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Abstract 

This study aims to investigate the effect of communication strategies (CSs) 

instructions used by English speakers, learners of Spanish at a low intermediate 

level during a 13-week course. One classroom (n = 20) received explicit 

instruction of CSs, as part of the regular instructional material; whereas, 
participants in the other classroom (n = 12) did not receive this specific 

information but otherwise had the same instructor, syllabus, and course 

material. The five CSs in the experimental classroom are followed by Dörnyei 

and Scott's (1997) taxonomy. The pre-tests showed no difference in the use of 

the CSs between the two groups. The results after the treatment showed an 
effect of the explicit teaching of the CSs, as the experimental group used a 

greater number of CSs resources when solving communicative issues. The study 

also reported that task type had an effect on the number and type of CSs 

produced by the learners. This phenomenon can also be explained in terms of 

task type and time constraints. The differences observed in both groups can be 

attributed to explicit CS instruction, thereby resulting in pedagogical 
implications for language teachers. 

 

Keywords Second Language Acquisition, Communitive Strategies, Strategy training, Foreign 

Language Context, Face-to-Face Interaction 

 

1. Introduction  

Second language learners repeatedly experience linguistic breakdown when 

expressing an idea or concept in their second language (L2). When these 
deficits occur in natural speech, they must resort to an array of strategies in 

order to aid comprehension. For example, in a real-world situation, when 
asking for directions in a Spanish-speaking country, the language learner 

may hear “siga derecho/keep going straight” or “a dos cuadras/two blocks 
away” hence, to find a place. The learner can resort to a clarification request 

such as “no entendí, puedes repetir por favor/I did not understand, could you 
repeat, please.” Unlike a natural setting, which often compels second 

language learners to employ communication strategies, such as 
paraphrasing or circumlocution, the classroom context is different as it may 
not necessarily trigger or motivate the use of these strategies. The present 
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study explores both the use and benefits of communicative strategies among 

L2 learners of Spanish.  
The concept of communicative strategies was introduced by Selinker (1972) 

in his article about learners’ inter-linguistic errors. Later, other studies 
elaborated a systematic analysis of CSs (Faerch, 1983; Sukirlan, 2014; 
Tarone, 1977; Váradi, 1980) and the teaching of CSs (Alibakhshi & Padiz, 

2011). A communicative strategy (CS) is viewed as a conscious and 
intentional attempt to convey meaning in a face-to-face situation when 
linguistic problems occur in the target language (Alibakhshi and Padiz, 

2011; Dörnyei, 1995); Maldonado, 2012). For example, it has been observed 
that “verbal and non-verbal [CSs] may be implemented to compensate for 

communicative breakdowns during a conversation with a colleague (Kennedy 
and Trofimovich, 2016). Also, can be related “to insufficient competence,” 
that is when the learner lacks a range of linguistic resources to deliver a 

message effectively (Ghout-Khenoune, 2012; Tavakoli, Dastjerdi, & Esteki, 
2011). 

Early empirical studies have carried out a great deal of investigation in 
Second Language Acquisition, and much research has focused on 
communicative strategies, instruction, and practices (Kennedy & 

Trofimovich, 2016; Razmjou & Ghazi, 2013; Tavakoli et al., 2011). From the 
foreign language perspective, scholars have investigated the benefits of 
explicitly teaching communicative strategies in language classrooms 

(Alibakhshi & Padiz, 2011; Mirsane & Khabiri, 2016; Sukirlan, 2014). Still, 
this phenomenon remains largely unexamined in Spanish as second/foreign 

language classrooms. Following previous research by (Dörnyei & Scott, 1997) 
Taxonomy, this study will focus specifically on the five CSs (clarification 
request, comprehension check, paraphrasing/circumlocution, self-repair, 

and filled pauses). 
 

1.1. Taxonomies of Communicative Strategies and Definitions 
Early definitions of communicative strategies in the L2 setting is referred to 
the learners’ ability to communicate their ideas effectively within the context 

of a communication breakdown or an interlocutor misunderstanding. Later, 
the traditional view of communicative strategies was introduced as “problem 
solving” mechanisms to help the learner to overcome linguistics issues when 

communicating an idea (Smith, 1979). More recently, the definition of 
communicative strategies was expanded upon by introducing an 

interactional point of view, in which these strategies are viewed as the tools 
used in face-to-face interactions to negotiate meaning between speakers 
(Tarone, 1980).  

Dörnyei and Scott (1997) on communicative strategies proposes a learner-
centered and interactional taxonomy used in this study. This taxonomy 
includes two defining criteria: “problem-orientedness” and “consciousness” 

(p. 183–184). Problem-orientedness is characterized as the lack of 
congruency between a communicative strategy and the linguistic devices in 

the L2 learner, leading to an interruption of effective communication. The 
notion of “consciousness” relates to one a speaker conscious of 
communicative barriers to achieving a goal and who intentionally applies a 

communicative strategy in order to negotiate meaning. In other words, the 
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learners have control over the communicative strategies and intentionally 

apply the selected one to deliver a message effectively (e.g., consciousness as 
awareness of the problem). Because such language issues involve interaction 
between speakers, this study will only adopt five communicative strategies 

from “problem-orientedness” mechanisms (further explain at the end of this 
section). 
Within problem-orientedness, several types of issues arise. These include a) 

Resource deficit problems, which are defined as the realization of something 
said incorrectly or at least partly correctly by the speaker. These types 

involve self-repair, self-rephrasing, and self-editing (Dörnyei, 1995; 
Savignon, 1972; Tarone, 1980). b) Own-performance problems can also be 
something related to the interlocutor’s utterance problems, mostly related to 

thoughts or ideas to have been said incorrectly or misunderstood by the 
speaker. The mechanisms associated with negotiating strategies can include 

clarification requests and comprehension checks (Canale, 1983; Dörnyei & 
Thurrell, 1992; Dörnyei, 1995). c) Processing time pressure, which is defined 
as the time the L2 learner needs to process and plan speech. The strategies 

associated with processing time pressure include the use of fillers, hesitation 
devices, and self-repetitions (Canale, 1983; Dörnyei & Thurrell, 1992; 
Dörnyei, 1995; Savignon, 1972).   

