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Abstract

One of the conditions that have been claimed to be theoretically necessary for
Second Language Acquisition 1s the production of modified output by leamers.
The objective of the present study is (o assess whether this condition is present
i the Communicative Language Teaching {CLT) classrooms studied. In the CLT
approach, the focus is on communication, as opposed to grammar, as this is
beheved to lead to an improvement in language learming and acquisition n
students. Data for the study was collected from two classes at beginners and
intermediate levels in a university in Malaysia. The teachers’ classroom
inleractions with the students were audio taped and analyzed to identify
occurrences ol sigmals that would mvite modified output from the learners. Besults
of the study show that the opportunities for the production of output were not
always available to the students. These results zugpest the need for adjustments
by the teachers during the classroom interaction process (¢ encourage
communmcation and enhance language learming.

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to investigate teachers’ use of questions m the
communicative language teaching classroom (CLT) in the ESL context. Research
that offers theoretical and empirical ¢laims with respect to the comditions that are
necessary for Second Language Acquisition (SL.A) is vast. One of these conditions,
which i5 the basis for this paper, is that leamers should speak up especially in the
classrooms, about the only place where students leaming English in a country
where English is not a native language are fully exposed to the language.

In Malavsia, for instance, many leading academicians have pomted out that many
local graduates are not capable of competing at the international level or naking
themselves marketable after graduation due to the lack of floency (Yusuf, 2002),
In fact, according o official statistics, oaly about 50 percent of Malayvsians are
lsterate in English (Richardson, 2002 and this does not provide an environment
stromg enough for the leamer to immerse limself n the use of Enghish, Many
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mrethods and approaches to eaching amd lewming have been advocated over the
years in the country to inculeate the much coveted speaking and communicative
skills. Some ways inclede collaborative learning, task-baged learning and the
much recent one being problem-based leaming (Duek, 2000; Rhem, 20033,
Problem-based leaming, which mvolves mving sledents a problem 10 selve in
the form of a long question, is according to Tan (2003}, the most significant
imnovation 1n professional education in the past decades and should be
implemented without hesitation. Pechaps, if such approsches that require students
to mive more inpul in the ¢lass are carmied oul in the ESL classroom, it would
iniliate many more opporunities for the teacher fo ask clanfication questions
and the students to produce maodified input,

Modified ootput reflects critical thinking, another coveted skill, which 15
something that we need 1o do everyday; 10 many cases it comes naturally to us as
wie evaluate and decide on a preference. In actual case, it requires making active,
persistenl and careful judgments (Epsicin, 2003) and must be nurtured among
students, Encouraging modified cutput from students will allow them the
opportunity to prodoce well-thought responses, which in turn can be the
guideposts to the production of accurate languspe and communication,

From the teacher's perspective, one way to get students to speak up in class is to
have the teacher facilitate the process by providing opportunities 1o the stadents
for the production of modified output, which refers to the modification of an
garlier ulterance in response to 2 question or statement made by the hearer, in
thig ¢ase the leacher, in seeking clarfication. In the context of the ESL clissroom,
students should consistently be provided with opportunities to modify their output
for the purpose of getting them to perform in the classroom (o mmprove ther
competence in Enghish.  Although research in the arca of ESL shows that students’
performance can be encouraged by varnous teaching approaches such as
polleborative leaming, group-work or task-based learning, simple questions by
the tescher would also present enough impetus for students to perform,

hodified output from the stedent informs the teacher that they have undemstood
the lesson, and that comprehension has taken place. If the teachers perceive

from the modified output that the student has not understoed something, they
can use the information to adapt their teaching methods to help the student
understand the lesson, This is the reason why questions from the leacher are
necessary, especially m the CLT ¢lassmoom. They facilitate communication and
learning. When leamers speak up in elass, they would be producing what Swamn
{1985, p.252) describes as “comprehensible output,” which she maimntams is a
necessary mechanism of language acquisition regardless of input. Swain argues
that while learners need {0 be “pushed™ to produce modified output, most leamers,
panticularly those in the content ¢lassrooms she studied were not given sufficient
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opportunities for the production of outpul. Swain (1 983) argued that there 1= an
important role to be playved by leamer's comprebensible output. She argues that
while most language classes pay attention only lo comprehensible input (Krashen
1981), its impact on grammatical development has been overstated In previous

research, and the role that interachional exchanges play in second lanpuage
acquizition may have as much to do with the learner’s production of
commprehensible output as it has to do wath the learmer's access to comprehensible
inpul. While Krashen {1981} considered the role of output as that of only

generating more comprehensible mpul, Swaan claims that it provides an
opportunity for leamners to use their linguistic resources meaningfully.

