
 

Strategy to allow students to support their opinions and improvise by using 

sophisticated expressions. 

Reflection 

Abstract 

Pupils from intermediate or advanced levels are often asked to support their insights and 

opinions using the strategies and structures required for international exams. Rogers (2010) 

identifies outlining as a way to “… clearly state and explain opinions or preferences” (p. 

404) and as a method to structure and classify information essential for the independent 

speaking task of the TOEFL test. Moreover, training on visual literacy, which is the ability 

to “understand, and ultimately to think, create, and communicate graphically” (Thibault & 

Walbert, 2007), can help learners make their use of sophisticated expressions within an 

outline memorable. This reflection embraces the work done in an EFL context with 

advanced and intermediate level students who were instructed on how to organize their 

ideas using a technique called “the Crocodile” that combines outlining and visual literacy. 
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Introduction 

Speaking tasks and communicative activities are important elements in EFL classes 

where the communicative approach is the cornerstone of the lessons. In intermediate or 

advanced levels, students are expected to make themselves understood while avoiding the 

use of more basic structures; indeed, they are expected to use sophisticated expressions and 

vocabulary. Nonetheless, many learners may stumble when asked to improvise in order to 

support an opinion. Moreover, even though teachers may provide learners with connectors 



 

and strategies to help them think about and organize ideas, they may nevertheless produce 

answers using only basic language structures and expressions. Such simpler expressions 

are, after all, easier for students to recall and use. 

The use of a strategy like outlining, complemented by visual literacy, can support 

students performance of oral tasks by helping them use a prompt to speak, giving them time 

to organize ideas, and sound more sophisticated when taking an international exam. 

Furthermore, learners can be empowered and feel more confident when speaking 

spontaneously in tasks in which they do not have opportunities to prepare their answers in 

advance. The present reflection discusses how a strategy called “the Crocodile” can be 

made part of advanced or intermediate EFL classes to help students support their opinions 

and improvise with more sophisticated expressions. 

Theoretical underpinnings 

Outlining 

Rogers (2010) argues that outlining can help learners develop oral tasks in concrete 

and complete ways. He describes outlining as a strategy in which a person explains their 

position on a topic in a structured fashion, divided into three main parts: 1) the person’s 

point of view on the topic, 2) two reasons to support that point of view, and 3) a conclusion 

that summarizes or wraps up the position expressed. Moreover, DeVito (2012) emphasizes 

the importance of organizing one’s speech so that one is “ able to see your speech more 

clearly and as a whole” (p. 130). This kind of practice also helps the audience or an 

examiner remember what has been said and to follow the speaker’s ideas: “If your listeners 

can visualize the pattern or outline you are following it will be easier for them to 

understand” (DeVito, 2012, p. 131). Another benefit is that an interlocutor can picture how 



 

a given example or argument illustrates and supports the positions or thesis expressed. 

Additionally, outlining can simplify the establishment of coherence and cohesion in a 

speech, since the speaker is able to visualize the way their ideas are supported and 

organized.  

Outlines can be classified into two kinds: 1) preparation outlines, and 2) speaking 

outlines. Lucas (2004) describes the former as “ just what its name implies—an outline that 

helps you prepare the speech” (p. 248). Preparation outlines can be used in class activities 

in which students need to interact and are given time to prepare what to say by stating their 

main objective, thesis statements, and to decide on the main points of their opinions in a 

preparation outline before their speech. In contrast, speaking outlines are an instrument 

used while one is speaking (not before); they can can include connectors, main ideas, or 

phrases intended to be uttered “in the moment”, as the speaker tries to make themself 

understood (S. A. Beebe & S. J. Beebe, 2003). Speaking outlines can also contain 

keywords, visuals, or other elements that help the speaker maintain an organized pace and 

to remember the whole structure of the speech or difficult parts of it. 

