
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Theories of interlanguage variation play an important role in Second Language 

Acquisition research. Though there has long been a controversial debate in SLA theory 

which focuses on the extent to which variability can be explained and predicted (Brown, 

2000), many researchers have tried to describe how and explain why certain variations 

occur in the hope of gaining more insight into the acquisition process.  

Generally speaking, interlanguage variations can be explained with reference to 

individual learner factors, performance variety and contextual factors. Individual learner 

factors include age, aptitude, cognitive style, motivation and personality. As for 

contextual variety, it normally involves situational context and linguistic context. Ellis 

(1985) provided a clear distinction of the two types of contextual variations. 

Language-learner language varies according to situational context when learners use their 

knowledge of L2 differently in different situations. For example, when learners are 

pressured to communicate instantly, they will not have time to maximize their existing 

knowledge and are likely to produce errors that would not occur in situations when they 

have time to attend to their output more carefully. Language-learner language also varies 

according to the linguistic context when learners produce errors in one type of sentence 

but not in another. For example, errors in the third person singular of the English Present 

Simple Tense may not occur in sentences consisting of a single clause (e.g. ‘He buys her a 

bunch of flowers’), yet they may occur often in the second clause of a complex sentence 

(e.g. ‘He visits her every day and buy her a bunch of flowers’). Ellis (1985) maintained 

that a full account of contextual variety needs to take both situational and linguistic 

contexts into account.  

Tarone (1983) further proposed four categories of contextual variation: variations 



according to linguistic context, psychological processing factors, social context and 

language function. Both Tarone and Ellis focused their research on contextual variability. 

They tried to explore how linguistic and situational contexts could help to describe what 

might otherwise appear as unexplained IL variation. Their research inspired many other 

researchers to carry out research on this issue. Among the research and theories of IL 

variation, as Crookes (1989) has argued, those which related IL contextual variation to 

“L2 learners’ cognitive processes capable of manipulation or change” (p.367) are 

particularly important. This is because these theories may be directly applicable to the 

learning and teaching situation.   

Planning, a technique commonly used by teachers in the classroom to manipulate 

writing or speaking task conditions (e.g. tasks provided with different types of planning or 

different amounts of planning time), is one of the frequently investigated variables in such 

studies. Skehan (1996) once listed a range of useful activities that could be done before 

conducting a task, including foregrounding (introduction to topic of task), observing, 

doing similar tasks, explicit teaching, implicit teaching, consciousness raising and 

planning. For learners, Skehan pointed out, planning has considerable potential for easing 

the task of using attentional resources during task completion and for releasing people 

from having to think of too many things at a time when both composing thoughts and 

producing speech. For researchers of previous planning studies, planning is used to create 

different contexts for language tasks, enabling researchers to observe IL variation and 

probe into L2 learners’ cognitive processes.  

Actually, the concept of planning first appeared in models of L1 language production. 

Foss and Hakes (1978) once wrote: 

 

Sentence production includes the formulation of an idea that initiates an act of 

speaking and the choice of appropriate linguistic framework into which to cast it. 



These, what we might term the “planning” aspects of production, include such things 

as finding appropriate lexical items to use and arranging them in a suitable semantic 

and syntactic framework. (p.170) 

 

The construct of planning was also first investigated as a variable which affected L1 

language output (actually most studies focused on oral output). For example, Ochs (1979) 

made a distinction between unplanned discourse and planned discourse: the former is 

discourse that lacks forethought and organization; the latter is discourse that has been 

thought out and organized prior to its expression (p.55). The concept of discourse 

planning applies to both the overall structure of discourse and to the lexico-grammatical 

resources used to express individual acts. Because there are varying levels of planning, 

planned and unplanned discourse are seen as poles on a continuum. Ochs compared 

spontaneous oral narratives with written versions of the same narratives and proposed a 

number of features which characterized relatively planned and unplanned discourse of 

native English speakers. The features she proposed would occur in unplanned discourse 

included co-ordination in preference to subordination, the use of present tense rather than 

past tense and so on. Ochs found that more planned language use of these native English 

speakers drew on knowledge that was acquired later in life, including complex syntactic 

structures and more formal discourse devices. On the other hand, when the speakers did 

not plan the form of their discourse, they relied more heavily on morphosyntactic and 

discourse skills acquired in the first 3-4 years of life. 

