). Her subtle calibration
reinforced the notion that teachers respond to local conditions—Ilike fatigue, scheduling, and
class size—by adjusting the relative amounts of control and freedom in speaking tasks (Villada
et al., 2018).

Taken together, these teachers’ evolving, context-sensitive strategies revealed how on-the-
ground realities mediate methodological choices. That four educators in the same school could
employ such distinct approaches testifies to the complexity of speaking instruction and reveals
the role of teacher cognition in shaping classroom discourse (Borg, 2015). By adopting or
adapting direct techniques, indirect tasks, or a combination, participants forged practices suited
to their particular learner groups, thus demonstrating a pragmatic synthesis of pedagogical
ideals and real-world constraints.

Speaking Tasks and Interactional Dynamics

The observed speaking tasks varied across classrooms, informed by teachers’ instructional
priorities and mediated through different interactional modes. These tasks reflected an interplay
between teachers’ stated beliefs, classroom practices, and anticipated student learning
outcomes. Rather than offering a mere inventory of activities, the analysis considers how these
practices correspond with established perspectives on oral language pedagogy (Burns, 2019;
Richards, 2017).

Task Types and Pedagogical Implementation

All four participants employed a range of speaking tasks, from scripted memorization and
monologic presentations to more open-ended or localized activities. David’s instruction
centered on controlled, memorized tasks. He reasoned that “when they memorize short texts —
like ‘Boat Race’ or ‘Sydney Olympics’ — they build the habit of speaking with fewer grammar
mistakes” (SRI6). Observational data (CO4, COS5) confirmed multiple recitation activities,
supporting a skill-getting perspective (Newton & Nation, 2020). However, students appeared
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to spend limited time producing their own utterances, suggesting a potential trade-off between
grammatical accuracy and communicative fluency (Vercellotti, 2017).

Adam, by contrast, placed learners in contextualized, open-ended tasks. Instead of following
the textbook theme “British on Holiday,” he encouraged discussions of local travel experiences
(SRI5), and in one observed session (CO7) students spontaneously extended the task,
indicating strong engagement. While this approach resonates with research that emphasizes
authenticity and personal relevance (Richards, 2017), some students appeared hesitant when
they lacked sufficient vocabulary (CO7). These moments highlighted the tension between rich,
communicative opportunities and the need for targeted language support (Pakula, 2019).

Mary and Peter adopted hybrid methods that connect structured and open-ended elements.
Mary incorporated time-limited yet student-selected presentations, explaining, “They can
choose any topic they want to present, as long as they speak in English for at least three
minutes” (POI2). Observations (CO2) showed students tackling diverse subjects, and several
reported feeling more motivated because they could speak about personal interests (Mary’s
informal follow-up notes). Peter took a further step by embedding interactive Q&A into
presentations — “After each presentation, you need to ask at least one question” (SRI4) —
thereby shifting “talk as performance” (Richards, 2017) toward more dialogic, meaning-
focused interactions. While observational data (CO3, CO6) confirmed higher levels of student
engagement, it also revealed variability in the depth of peer questioning, suggesting that teacher
guidance on formulating questions could further enhance the task’s learning potential (Newton
& Nation, 2020).

These findings illustrate how teachers balance accuracy, fluency, and complexity through
different task configurations. Importantly, all participants prioritized speaking but differed in
how they scaffolded or localized activities based on their perceptions of student ability and
institutional pressures.

Interaction Choices: Patterns, Beliefs, and Rationale

Just as the choice of task reflected differing beliefs about speaking development, so did
teachers’ decisions regarding pair work, small groups, and whole-class discussions. David
primarily utilized pair work: “Pair work is easier to manage and helps me check each pair’s
progress quickly” (SRI4). Observations (CO1, CO5) revealed frequent dyadic drills aimed at
reinforcing textbook material. While these activities allowed David to monitor accuracy more
directly, some quieter students contributed minimal utterances, raising questions about turn-
taking equity (Greer & Potter, 2015).

