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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

  This chapter describes the design of this experiment. The participants are 

depicted in section 3.1, instruments in section 3.2, and procedures in section 3.3. The 

data analyses are presented in section 3.4. The transcription and coding is given in 

section 3.4.1, and the statistic analyses follow in section 3.4.2.  

 

3.1 Participants 

In order to observe negotiated features in terms of interlocutors’ familiarity in a 

natural classroom in an EFL environment, the participants were all from the 

researcher’s country—Taiwan. All the interaction process collected for this study was 

from L2 classrooms.   

Senior high school students were chosen for this study, for first, there have been 

few studies concerning the young learners; most of the previous studies targeted at 

college students who have achieved intermediate to intermediate-high level. Second, 

teenagers are more sensitive to peers (Liu and Chen, 1994) and thus to the population 

of this age, interlocutors’ familiarity can be an important issue for L2 learning. Senior 

high school students are more suitable than children, for it is observed that the former 

have learned English at least for 3 years, and it is easier for them to hold 

conversations than still younger learners. Besides, dyads formed by teenagers may 

receive more feedback; that is, more opportunities for modified output than children 

(see, e.g., Mackey et al., 2003).   
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As for the proficiency level, according to Swain and Lapkin (1995), more 

proficient learners produce greater fluency in language-related episodes; thus, to 

ensure that the participants produce enough interactions to an extent for analysis, 

learners below the elementary level in GEPT (General English Proficiency Test) were 

not included. Since different proficiency level is a factor in the experiment as 

identified in other studies (Iwashita, 2001; Swain and Lapkin, 1995), those who 

passed intermediate level were also excluded.    

In this study, all of the participants came from the same grade in the same 

school. Because they were all male students, there was no need to heed the gender 

issue. The three chosen classes were all in the first year and they were taught by the 

same English teacher. When the study was implemented, the semester had proceeded 

for 4 months. They had 4 English periods (50 mins/per period) a week and the course 

was taught in English. However, like most of the senior high school English teachers, 

the instructor was apt to teach in a traditional, not communicative-oriented way.   

 

3.2 Instruments 

     In order to investigate how the task types may interact with interlocutors’ 

familiarity, based on the previous studies, three different featured tasks were given:   

Picture differences task1. Presented with the same background of a picture, 

participants have to share their own part of information so that they can find out the 

subtle differences; thus, it is classified as a two-way required information exchange 

task. The participants have the same goal to achieve (i.e. find out the differences). 

Similar tasks also appear in Foster (1998), Gass et al. (2005), Iwashita (2003), and 
                                                 
1 Considering the amount of the students’ lexical storage, a simple task extracted from Syu (2006) was 
chosen, in which nearly all the words were learned before. The words they had never learned before 
were printed out both with their pronunciation and Chinese meaning on student B’s worksheet.   
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Plough and Gass (1993).  

Describe-and-draw task2. One participant in per dyad has to describe his 

picture and the other has to draw it out. Because only one participant holds the 

information, this task can be labeled as a one-way required information exchange task. 

The participants have to work together to achieve the same goal (i.e. draw the picture 

out correctly). Similar tasks also appear in Gass (1986), Iwashita (2001, 2003), Pica 

et al. (1991), Shehadeh (2001), and Gass and Varonis (1985). 

     Discussion task3. All the information is available to all the participants and they 

have to come to an agreement to solve the problem; thus, this task is an optional 

information exchange task. Because different participants have to reach a consensus, 

they need to hold the same goal regarding the outcome; the task goal is thus 

convergent. However, there are no fixed answers; the options are accordingly arbitrary. 

Similar tasks also appear in Foster (1998), Gass et al. (2005), Pica and Doughty 

(1985a, 1985b), Pilar, Mayo, and Pica (2000), and Plough and Gass (1993).  

     All the tasks used in this study are classified according to Pica et al.’s (1993) 

categorization as the researcher has noted before (see Table 3) and can be referenced 

in Appendix A.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Again, to decrease the task complexity, the two pictures were extracted from children’s picture book 
My Conversation Book (2 and 3) (Hojel and Chavez, 1987).   
3 The discussion task “who will be the best teacher?” was extracted from Rooks’s (1990) Can’t Stop 
Talking (Second Edition). Owing to its difficulty and complexity, the researcher reformulated the words 
and the background so that the students were more familiar with the topic and the content. 
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Table 3 
Tasks in the current study 

          
           Tasks 
 Features   

 Picture differences Describe-and- 
draw  Discussion 

Interactional 
activity 

- interactional 
relationship 

 
two-way 

 
one-way 

 
two-way 

- interactional 
requirements 

 
required 

 
 required 

 
  not required 

Communicative 
goal 

- goal orientation 

 
convergent 

 
convergent 

 
convergent 

- outcome options one-only, 
i.e. agreement 

one-only, 
i.e. agreement 

arbitrary, 
but probably more 

than one 
 

3.3 Procedures   

     The study was conducted when the participants had a usual English course.  

