
CHAPTER 2                                

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

There are four sections in this chapter. Section 2.1 reviews some important 

literature concerning the fundamental concepts and nature of foreigner talk. The 

cognitive mechanism of FT and its effects on language learning are considered in this 

section as well. Section 2.2 explains the two main types of adjustment in FT, namely, 

“linguistic adjustment” and “conversational adjustment.” Section 2.3 explores the 

application of FT in different pedagogical contexts. Lastly, section 2.4 introduces the 

development of classroom discourse analysis and the structure of Sinclair and 

Coulthard’s model which is the main framework of this study. Studies that have 

analyzed classroom discourse are also discussed in this section. 

 

2.1 Foreigner Talk as a Simplified Register  

Although the phenomenon of foreigner talk has been mentioned in literature 

works a long time ago (e.g. C.S. Lewis’s novel out of the Silent Planet), Ferguson was 

the first person who coined the term “foreigner talk” in 1968. He defined FT as one of 

the varieties of “simplified” speech which is used by native speakers when talking to 

foreigners.  

As we reviewed the definition of FT, we may want to ask “What is the nature of 
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FT?” Or, in Ferguson’s words “What is the feature of this ‘simplified speech’?” When 

addressing to NNSs, we may speak more slowly, pronounce every word clearly, and 

use short sentences and basic vocabulary. All these modifications intend to make the 

conversation simpler and easy to comprehend.  

Such a simplified register introduces an interesting question, namely, whether 

linguistic simplicity amounts to the same thing as cognitive simplicity. Is FT really an 

aid for comprehension of the non-native hearers? 

Chaudron (1983) figured out two opposite ways to produce the “simplified 

speech.” One is “simplification”; the other is “elaboration.” He found that the 

linguistic simplification may sometimes counterproductively result in a heavier 

cognitive burden both for the speaker and the hearer, and impedes the communication 

process. For example, when the speaker wants to make a sentence shorter, additional 

rules may be needed to reduce the number of surface elements, thus may “complexify 

the derivational history of the sentences” and, if too much information is lost in the 

reduced sentences, it could also increase the perceptual complexity. On the other hand, 

in the case of elaboration, we may use a sentence to replace a difficult word, or add 

information to help to contextualize certain linguistic item. In such cases, the 

elaboration may appear to be linguistically more complex on the surface, but it can be 

cognitively simpler for the learners.  
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Therefore, we have to keep in mind that although FT is taken as a simplified 

register of language, it may on one level be simple, but on another level, complex. 

After Chaudron‘s paper, the following FT studies began to concentrate on the 

effects of “simplification and “elaboration” for comprehension. In the study of 

Yasukata et al (1994), the Japanese learners of English were asked to read three 

versions of the same passage: unmodified NS baseline, simplified and elaborated 

version. It is found that students who read the modified passages scored significantly 

higher on the comprehension test than those who read the unmodified version of the 

same passage. And the students who read the elaborated version perform the best 

among the three groups. The study concluded that the elaborated version facilitates 

reading because it provides semantic detail essential for language learners to make 

inferences about the texts they read hence increasing their comprehension of the texts. 

The author also suggested language teachers use more elaborative modification in the 

second or foreign language classroom, because it provides learners with rich linguistic 

form they need for further language learning.  

 

2.2 Types of Adjustment 

 When talking to foreigners, the native speakers may adjust their speech to 

optimize the foreigners’ comprehension. These adjustments can be separated into two 
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major categories. One is the “linguistic adjustments,” the other is “conversational 

adjustments.” Linguistic adjustment focuses on the surface form of the sentence 

concerning the phonology, the lexicon, the morphology and the syntax of the 

utterance. On the other hand, the “conversational adjustment” emphasizes the 

interactional structure and content of the utterances.  

  The features and classification of linguistic adjustments and conversational 

adjustments are discussed in the following sections. 

 

2.2.1 Linguistic Adjustment  

Ferguson (1975) figured out three major grammatical features found in the FT 

discourse, including “omission,” “expansion” and “replacement.” He provided 

detailed examples for these features in the article; the frequently referred and cited 

examples are selected and listed in Table1. 

 

Table 1 Grammatical Features of Foreigner Talk 
Omissions eg: To omit definite article the, verb to be, progressive –ing , 

grammatical items such as case, person, tense, plural and 
possessive markers , the coordinating and subordinating 
conjunctions.   

Expansions eg: To put an additional subject you in imperatives. 
Replacements eg: To replace negative construction by a no preceding the negated 

item, to use the accusative form as subject pronoun, to borrow 
foreign words, to choose synonym of simpler semantic content and 
greater frequency. 
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Although the FT characteristics mentioned in Ferguson’s study may not exhaust 

all the possible features of FT, they are quite clear and easy to be detected. Therefore, 

these characteristics are widely adopted by following researchers, such as Snow et al, 

(1981) and Ravid et al, (2003), as the indications for observing FT.    

