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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

     In Chapter Five, the two research questions and their related hypothesis are  

discussed in more depth. In section 5.1, the relation between the interlocutor 

familiarity and task performance is probed. In section 5.2, the task types and task 

performance will be covered. Since the quantity of negotiations usually associates 

with the occurrence of face-threatening acts, which is usually influenced by the 

cultural norm, section 5.3 introduces the characteristics of Chinese culture and section 

5.3.1 specifically covers the notion of face. In section 5.4, the concept of 

communicative competence is elaborated. To justify the differences between familiar 

and unfamiliar pairs discovered from qualitative perspective, section 5.4.1 provides 

the insight from the angle of discourse rules, and section 5.4.2 the angel of strategic 

competence. However, there are still cases which could only be explained by 

personality factors; so section 5.5 presents the possible impact of individual 

differences.       

 

5.1 Interlocutor Familiarity and Task Performance 

The results in this study indicate that there were very few differences in the  

interlocutors’ familiarity in the total amount of negotiations. Classrooms have plenty 

of social and contextual features which were not the focus of this study. Thus, the 

generalizability of these findings is limited to the narrow range of L2 classrooms that 

were examined in this study.   
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     In comparison with the previous researches, the results of the present study 

aligned with Foster’s (1998) observation that negotiations occurred infrequently in L2 

classrooms; besides, as Foster asserted, negotiation was unevenly distributed in L2 

classrooms. Instead, the major differences in these features depended on the different 

types of tasks. O’Sullivan’s (2002) and Plough and Gass’s (1993) studies found that 

interlocutors’ familiarity has a positive impact on the interactions. Nonetheless, the 

researcher has to clarify that those two studies focused on acquaintance and 

strangeness. In actual EFL classrooms, in contrast, there are few chances that the 

students do not know each other completely. As Foster (1998) asserted, natural 

classrooms are not the same as laboratory setting, since the contexts may alter the 

linguistic use in a substantial way (Nicholas, Lightbown, and Spada, 2001).  

In addition to the different degree of familiarity, the inferior “social milieu” 

(Ellis, 1997, p. 4) of Taiwan may also be a cause of inconsistency with the previous 

studies. The learners in Taiwan (i.e. EFL environment) have fewer opportunities to 

receive input and speak the target language. Although the participants’ English teacher 

in this study was an English-speaking instructor, the learning environment was still 

grammar-translation oriented. Owing to the fact that the learners lacked the chances of 

oral practice at school and authentic language use in everyday life, the learners were 

not used to conversing in English. Furthermore, the participants in this study were 

only at the level between the elementary and the intermediate. Their English 

proficiency was not as high as that in other studies. 

According to Plough and Gass (1993), the more familiar the partners are with 

each other, the more risks the hearer will take to ask for explanation of the 

non-understanding parts in communication. Although most of the results showed that 
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familiar pairs were more communicative, uncommonly there were incidences showing 

the opposite; that is, the unfamiliar pairs outshone the familiar pairs. For example, in 

the picture differences task, unfamiliar pairs presented more confirmation checks and 

comprehension checks than familiar ones, which is not consistent with Plough and 

Gass’ (1993) finding that “unfamiliar pairs exhibited few instances of 

non-understanding at the beginning of their interaction” (p. 46). However, perhaps as 

the first round of tasks, the picture differences task might reflect that the unfamiliar 

pairs could not get into the situation as smoothly as the familiar pairs. Just as Plough 

and Gass (1993) mentioned, when the participants are not familiar with one another, it 

may be a greater burden for them to keep the smooth flow of the conversation and “a 

potential breakdown in the conversation is seen as more threatening” (p. 46). Very 

likely, the unfamiliar participants used more confirmation checks perhaps because 

they might lack the chemistry as the familiar pairs did. Since they were unfamiliar 

with their partner’s mode of communication, they might use more comprehension 

checks to ensure the smooth flow of the conversation.   

 

5.2 The Task Types and Task Performance 

Focusing on the negotiation for meaning in this study, the researcher found that 

familiar pairs attempted to show more confirmation checks, clarification requests and 

comprehension checks, but the quantity of these individual features in negotiation for 

meaning also fluctuated with the types of tasks. In accordance with hypothesis 2, task 

types outweighed interlocutors’ familiarity. Even though there were no significant 

differences between familiar and unfamiliar pairs, tasks showed significant 

differences except for comprehension checks, which might result from the low 
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incidence of such interactional feature adopted by the speakers. Even the familiar 

pairs in the describe-and-draw task used only .800 comprehension checks on average. 