Also, Danielewicz (1984) compared two adults’ unplanned spoken language (dinner 

table conversations) with planned spoken language (class lectures or prepared talks) and 

found both global (e.g. the way evidence was used to build an argument) and specific 

differences (e.g. dependent clauses) between the two kinds of spoken languages.  

In the early nineties, there were not many empirical studies on planning; yet, the 



concept of planning in L2 was taken by researchers as an uncontroversial assumption 

(Crooke, 1989). For example, Hulstijn and Hulstijn (1984) claimed that the speech 

production process consisted of the conceptualization of a message, the “planning” of an 

utterance, and the articulation of the planned utterance. They pointed out that these three  

processes took place interactively and that “planning” involved the activation and 

retrieval of knowledge about linguistic forms and their meanings which were stored in the 

speaker’s memory.   

One early research on planning in L2 is the study of O’Malley et al. in 1985. In their 

study, they advocated “functional planning” as a strategy from which SL learners might 

benefit if taught to use it. This form of planning involved the learner in evaluating what 

sort of language was needed to complete a given SL task, determining whether he or she 

had command of that language, and taking steps to learn additional lexical items and so 

on. However, in their study, the use of functional planning was combined with use of 

other strategies. As a result, it was not certain whether planning had specific effects on 

language output.  

These years, more and more empirical studies have investigated the effect of planning 

time on L2 learners’ oral output (Crookes, 1989; Ellis, 1987; Ellis, 2003; Foster and 

Skehan, 1996; Mehnert, 1998; Ortega, 1999; Wigglesworth, 1997; Williams, 1992). Most 

of these studies support the idea that some variations in L2 learners’ oral output can be 

attributed to the availability of planning time.  

Furthermore, by investigating these interlanguage variations, the cognitive processes 

involved during the planning time can be explored and inferred. As Ellis (2003) has 

argued, most of the planning studies involve information processing theory, which claims 

that humans possess a limited processing capacity and are not able to attend fully to all 

aspects of a task. Likewise, for L2 learners, it is difficult to attend to all aspects of a 

language task at the same time. However, Ellis argued, when learners have the 



opportunity to plan, their linguistic output is enhanced. That is, planning is one of a 

number of ways L2 learners may use to lessen the processing load on the limited 

processing capacity. Thus, through the investigation of language aspects which enhance 

or suffer along with the provision of planning time, the allocation of learners’ attention 

may be observed and lead to valuable insights into the cognitive processes of L2 learners. 

However, these planning studies are actually different in several aspects, including the 

motivation for studying speech planning, operationalization of the construct of planning, 

types of tasks used in the research, aspects of learners’ speech performance that were 

analyzed, and the measures (dependent variables) used to analyze speech performance. As 

a result, it is difficult to make precise comparisons or reach certain generalizations as to 

the effects of planning on L2 learners’ oral language output.  

Besides, different from previous studies, which defined planning as the availability of 

planning time “before” a task (called pre-task planning), Ellis (2003) proposed that 

on-line planning (planning while performing a task) contributed more to accurate 

language use than pre-task planning. His account and this new construct, on-line planning, 

are in need of further investigation. 

The purpose of this study is to ascertain the effects of both pre-task planning and 

on-line planning on EFL learners’ oral language output. This writer aims to establish 

whether and how planning creates a different context, causes interlanguage variation and 

plays a facilitative role for EFL learners, hoping that the findings can be directly 

applicable in the learning and teaching situations and may be of use to less proficient 

learners who are not capable of “functional planning,” which requires an analysis of task.  

It is hoped that, in the long run, through the classroom use of some non-spontaneous 

planned language, learners may promote their language development and proceed to the 

use of more spontaneous and unrehearsed (unplanned) language.  

 