Peter’s group-based approach, conversely, fostered peer scaffolding: “When they are in groups,
even shy students have to participate” (SRI3). Classroom data (CO4, CO7) indicated that
small-group problem-solving tasks — such as designing class trips — encouraged broad
interaction and negotiation of meaning (Zhu & Carless, 2018). This more sociocultural
perspective (Sun & Zhang, 2021) suited Peter’s goal of maximizing student talk, though it
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sometimes required extra guidance to ensure all voices were heard. Meanwhile, Adam often
opted for whole-class discussions, believing “sometimes, we all just talk together about a single
topic. It feels more natural if everyone’s involved at once” (SRI6). Observation (CO6)
confirmed high levels of spontaneous participation but also revealed that stronger students
occasionally dominated, aligning with the ongoing tension between authenticity and balanced
opportunity (Burns, 2019).

Mary flexibly combined these modes by arranging desks “in four corners” (SRI7), rotating
students between pairs, small groups, and quick plenary sessions (CO2, CO3). She aimed to
capitalize on each interaction type’s affordances — dyadic for immediate feedback, group work
for collaboration, whole-class for community building. This structured variety suggests a
nuanced understanding of how shifting interaction patterns can reinforce communicative,
cognitive, and affective outcomes (Namaziandost et al., 2020).

Overall, the varied interactional patterns aligned with each teacher’s beliefs about how best to
foster speaking development in a Kazakhstani secondary school context. Pair work and
memorization supported tight control over linguistic forms, while group tasks and open
discussions promoted a higher incidence of spontaneous output. These interactional choices,
particularly those employed by Peter and Mary, resonate with calls in the literature for student-
centered approaches to mitigate the constraints of teacher-dominated classroom norms (Ismail
et al., 2018; Tuspekova et al., 2020). Their use of group-based and rotating formats provided
more opportunities for learners to initiate speech, thereby fostering conditions more conducive
to learner autonomy.

One finding stands in contrast to concerns raised in earlier research that Kazakhstani students,
shaped by post-Soviet educational traditions and high-context cultural norms, tend to defer
authority and avoid risk-taking (Hussein et al., 2019; Noor, 2024). Although those dynamics
were observable in David’s classes, teachers like Peter and Adam appeared to challenge these
tendencies by creating interactional routines that required initiative, negotiation of meaning,
and peer-led participation. A notable and thus somewhat unexpected observation was that some
shy or previously disengaged students appeared to participate more actively when provided
with structured yet flexible speaking roles in group settings. In this way, the study both supports
and complicates prior research. While hierarchical constraints persist, certain instructional
formats can soften their effects. This may suggest that learner autonomy is not fixed by culture
but can be incrementally cultivated through pedagogical design. The differentiated interaction
patterns, while informed by local contextual factors and individual teacher cognition,
seemingly mirror broader pedagogical tensions identified in the literature. Namely, the balance
between authenticity and control, fluency, and accuracy, and student comfort and linguistic
stretch (Hughes & Reed, 2016).

Affective Dimensions in Speaking Instruction

Emotional security, teacher—student rapport, and learner confidence appeared to play an
influential role in shaping the teaching of oral skills across the observed classrooms. In
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alignment with humanistic perspectives (Byram et al., 2023) and sociocultural frameworks
(Sun & Zhang, 2021), the data illustrate how teachers constructed supportive environments and
navigated L1 use alongside error correction.

Fostering Safe and Motivating Environments

An overriding concern among the four teachers was learner well-being, especially in contexts
where speaking English can provoke anxiety or self-consciousness. Peter’s account vividly
reveals how a student’s negative experience shaped his avoidance of immediate error
interruption: “A student once told me he hated English because the teacher always corrected
him right away. That was a turning point for me” (POI2). Observations (CO2, CO4)
corroborated his minimal on-the-spot correction strategy, signaling a consistent alignment
between belief and practice — an example of methodological triangulation (interviews plus
classroom evidence). This pattern echoes concerns reported in Kazakhstani secondary schools,
where immediate public correction has been associated with heightened learner anxiety (Ismail
et al., 2018) and reluctance to speak (Yessenbekova, 2024).

