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Abstract

This article introduces the communication strategies employed by English Language
Department (ELT) students of Canakkale Onsekiz Mart University. It also presents the
strategies employed by the students in terms of gender, and prep and non-prep categories.
Finally, it gives the relationship between their communication strategy use and success. To
this end, 76 freshman students constitute the working group of the research. In this study, a
hybrid research design was employed.The quantitative data were collected from the students
by means of a “Communication Strategy Inventory” and the qualitative data were collected by
means of an open-ended question. The most frequently used communication strategy sub-
group was found to be approximation and the lowest communication strategy sub-group was
foreignising. Besides, a significant difference in favour of the females only in the non-
linguistic devices category was found. Finally, the students who employed modification
strategies were found to be very successful.
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Introduction

One crucial goal of learning a foreign/second language is to be able to achieve
effective communication. Effective communication involves sending and receiving messages
effectively and negotiating meaning (Rubin&Thompson, 1994 cited in Ya-ni, 2007). In this
respect, communication strategies that aid the maintenance of effective communication in a
foreign language have become a significant concept both in the field of foreign language
education and research. The studies focusing on the use of communication strategies by
language learners and ways how to improve learners’ use of communication strategies are of
great importance in our field as it is assumed that their effective use leads to communicative
competence which is considered to be the ultimate aim of foreign language learning. To put it
more specifically, studies on communication strategy use might enable researchers to gain
insights into the nature of learners’ interlanguage development by dealing with how they cope
with difficulties in conversation and foreign language teachers understand the nature of
communication strategies and how they can motivate their learners to employ communication
strategies.

Language Learning Strategies

Language learning strategies have occupied a large part of research into effective and
autonomous language learning in recent years. Two common definitions of learning strategies
are given by Oxford (1990: 8) as “operations employed by the learner to aid the acquisition,
storage, retrieval, and use of information” and as “specific actions taken by the learner to
make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more
transferable to new situations”. Brown (2001: 210) also defines strategies as ‘“specific
methods of approaching a problem or task, modes of operations for achieving a particular end,
or planned designs for controlling and manipulating certain information”. As can be inferred
from these definitions, strategies are utilized by the learner to aid and facilitate learning.

Learning strategies constitute an important place in foreign language learning process
since they have several features that serve more than one aim. Oxford (1990: 9) summarizes
key features of language learning strategies in the following way: Language learning
strategies contribute to the main goal, communicative competence; allow learners to become
more self-directed; expand the role of teachers; are problem-oriented; are specific actions
taken by the learner; involve many aspects of the learner, not just the cognitive; support
learning both directly and indirectly; are not always observable; can be taught; are flexible;
and are influenced by a variety of factors. As these features clearly indicate, language learning
strategies are of great importance and worth to be employed by language learners.

Communication Strategies

Williams and Burden (2000: 150) define communication strategies (henceforth, CSs)
as “strategies used by speakers when they come across a difficulty in their communication
because of a lack of adequate knowledge of the language”. In this sense, CSs improve
learners” communication. Similarly, Wenden and Rubin (1987) state the importance of CSs
by emphasizing that with successful communication, motivation for more learning can be
enhanced and add that CSs are used when there is a difference between the learner’s
knowledge and communicative intend.

As for the main types of CSs, there is an abundance of CSs taxonomies in the
literature. Wenden and Rubin (1987), for example, note that a common communication
strategy is to use one’s linguistic or communicative knowledge to remain in the conversation
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such as using synonyms, cognates, simple sentences, semantic contiguity, gestures or mime,
and circumlocution or paraphrase. They also state that learners can remain in the conversation
by using a few well-chosen conversational formulas to continue to participate in activities
which provide contexts for the learning of new material. These consist of opening and closing
a conversation, pausing, getting and keeping turns, and requesting assistance.

Another widely recognised taxonomy is Tarone’s Taxonomy of Communication
Strategies, which includes the strategies of paraphrase (approximation, word coinage, and
circumlocution), borrowing (literal translation, language switch, appeal for assistance, and
mime), and avoidance (topic avoidance and message abandonment) (Tarone 1977, cited in
Bialystok, 1990: 39).

Review of Research into Communication Strategy Use

The number of investigations on the relationship between language proficiency and
communication strategy use in the field of foreign language education is accelerating.
Bialystok and Frohlich (1980), for example, investigated the effect of linguistic proficiency
on the use of CSs with a teenage group of learners of French. The findings of the study
revealed that low-linguistic proficiency subjects used L1-based CSs (codeswitching, literal
translation and foreignising) more frequently than high-linguistic-proficiency subjects,
whereas high proficiency learners made more frequent use of L2-based CSs.