Swain’s position was based on her research on the language achievement of
students in immersion classrooms, where greater emphasis was placed on students'
comprehension of mput than to the comprehensibility of their output, Test results
indicated that leamers” spoken second language (1.2) production lagged behind
their other lanpuage skills. She also examined features of communicative
competence—arammatical, discourse, and sociohngmstics (Canale and Swaan,
1980} —found in French L2 students and found that these students fatled to achieve
native speaker grammatical competence in their L2 as expected of learmers m an
immerson program. Many factors could have contnbuted to this and one 15 that
the learmers were not given the opportunities to speak up in the classroom;
therefore, there was imsufficient comprehensible output with whach leachers can
gange and improve their teaching methods o help the students understand the
lessons. This is further supporied by studies which show that opporiunities for
ESL smdents to engape in nepotiated anleractions were not readily avasdlable in
the classrooms (Sotillo, 1991; Allen, Swain, Harley, and Cummuns, 1990; Swiun,
1985}, In other words, the studentz” output in these classrooms were restricted

Swinn's seminal research on comprehensible output has been further invest gated
from the point of view of différent learner and contextual factors (e.g. gender
difference and task type). A number of studies considered the effect of gender
and found that gender difference plays a role in the non-native speaker’s
production of Comprehensible Output (e, Pica et al., 1989; Pica, Holliday,
Lewis, Berducei, & MNewman, 1991; Shehadeh, 1994}, Research has also found
that task type can provide learners with varied opportunities for medified output
(Iwashita, 1999; Shehadeh, 1999} The extent to which modified output is Brought
to the learner’s aftention by external feedback (i.e., other-initiation) or internal
feedbackinotcing (i.e. other-imtiation} has also been considered (Shehadeh,
199095, 2001 ).

The responsibility of getting the students to speak up in the classroom lies mainly
on the teacher who plays a central role in classroom management. In our study,
the teacher's role in providing the opportunities for students to produce modified
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{NNS) across several tasks. The study described how second language leamers
responded hingpustically when native speakers, who are the teachers, signaled
difficulty in understanding. The NS signal had a sipnificant impact on the type of
response NNSs made (ol It was found that NNSs tended to modify thetr outpus
most often when NSz signaled an explicit need for clanfication. These signals
which are forms of questions can be seen in the fellowing exchanges between
the teacher and students {from Pica et al_, 1989), which illustrate the production
of modified output, shown in itahcs, by the students;

{1} MNS (Sdudent) NS (Teacher)

we have common pation in this case [ dom’t kKnow that word.. .can you
describe what it means?

virs wwh wh if [ can explain the car s
nature, we undersiand easy because

car fas a few-a (of of nature ...
(2] NNS NS

They're using the mark of bowel, huh? the what?
iy pust vosened and suit.., ke a Japarese fTag, kuk?

In (1), the teacher has asked a question that can be tprcally cateporized a5 a
clarification request as the student iz forced o explain the word "pation.” The
student in responding to the question modifies his previous utterance semantically
through the synonym “nature.” In this exchange we can see that the inleraction
1% kept alive by the teacher’s form of questiomng; the student was not distracted
from the main wopic. In (2), another clarification request was posed by teacher,
this time on the student’s use of the phrase *.. mark of bowel... ." In response to

the clarification request, the NNS modifies his utterance through an example,
*...;ound and sun...litke a Japancse flag..."

The resulis of the study showed that comprehensible output was very much an
outcome of the hnguistic demands placed on the leamers by the teacher in the
course of their negotiated interaction, According to the researchers, in modifying
therr output, the learners may also have been engaged in language acquisition 28
they are actively intermalizing new forms when they perform. The researchers
proposed that in modifying their output, learners “test hypotheses about the second
language, experiment with new structurcs and forms, expand and exploat therr
mterlangeage resources n creative ways' (Pica et al., p. 64), The contmuouns
testing, sccepling and rejecting of behefs 1 also suppested by Crass and Selinker
{1994 in their proposed maodel of second language acquisition.
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Swain and Lapkin (1925} in an empirical study, argae that in producing 1.2,
learmers will on occasion become aware of a linguistic problem. Thes awareness
can “push™ leamers to modify their output wherein leamers may sometimes be
forced into a syntactic processing inade. Specifically, they argue that probiems
that anse while producing the L2 can trigger cognitive processes that are involved
i second lanpuage leaming.  If so, then leamers should be made (o produce
output i.e., speak up and in the L2 classroom, the teacher should play a distinet
role in providing the opporfunities for them (o do so.