Empirical studies investigating communicative strategies that focused on 
proficiency as a factor have demonstrated a relationship between level of 

proficiency and the type of communicative strategies employed (Dobao, 
2001; Garcia Nuñez, 2006; Littlemore, 2003). For example, reports show 
beginners to use a higher number of CSs, due to the lack of L2 linguistic 

resources. Conversely, more proficient learners do not seem to use these 
types of strategies due to their broader L2 repertoire. These relationships are 
also demonstrated when comparing other groups, such as beginners and 

advanced learners (Dobao, 2001; Hyde, 1982; Si‐Qing, 1990). The results 
show that beginner levels are more inclined to use communicative strategies 

related to their first language (L1), such as code-switching, foreignizing, 
avoidance mechanism, as well as message abandonment. Interestingly, 
another mechanism associated with this group is the use of processing time 

pressure, such as filled pauses, since the L2 learners need more time to plan 
speech. However, more advanced learners demonstrate more reliance on 

achievement mechanisms, such as self-repairs, paraphrasing, and 
approximation.  
However, studies comparing beginning and intermediate learners in the use 

of communicative strategies did not show any significant differences. 
Nevertheless, after performing further analysis of the results, the results 
reported that beginner groups employed more reduction mechanisms, 

whereas the intermediate group showed stronger preference for the use of 
achievement devices, such as paraphrasing (Garcia Nuñez, 2006). Similar 

findings were reported in (Prebianca, 2009), which investigated the effect of 
proficiency level by intermediate and advanced groups of learners’ uses of 
communicative strategies. The results showed no meaningful differences 

across groups in the use of these strategies. The study claimed that the 
reason for this outcome was due to the ‘monologic’ nature of the task, which 

seemed to elicit fewer demands.  
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Taking into consideration the views of communicative strategies above, this 

study examines the effect of communicative strategies on English speakers’ 
intermediate level of Spanish. The researcher adopted five strategies from 

Dörnyei and Scott (1997), including clarification request, comprehension 
check, paraphrasing/circumlocution, and self-repair. If one student requests 
to another student, an explanation or repetition when comprehension breaks 

down, the student has made use of ‘clarification request’ strategy (e.g., “no 
comprendo, no entiendo/I don’t understand”); if one student asks a question 

to check that the interlocutor understands, the student has made use of 
‘comprehension check’ strategy (e.g., “sí, (te) entiendo, (te) comprendo/yes, I 

understand you”); in a situation when a student is required to exemplify, 
illustrate or describe a property of the target object or action, the student 
has employed ‘paraphrasing’ strategy (e.g., “…salió con su… la mamá de la 

mamá (bisabuela) …/she/he left with the … mother of the mother (great-
grandmother”); but if the student makes a self-initiated correction in his/her 

own speech, then the student has employed ‘self-repair’ strategy (e.g., 
“…deseo una casa muy ahm, ahh…que no sea carro…que no sea caro [wrong 

adjective form]…I wish a very big house ahm, ahh…that is not car, that is 
not expensive”). Finally, during a conversation when the student's voice 
repeats frequently, making the conversation run smoothly, by using words or 

phrases that repeat many times, then the student has made use of the 
‘filled-pause’ strategy (e.g., “este, pues, pero, entonces…/well, I mean, so, 

like…”). The five communicative strategies are shown in Table 1 below. 
 
Table 1 

Description of the Five Communicative Strategies. 
Strategies Description  

1. clarification 
request 

When a student requests  an explanation from another 
student or repetition when comprehension breaks down (e.g., 
“no comprendo, no entiendo/I don’t understand”) 

2. comprehension 
check 

When a student asks a question to check that the interlocutor 
understands, (e.g., “sí, (te) entiendo, (te) comprendo/yes, I 
understand you”) 
 

3. paraphrasing When a student is required to exemplify, illustrate or describe 
a property of the target object or action (e.g., “…salió con su… 
la mamá de la mamá (bisabuela) …/she/he left with the … 
mother of the mother (great-grandmother”) 

4. self-repair When a student makes a self-initiated correction in his/her 
own speech, (e.g., “…deseo una casa muy ahm, ahh…que no 
sea carro…que no sea caro [wrong adjective form] 

5. filled pauses When a student's voice repeats frequently, making the 
conversation run smoothly, by using words or phrases that 
repeat many times (e.g., “este, pues, pero, entonces…/well, I 
mean, so, like…”) 

 

 
In the current study, these communicative strategies were included due to 
the interaction they elicit between speakers, they relate to three main types 

of communicative strategies (Own performance problem, other performance 
problem and processing time pressure) of (Dörnyei & Scott, 1997) taxonomy, 
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and they align with the demands of task type needed for the activities 

included in the study, such as picture description tasks (e.g., 
circumlocution). 
 

1.2. L2 Research on Communicative Strategies and Task Type 
Investigations in the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) have 
emphasized the pedagogy and development of communicative strategies 

(Rabab’ah, 2016; Savignon, 1972; Tarone, 1977; Tarone, 1980; Tarone, 
1981). The instructions of these strategies have been the subject of 

controversy among researchers. Opponents state that L2 learners do not 
necessarily need to develop a special strategy in L2; instead, they can use 
their L1 strategic competence. Such views believe “…what one must teach to 

the learners of a language is not strategy, but language,” or, “…teach the 
learner more language, and let the strategies look after themselves” (Kasper 

& Kellerman, 2014). On the contrary, those in favor of communicative 
strategies argue that teaching CSs provides growth for development on 
strategic competence (Dörnyei, 1995; Faerch, 1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1984; 

Maldonado, 2017; Rabab’ah, 2016; Tarone, 1980). These studies suggest 
communicative strategies as the central function when negotiating meaning 
through an array of tasks such as visual communication games and oral 

speech in the form of monologues, as well as oral-video tape analysis, among 
other activities, thereby helping increase awareness of the learner’s own 

speech production.  
Current SLA studies are convinced that different task types can be effective 
pedagogical tools to develop learners’ communicative strategies. Generally, 

tasks are defined as “a piece of work which involves the learners in 
manipulating, comprehending, producing, and interacting in the L2, while 
their attention is focused on meaning rather than form” (Ghout-Khenoune, 

2012; Nunan, 1991). Tasks are regarded as the learner’s window of 
opportunity to experience target language (TL) as it is used outside the 

classroom setting. For example, during a task activity, the learner can take 
on an active role by helping their partners, negotiating meaning, and clearly 
articulating themselves while making use of communicative strategies.  