Henzl (1983) also developed a categorization of the linguistic adjustments of FT; 

he discussed the features of FT in terms of lexicon, syntax and phonology. In the 

domain of phonology, it was found that when addressing to NNSs, NSs use a slower 

rate of delivery, more careful and clear articulation, more stress of words and more 

pauses, hesitations and repetitions between utterances, more full form and fewer 

contractions. As to syntax and lexicon, preference for canonical word order, overt 

marking of grammatical relationships, choice of high frequency words, lower 

type-token ratio and fewer idiomatic expressions are observed.  

Combining the insights of Ferguson and Henzl, the typical linguistic adjustments 

are compiled in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 Linguistic Adjustments 

Phonology  
 Careful and clear articulation. 
 Slower rate of delivery. 
 More stressed words. 
 More pauses between utterances. 
 Loud pitch. 
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Lexicon 
 High frequency words. 
 Smaller vocabulary. 
 Generic terms rather than specific. 
 Paraphrases of complex words. 
 More foreign vocabularies. 
 Lower type-token ratio. 

Morphology 
 No inflections. 
 Infinitive verb forms. 
 Full forms as opposed to contractions. 

Syntax 
 Short sentences. 
 Canonical word order 
 Simplified negation. 
 No subordinate clauses. 
 Absence of copula, pronouns, function words. 
 More stereotyped stock expressions-“well,” “really?” 
 Fewer idiomatic expressions. 

 

Although FT studies have been conducted in different cultures and social 

contexts, they all reported having observed some features mentioned in Table 2 in 

different combination and degrees (Freed, 1981, 1983; Long and Sato, 1983; Ravid et 

al., 2003). While the linguistic characteristics of FT are remarkably similar across 

languages, FT characteristics are not crosslinguistically identical, because different 

languages can involve different features in their simplification processes. For example, 

English speakers are more likely to omit articles than speakers of German, a language 

whose articles carry a heavier functional load. In spite of the fact, the similarities 

across languages are significant and indicate that FT is the result of the same general 
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processes regardless of language. 

 

2.2.2 Conversational Adjustment  

Because linguistic descriptions cannot interpret the relationships between 

utterances of FT within the communicative context, we need to look, as far as possible, 

for the functional intent of an utterance as distinguished from its surface form. That is, 

we need to consider the “conversational adjustments” (Yasukata et al., 1994, p.192) as 

another crucial component of FT register. 

It was found that in conversational occasions, NSs attempt to lighten the NNSs 

burden in a number of ways. For example, topics are dealt with simply and briefly, 

often initiated and highlightened by pauses. When a misunderstanding causes the 

learner unintentionally to switch topic, NSs often accept the topic switch, repairing 

the discourse by treating the inappropriate response as a topic nominating. When 

learners show lack of comprehension, messages are repeated (e.g., through paraphrase, 

the substitution of difficult vocabulary with more frequently used lexical items), or 

abandoned altogether. More yes/no questions are used than the wh- questions (it is 

assumed that it’s easier to answer a yes-no question than a wh- question). Also, 

significantly more questions than statements are used to initiate talk on new topics in 

the discourse with foreigners (Long, 1981; Freed, 1983; Ravid et al., 2003). 
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 The frequent use of questions for topic initiations is suggested for the following 

four reasons.  

(1) The linguistic markers associate with the interrogative form, subject-auxiliary 

inversion, wh- morphology, rising intonation, or a combination of them, may 

help the NS signal and the NNS recognize that a speaking turn is approaching for 

the NNS. 

(2) Questions, in many cultures, “compel” answers, thus are means for 

encouraging the NNSs’ participation. 

(3) Questions lighten the interlocutor’s conversational burden because they 

already encode part or all of the propositional content. 

(4) Questions simultaneously maintain two roles; they are both information 

elicitors and conversation continuers (Long, 1981; Freed, 1983). 

 

In general, conversational adjustments concern both the content and the 

interactional structure of communication. In the aspect of content, conversation with 

NNSs tends to have narrower range of topics, fewer and shorter information bits 

comparing with the conversations between NSs. In the aspect of interactional 

structure, FT is marked as being more abrupt topic-shift, more use of questions than 

declaratives for topic-initiating moves, more repetition, clarification and 
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comprehension checks. 

 

2.3 Foreigner Talk in the Classroom  

Since language classroom is a place where the interaction between NSs and NNs 

often occurs, it has been an ideal setting for conducting studies concerning Foreigner 

Talk. Henzl (1983) viewed the language used by the foreigner teachers in the 

language classroom as a variety of FT and called it “Foreign Language Classroom 

Register.” He described such register as “bearing features reflecting the inequality of 

the linguistic competence between speakers and hearers, as well as typical features of 

communication in the classroom setting” (Henzl 1983, p.395). Long &Sato (1983) 

also hold a similar viewpoint, and they named the FT occurring in the classroom as 

“Classroom Foreigner Talk Discourse.” 