Another study with parallel results was carried out by Chen (1990) who investigated
the effects of linguistic proficiency on the communication strategy use by a group of Chinese
learners of EFL. The findings revealed that linguistic proficiency affects the quantity, quality
and effectiveness of communication strategy use. Higher proficiency learners used fewer
strategies, as well as employing those strategies more effectively than did the lower-
proficiency learners.

Similarly, Ozar1 (1997) found out that linguistic proficiency does not influence the
quantity of communication strategies. However, it influences the quality of CSs employed.
That is, subjects with low linguistic proficiency employed L1-based CSs more frequently than
the subjects with higher linguistic proficiency. Also, Giimiis (2007) investigated the use of
communication strategies of high school students and concluded that linguistic proficiency
seems to be a factor significantly influencing communication strategy use. It was also found
that communication strategy use differs between prep and non-prep students in terms of
modification devices and L1-based CSs.

As for the investigation of the relationship between gender and communication
strategy use Ehrman and Oxford (1989), Macro (2006), and Sheorey (1999) demonstrated that
female learners tend to use more strategies than males.

Methodology
Research Design and Aim

The study is built with a structure suitable for combined approach where quantitative and
qualitative methods are used together during the data collection and analysis phases. The main
objective of this study is to examine the communication strategies employed by the freshman
students studying at the English Language Department (ELT) of Canakkale Onsekiz Mart
University. It also aims to reveal the relationship between the strategy use and success of the
students. The research questions posed for this study are as follows:
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RQ1- What are the most frequent/least frequent communication strategies employed
by ELT freshman students?

RQ2- What are the communication strategy use differences in terms of prep group
and non- prep group?

RQ3- What are the communication strategy use differences in terms of gender?

RQ4- Is there a relationship between the use of their communication strategies and
oral competence?

Setting and Participants of the Study

In order to answer the research questions, the questionnaire was distributed to the
students studying in the 1st year of the ELT Department of Canakkale Onsekiz Mart
University. The Department offers a four-year training program, plus a compulsory one-year
prep class to improve the skills of students who fail to attain a sufficient score in a skills-
based exemption exam at the beginning of their studies. In total, 76 students, 28 males and 48
females, studying their first year in the Department participated to the study. They were all
native speakers of Turkish Language and were in the Fall Term of 2011-2012 Academic Year

Data Collection Procedures and Instruments

The questionnaire designed for the study consists of two parts. The first part includes 4
demographic questions and one open-ended question related to the communication strategies
they use to be more successful while communicating with others. In the second part, the
“Communication Strategy Inventory” which was adopted from the inventory developed by
Gumis (2007) was used. 44 items were adopted out of 86 items and two check items were
included. The items of the inventory were organized in thirteen categories.

Table 1.

Communication strategy subcategories

Strategy Sub-categories Number of Items
Functional reduction 1/2/3/4/10/11

Formal reduction 6/7/8/9
Overgeneralization 5

Circumlocution 14/18/19

Approximation 12/13/15/16

Literal translation 20

Code-switching 21

Foreignising 23

Guessing 39/40

Appeal for assistance 30/31/33/34/35/36/37/38
Stalling 27/28/29/45/46
Modification devices 41/42/43/44
Non-linguistic devices 17/24/25/26

The scale was a five-item Likert-type scale and the language of which was English. The
questionnaire was administered during class hours, and it took them almost 25 minutes to
answer the questions. In order to compare the strategy use and achievement of the students,
the list including the results of mid-term oral-communication skills course of the students
was provided from the tutor who gives the course.
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Results and Discussions

Firstly, the quantitative data obtained through an inventory were analysed by using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 16.0. On the first hand, the reliability of
the items was calculated (Cronbach’s alpha=.80). The answers of the participants to the
open-ended questions were analysed through content analysis by putting the items under
determined categories.

The three most frequently used sub-categories of communication strategies were found
to be approximation (mean=3,85); circumlocution (mean=3,71); modification devices
(mean=3,63). The analysis showed that the least frequently used sub-categories were
foreignising (mean=1,95), overgeneralization (mean=2,55); and codeswitching (mean=2,57).

Table 2.