The teachability of communicative strategies was investigated by (Rabab’ah, 
2016) on EFL learner’s strategic competence. This study included different 

task types, such as role-play, group audio-video analysis, while examining 
communicative strategies during a 14-week course. The 80 learners were 
divided into 2 groups, one (n = 44) received the CS training program, and the 

control group (n = 36) received the normal communicative course 
instruction. Pre- and post-IELTS (The International English Language 

Testing System) tests were administered to find out the effect of explicit 
instruction of CSs, as well as language proficiency. The results indicated 
that the experimental group outperformed the control group in their 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) scores. The 
experimental group significantly outperformed the control group. In the post-

test, the experimental group used many more CSs when communicating in 
English as a Second or Foreign Language (EFL) context, and the speaking 
test indicated that the experimental group effectively used more achievement 

strategies (e.g., circumlocution and self-repair) and interactional strategies 
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(e.g., clarification, confirmation request, asking for repetition, guessing and 

appeal for help), hence, to maintain the flow of conversation. The study 
indicated positive implications for language teachers and syllabus 

development.  
Similar results can be found in the study conducted by (Alibakhshi & Padiz, 
2011). The study investigated the effect of explicitly teaching CSs to 60 

Iranian language learners of English using three types of tasks: group 
discussion, short story re-telling, and picture description. The ten-week 
treatment of CSs was collected through a series of oral data in the 

experimental group by means of group discussions. General findings showed 
improvement in the use of number of CSs used, indicating a positive impact 

employed by the experimental group’s oral performance compared to the 
control. General findings showed improvement in the number of CSs used, 
indicating a positive impact employed by the experimental group oral 

performance compared to the control. The first post-test reported an 
improvement in the number of all CSs used by the experimental group. 

Seven out of the nine communicative strategies were used by the 
experimental group, outperforming the control group. Significant differences 
were found between groups providing evidence of an increase in almost all 

communicative strategies attributed to the instruction, including avoidance, 
approximation, language switch, appeal for assistance, circumlocution, and 
self-repetition. Findings for the second post-test demonstrated that three 

months afterward, the treatment had influenced the frequency of strategies 
used by the experimental group. The CSs instructed remained stable after 

the instruction was administered. Three of the communicative strategies: 
approximation, appeal for assistance, and self-repetition were reportedly 
used more frequently compared to the control group. Findings for the second 

post-test results indicated that these CSs lost their effect while the frequency 
of their use decreased. The remaining CSs — avoidance, restructuring, word 

coinage, and self-repair — were maintained after the treatment. Overall 
results showed beneficial gains of CSs in learners while having pedagogical 
and theoretical implications for language teachers. 

Additionally, (Sukirlan, 2014) investigated the effects of teaching CSs (e.g., 
approximation, circumlocution) on the types of CSs employed by 23 students 
at intermediate level speaking classes in a pre-test and post-test design. The 

study found that the explicit teaching of CSs promoted students’ 
communicative skills through an increase in the level of speech 

comprehensibility. The post-test shows a significant increase in the use of 
the CSs compared with the pre-test (e.g., approximation used 13 times vs. 5 
times; circumlocution 290 times vs. 97 times, respectively); and a decrease 

of frequency use of CSs (e.g., code-switching, avoidance, appeal for 
assistance). The findings can be explained in terms of explicit instruction of 
CSs, not only having helped increase the use of CSs but also helping the 

learners gained confidence when expressing their thoughts and ideas in face-
to-face conversation. The findings of the study demonstrated the positive 

impact of teaching CSs in language classrooms. Learners who have acquired 
more communicative strategies can successfully solve communicative 
problems when linguistic breakdown arises. It emphasizes the need for the 



Journal of Second and Multiple Language Acquisition – JSMULA 
Vol: 9    Issue: 2    198-225,  2021, June 

                                                                                                                         ISSN:2147-9747 
  

204 
 

explicit teaching of communicative strategies to help learners communicate 

their message effectively.  
Considering the supporting review above, in comparison to the study of CSs 
in English as a Second or Foreign Language contexts, scant research has 

been conducted in Spanish language classrooms (Maldonado, 2012; 
Maldonado, 2017). Maldonado’s study investigated the effects of Spanish L2 
learner’s proficiency with regards face-to-face CSs, specifically analyzing two 

types of interaction: L2 learners of Spanish (n = 18–26) with Native speakers 
of Spanish (NSs/n = 20–35), and two groups of L2 learners of Spanish. Data 

were collected via two jigsaw activities and a free-conversation task and 
followed close analysis from (Dörnyei & Kormos, 1998) taxonomy. The 

results of the study reported that most learners ‘confirmed to 
help/correction’ by means of positive response and that the CS most 
frequently used within was response-repeat. This means that one student 

attempted to express part of the intended message by retrieving a word (e.g., 
líquido/liquid), s/he realizes that it was the incorrect word, so the student 

indicated this uncertainty to the interlocutor by expressing the s/he does 
not know the word or by laughing. This action was repeated by the speakers 
to make sure the interlocutor confirmed assistance in his/her comment. 

Although this occurred on a few occasions, the study suggested that this 
strategy was not always successful, as the learner did not always receive a 
confirmation to get help when s/he needed it. Maldonado indicated that this 

strategy behavior was due to the mismatch in the speakers’ linguistic status, 
in which the interlocutor was not able to provide the appropriate help the 

speaker needed during the conversation.   
In the current study, three task types were administered: a brief self-
description task and two post-test discussion tasks, Effective 

Communicative Assessment (ECA) and Oral Exam. All tasks, pre-tests, and 
post-tests were activities part of the Spanish course (“Appendix A”). The 

students were asked to converse as naturally as possible, with the hope of 
providing a context that reflected authentic conversation on various real-life 
themes. These forms of discussions allowed the students the opportunity to 

practice language use by expressing comparisons and opinions along with 
interlocutor positions. 
Notably, while explicit instruction of CSs has been examined in several 

EFL/ESL contexts, this phenomenon remains largely unexamined in 
Spanish in second foreign language classroom (Alibakhshi & Padiz, 2011; 

Bialystok & Fröhlich, 1980; Ghout-Khenoune, 2012; Maleki, 2010; Mirsane 
& Khabiri, 2016; Tavakoli et al., 2011; Wang, Lai, & Leslie, 2015). In order to 
contribute to the antecedent work on the benefit of explicit instruction of 

CSs, this study focuses specifically on the explicit teaching of the five CSs to 
uncover the benefits of communicative strategies used on English speakers 

who are learners of Spanish. The five CSs include clarification request, 
comprehension check, paraphrasing/circumlocution, self-repair, and filled 
pauses (“Appendix B”). 