Visual Literacy 

De Jager (2014) argues that visual literacy “functions on a higher level of visual 

competencies to make sense of what is seen”; in other words, it is the capacity to use 

graphics in order to contemplate concepts, produce new ideas, negotiate meaning, and 

transfer thoughts.  Likewise, Thibault and Walbert (2007) characterize visual literacy as 

“the ability to see, to understand, and ultimately to think, create, and communicate 

graphically”. A clear application of this kind of ability is the use of pictures to remember 

ideas or to organize a speech through a graphic or picture, so as to make it memorable and 

useful. 



 

CALLA 

Chamot & Robbins (2007) categorize CALLA (Cognitive Academic Language 

Learning Approach) as “an instructional model for second and foreign language learners 

based on cognitive theory and research” (p. 5). CALLA contemplates a development of 

learning strategies for academic activities through five steps: 1) preparation (to create or 

show why the strategy is necessary), 2) presentation (to explain the nature of the strategy, 

and how to use it), 3) practice (in order for the student to use it in class), 4) evaluation 

(students assess the strategy’s usefulness), and 5) expansion (students transfer the strategy 

to other contexts or their life out of class). These steps are intended to facilitate the pupils’ 

learning processes and help them develop both linguistic awareness and critical thinking. 

Using the “Crocodile” strategy 

The recommendations in this paper are based on reflections on work done with 

advanced and intermediate level students in an EFL context in which learners were trained 

on how to make themselves understood in a sophisticated and organized way. The training 

was developed using the five CALLA steps (Chamot & Robbins, 2007; see also “CALLA”, 

above). Students were first asked to share their strategies to develop oral tasks in which 

they were supposed to improvise or to be spontaneous. Subsequently. the teacher sought to 

connect their prior knowledge with an explanation of the “Crocodile” strategy.  

The “Crocodile” strategy uses a picture of a crocodile that includes a graphic 

organizer for outlining students’ speech. Through this graphic organizer, the students are 

encouraged to think about the three main parts of the crocodile’s body—head, body, and 

tail—and use them as guides in organizing their ideas (see Appendix 1). The crocodile’s 

head corresponds to the expression of their opinion on a topic (thesis); the body provides 

space for two arguments in support of their thesis; and the tail represents a conclusion to 



 

wrap up their point of view. The crocodile graphic organizer is also used to provide 

students with useful and sophisticated connectors that can help them to express their 

opinion, to justify it, and to offer a conclusion (see Appendix 2). After this process, 

students continue to use the crocodile graphic organizer as a support during communicative 

activities or oral tasks in class. Afterwards, they evaluate how useful, easy, or difficult the 

strategy was and, finally, they should be able to explain how the strategy could be 

transferred to other aspects of their daily lives, or to other contexts, by giving examples on 

when, where, and how it could be used in such circumstances. 

Conclusions 

One of the most important and challenging aspects of helping students learn how to 

give public speeches is guiding them through a process in which they must not only to 

memorize the structure of their outlines but also make effective use of language such as 

connectors. However, with the “Crocodile” strategy (as discussed above, “Using the 

“Crocodile” strategy”), learners were able to stop using basic and repeated connectors 

while organizing their ideas; instead, they began to use more sophisticated expressions—

not only during the communicative activities themselves, but also as they worked in pairs 

or small groups. Moreover, they used the connectors as sorts of discourse fillers that gave 

them more time to think and construct their ideas. Another benefit of the “Crocodile” 

strategy is that the crocodile graphic organizer itself served as a prompt that students used 

to help them convey meaning, which in turn helped them become more confident while 

speaking. Furthermore, after using this strategy for a month, pupils were able to transfer 

some of the connectors to the writing activities performed in class. In brief, educators can 

use the “Crocodile” strategy described in this paper to help enhance students’ confidence 



 

and to prepare them to take international exams with oral tasks that require sophisticated 

expressions as well as coherent and cohesive structures. 
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Appendix 1: The basic crocodile structure (Image by Cano, D. (2019)) 

 

  



 

Appendix 2: The complete crocodile with connectors (Image by Cano, D. (2019)) 
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