From a theoretical standpoint, Peter’s emphasis on respecting learners’ emotional comfort
resonates with Byram et al.’s (2023) humanistic approach, wherein psychological safety is
paramount to encouraging risk-taking. Moreover, one could interpret his practice as an
application of Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis (Morifia, 2022), as he actively minimizes
stressors to promote comprehensible output. However, some off-record comments by
advanced-level students (field notes) indicated a desire for more immediate correction to refine
their spoken accuracy, hinting at a subtle tension between emotional reassurance and targeted
feedback (Morifa, 2022).

Mary similarly structured her lessons to build confidence incrementally. She reported letting
“them practice in smaller groups first” (SRI6) before transitioning to higher-stakes speaking
tasks. Observational data (CO3, CO6) showed that after these low-pressure warm-ups, more
reticent learners tended to participate willingly in open-class speech. This scaffolding
approach—reminiscent of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Xi & Lantolf, 2021)—
aims to strike a balance between challenge and emotional safety. One group of students
spontaneously reflected, “We feel braver when we’ve tested our ideas in smaller groups” (field
notes), suggesting a positive affective impact. Yet Mary also admitted occasionally running
short on time for the whole-class stage, illustrating how institutional pacing requirements might
constrain fully realized supportive measures. Her staged approach thus illustrates how
confidence building can partially offset culturally rooted hesitation without eliminating time-
pressure constraints identified in prior local studies (Tuspekova et al., 2020).

David approached affective concerns by adjusting his expectations according to the lesson’s
timing, acknowledging that “if they’ve done five or six lessons already that day, I see no
problem in letting them use L1 to clarify a point” (SRI5). In COS5, this pragmatism led to more
relaxed speaking activities, albeit with limited grammar correction. Some students reported
feeling relieved that “he doesn’t push grammar too hard at the end of the day,” though one
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particularly ambitious learner quietly mentioned wanting more rigorous error feedback “to
improve faster” (field notes). This discrepancy reveals how an affectively sensitive approach
may at times conflict with certain students’ desire for higher challenge and more robust
feedback, thus underscoring the importance of teacher awareness of diverse learning
preferences.

Adam consistently highlighted risk-taking, claiming that “if they have fear, they’ll never speak
up” (SRII). Observations (CO2, CO7) bore out his immediate praise of any attempt at spoken
output, reinforcing Burns’ (2019) argument that positive reinforcement boosts learners’
willingness to communicate. Nonetheless, a few students appeared to plateau, repeating the
same basic sentence structures without further linguistic development (CO7). An unexpected
observation was that the absence of form-focused feedback occasionally coincided with a
plateau in syntactic complexity which seems to diverge from studies that equate increased
willingness to communicate with proportional linguistic growth (Liu & Jin, 2024). This
outcome points to a trade-off: wholeheartedly encouraging risk-taking can promote spoken
fluency but may insufficiently scaffold accuracy or complexity if more systematic feedback is
lacking (Vercellotti, 2017).

Cases illustrate that affect-oriented strategies can lower the perceived affective filter yet benefit
from balance with calibrated feedback to sustain linguistic development. This is an issue of
relevance in contexts where foreign language speaking accuracy is seldom formally tested in
state schools. Data indicate that while psychological comfort typically expands learners’
willingness to speak, it may also leave gaps in targeted intervention for those seeking rapid
improvement or more advanced error correction. This tension sets the stage for a deeper look
at how teachers manage two elements—L1 usage and error treatment—that carry strong
affective implications. Classroom-level evidence from the current study refines the earlier,
anxiety-focused work by Hussein et al. (2019) and suggests a practical pathway for
professional development programs that aim to integrate affective scaffolding with targeted
oral feedback.