The present study investigates the effect of explicit instructions 
communication strategies on Spanish learners at low intermediate levels. 
Guidelines from The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Language 

(ACTFL) describe speakers at low intermediate levels as individuals who can 
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handle a limited number of uncomplicated communicative tasks while 

building linguistic skills during social interactions. For example, this 
includes topics related to self and family, some daily activities, immediate 

needs, such as ordering food. The changes will be related to the participant’s 
strategy usage at the end of the 13-week Spring semester. This paper aims to 
answer the following question: “What are the similarities and differences in 

the patterns of use of CSs after the treatment between the control and 
experimental groups with regards to the different oral tasks that elicit 
spontaneous speech?” 

  
2. Methodology 

2.1. The participants and context 
The participants were enrolled in a three-credit, 13-week intermediate 
Spanish course during Spring 2019. The participants in the control group (n 

= 12) and experimental group (n = 20) were undergraduate students. The 
class met 50 minutes three times a week, Mondays, Wednesdays, and 

Fridays. Each class consisted of a single continuous 50 minutes session. The 
aim of the Spanish course was to develop L2 communicative skills while 
enhancing social and cultural awareness of the Spanish-speaking world. The 

participants in the experimental group (n = 20) consisted of 16 females and 4 
males, ages between 18 and 20 years old. This class received explicit 

instruction of CSs. The participants in the other classroom (n = 12), 9 
females and 3 males, with the same age range, did not receive this specific 

information on strategies but had otherwise the same instructor, syllabus, 
and course material as the other classroom. Since the total number of male 
students in both groups was only 6 — two male students in the control 

group and four in the experimental group — gender was not considered a 
variable in the current research. The two sections were selected because they 
were taught by the same instructor. 

 
2.2. Materials 

The textbook used throughout the semester for both groups was a five-
chapter textbook containing themes of social contexts from daily life to more 
universal ideas like family, love, social roles, and issues, etc. The students 

engaged in oral activities while making comparisons between their own and 
other people’s perspectives, values, and beliefs in relation to the Spanish 
communities and culture. 

  
2.3. Treatment 

The experimental group, which was comprised of 20 participants, received 
explicit instruction on the five CSs in order to help them convey meaning 
when faced with communication breakdowns and while also offering 

awareness of the importance of the CSs. The five CSs were selected and 
explicitly taught by the instructor, following an explanation of the course 

material and syllabus, and research guidelines (for full information on 
Dörnyei and Scott Taxonomy, see “Appendix F”). The selection of these five 
strategies was based on proficiency factor research. Prior research on the 

use of communicative strategies by intermediate learners has been 
inconclusive. Some studies demonstrated that groups of L2 learners resort 
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more to “problem orientedness” achievement devices, such as paraphrasing 

or self-repair, whereas other studies have reported no significant differences 
in the use of communicative strategies such group.  
In order to keep students fully aware of the five communicative strategies, 

students were given a strategy sheet that included not only definitions of the 
strategies but also the CS examples, facilitating their use when 
communicating. Prior to administering the CSs, the students were 

introduced to the material and were told the importance of learning the 
strategies in order to motivate them. The control group, which was 

comprised of 12 students, received no explicit instruction on CSs. 
 

2.4. Classroom CS Instructions 
The explicit instructions on the five communicative strategies selected and 
implemented by the instructor and researcher consisted of using these 

communicative strategies during the oral activities. These activities were 
aimed to practice and develop vocabulary on different themes of Spanish 
multilingual communities at home and around the world.  

The CS instructions consisted of two parts: part 1. Presentation and 
explanation of the 5 CSs; part 2. Using communicative peer/group activities 
with a focus on CSs and peer feedback evaluation of CSs used, and part 3. 

Recording. 
Part 1 – Presentation and explanation of the 5 communicative strategies.  
Once a week, at the beginning of class, instruction was presented on one 
communicative strategy. It was explained, practiced, and analyzed for about 
10 minutes. First, a copy of the CS definitions was provided to each student. 

The instructor explained these concepts alongside a PowerPoint slide. While 
the instructor reviewed the CSs, the students were asked to have their own 

copy on the desk during the instruction in order to refer to it when 
practicing. For example, when expressing nonunderstanding, in a situation 
when a learner did not understand something verbally, causing 

communication breakdown, students used the performance related to L1-L2 
based CS by asking for clarification or repetition (Dörnyei & Scott, 1997). 
Similarly, when students were trying to recall something, they resorted to 

filled pauses, such as este, bueno, pues, etc.  
Once the last of the five communicative strategies was taught, then a new 

communicative strategy instruction started again. This means a different 
communitive strategy was reviewed each week over the course of five weeks. 

One week’s instruction was entirely devoted to self-repair, the following 
week’s instruction focused on clarification request, the third week’s 
instruction focused on filled pauses, and so forth. The instruction of 

communicative strategies was also maintained the second half of the 
semester in the same manner as explained in this section above. 
The explanation of the CSs was also accompanied by short, spontaneous 

clips from Dialectoteca del español as well as samples drawn from ACTFL 
Communication Oral. The clips were presented in class at the end of the 

week. The students were asked to watch and identify the targeted CS used 
by the speakers in the video clip. The video clip was played two times: the 
first students were instructed to listen, while the second time, students were 
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asked to write down the type of CS observed. The observations made by the 

students were shared, first in groups, then as a whole class. 
Part 2 – The use of communicative activities with a focus on communicative 

strategies.  
In peer/group activity, students engaged in oral activities already designed 
and pre-established in the course syllabus. An example of a picture 

description activity is explained below: 
Activity 1 – The students were asked to bring to class an image that 

presented the chapter topic being reviewed in class. For example, in the case 
of the chapter that discussed a social inequality situation, students brought 
pictures depicting the roles of women and native people. In pairs, one 

student described the image to the partner without revealing it. The latter 
student drew this image in their notebook and kept a record of the type(s) of 
communicative strategy(ies) used by the partner, as they were encouraged to 

use them. Each student took an opportunity to provide a description of their 
image. At the end of the exchange, the group showed their drawings and 

decided whether it was a good representation of the description uttered while 
negotiating meaning or when reaching an understanding. At the end, the 
students were asked to evaluate each other in the use of communicative 

strategies based on types(s) and how much Spanish their classmates 
employed.  