Before the experiment, the researcher had given the three classes listening and 

speaking screen tests to avoid an interference resulting from different levels of 

proficiency. The students’ instructor was also on the site. Since the participants just 

graduated from junior high school, the Elementary Level4 of GEPT was given. After 

taking the listening test, the students had to take the speaking test by recording their 

individual response, which was evaluated by the researcher and another experienced 

evaluator. The ones who passed the Elementary Level (both listening and speaking 

tests) had to take the Intermediate Level5 test to ensure that the participants were 

between Elementary and Intermediate Level; in other words, the students below 

Elementary Level and above Intermediate Level were not included in the experiment. 
                                                 
4 General English Proficiency Test. (2006). Formal test (Elementary-3) (全民英語能力分級檢定測 
驗：正式測驗考題 (初級-3)). Taipei: LTTC. 
5 General English Proficiency Test. (2005). Formal test (Intermediate-3) (全民英語能力分級檢定測 
驗：正式測驗考題 (中級-3)). Taipei: LTTC. 
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Among the 126 students, only 98 students sufficed the proficiency limitation (36 

participants in Class A, 28 in Class B, and 34 in Class C).   

After the screening tests, the researcher looked into the relationship between the 

qualified participants. The students fulfilled two questionnaires6 before the 

experiment: one was to write down the five classmates whom they were most familiar 

with and whom they were least familiar with, and the other asked the students to 

check the familiarity7 scale of the whole class (i.e. very familiar, familiar, unfamiliar, 

and very unfamiliar)8. The researcher paired the students up by the first type of 

questionnaire and when both of them showed mutual nomination of familiarity or 

unfamiliarity, they formed a pair9. The other students were then paired up by the 

second questionnaire; in the first round, only when the two students chose each other 

to be familiar partners could they be grouped together as familiar pairs, and so were 

the unfamiliar pairs. The remaining students who could not be paired up were 

assigned randomly into pairs so that the English course could proceed as naturally as 

possible, but their interactions were not analyzed. In this way, from the 3 classes, 38 

pairs (19 familiar pairs and 19 unfamiliar pairs) were selected for this research.  

     In the pilot study, there were 5 pairs chosen randomly from a fourth class in the 

same grade. The tasks were given in the sequence of the describe-and-draw task, the 

                                                 
6 The three class homeroom teachers assigned these questionnaires in their class meeting time by 
showing their interest in the students’ relationship with other classmates since they were in the first 
semester in the first year. 
7 Since the participants were classmates, knowing each other already, the definition of familiarity was 
based on their mutual sensation. According to The Oxford English Dictionary (Second Edition) (1989), 
“familiarity” means “the state of being very friendly or intimate” (p. 705). In addition, the researcher 
adopted Lin’s (2003) assertion that friendship contains positive interactiveness, for example, mutual 
company, intimacy, help, sense of safety and trust, which should be acknowledged by the two parties. 
All of the participants had understood the definition before they did the survey.   
8 The first two points on the scale (very familiar and familiar) are classified as familiarity and the last 
two points on the scale (unfamiliar and very unfamiliar) are classified as unfamiliarity. 
9 Participatory pattern (i.e. teacher-fronted class, groups, or dyads) serves as a variable in task 
performance as mentioned before; thus, in this study, all the participants were divided into pairs only.   
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picture differences task, and the discussion task. Each task was only given 10 minutes 

for completion. Out of the 10 participants, 6 regarded the describe-and-draw task as 

the hardest, 2 the picture differences task, and 2 the discussion task. But, all of the 

participants considered the tasks not familiar and they thought communicating orally 

to be difficult.  

Based on the survey in the pilot study, the first two tasks in the formal research 

were given in the order from easiness to difficulty; therefore, the picture differences 

task preceded the describe-and-draw task. The discussion task came last, for it is an 

optional information exchange task, so after the first two tasks, it would be suitable 

for the discussion task to test whether it would really elicit fewer interactions as other 

studies assumed (e.g., Pica and Doughty, 1985a; Doughty and Pica, 1986; Gass et al., 

2005).   