Studies concerning FT have been conducted in various pedagogical contexts. 

These studies have focused primarily on the relationships among the foreigner 

teacher’s linguistic input, the interactional structure between teacher and student, and 

the process of second /foreigner language acquisition. Researchers observed the ways 

teachers employed to make input comprehensible and the influence of FT on the 

learner’s acquisition of certain syntactic and morphological constructions (Long, 1981; 

Ferguson, 1982; Chaudron, 1983; Freed, 1983; Owen, 1996, Steve, 2002). For 

 16



example, Long (1981) found that the relative frequency of occurrence of forms in the 

linguistic input to NNSs was related to the order of their appearance correctly 

supplied in obligatory contexts by second language acquirers. And in the study of 

Long and Sato (1983) which compared the linguistic input of the foreigner teachers in 

and out of the language classroom. They found that the foreigner teachers’ speech 

contained more display questions than referential questions1, more present reference, 

and more imperatives in the classroom. 

Teacher’s perception about a student’s ability of the target language affects the 

quantity and quality of his interaction with the student (Freed, 1983; Long and Sato, 

1983; Wang 2001). Owen (1996) analyzed the spoken discourse of a foreigner teacher 

who teaches two classes for beginning and advanced students. It was found that the 

teacher initiated fewer utterances in the advanced classes, but the average word length 

of each utterance is about three times more than it is in the beginner classroom 

(advanced 27.80, beginner 9.14). In another study where the teachers instructed both 

NS and NNS students in the same content classes, the NNS students were given 

significant fewer chances (only 2.5 times per hour with NNS students comparing to 

4.6 times per hour with NS students ) to interact with the teacher than the NS students 

(Schinke-Llano, 1983). 
                                                 
1 This classification categorizes a question by considering whether the teacher already knows the 
answer of the question. Display question is asked to check if the student’s reply matches the teacher’s 
predetermined answer; on the other hand, referential question requires the student to express his/her 
opinion which the teacher does not have answer in mind.  
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The effect of FT on language acquisition is a controversial issue. Some studies 

stated that the foreigner’s modification of input tends to have a positive effect on 

language acquisition; it makes the perception-comprehension task of the hearer easier, 

and prompts language acquisition by making the input to the learner simpler and more 

orderly (Ferguson, 1982). 

Conversely, some studies indicated that the modification may have some negative 

impacts on the learners. As being a teacher, the foreigner faces conflicting demands in 

the teaching process. He must present the ideas and teaching material clearly and 

coherently. At the same time, he has to explain in a way which is comprehensible to 

learners who lack sufficient linguistic competency. The teacher must be careful to be 

explicit and perspicuous while meeting the learners’ need for linguistic simplicity. The 

pressure to ensure comprehension may, at times, lead to ambiguous oversimplification 

and ungrammatical sentences on the one hand, and confusingly redundant 

over-elaboration on the other (Chaudron, 1983).  

Since striking similarities between the ungrammatical FT and learner language 

were indicated by researchers (e.g. Long et al, 1983), it seems that FT may, in some 

cases, become a source of incorrect input and cause to form language fossilization. 

Furthermore, if the teacher uses too much simplified input in the language 

classroom, it may impede students from acquiring communication skills necessary for 
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the real world, because over-simplified input may be at the expense of authenticity, 

and authentic input is a crucial factor for acquire real life communicative competency 

(Lin 2005).   

 

2.4 Classroom Discourse Analysis 

M.A.K Halliday’s functional approach to language was one of the most influential 

disciplines of discourse analysis. He viewed language as a tool which serves to certain 

social functions and provided a hierarchical system to interpret simultaneously both 

what language “is” and what language “does” in different social contexts.    

Halliday’s insight was borrowed by Sinclair and Coulthard to develop a 

hierarchical model for analyzing the classroom discourse. The model was devised in 

1975 and slightly revised in 1992. Sinclair and Coulthard found that the classroom 

discourse was highly organized; both teachers and students interacted in rigidly 

structured patterns. Consequently, they developed a hierarchical system2 of five ranks 

for systematic study of classroom discourse, concentrating mainly on interactions 

between the teacher and individual students. The hierarchical order of the five ranks is: 

lesson, transaction, exchange, move and act from the largest to the smallest unit.  