(Rabab’ah, 2016), states that only through the learner’s own awareness of 
the existence of such difficulties when communicating can they overcome or 
solve these issues. (Maldonado, 2017; Poulisse, 1990) also state that 

promoting collaboration and assistance from their peers can help and convey 
meaning during oral speech.  
In order to make sure that the instructions were followed, the instructor 

walked through the classroom during the oral activities to check and assist 
the groups. This type of picture description activity was performed five times 

at the beginning of each of the five chapters of the textbook. Other oral 
activities involving the use of the CSs, was based on short films reviewed in 
class as part of the course material. In pairs or groups, the students 

provided the description of the characters of the film and plot while 
comparing views with their own understanding of Spanish culture.  

Part 3 – Recordings. The students were recorded while carrying out the oral 
tasks for the two post-tests, ECA and Oral Exam. For both tasks, the 
students were required to converse spontaneously with a partner on a 

variety of topics studied to that point in class (e.g., the family and romantic 
relationships, social role of women, and issues with regards to the Spanish 
communities). 

  
2.5. Speaking Tasks 

A total of three interpersonal oral tasks were used to examine the explicit 
instruction of CSs, in both classrooms, at different times in the semester. 
The interpersonal tasks included a pre-test, and two semi-guided tasks (a 

mid-test/ECA and a final test/Oral Exam), on CSs used. Prior to 
administering the CSs, the pre-test was performed. The students were asked 

to converse with a partner of their choice about who they were, where they 
were born, and what they expected to gain from the Spanish class at the end 
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of the course semester. The oral data were collected using recorders on their 

smartphones and submitted to the instructor via Dropbox. Each task lasted 
approximately two minutes per group for both the experimental and control 
group (for excerpts of pre-test samples, see “Appendix C”). It is worth noting 

that the different formats of these tasks were already built as part of the 
Spanish syllabus course. 
The mid-test was also an interpersonal task. The Effective Communication 

Task, or ECA, was administered a month after CSs were taught. This task 
required the student to converse spontaneously with a partner on a variety 

of topics viewed during class. For example, they were asked to discuss 
relationships, to talk about characteristics that they value in people, 
describe what type of relationship(s) they wanted to have in the future, share 

their opinion on traditional and modern attitudes of being single, etc. The 
experimental group was asked to use the five CSs taught in class.  

The control group, used as a baseline, was asked to perform the same three 
speaking tasks as the experimental group. The instructions for this task 
were projected on a PowerPoint slide. For the experimental group, the topics 

were projected alongside the explicit five explicit communicative strategies. 
The students were recorded while the instructor walked around the 
classroom, evaluating each interaction in a non-intrusive manner. The 

students’ partners were selected randomly by the instructor using their 
names tag. The groups were provided with 35 minutes to carry out their 

discussions (for an excerpt from ECA samples, see “Appendix D”).  
The final test or Oral Exam was a seven-minute oral interaction: two 
minutes to strategize the topic and five minutes to spontaneously enact it 

with the partner. Prior to the Oral Exam, the students were asked to select 
their own partners two weeks in advance. Unlike ECA, the students were 
provided with a less contextualized scenario consisting of only one topic per 

group. For example, they were asked to discuss immigration/deportation, to 
express their opinion and feelings on the topic while demonstrating control 

for grammatical forms, such as past tense, imperfect, and subjunctive. In 
pairs, the groups were provided with five envelopes containing a paper with 
the topics inside. The envelopes were randomly given to the groups so they 

could select one. The topics were selected by the groups until they unsealed 
the envelope, and the conversation was recorded using a Handy Recorded, 

H4n Pro (for excerpt Oral Exam samples, see “Appendix E”). 
  

2.6. Data analysis 
The data for the current study were collected adopting a qualitative research 
tool, namely elicitation tasks. The tasks were manually coded and 
transcribed by the researcher. The speaking tasks were transcribed for the 

identification and confirmation of the communicative strategies used by the 
learners. Preliminary identification of the learner’s communicative strategies 

made use of Dörnyei and Scott's (1997) taxonomy, which allowed to decide 
and make the necessary adaptations. Following this, descriptive procedures 
were employed to present and create descriptions of the findings. In order to 

calculate the frequency of the communicative strategies, the total number for 
each strategy was calculated in the whole corpus. Furthermore, in the 
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description, frequencies and percentages were presented in a table for every 

communicative strategy. 
 

3. Findings 
Research Question: “What are the similarities and differences in the patterns 
of use of CSs after the treatment between the control and experimental 

groups with regards to the different oral tasks that elicit spontaneous 
speech?” 

In response to the question, the results indicated that the experimental 
group made use of the five communicative strategies noted in this study and 
adopted from Dörnyei and Scott (1997). From the grand total (228), the 

experimental group produced 180 instances of communicative strategies, 
while 48 were counted for the control group. It appears that the most 
prevailing strategy was self-repair, 86 instances by the experimental group 

to only 27 instances across tests. This means that by mid-test, the learners 
self-initiated correction 68.52% of the time, compared to 5.48% of the time 

when describing or exemplifying an object during the interpersonal speaking 
tasks. In the same interval of time, the use of the comprehension check, 
paraphrasing, and comprehension request averaged between 21% to .60%, 

whereas filled pauses were the least preferred achievement device. The 
experimental group resorted to this strategy only 3.18% of the time and 

increased its use to 50% of the time by post-test. It worth noting that the 
control group did not produce any filled pauses across tasks. It could be 
that this strategy is the last to acquire and that the learners still resort to 

other achievement mechanisms in their L1, such as “uh,” “ahm,” and “so.” 
The percentages and frequency of each of the five CSs, beginning from the 
most to the least frequently used, are exhibited below in Table 2. The Use of 
Communicative Strategies Across Task Type. 
 