It led the researcher to infer that the participants in this study were not used to using 

comprehension checks to avoid communication breakdowns. Participants would 

rather use confirmation checks or clarification requests to clarify the 

misunderstanding than take the initiative to check whether the hearer follow up or not. 

Among all the three tasks, the one-way required information exchange task (i.e. 

describe-and-draw task) elicited most negotiation, and the drawers tended to use more 

indicators than the describer. However, the two-way required information exchange 

task elicited no greater amount of negotiation than the one-way task, which differs 

from the previous studies (e.g., Pica and Doughty, 1985a; Doughty and Pica, 1986; 

Gass et al., 2005; Plough and Gass, 1993). The difference may be due to the fact that 

in the two-way task, since there is similar background information between the 

participants, the shared assumptions may decrease the number of non-understanding 

indicators (Gass and Varonis, 1985). Another difference from the previous studies 

(e.g., Doughty, C. and Pica, T. 1986) is that the two-way required information 

exchange task only elicited more negotiation for meaning but less LREs and recasts 

than the optional information exchange task (i.e. the discussion task). There might be 

two possible explanations for that. First, it is assumed that because of boys’ pursuit of 

self-assertion and outcome (Wood, 1993, p. 158), the participants produced no fewer 

utterances in the discussion task than in the picture differences task. Second, it could 

suggest that the picture differences task was too easy for the participants to have the 

opportunities for either explicit or implicit corrections. 
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5.3 The Influence of Culture   

The linguistic behavior in negotiating is usually culturally colored. In other 

words, the interactional styles are usually determined by cultural expectations and 

interpretative strategies (Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper, 1989). Since languages 

cannot be dissected from cultures, the researcher suggests that when analyzing the 

overall data here, the cultural impact should not be ignored. In this study, all of the 

participants were from Taiwan, and their speech productions were readily affected by 

Chinese culture, which is characterized by being collectivistic or group-based. The 

underlying assumption in collectivistic values is that conflicts are viewed as harmful 

to social relations and interpersonally embarrassing, and they should be avoided as 

much as possible (Ting-Toomey, 1993). In Chinese culture, relational “face” 

maintenance and group harmony are highly emphasized (ibid, p. 362). The 

participants may treat we as a group whether they are familiar with each other or not.   

5.3.1 The Notion of Face  

As the researcher has mentioned above, in order to ‘save face’ rather than ‘lose 

face,’ speakers generally adopt strategies to avoid embarrassment. Politeness 

strategies contain positive face and negative face. Positive face, as identified by 

Brown and Levinson (1987), involves strategies of letting the addressee know that he 

or she is liked or approved of. Thus, a speaker may show the addressee that he or she 

is considered a friend or a member of the speaker’s in-group by showing similarity in 

viewpoints, showing interest in others, and being cooperative. Likewise, in Leech’s 

(1983) Principles of pragmatics, the Agreement maxim runs the following: 

“Minimize the expression of disagreement between and self and other; maximize the 

expression of agreement between self and other” (cited in Thomas, 1995, p. 165). 
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Wolfson (1989) also claimed that when the relationships are unstable, there is freedom, 

but insecurity also exists. These relationships are thus generally dynamic, which is 

reflected by people showing “solidarity” (Brown and Gilman, 1960) and by 

“avoid[ing] confrontation” (D’Amico-Reisner, 1985) (cited in Wolfson, 1989, p. 130).  

In terms of the social relation between speaker and hearer and nature of the 

interaction in the present study, the unfamiliar pairs might substantially possess 

greater social distance. However, since they were classmates knowing each other 

already, nearly every participant tried to maintain his positive face by being a 

contributing member of the group. When coming across misunderstanding, most of 

the unfamiliar pairs managed to deal with it as the familiar pairs did. They negotiated, 

asked for clarification, and discussed, if necessary. Thus, the quantitative results 

showed no great differences between familiar and unfamiliar pairs in terms of 

interactional features.  