Balancing L1 Use and Error Correction for Learner Confidence

A further dimension of affective pedagogy lies in how teachers navigate students’ mother
tongue and corrections of spoken errors—both of which can profoundly shape learners’
confidence (Bremner, 2021). Mary, for instance, articulated a differentiated L1 strategy:
“Beginners need the option to express difficult ideas in L1 sometimes. But for advanced
students, I say ‘only English’” (SRI4). CO1 and CO2 illustrated that she indeed permitted
limited L1 for novice learners, enabling them to contribute more fully to discussions rather
than remaining silent. This pragmatic translanguaging (Shin et al., 2020) helped build a sense
of inclusion, though she reported feeling pressure from the administration, who expected a
largely English-only environment. Balancing these sometimes-conflicting directives highlights
the “so what?” of her approach: despite potential institutional constraints, she prioritizes
emotional security, especially for those at lower proficiency levels.
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David’s stance toward L1 similarly reflected a belief that “maintaining positive attitudes” in
fatigued students overrode strict language separation (SRIS). However, in CO3 and CO7, once
students clarified a confusing term in L1, he nudged them back into English quickly. This
gentle pivot, corroborated by direct observation, demonstrates how his approach tactically uses
L1 as a scaffold without derailing class-wide English use. Some advanced learners expressed
a preference for a stricter no-L1 approach, claiming that it forced them to “think harder in
English” (field notes). Such varied preferences confirm the complexity of teacher decisions
around language policy, underscoring the influence of student identity, motivation, and skill
level on an optimal mix of L1 and L2.

Peter adopted a delayed-correction model that intersected with his minimal on-the-spot
strategy: “I prefer to take notes during speaking and correct them afterward, so they don’t lose
confidence” (POI2). Observations (CO4) showed him quietly jotting down repeated errors,
which he would address in a short whole-class session. This method resonates with immediate
vs. postponed feedback debates in the literature (Zhu & Carless, 2018). Most students
apparently appreciated his approach; one noted feeling “safer to talk” (field notes) because the
teacher wasn’t “jumping in” at every small slip. Yet a couple of more advanced students found
the general, post-task feedback less relevant to their individual issues. This discrepancy points
to a tension between ensuring a low-stress environment for the majority and providing higher-
level learners with the precision they desire.

Adam, by contrast, occasionally corrected “major mistakes” mid-speech but tried “to be
friendly about it” (SRI3). Observational data (COS5) showed him interrupting only when
confusion impeded comprehension, consistent with a partial focus-on-form approach (Newton
& Nation, 2020). While this seemed to keep discourse relatively fluid, at least one shy student
appeared startled during the first correction mid-sentence, suggesting that even gentle
interruptions can momentarily raise anxiety for learners unaccustomed to such direct
intervention (field notes). Adam’s method highlights the perennial balancing act: protect
learners’ confidence but uphold sufficient correctness to maintain comprehensibility and
progress.

Overall, these findings point to the affective dimension of L1 usage and error feedback.
Teachers’ choices reflect both personal beliefs in fostering a “safe place” (Kisfalvi & Oliver,
2015) and pragmatic adaptations to class conditions and external pressures. Data reveal areas
of convergence and dissonance. Even teachers who espouse a tolerant L1 stance sometimes
revert to stricter English-only norms under specific circumstances, while those who claim
minimal correction occasionally find themselves offering in-the-moment feedback. This
variation suggests that error treatment and language policy may serve both linguistic objectives
and emotional or motivational considerations (Bremner, 2021).

In examining how the teachers create supportive environments and balance L1 use with error

correction, a clearer picture emerges of the complex interplay between teacher cognition,
institutional forces, and learner affect. The synergy—or tension—among these factors can
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shape learners’ oral participation, as supportive approaches appear to ease anxiety yet can also
leave advanced students wanting more pointed, individualized correction.