Table 2 
The Use of Communicative Strategies Across Task Type  
Strategy 
type 

Observed frequency across oral tasks 

N. of instances and (%)                         

Pre-test                                           Post-tests 

ECA/mid-test Oral Exam/final 
test 

CG E
G 

CG EG CG EG 

Self-repair 2 1 27 (5.48) 86 (68.52) 2 (.42) 5 (3.94) 

Clarif. request 1 0 2 (.40) 26 (20.71) 3 (.63) 3 (2.36) 

Para-phrasing 0 0 6 (1.21) 17 (13.54) 1 (.21) 5 (3.94) 

Comp Check 0 0 3 (.60) 16 (12.74) 2 (.42) 2 (1.57) 

Filled pauses 0 0 0 4 (3.18) 0 15 (11.84) 

Total instances = 2 1 38 149 8  30 

Grand Total = 3 187 38 
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Table 2 also shows that prior to the explicit teaching of communicative 

strategies, both pre-test groups only used two of the five communicative 
strategy types included in this study. The control group (CG) only employed 
two self-repairs, whereas the experimental group (EG) used only one self-

repair. An explanation for this small sample of CS is the nature of the task. 
This task demanded that the learners converse only in three areas: who they 
were, where they were from, and what they expected from this course. This 

task prompted an average time of 2 minutes across groups. Other elicitation 
questions, such as ‘describe yourself and family members,’ would have 

triggered more CS production in the learners. We recognize that this was 
one of the prime limitations of this task. This is oral task did not encourage 
the learners from assisting their peers through negotiation of meaning 

exchange. This can be observed through the small samples of speech 
production by both groups. Therefore, the pre-test was excluded from 

further analysis. 
On the contrary, from the number of communicative strategies used in the 
mid-test by both groups, we might conclude that this task elicited a larger 

sample of communicative strategies. This task required the learners to 
converse on various topics (e.g., family, romantic relationships, social 
issues) and were given 35 minutes to converse. The EG group resorted to a 

higher frequency of the five communicative strategies instructed in this 
study, whereas the CG used few instances of four communicative strategies. 

Out of the five strategies, self-repair was the most preferred by both groups. 
The EG used this strategic mechanism 58% of total instances (149), 
whereas the CG used it in 70% of the total instances (38) for this task. In 

other words, the CG resorted more times to self-repair or restructuring 
mechanism compared to the EG. We might suppose that it seems intuitive 
to self-initiate correction to one’s speech when a breakdown of 

communication occurs.  
Table 3 presents the results of ANOVA analysis of the use of speaking mid-

test. The experimental group achieved higher scores than control groups on 
the five communicative strategies test components. The experimental group 
scored 29.8, while the control group 7.6. This shows that the experimental 

group outperformed the control group in the speaking mid-test, which in 
turn can be attributed to the positive impact of explicit instruction. The 

results of statistical analysis showed that the group differences were highly 
significant with a strong effect (F (1 , 8) = 2.105, p < 0.1), which can also be 
attributed to communicative strategy explicit instruction. Figure 1 Shows 

the results of the communicative strategies obtained from the speech 
samples of both groups in the mid-test. 

 
Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations of the Speaking Mid-term Used by both 
Groups 
Groups Mean instances SD 
Control group 7.6 11.05 
Experimental group 29.8 32.37 
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Figure 1. Communicative Strategies of the Speaking Mid-test Produced by 
both Groups 

 
In the case of the experimental group in the turquoise bars, the self-repair 
communicative strategy was produced on average 86% of the time compared 

to the control group, which made use of this strategy 27% of the time. The 
comprehension check was produced 26% of the time to 2% of the time; 

paraphrasing was produced 17% of the time to 6% of the time; requesting 
clarification 16% to 3%, while filled pauses were produced 4% of the time 
compared to no production by the control group. 

With regards to comprehension check, paraphrasing, and comprehension 
request were the other communicative strategies most used by both groups, 
after self-repair. However, EG used proportionally more of these strategies, 

compared to CG resorting to them on few occasions. These data indicate 
that the CG was more restricted to one type of achievement mechanism, 

compared to the EG, which was strategically more diverse in the use of all 
five communicative strategies during this task. These data might also 
suggest that such outcomes for the EG might be due to an atmosphere of 

competition, as the students knew that they were being graded during this 
task. 

The results presented in (Maldonado, 2017) align with the results of this 
study. In her study, she states that the intermediate group tends to use 
more complex mechanisms, such as ‘approximation’ and ‘self-repair’ 

strategies (e.g., synonym or antonym), allowing them to restructure their 
speech. The dominance of filled pauses during the OE by the experimental 
group indicates that more controlled tasks elicited more time-gaining 

mechanisms, as it relates to higher demand of attentional resources, while 
time is needed for L2 processing. Additionally, recent studies revealed that 

intermediate-level learners are more inclined to use more frequent 
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achievement mechanism devices related to paraphrasing and restructuring 

(Garcia Nuñez, 2006).  
Results from the post-test revealed that task demand and time constraints 
seemed to be the most relevant aspects of this task. It should be recalled 

that this task required the learners to converse on one topic (e.g., 
agree/disagree on immigration) and were provided a total of seven minutes 
to perform. From the number of communicative strategies, we see that the 

EG used 15 instances of filled pauses, meaning 50% of the time, the 
learners resorted to this strategy during this speaking task, while the CG 

did not use this type of strategy. What might explain the quantitative 
differences between the two groups is the complexity of the task. 
Table 4 presents the results of ANOVA analysis of the post-test given to both 

groups. The experimental group scored higher mean scores than the control 
group on the five communicative strategies test components. The 

experimental group's mean score on the post-test awarded was 5.8, whereas 
the control group was 1.6. This shows that the experimental group 
outperformed the control group in the speaking mid-test, which in turn can 

be attributed to the positive impact of explicit instruction. The results of 
statistical analysis showed that the group differences were highly significant 
with a strong effect (F (1 , 8) = 3.041, p < 0.1), which can also be attributed 

to communicative strategy explicit instruction. Figure 2. Shows the results 
of the communicative strategies obtained from the speech samples of both 

groups in the post-test. 
 