On the other hand, the researcher found that in order to preserve the speaker’s 

own positive face and to protect the hearer’s negative face, the unfamiliar pairs were 

apt to decline the chances of disagreement or disapproval, showing agreement and 

support more often. Examples such as ‘Yes, you are right,’ ‘I agree with you,’ and 

‘Ok’, etc. were prevalent in unfamiliar pairs. Contrastively, familiar pairs seemed to 

take disagreement more openly. They were more comfortable with different 

standpoints; thus, they got more involved in negotiating for their own ideas. Thus, 

examples such as ‘But’ and ‘I think’ occurred more frequently.   

Although some unfamiliar pairs seemed supportive by not confronting their 

partners, which is similar with Plough and Gass’ (1993) findings, there were others 

showing the opposite. The qualitative analysis identified the imbalance of “power” 
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and “solidarity” (Tannen, 1986, p. 109) occasionally in unfamiliar pairs. Some 

unfamiliar pairs, unlike what Plough and Gass’ (1993) asserted, still adhered to their 

passiveness and independence to protect his negative face, showing less involvement 

and enthusiasm. Such variation mainly depended on the participants’ personality to 

decide whether to uphold power or solidarity toward their partner, which coexisting 

and conflicting phenomenon in unfamiliar pairs will be further discussed later.          

 

5.4 Differences of Interactive Communication 

Since communicative competence includes three components: grammatical 

competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence (Canale and Swain, 

1980, cited in Wolfson, 1989, p. 47), there is a need to decipher the study results from 

these angles. Within sociolinguistic competence, Canale and Swain pointed out two 

sets of rules: sociocultural rules of use and rules of discourse. Although both familiar 

and unfamiliar pairs in this study manifested that their vocabulary and grammatical 

competence were low, for there were great mistakes in their linguistic usage, they 

differed extensively in their choice of discourse and strategic rules. The strategic 

competence here contains both verbal and nonverbal communication strategies that 

can help learners deal with or fix the communication breakdowns resulting from lack 

of proficiency in that language.   

5.4.1 Discourse Rules 

It is often noticed that some participants talk more than others. Goffman (1976) 

claimed that “the reason people talk is to test and negotiate their view of the world 

against that of others” (cited in Scollon and Scollon, 1983, p. 170). Thus, those who 

are interested in negotiating for their view of the world are more inclined to talk more 
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than those who are not. The relative amount of talk is directly related to the assumed 

face relations of the participants as mentioned above.  

In this study, once in a while, it can be found that interactants differed in their 

view of their distance: one used deference strategies, while the other expressed 

solidarity. The one who talked a lot might signal his willingness to negotiate for his 

view of the world, which is an expression of the desire of the positive face and the 

hope of drawing close to the hearer. One the contrary, the one who held social 

distance declined to negotiate for his own view of the world and thus talked little or 

even kept long silence. If the participants in one pair misinterpret the social distance 

between them, the potential miscommunication might emerge. Such complex 

phenomenon usually occurred in the unfamiliar pairs, in which the speaker who had 

assumed the closeness or solidarity often ended up with the dominating position. He 

talked a lot even though the other partner did not respond much. To avoid 

embarrassing atmosphere resulting from silence, he talked even more. Therefore, 

there appeared awkward episodes in unfamiliar pairs like Class A20 and Class C21 

mentioned in Chapter Four. For familiar pairs, contrastively, perhaps because 

participants tended to treat each other with more equal status, or because they were 

more used to the communicative mode with each other, such power imbalance was 

scarcely seen.     

5.4.2. Strategic Competence 

Communication involves monitoring to make sure that the intended messages 

are understood without problems, and this involves correction of unsuccessful 

attempts as well. The term repair hence refers to efforts by the speaker or hearer to 

correct unclear or wrong parts in conversation. The concept of repair in second 
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language communication can be included in communication strategies (Tarone, 1977, 

as cited in Richards and Schmidt, 1983). These are self-initiated repairs and remedy 

when the speaker tries to express ideas which the target language vocabulary is 

lacking. The methods include approximation, word coinage, circumlocution, 

borrowing, mime, topic shift and topic avoidance (Richards and Schmidt, 1983, p. 

148).   