These findings speak directly to the need for professional development sessions that equip
teachers to gauge and differentiate their affective strategies according to learner profiles, and
to do so under sometimes contradictory institutional demands. Such discussions also set the
stage for exploring how teachers reconcile their stated beliefs with classroom realities over
time — an issue important to language teacher cognition research (Borg, 2015) and one that
interlocks with broader contextual variables, such as high-stakes testing or curriculum
mandates, explored in subsequent sections.

Contextual Constraints and Opportunities for Speaking Instruction

Although all four teachers expressed an intention to promote oral skills, the scope of their
speaking activities appeared contingent on external assessment structures. This type of pattern
is consistent with curriculum-narrowing effects reported at the national level for the UNT
(Fleming & Shinjee, 2024).

Exam-Driven Pressures and Teacher Responses

One recurrent theme was the absence of a speaking component in major examinations, which
affected instructional priorities. Adam conceded that “we can’t realistically grade everyone’s
speaking individually. There’s no oral test in the end-of-term exams or the Unified National
Test, so we focus on reading, grammar, and vocabulary” (SRI4). During lessons observed for
CO3 and CO4, Adam consistently opted for exam-aligned exercises rather than extended oral
tasks, a pattern reflecting the classic washback effect whereby high-stakes tests determine
classroom emphases (Dong et al., 2021). This is in line with Borger’s (2019) conclusion that
skills lacking a quantifiable metric are routinely sidelined in test-oriented settings.

David, likewise, acknowledged parental expectations for superior grammar scores: “Most
parents want good grammar scores for the exam; they’re less worried about how fluently their
kids speak” (POI2). In COS, he concentrated the entire lesson on grammar drills rather than
more interactive speaking tasks — an alignment that indicates how broader societal and familial
pressures may reinforce a limited test-driven agenda (Tondeur et al., 2017). A handful of
students confided informally that they enjoyed speaking games but recognized grammar
mastery as “the real ticket to passing exams,” illustrating how learners, too, internalize test-
centric norms.

Mary, on the other hand, appeared to express frustration with this assessment framework: “The
system doesn’t test speaking, but the administration expects us to show good test results. I wish
they’d include an oral part” (SRI6). Observations from CO3 confirmed her attempts to integrate
short presentations — activities that received no formal scoring but nonetheless aligned with her
belief in communicative practice. Such actions mirror Spratt's (2017) argument that a test’s
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scope or omission of key skills can curb teacher autonomy and hamper skill development, even
when teachers value oral competence.

Peter’s approach, however, showcased a degree of individual agency, as he introduced
unassessed dialogue sessions to “bridge the gap” (SRI3) left by official written tests. For
instance, in CO2 students shared spoken summaries after reading a text. Although these tasks
did not count toward final marks, several students indicated they found the exercise “useful for
practicing pronunciation” (field notes). Peter’s initiative underscores the potential for teacher-
level innovation despite assessment-induced constraints — a nuance that complicates the notion
of washback as purely deterministic. It was notable that students themselves judged these
ungraded dialogues as beneficial, suggesting that teacher-initiated work-arounds can create
perceived value even when institutional rewards are absent.

Institutional Policies and Professional Development Gaps

Teachers also reported limited institutional backing for speaking-focused strategies and few
opportunities for specialized professional development. Mary explained that “the only official
policy I keep hearing is ‘No L1 use.” There’s nothing specific about how to teach speaking or
how to improve it” (SRI5). Observations during CO6 reflected this top-down English-only
mandate in classroom signage, yet no official guidelines on structuring oral practice were
evident. The result, aligning with Ismail et al. (2018), is a policy void that leaves teachers
navigating speaking pedagogy largely on their own.