Table 4 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Speaking Post-test Used by both 
Groups 

Groups Mean instances SD 

Control Group  1.6 1.14 

Experimental Group  5.8 5.26 
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Figure 2. Communicative Strategies of the Speaking Post-test Produced by both Groups 
 

In the case of the experimental group in the turquoise bars, the filled pause 

communicative strategy was produced on average 50% compared to the 
control group that makes no use of this strategy during the test. Self-repair 

and paraphrasing were produced 16.66% of the time to 2% of the time, 
whereas comprehension check, self-repair, and requesting clarification were 
produced .63% and .42%, respectively, by the control group. 

Another difference observed is related to task complexity. The post-test was 
more complex, compared to the mid-test, in terms of time and number of 

topics to be discussed, leading to more cognitive taxation from the learners, 
as time-gaining mechanisms, such as filled pauses. This strategy is typically 
used when L2 processing requires more attentional resources and time to 

plan to deliver speech. The fact that the EG produced different types and 
frequencies of every communicative strategy explicitly taught across tasks 
can be attributed to the explicit teaching of CSs. The results observed on 

both oral tasks are in line with previous research (Ghout-Khenoune, 2012; 
Maldonado, 2017; Poulisse, 1990; Rabab’ah, 2016), which reported that 

their participants used different types of CSs across different tasks (e.g., 
picture description, interviews) and interlocutor type. In their studies, they 
also explained that the nature of the task type, context, task demands, time 

constraint, and even interlocutor type are important factors to consider 
when explaining this phenomenon of quantitative difference of CSs. 
 

4. Discussion and Conclusions 
The current study made it possible to analyze the effect of communicative 

strategies’ explicit instruction on English speakers, Spanish learners at the 
low intermediate level during a 13-week course. The results of this study 
provided evidence of the effect of CS teaching, as the experimental group 
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showed progress in terms of language acquisition because of the 

communicative strategies teaching. The quantitative results obtained 
confirmed that the experimental group utilized a wider range of these 
strategies and that the types of CSs used strongly depend on time and 

number of topics to converse about. Although, we also observed a decrease 
in CS production from the mid to post-test by both groups. As stated earlier, 
this outcome might be related to the time provided to perform each task or 

variety and types of topics to converse. But we are also inclined to think that 
the learners experienced an increase in vocabulary size, narrative, fluency, 

and discourse abilities while less focus on form at post-test. Lafford (2004) 
also affirms in her study that by the end of the semester, her participants 
used fewer CSs, especially in the group studying abroad. This was attributed 

to gain the of fluency and discourse ability. Because it remains unclear 
regarding what might have caused the decrease of CSs used by the learners 

in this study, an investigation needs to be carried out in order to further 
discern the causes. 
Also, further research should include a delayed post-test to examine whether 

the communicative strategies are maintained after the explicit teachings. For 
example, the study conducted by (Alibakhshi & Padiz, 2011) evaluated the 
stability of the communicative strategies after three months. This study 

reported that although some of the strategies (e.g., approximation, self-
repetition) lost their effect, they remained stable even after the explicit CS 

teaching. The study indicated that only ‘language switch’ showed stability in 
this interval of time. Future studies should also focus on both first language 
and second language communicative strategies — that is, what 

communicative strategies the learners already produce in their first and 
second language communicative strategies to better examine if any 
correlation exists and better define their relationship. 

Finally, even though the current study was a small-scale research project, 
and its findings cannot be generalized, this research reveals the importance 

of the explicit teaching of communicative strategies. Language teachers 
should teach communicative strategies, not only these types of CSs but also 
make observations about the acquisition of these strategic mechanisms, 

hence, allowing them to help the learners in their communicative 
achievement. Although the communicative strategies included in this study 

were carefully selected and described by the researcher, a one-to-one 
interrater reliability should have been conducted in order to reduce biases in 
the results. 

  
 

References  

 
Alibakhshi, G., & Padiz, D. (2011). The effect of teaching strategic competence 

on speaking performance of EFL learners. Journal of Language Teaching 
and Research, 2(4), 941–947.  

Bialystok, E., & Fröhlich, M. (1980). Oral communication strategies for lexical 
difficulties. Interlanguage Studies Bulletin, 5(1), 3–30.  

Canale, M. (1983). On some dimensions of language proficiency. In J. W. Oller, 

Jr. (Ed.), Issues in language testing research. Rowley, MA: Newbury House. 



 
Communicative strategies in Spanish language classroom                                                                            Kostantinov                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                           

215 
 

Dobao, A. M. F. (2001). Communication strategies in the interlanguage of 

Galician students of English: The influence of learner-and task-related 
factors. Atlantis, 23(1), 41–62.  

Dörnyei, Z. (1995). On the teachability of communication strategies. TESOL 
Quarterly, 29(1), 55–85.  

Dörnyei, Z., & Kormos, J. (1998). Problem-solving mechanisms in L2 
communication: A psycholinguistic perspective. Studies in Second 
Language Acquisition, 20(3), 349–385.  

Dörnyei, Z., & Scott, M. L. (1997). Communication strategies in a second 
language: Definitions and taxonomies. Language Learning, 47(1), 173–210.  

Dörnyei, Z., & Thurrell, S. (1992). Conversation and dialogues in action. New 
York: Prentice Hall. 

Faerch, C., & Kasper, G. (1983b). Plans and Strategies in Foreign Language 
Communication. In C. Faerch, & G. Kasper (Eds.), Strategies in 
Interlanguage Communication (pp. 20-60). New York: Longman.  

Faerch, C., & Kasper, G. (1984). Two ways of defining communication 
strategies. Language Learning, 34(1), 45–63.  

Garcia Nuñez, W. (2006). El uso de las estrategias de comunicación oral y el 
nivel de dominio del idioma inglés. Revista Perfiles, 27, 97–123.  

Ghout-Khenoune, L. (2012). The effects of task type on learners’ use of 
communication strategies. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 69, 

770–779. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.11.472  
Hyde, J. (1982). The identification of communication strategies in the 

interlanguage of Spanish speakers of English. Anglo-American Studies, 
2(1), 13–30.  