In this study, the familiar pairs would attempt to use approximation, such as 

using a synonym. For example, a ‘college’ was explained with a ‘university’ (Class 

B2). Word coinage was also often used, such as ‘Ju-Jus’ to refer to a girl’s braids 

(Class A2). Circumlocution means a paraphrase or description of a word. For example, 

to describe ‘mustache’, a student used ‘the things under the nose … something like 

hair’ (Class A9). Or they used mime to act out the word. For instance, many pairs 

acted out ‘horizontal bar’ by pulling himself up and down with the look of making 

great efforts.  

However, as mentioned in the qualitative analysis in Chapter Four, the 

unfamiliar pairs used borrowing (i.e. a word from the mother tongue) and topic shift 

more often than the familiar pairs. For example, some used their mother tongue ‘什麼

東西啊？’ (e.g., Class C16) to clarify the preceding utterances rather than use the 

simple interrogative question ‘What is that?’. Very likely, approximation, word 

coinage, circumlocution and mime might take the speaker’s courage to perform his 

novelty in verbal and nonverbal abilities before the hearer. To unfamiliar pairs, it is 

too intimidating and face-threatening to adopt those strategies. Perhaps they feel more 

comfortable and secure to use repair strategies which may prevent them form losing 

face. 
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Repairs may be initiated by the speaker or the hearer; the former is what is 

termed as self-repair. Taking a look at the transcripts, the researcher found either in 

the familiar or unfamiliar pairs, most of the language-related episodes are related with 

self-correction only. For example, in Class A9 (familiar pair), when doing the 

discussion task, the student A detected his grammatical problem and self corrected it: 

“Well, both of they haven’t teach, haven’t teach … haven’t taught senior high 

school.” Likewise, in unfamiliar pairs, this self-correction appeared all the time. In 

Class A12 (unfamiliar pair), the student B corrected his grammatical errors in the 

picture differences task: “In your picture, are the boy … is a boy wear a hat?”   

A recast is an implicit corrective feedback move that reformulates the 

ill-formed utterances, and compared with LREs, recast moves are generally classified 

as implicit negative feedback, since they generally do not effectively correct the 

preselected errors (Lyster, 2002, as cited in Panova and Lyster, 2002). In this study, 

there are few recasts either in the familiar or unfamiliar pairs. Possible reasons may be 

related with students’ limited linguistic resources, as evidenced by their incomplete 

and brief utterances. Their low ability of the target language might obtrude their 

sensitiveness and preparedness to detect the interlocutors’ errors and replace them 

with a correct form. Another reason may be that since recasts are often taken as 

negative feedback, to suffice the interactants’ positive face, the desire to be approved 

of and not to be imposed upon, the participants seldom corrected others once they 

understood the message. This can also be employed to explain why there were no 

occurrences of explicit other-correction or discussion of linguistic problems in LREs. 

Although the familiar pairs provided more recasts than the unfamiliar ones, due to the 

low incidence of the recasts, there were few differences between these two.  
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5.5 Individual Differences 

No matter how the participants were controlled in gender, proficiency, and 

familiarity, there were still some unevenness in negotiation distribution. In other 

words, an unknown portion in negotiation cannot be explained by the factors 

mentioned above. As suggested by Foster, there is a need to look at individual pairs 

rather than the pooled data (Foster, 1998). In Appendix C, the researcher presents 

scatter plots on raw data so that the individual pair results can be seen as opposed to 

the group data. As the transcripts reveal that there is individual variation which is not 

dependent on the one’s conversational partner, a number of psychological dimensions 

of differences are considered conducive to the disproportion of this study. Individual 

differences, such as personal stylistic differences (Foster, 1998; Plough and Gass, 

1993), may include cognitive variables, affective variables, learning styles, learning 

strategies, and even personality factors, etc. Affective factors such as learners’ 

personalities can influence the extent of their anxiety and their readiness to take risks 

in learning and using the target language (Ellis, 1997).  

Based on the scatter plots in Appendix C, it’s not hard to find some extreme 

groups which may cause the distributional unevenness. Because the complex 

statistical computation can only reflect the simple totals and percentages of the whole, 

the individual classroom performance is easily neglected. For example, compared 

with the other unfamiliar pairs, the participants in Class A16 used many confirmation 

checks in the picture differences task (amount = 11; total mean in the unfamiliar pairs 

= 1.98) and many clarification requests in the discussion task (amount = 5; total mean 

in the unfamiliar pairs = 1.03). It is still inconclusive that it was just a matter of 

personality or any other individual differences that result in some learners acting 
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passively and others acting actively in pair work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