Cinven that the classroom is the major arena for language leaming and acqusition
expecially for the second language, studenis should be provided with meanimgful
interactions that, in twm would allow them o produce meaningful utterances.
Ome of the more commonly used ways of ehoiting miermctions i the class i3 the
guestion/answer method due to the constraints inherently present in the syllabus-
bound clagses. Teachers need to know how (o use the question-and-answer method
m a way that would maximize leaming and acqusttion. Thes study. amed at
showing teachers that the right questions can be useful to elicit language
production and not only 10 test students’ content knowledge. Eliciting language
production produces modified output from the stodents which m the long run
may prove valuable i the leaming of commumecative skills.

The Study

The present study intended to look at the modified output of students in the ESL
classroom which focuses on communicative language teaching (CLT). The CLT
classroom was chosen for the study because 1t requanes communication, and for
this to happen the teacher would have to ask guestions m order lo encourage
students o speak up, The modified owtput by the stodents analyzed mn this study
are those prompled by the two types of teacher responses as menhioned earlier:
(1} clarification requests, and {2) confirmation checks (Long, 1980). Research
findings of coptent classrooms dizcussed in the above sections have shown that
these claszrooms scemed to lack conditions considered essential for language
kearming (Allen, Swain, Harley, and Communs, 1990 Pica, 1995, Swain, 1985,
1991). Leamers' production of modified ootput are lacking 1n these classrooms
(Allen, Swain, Harley, and Cummins, 1990; Swain, 1991}, In terms of output, 1t
was found that the opportumities to produce sustained outpat were also lacking
(Adlen et al., 1990). As a result, students may not emerge from these classrooms
with sufficient control of the L2,

The following research question informed the study:

Do the elasses in this study provide learners with the opportunities for the
production of modified output?
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The classes that were chozen for this study focused on CLT. CLT classrooms
were chosen due to the fact the major leaming owtcome aimed at 1= that students
should be able 1o communicate well at the end of the semester. Theretore, a lot of
negotiated interactions were expected between teacher and students, which would
altow for the collection of a sizable amount of data, The analysis was done on
data (questions) collected from the teachers' responses {questions) 1o the students’
ciatput. The teachers were the focal point of the study since they play an important
role in classroom tnteraction. In fact, the extent of students’ participation 15 10
targe part due to the teacher’s imbistive o creating the situations for them 1o do
st In addition to teaching, the main role of langoage teachers is often considered
to be one of providing feedback and mmpul. What teachers say have an important
effect on student learning. With respect to the research question and hypothesis,
the type of opportunities mven o students dunng classroom interaction 1% likely
to determine whether they are enough for students o modify their output

In order to angwer the research question stated eaclier, the following hypothesis
wais formulated.

CLT classrooms provide fewer opportunities for students to modify their
orizingl production than to confirm their teachers’ interpretation of their
original production.

This hypothes:s was based on, firstly, research which showed that teacher-student
imferaction in the classroom context 15 offen charactenzed by a socnl relationship
which confers on thermn unequal status as elassroom participants, thercby inhibiting
successiul L2 comprehension and production (Pica, 1987). Most classroom
mmferaction is structured in such a way ag (o allow students to display to ther
teacher ther knowledye and skills. The teacher 15 perceived as both language
and content experl and evaluator while the students come to the class as
subordinates, secking the tcacher’s expertise and mndance in language learming,
Crenerally, it o5 the teacher who decides what knowledge and skills are o be
displayed by the students. Teachers follow up students’ display with commentary
or feedback, This mieractional relationship between the teacher and student has
been well-documented in research (Meban 1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975;
Long, 1983 cited in Pica, 1987).

The role of the teacher as the language expert and evaluator and as the person
whao contrals what 15 to be displayed by the students, and the students as
subordinates, combined with the interactional sequence of teacher iniation,
student display, and tecacher commentary or correction s likely to affect (1) the
opportunities available for the students to speak up in response (o the teacher,
and (Z) the teacher’s responses to students’ witerances. The teacher’s niterances
are cateponzed as “clanfcation requesis” which require more detml from the
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students, and “confirmation checks,”™ which require a “YesMNao" response from
the students. Details and examples of these are provided in the next section.