Kasper, G., & Kellerman, E. (2014). Communication strategies: Psycholinguistic 
and sociolinguistic perspectives London:Routledge. 

Kennedy, S., & Trofimovich, P. (2016). Research timeline: Second language 

communication strategies. Language Teaching, 49(4), 494–512. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/10.1017/S026144481600015X 

Littlemore, J. (2003). The communicative effectiveness of different types of 
communication strategy. System, 31(3), 331–347.  

Lafford, B. A. (2004). The effect of the context of learning on the use of 

communication strategies by learners of Spanish as a second 
language. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 26(2), 201–225. 

Maldonado, M. R. (2012). Strategic communication in Spanish as L2: Exploring 
the effects of proficiency, task and interlocutor. Doctoral dissertation. 

Retrieved from:       
https://livrepository.liverpool.ac.uk/8253/1/RosasMar_Nov2012_8235.p
df (p.105).  

Maldonado, M. R. (2017). The effects of proficiency on Spanish L2 learners’ 
strategic communication. Revista Española De Lingüística 
Aplicada/Spanish Journal of Applied Linguistics, 30(1), 23–51.  

Maleki, A. (2010). Techniques to teach communication strategies. Journal of 
Language Teaching & Research, 1(5), 640-646. 

Mirsane, M., & Khabiri, M. (2016). The effect of teaching communicative 
strategy on EFL learners’ willingness to communicate. Theory and Practice 
in Language Studies, 6(2), 399–407.  

http://dx.doi.org.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/10.1017/S026144481600015X
https://livrepository.liverpool.ac.uk/8253/1/RosasMar_Nov2012_8235.pdf
https://livrepository.liverpool.ac.uk/8253/1/RosasMar_Nov2012_8235.pdf


Journal of Second and Multiple Language Acquisition – JSMULA 
Vol: 9    Issue: 2    198-225,  2021, June 

                                                                                                                         ISSN:2147-9747 
  

216 
 

Moattarian, A. (2012). Iranian EFL learners' perception and performance of 

communication strategies in different mediums of communication. Theory 
and Practice in Language Studies, 2(11), 2349-2356.  

Nunan, D. (1991). Communicative tasks and the language curriculum. TESOL 
Quarterly, 25(2), 279–295.  

Poulisse, N. (1990). Variation in learners’ use of communication strategies. 
Learning Styles, , 77–87.  

Prebianca, G. V. V. (2009). Communication strategies and proficiency levels in 

L2 speech production: A systematic relationship. Revista De Estudos Da 
Linguagem, 17(1), 7–50.  

Rabab’ah, G. (2016). The effect of communication strategy training on the 
development of EFL learners’ strategic competence and oral 
communicative ability. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 45(3), 625–

651.  
Razmjou, L., & Ghazi, J. A. (2013). Listening practice influence on the use of 

communication strategies in oral translation. Theory & Practice in 
Language Studies, 3(9), 1645-1650. 

Savignon, S. J. (1972). Teaching for communicative competence: A research 
report. Audio-Visual Language Journal, 10(3), 153-162. 

Selinker, L. (1972). Interlanguage. IRAL-International Review of Applied 
Linguistics in Language Teaching, 10(1–4), 209–232.  

Si‐Qing, C. (1990). A study of communication strategies in interlanguage 

production by Chinese EFL learners. Language Learning, 40(2), 155–187.  
Smith, M. S. (1979). Strategies, language transfer and the simulation of the 

second language learner's mental operations 1. Language Learning, 29(2), 
345–362.  

Sukirlan, M. (2014). Teaching communication strategies in an EFL class of 
tertiary level. Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 4(10), 2033.  

Tarone, E. (1977). Conscious communication strategies in interlanguage: A 

progress report. On TESOL, 77(194–203) 
Tarone, E. (1980). Communication strategies, foreigner talk, and repair in 

interlanguage 1. Language Learning, 30(2), 417–428.  
Tarone, E. (1981). Some thoughts on the notion of communication strategy. 

TESOL Quarterly, 15(3), 285–295.  
Tavakoli, M., Dastjerdi, H. V., & Esteki, M. (2011). The effect of explicit strategy 

instruction on L2 oral production of Iranian intermediate EFL learners: 

Focusing on accuracy, fluency and complexity. Journal of Language 
Teaching & Research, 2(5), 1798-4769. 

Váradi, T. (1980). Strategies of target language learner communication: 
Message-adjustment. IRAL: International Review of Applied Linguistics in 
Language Teaching, 18(1), 59.  

Wang, D., Lai, H., & Leslie, M. (2015). Chinese English learners’ strategic 
competence. Journal of Psycholinguistic Research, 44(6), 701–714. 

  
 

 
 
 

 



 
Communicative strategies in Spanish language classroom                                                                            Kostantinov                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                           

217 
 

Appendices  

 
Appendix A: Pre-test speaking task 

Ask your partner the questions below. Once you are done, upload it via 
Dropbox into a folder called “Conoce a tu compañero(a)” (you will receive an 
email with this instruction soon after you start this activity) 

 
Make sure to take turns. Ask the following: 

1. His/her name and what he/she is studying 
S1: ¿Cómo te llamas? S2: Me llamo… 
S1: ¿Qué estudias? S2: Yo estudio… 

2. where he/she is from and describe the region 
 S1: ¿De dónde eres y cómo es? ¿Cuál es tu ciudad natal? 
 S2: Soy de … y es …  

3. ¿Qué esperas aprender de este curso? 
S1: Espero aprender ….  

 
Appendix B: 5 Communicative Strategies Used in the Study 
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Appendix C: Raw Excerpt Pre-test by the Experimental Group (106 w/C) 
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Excerpt Pre-test on the Control Group (129 w/c) 

 
 
 

Appendix D: Raw Sample Excerpt for the Effective Communication 
Transcript (ECA) by the Experimental Group (in 133 w/c) 
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Sample Excerpt for the Effective Communication Transcript (ECA) by 

the Control Group (in 181 w/c) 

 
 
 

Appendix E: Raw Excerpt Oral Exam Transcript on the Experimental 
Group (181 w/c) 
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Appendix F: Taxonomy of the Five Communicative Strategies (Dörnyei 

& Scott, 1997).  
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