A lesson is the highest unit of classroom discourse; it consists of one or more 

                                                 
2 Since Sinclair and Coulthard’s model’s is quite complicated, the space is not allowed to present it 
completely here. A detail illustration of the hierarchical structure and the definition of each rank are 
attached in Appendix 1. 
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transactions and is frequently coextensive with the pedagogical unit “period.” The 

combination of the exchanges becomes a transaction. There are two classes of 

exchanges, boundary exchanges and teaching exchanges, which are realized by five 

classes of moves; boundary exchanges are realized by framing and focusing moves, 

and teaching exchanges by opening, answering, and follow-up moves. The act is the 

smallest unit; therefore it cannot be further decomposed. Each act fulfills a specific 

function in the classroom discourse. There are twenty-two acts in this system. The 

following example illustrates some acts of the model. The definitions of the acts3 are 

given below the example.  

 

(The teacher was asking if the students have any plan for the coming Christmas.) 

Utterance                                                Act    

T: So…                                                  (Marker)                     

Tiffany,                                                (Nomination)        

  Do you have any plan?                                    (Elicitation) 

S: I may go to see a baseball game.                             (Reply) 

T: Where?                                                 (Elicitation) 

S: Xin-Zhuang                                             (Reply) 

                                                 
3 The definitions adopted here are extracted from Sinclair and Coulthard’s revised model (1992). The 
completely inventory of the definitions of the acts is presented in chapter three. 
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T: So it is a professional baseball game, like the Brother Elephant?    (Elicitation)          

S: No, No. No. Like a superball baseball game.                    (Reply) 

T: Ok, I know that.                                          (Accept) 

 

Marker: To mark boundaries in the discourse. 

Nomination: To call on or give permission to a student. 

Elicitation: To request a linguistic response by questions. 

Reply: To provide a linguistic response to the elicitation. 

Accept: To indicate the teacher has heard or seen the information, reply or react 

performed by the student.  

 

Since 1975, Sinclair and Coulthard’s model has been widely adopted for 

classroom discourse analysis in different instructional conditions, (Tsui, 1985, 1987; 

Malouf, 1995; Atkins, 2001; Wang, 2001). It was also modified to apply to diverse 

areas, such as telephone conversation (Francis and Hunston, 1992), causal 

conversation and mother-child talk (Burton, 1981).  

Tsui has revised this model twice for analyzing the classroom discourse of 

secondary (1985) and primary schools (1987) in Hong Kong. Her 1985’s version was 

then modified by Wang (2001) to analyze teacher talk in child EFL classrooms of 
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different proficiency levels. Since the purpose of Wang’s study was to compare the 

functional variation of teacher’s utterances at different proficiency levels, she focused 

her discussion on the smallest unit of classroom discourse, namely, the “act.” She 

found the most frequently used act in the elementary classroom is ‘drill’; while 

“informative” is used most often in intermediate classroom, and “elicitation” in the 

advanced classroom.  

Wang’s study gave us some insight about the prominent discourse functions of 

Taiwan’s EFL classrooms. However, there are two drawbacks in her study. First, she 

did not analyze the whole classroom discourse from the beginning to the end of each 

class. Only 15 minutes of the recorded data of each level was selected for analyzing. 

Therefore, her analysis cannot present the whole picture of the classroom discourse. 

For example, if the analyzed data was selected from the begining15 minutes of the 

class, the data may largely be filled with the teacher’s explanation and illustration, 

therefore totally missing the more interactive portion, which normally occurs in the 

latter part of a class, such as the teacher’s elicitation and student’s reply. Second, since 

the students of the three different proficiency levels are taught by different teachers 

respectively, the study cannot tell clearly if the function variation is affected by the 

language proficiency of the students or by the teaching style of the teachers.  

To investigate the functions of FT in classes of different proficiency, Wang’s idea 
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of focusing on the “act” level is adopted in this study. The two drawbacks discussed 

above, nonetheless, are hereby avoided by transcribing the classes in their full extent, 

and sampling the classes of different proficiency taught by the same foreigner teacher. 

The detail of the methodology of this study will be introduced in Chapter three. 

 To sum up, the inducement of FT characteristics is the motive for maintaining 

the interaction with non-native speaker without full competency of the language. 

Through linguistic or conversational adjustments, native speaker tries to lighten the 

linguistic and cognitive load of his NNS interlocutor with simplified input. 

Nonetheless, the effects of FT are still a controversial issue; some studies figured 

out this simplified input does increase the comprehension of the NNS hearers, 

however, other researchers argued that this simplified variation poses some negative 

effects on second/foreigner language acquisition and is the main reason for 

fossilization and pidginization.  

The foreign language classroom, as an important venue where FT takes place, 

has been observed by many researchers to further our understanding of FT both in 

linguistic and pedagogical aspects. Although the researchers have found similar 

characteristic of FT, it is still unclear that to what extent the characteristics of FT is 

influenced by the factors such as the age, the social statues or the language 

proficiency of the interlocutors. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore if 
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the language proficiency of the learners will determine the language used by the 

foreigner teachers. Both the form and the function of the foreigner teacher’s 

utterances will be investigated. The methodology of this study is presented in the next 

chapter.  
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