David reinforced this view, remarking that “we have short workshops on grammar testing or
standardized assessments, but no real training on how to run speaking lessons” (SRI3). This
institutional emphasis on tested components, documented in both interviews and his lesson
plans (CO2, CO4), may explain why David defaulted to exam-oriented drills at the expense of
extended oral tasks. Even though he had expressed an interest in more interactive techniques,
the lack of targeted PD perpetuated a grammar-first paradigm (Johnson & Golombek, 2020).
Adam highlighted another structural hurdle: “I would attend more PD courses, but we’re
juggling so many lessons. There’s no extra time to learn new methods for speaking” (SRI4).
The class schedule logs (CO1-CO5) indicated that he taught a heavy load without sufficient
breaks, limiting his ability to experiment with or reflect on speaking-based innovations. Student
feedback further suggested that Adam’s enthusiastic attempts at open discussions often lacked
methodical guidance, reflecting a need for training that would blend communicative ideals with
systematic scaffolding.

By contrast, Peter’s evolution in error-correction techniques after attending an external
Teaching Knowledge Test (TKT) course abroad (SRI7) demonstrated the transformative
potential of specialized development. CO6 showed a more nuanced approach to oral feedback
compared to CO2, signaling that teacher cognition can shift meaningfully with the right support
(L1, 2020). However, this shift arose from self-motivated professional learning rather than any
institutional initiative, underscoring a systemic shortfall in fostering speaking skills at school
level.
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These patterns indicate that high-stakes assessment policies, combined with a grammar-centric
PD culture, seemingly continue to constrain oral skills instruction. Nonetheless, instances of
teacher agency such as Mary’s short, ungraded presentations and Peter’s informal dialogue
sessions demonstrate that localized adaptations can partially mitigate washback. These
initiatives illustrate Golombek and Johnson's (2021) argument that teacher cognition can
develop when educators are willing to negotiate or counteract external pressures.

Recommendations

One of the recurrent patterns in the data is the imbalance between oral-communication goals
and grammar-centered instruction. Stimulated-recall interviews indicated that teachers
recognized how the absence of an oral component in the end-of-term examinations steers
instruction toward reading, grammar, and vocabulary; they also suggested that adding a
speaking section could provide a more accurate measure of students’ progress in spoken
English. Classroom observations supported this pattern: exam-aligned drills frequently
replaced extended interaction, illustrating a local washback mechanism in which assessment
criteria channel instructional time toward the skills that receive marks. In light of this evidence,
a feasible school-level response could be to introduce a modest speaking component into the
summative English examination and to monitor its curricular effects. An initial allocation of
approximately 10% of the total examination score to a short, rubric-based oral feature can be
piloted in one grade before wider adoption. Systematic monitoring of washback can then
proceed through scheduled lesson-plan reviews, targeted classroom observations, and teacher
reflections collected at the start, midpoint, and end of the academic year. These data have the
potential to show whether the altered assessment encourages instructors to increase the
frequency and variety of interactional tasks and whether students demonstrate gains in
spontaneous speech during regular lessons. Evidence from a recent intervention in Chinese
primary schools suggests that the introduction of an oral English test can produce measurable
changes in both teaching practices and learner engagement when accompanied by appropriate
support structures (Liu & Chen, 2022).

Future research would benefit from broadening the evidential base. A multi-site longitudinal
design that follows teachers through curriculum or assessment reform could capture changes
in cognition and practice that a single-school study cannot (Wu, 2023). Parallel data from
students, especially on anxiety and perceived utility of oral work, would help refine
understanding of the affective calculus that shapes class participation (Al-Khotaba et al., 2020).
Future studies could also correlate specific patterns of instructional diversification with pre-
and post-measures of students’ spoken accuracy, fluency, and complexity to determine
pedagogical impact.

31



IAFOR Journal of Education: Language Learning in Education Volume 13 — Issue 1 — 2025

Conclusion

This study examined how Kazakhstani EFL teachers navigate speaking instruction within an
institutional landscape that prioritizes grammar and reading over oral proficiency. The findings
reveal distinct patterns related to each research question.