Descriptive statistics for groups of most and least used communication strategies

Categories and Items Mean S.D
Approximation 3,85
Iltem12. 3,88 , 938
Item13. 3,45 1,159
Item15. 4,21 , 884
Item16. 3, 87 1,063
Circumlocution 3,71
Item14. 3, 63 1,153
Item18. 3,58 , 928
Item19. 3,93 ,854
Modification Devices 3,63
Item41. 3,72 , 888
Item42. 3,92 , 796
Item43. 3,14 1,016
Item44. 3,71 , 877
Foreignising
Item23. 1,95 1,165

Overgeneralization
Itemb. 2,55 1,076

Code-switching
ltem21. 2,57 1,289

When prep and non-prep variable was investigated, t-test analysis showed a significant
difference in the groups of approximation (mean= 3,9856), literal translation (mean= 2,7500),
guessing (mean= 3,6442), and non-linguistic devices (mean= 3,2212). In all of these groups,
students who stated that they studied the prep class scored higher than those who did not
study the prep class. It can be deduced that the students are able to learn some communication
strategies during their prep education either from tutors or from their peers.
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When gender differences were examined, a significant difference in favour of the
females only in the non-linguistic devices category was found. The mean score of the female
students (mean= 3, 2448) was found to be higher than the mean scores of the male students
(m=2, 8036). This result seems interesting because according to the findings of several studies
(e.g. Bialystok et. al, 1980; Phillipson, et. al., 1984) low-linguistic proficiency learners tend to
use non-linguistic devices (i.e. pointing, mimicry, drawing, gestures, etc.) more frequently
than linguistic devices. In order to test this result, male and female learners’ proficiency could
further be examined in another study.

When the relationship between the strategy use and success was examined, it was
revealed that the students who employed the modification strategies (mean= 3,8068) were
found to be very successful. Other significant differences are in overgeneralization
(mean=2,7609), code switching (mean=2,8913), foreignising (mean= (2,2609), and non-
linguistic devices (mean= 3,2935) categories. It is clearly seen that students employ other
repair, self-repair, comprehension check questions and become very successful. This set of
strategies includes both asking for clarification or verification and asking for correction
(Oxford, 1990:168-169).

Table 3.

Achievement differences of different strategy groups

Categories and Items Mean S.D
Approximation 3,85
Iltem12. 3,88 , 938
Item13. 3,45 1,159
Item15. 4,21 , 884
Item16. 3,87 1,063
Circumlocution 3,71
Item14. 3,63 1,153
Item18. 3,58 , 928
Item19. 3,93 , 854
Modification Devices 3,63
Item41. 3,72 , 888
Item42. 3,92 , 796
Item43. 3,14 1,016
Item44. 3,71 , 877
Foreignising
Item23. 1,95 1,165

Overgeneralization
Itemb. 2,55 1,076

Code-switching
ltem21. 2,57 1,289

© International Association of Research in Foreign Language Education and Applied Linguistics — All rights reserved



Sener, S.&Balkir, N. [ELT Research Journal 2013, 2(2), 62-69 68

When the qualitative data were analysed, it was found that there were many strategies
employed by the students to be more successful while speaking. However, the most used
groups were as follows: (1) “lowering anxiety” (26.25%), (2) “using gestures” (22.50%), and
(3) “approximation” (11.25%). The students openly state that when they are relaxed and have
self-confidence and trust the people they address, they become more successful. Similarly,
Sener (2010) found the existence of considerable levels of anxiety in L2 classes in her study.

In short, the analysis of the qualitative data implies that tutors should remember to
encourage, support, hearten, and comfort their students during lessons and out of class
activities; and introduce them some communication strategies, repair strategies and strategies
for success which will be useful during their communication with others. In this study,
parallel findings were found as a result of quantitative and qualitative data analysis.

Conclusion

According to the results of this study, ELT freshman students most frequently use
approximation strategies like super-ordinate terms, antonyms and synonyms which are L2
based strategies. This might imply that participants of this study mostly employ strategies
used by learners with generally high proficiency level as relevant literature reveals
(Wannaruk, 2002).

The second finding is that students who studied the prep class use more CSs than non-
prep group students. This finding implies that prep education induces learners to be aware of
and use more strategies. It also suggests that foreign language teachers and tutors should
undergo communication strategy training courses so that they can incorporate strategy
training into their classes and in this way their learners are motivated and encouraged to use
CSs to remain in the conversation in the target language.

In terms of the relationship between learners’ oral competence and use of CSs, it is
seen that successful students use most frequently modification strategies such as
comprehension check, self-repair, and other-repair. These strategies are also referred as social
strategies and considered to be essential and helpful for all language skills (Oxford, 1990).

Finally, the findings obtained from the qualitative data suggest that tutors should take
affective factors into consideration; and motivate their learners to use anxiety lowering
strategies through developing positive attitudes, creating a friendly atmosphere, and arranging
speaking activities and tasks increasing their self-confidence
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