Teachers” knowledpe of their students’ language proficiency levels is also hkely
to lead to fewer use of clanification requests than confirmation checks. Teachers
teaching a lower level English proficiency class may avold usmg clarification
requests as these reguest mvolve extended negotiabion sequences which mught
be difficult for the stidents; whereas confirmation checks mght be much easier
as it allows teachers (o give model ulterances of “yes-no” questons, Also, the
teachers, based on their knowledge of therr studema’ proficiency fevels, are aware
that their students have limited linguistic resources to draw from in modifying
their output when signaled to do 2o, Thus, teachers are likely to feel less inclined
to use clarification requests and more inclined to wse confirmation checks
depending on the group they are teaching,

Based on the above two motivations, it was predicted that CLT in ESL clazssrooms
would provide fewer opportunitics for students to modify their onginal production
than opportunitics for sthedents 1o confinm thetr teachers” interpretanon of their
origmal production.

Method

Acrivities

Data for the study came from two ESL classes, one at the begmners level and the
other, at the imtermedhate level. Both classes focused on the development of oral
proficiency. The main activitics of these classes were class discussion, group
work, par work and m-class presentation.

Participanis

Participants in this study were two expericnced ESL lecturers who possessed a
Master”s depree in Teaching English as & Second Language. Both had taught the
two classes at the berinners and the intermediate levels a number of Limes.
Learners al the bepinners level were of 6 different nationalities while those at the

mfermediate level came manly from Malaysia. The beginners” class consisted of
200 stwdents while the imtermediate consisted of 23 studenis,

Date Collection

Drata were collected wsing a mom fape recorder during the many activities that
were carricd out in the classroom, All of these activitics were inferactions between
the teacher and studenis,
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Conding: Procedures

The teacher-student interaction audiotaped for the study carme from a vanety of
class activities. The number of opporhmities teechers provided for students 1o
modify thewr origimal production and opportumties for students to confirm their
teachers' interpretation of their original production were measured by coding for
imstances of clanfication requests and confimation checks, respectively, This
could reveal the extent 1o which the teachers provided students with opportunities
for the production of modified output,

The andio-taped {eacher-student interaction was coded by the researchers, The
entire set of data was then coded using the categories set out for the smdy, To
ensure the reliability of coding of data, a random sample of each of the categones
used in ke hypothesis was coded, The frequency of occurrences of the above
categories was then counted. Thi inter-rater reliability for each of the categories
was compuled, The overall inter-rater rehability was 91, This figure was
considered 1o be atl a satisfactory level. Afler the inter-rater reliability was
eslablished, the entire set of transcripts was coded separately.

The following coding categories were used n the analysis: (1) clarification
requests, and (2) confirmation checks. They were labeled as such and
operationalized by Long {(1980), The categones, features, and examples are
presented in fable | below:

Table 1. Categories, Features, and Examples of Conversational Moves

Types

Features

Examples

Cleshlaeation regquesis

These are moves- by which ane
speaker  seeks assistance  in
understanding ke other spraker’s
preceding utizrance through questyons
(imcluding wh- polar, disjunctive,
unimveried with nsing isionabion, or
lag], &tebements sach a3 f den ¥
unalergrand. or Enperelives fisch ag
PMleadd repaar [cied in Plea & al
FUET) A meve (3 8 man el verbad snd!
or renverhal exehange conbiEliom by
the inleracisnis

T- How do you find the
perirmeler 0f & sguasg?

BMS You add il
T; ifTar?®

HNEE: Tou addd all the sades of
the ke,

]
Exampbc:l |
|
|

repetiliom, with rismg mtonation, of
whal was perecived 30 beall of pam of
the preceding utterance {ciied in Pea
clal 1087}

Confirmaton checks Thies= nn:;.'p:f;.:ib}l“‘hthfmfpmkﬂ Example: 2 ]
geeks confinmation of the other's | ToHaw doyou fed the perimeter of |
preceding  unerance through | 2 sguane? [

NS Add the lengrh of all the sades |

T: S panr add the Tengeh of ol the |
slifes?

NNS: Yes, |




Hypothesis Testng and Data Analpsis

The hypothesis was tested by counting and companing the teachers® clanfication
requests and confirmation checks m teacher-stedent oral miemaction in the two
classes, The frequencies of clanfication requests and confirmation checks wers
counted. Proportions of clarification requesiz and confirmation checks wers

obtained from the total number of these two features.

The data for this hypothesiz were analyzed by, first, computing the frequencies
{or clanfication requests and confirmation. Then, the proportions for clarfication
and confirmation requests were computed, Finally, these proportions were
converted to percentages and were compared to test the hypothesis that there
would be fewer teacher sipnals that mmvited students to modify the students’
production than to confirm the teacher's mierpretation of the stedents” production.

