Regarding how teachers conceptualize and operationalize speaking instruction, the four
participants—Peter, David, Adam, and Mary—demonstrated a spectrum of approaches ranging
from controlled, accuracy-focused activities to more communicative, learner-centered tasks.
David consistently favored structured exercises and memorization to build foundational skills,
while Adam embraced spontaneous discussions prioritizing fluency over form. Peter and Mary
adopted hybrid approaches, balancing explicit instruction with opportunities for authentic
communication. These variations reflect different conceptualizations of what constitutes
effective speaking instruction, with some viewing accuracy as prerequisite to fluency and
others seeing natural communication as the primary learning mechanism.

Concerning contextual factors, high-stakes assessments emerged as an important constraint,
with the absence of speaking components in national examinations such as the unified National
Test — both a school-leaving and a university entrance exam — limiting time allocated to oral
skills. Institutional policies emphasizing grammar and reading proficiency appeared to create
pressure to focus on testable content, while class sizes, student proficiency levels, and available
resources further influenced instructional choices. Yet within these restrictions, teachers
demonstrated agency by creating informal speaking opportunities, localizing content, and
strategically incorporating L1 to build student confidence.

In reconciling beliefs with practice, teachers showed varying degrees of alignment. While all
four acknowledged the importance of speaking instruction, their classroom enactments
revealed tensions between stated beliefs and institutional realities. Adam maintained the
strongest consistency between his communicative philosophy and teaching approach, whereas
David more readily adapted his practices to meet institutional demands despite expressing
interest in more interactive methods. These patterns reflect how contextual factors mediate the
extent to which teachers can translate espoused beliefs into classroom reality (Li, 2020),
highlighting the complex interplay between teacher cognition, institutional pressures, and
pedagogical decision-making.

These findings illustrate how teachers navigate pedagogical decisions within institutional
limitations (Borg, 2015; Cook, 2016). This observation has potential implications for teacher
education, assessment design, and language policy development in Kazakhstan.

Implications
This study has implications for curriculum reform, teacher education, and language policy in

Kazakhstan. An important consideration is the absence of oral assessment in high-stakes
examinations, which reinforces grammar and reading over speaking skills. Policymakers might
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consider including speaking components in assessment frameworks to encourage oral skills
instruction, as adjustments in testing policies could potentially influence pedagogical practices
in exam-oriented contexts (Dong et al., 2021). While this case study is grounded in Kazakhstan,
similar tensions between teacher cognition and high-stakes assessment have been documented
in other systems, notably in New Zealand (East, 2015) and the United States (Fives & Buehl,
2016). This indicates that the insights offered here are transferable to exam-oriented contexts
worldwide.

Building on this broader relevance, professional development requires attention as teachers
often lack structured support for speaking instruction. Resource-rich training programs should
provide systematic strategies for integrating oral skills within curricular constraints, focusing
on:

e Scaffolding extended discourse for sustained conversations
e Strategic L1 use as a facilitative tool in early-stage oral production (Macaro et al., 2020)
e Affect-sensitive methodologies to mitigate learner anxiety (Tajik et al., 2023)

Teacher agency plays a notable role in sustaining oral proficiency instruction despite curricular
limitations, yet not all teacher-initiated adaptations are structurally sustainable. This
underscores the need for institutionalized mechanisms—such as speaking-focused teaching
communities and collaboration models — to ensure adaptations become systemic rather than
remaining isolated initiatives.

Limitations

Although the four teachers varied in their instructional styles and backgrounds, they all worked
in the same secondary school, potentially limiting the transferability of results to other
Kazakhstani contexts or beyond. Additionally, the researcher’s presence in the classroom may
have shaped how teachers conducted lessons (Tarusha & Bushi, 2024), although repeated
observations and SRIs sought to reduce these reactivity effects by building rapport and
discussing any unusual classroom behaviors. Finally, the ten lessons observed per teacher,
while offering valuable depth, still represent only a fraction of their broader teaching routines.
Despite these issues, the multiple-case qualitative design, supported by triangulated data and
reflexive safeguards, yielded a nuanced view of how EFL teachers navigate diverse pressures
to foster oral proficiency within an exam-oriented secondary school environment in
Kazakhstan.
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