In the picture differences task, each participant held his own picture sharing an 

identical backdrop with his partner’s, only with as many as 6 differences. This task 

was completed by participants’ sharing their part of information and finding out the 

differences. In the describe-and-draw task, one participant described a picture and the 

other drew it out, after which they were asked to exchange roles with a different 

picture so as to ensure that the interlocutor role (i.e. information sender and receiver) 

was counterbalanced. Neither participant was allowed to look at the original picture, 

and the describer and drawer had to work together to carry out the task. In the 

discussion task, the participants were given an introduction of 5 candidates who 

would like to be a math teacher in their school, and the pairs had to discuss and reach 

an agreement in order of appropriateness.   

All the tasks were done under the instruction of the researcher, and the 
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participants were required to talk in English only. While the students were involved in 

the tasks, the researcher walked around to monitor the negotiation process and 

supplied necessary help and answered questions. Each pair sat together with a 

recorder in front of them. All the interactions during the class were audiotaped. 

However, the students did not know the recordings would be analyzed. Their English 

teacher explained to the students that the recorded conversation would be evaluated 

on how well they had learned so that the students would take the tasks seriously. After 

all the tasks were completed, the participants signed an agreement to consent the 

researcher’s use of their data. All of the data collection procedure mentioned above is 

summarized in Table 4. 

 

Table 4   
Data Collection Schedule10 

Sequence 1 2 3 4 5 

Activities 

Screen Test 1: 
All the 

learners took 
the listening 
and speaking 
tests in the 
Elementary 

Level of 
GEPT. 

(30 minutes) 

Screen Test 2:
Those who 
passed the 
Elementary 

Level took the 
Intermediate 

Level of 
GEPT. 

(45 minutes) 

Familiarity 
Survey: 
All of the 

three classes 
were surveyed 

of the 
classmates’ 
familiarity 

degree. 
 

 

Pilot study: 
Ten students 
from a fourth 
class in the 

same 
grade in the 
same school 
did the same 

tasks 
for the formal 
experiment.  
(30 minutes) 

In-class data 
collection: 

All the 
participants 

were divided 
into pairs 

based on their 
familiarity 

survey. All of 
the 

interactions 
were 

recorded. 
(30 minutes) 

 

 3.4 Data Analyses  

     In section 3.4, the way the data is analyzed is introduced. In section 3.4.1, the 

                                                 
10 All of the data collection started from Dec. 29, 2006 and ended on Jan. 25, 2007.  
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coding system is described, and in section 3.4.2, the kind of statistic tools used to 

analyze the data is also provided. 

3.4.1 Transcription and Coding 

     In order to gather information for analyzing interactional structures, 

participants’ negotiations in pairs were recorded and then transcribed11. However, still 

some unexpected problems could not be avoided. For example, a couple of tapes had 

to be discarded because the interaction was inaudible or the recording malfunctioned, 

and because a student in a pair was late for the first task. Thus, the usable data drawn 

from familiar pairs was 16, 15, and 16 respectively for the three tasks and there were 

17 unfamiliar pairs on all of the three tasks (see Table 5) 

Table 5 
The overview of grouping and usable data in this study 

Familiar Pairs Unfamiliar Pairs Usable 
Data Class Group Task1 Task2 Task3 Class Group Task1 Task2 Task3

1. A G1    A G12    
2. A G2    A G13 × × × 
3. A G3  × × A G14    
4. A G7    A G16    
5. A G8    A G17    
6. A G9    A G18    
7. B G1    A G19    
8. B G2    A G20    
9. B G3    A G21    
10. B G7    B G8    
11. C G1 ×   B G9    
12. C G2    B G12    
13. C G3    B G13    
14. C G7    C G16    
15. C G8    C G17    
16. C G9 × × × C G18 × × × 
17. C G12    C G19    
18. C G13 × × × C G20    
19. C G14  ×  C G21    

 
                                                 
11 See a few samples of modified transcriptions in Appendix D (Note: The original conversation was 
kept as complete as possible. Hence, the misspelling and grammatical errors were preserved. However, 
the overlapping and the interruption were not marked.)  
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In this study, the coding process was based on previous studies to classify 

utterances into interaction features. The widely used c-unit was adopted. According to 

Foster and Skehan (1996), clauses/c-units are defined as:  

[E]ither a simple independent finite clause or a dependent finite or nonfinite 

clause. A c-unit is defined as each independent utterance providing referential 

or pragmatic meaning. Thus, a c-unit may be made up of one simple 

independent finite clause or else an independent finite clause plus one or more 

dependent finite or nonfinite clauses (as cited in O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 281). 

In other words, c-units are utterances containing linguistic or pragmatic meanings 

(including words, phrases, grammatical or ungrammatical sentences), even though 

they are not necessarily complete. Fragments (i.e. nonclausal items) and interjections 

(i.e. lexical items such as yes, no, and ok, or nonlexical items such as um, hmmn, and 

ah) were accordingly included in the calculations (see, e.g., Pica and Doughty, 

1985a).   

On the other hand, how utterances could be classified as negotiations is no less 

important. To calculate the negotiations, the classification of interactional structure 

needs to be clarified first. Based on the previous studies, the most commonly seen 

features are (a) negotiation for meaning (e.g., Foster, 1998; Gass et al., 2005; Mackey 

et al., 2003); (b) language-related episodes (e.g., Gass et al., 2005; Swain and Lapkin, 

1995); and (c) recasts (e.g., Iwashita, 2003; Gass et al., 2005; Mackey et al., 2003). 

Feature (a) is related to meaning and (b) and (c) are mainly associated with linguistic 

usage. These features are interactional devices to clarify misunderstanding or 

overcome communication breakdowns.  
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(a) Negotiation for meaning  

Negotiation for meaning can be further categorized as confirmation checks, 

clarification requests, and comprehension checks. Confirmation checks are defined by 

Long (1983) as  

[A]ny expressions … immediately following an utterance by the interlocutor 

which are designed to elicit confirmation that the utterance has been correctly 

heard or understood by the speaker (p. 137).  

They often end with a rising tone. An example given below is from the Group 7 of 

Class A (Class A7 hereafter): 

Student A: The girl is on the boy’s left side. 

Student B: Left side? 

Student A: Left side. 

     Clarification requests are “any expression … designed to elicit clarification of 

the interlocutor’s preceding utterances(s)” (Long, 1983, p. 137). But unlike 

confirmation checks, besides tag questions, they are usually formed by Wh or Yes/No 

questions to motivate the speakers to modify their preceding utterances. Statements 

such as I don’t follow or Try again are often-used expressions. An example of 

clarification requests is given below (from Class B2): 

Student A: You say James. 

Student B: Uh? 

Student A: You say James is the best? 

     Comprehension checks, such as ‘Right?’, ‘OK?’ and ‘Do you understand?’, are 

strategies used by speakers to “anticipate and prevent a breakdown in 

communication” (Long, 1983, p. 136). Examples are given below (from Class A7): 
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Example 1: Okay, we choose Mary is the third one. Okay? 

Example 2: The boy’s color is dark. Right? 

(b) language-related episodes   

Language-related episodes are “any part of a dialogue in which students talk 

about the language they are producing, question their language use, or other- or 

self-correct” (Swain and Lapkin, 1995, as cited in Gass et al., 2005, p. 587). Two 

examples in this study are given below in which the learners self-correct themselves:  

Example 1: And he wears skirt ... he wears a skirt? (from Class B3) 

Example 2: Behind the house, there is, there are three trees. (from Class B8) 

(c) Recasts    

As for recasts, according to Nicholas et al. (2001), they are the “correct 

restatement of a learner’s incorrectly formed utterance” (p. 720). Whether with an 

emphasis on the correct form or not, recasts are often considered “implicit” in L2 

environment, and they “do not isolate the features of language form that are the focus 

of the feedback, and do not interrupt … the flow of meaningful interaction” (pp. 

734-735). An example is given below (from Class B9): 

Student A: And he wear a … 

Student B: She … 

Student B: He … 

Student A: She … 

Student B: She also wear … 

Student A: Wears … 

Two raters were involved in making judgments on the language produced by 

participants, and the inter-rater reliability coefficient was .92. The whole negotiation 
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process in each dyad was recorded for transcription.   

3.4.2 Statistic Analyses  

To answer research question one and two, quantitative analysis was 

administered. A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to measure whether 

there are significant differences in terms of interlocutor familiarity, task types, and 

whether there are significant interactions between them. One-way ANOVA was also 

computed to examine the subtle differences between familiar and unfamiliar pairs in 

each individual task. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. 

On the other hand, while transcribing the recorded interactions, the researcher 

easily found some differences between familiar and unfamiliar pairs, such as the 

length for discussion, the tone, and the involvement. Thus, qualitative analysis 

observed from the obvious pattern-like differences, rather than a single case, was 

provided as well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


