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Abstr act

The current experi nent based on Longs Interaction Hypothesis explores the i mpact of proficiency
difference on the amount and type of learner learner s negotiation of neaning produced in dyadi cinteraction
It has been found that proficiency is a factor that influences the amount of [earner |earner s negotiati on of
meaning Hgh Low dyads produce more negotiati on of neaning than Hgh Hgh dyadsand Low Low dyads
However proficiency has not beenfoundto be afactor that infl uencesthetype of learner |earner s negotiati on
of neaning
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1 The research background

Frustrated by theli mtations of the PPP presentation practice and production model whichis
seen by Skehan 1996 as an approach associated wth relative failure task based | anguage teaching
beganin 1980s Task based |anguage teaching considers the | earning process as one of | earning through
doing and meaning pri mary Tasks inthisviewpoint are activities which have meaning astheir pri mary
focus It is the task which®“ drives the learner s system forward by engaging acquisitional processes”

Skehan 1996 20 The goal of task based research isto identify* psycholinguistically motivated task
characteristics” that* can beshownto affect t he nat ure of | anguage producedin perfor mngataskin ways
which arerelevant t osecond| anguage processing and second | anguagelearning” EIlis2005 722 Inthis
perspective tasks are devicesthat providelearners withthe datathey need for |earning andthe design of
atask isseen as potentially predisposing eveninducinglearnersto engagein certaintypes of infor mati on
processing that are i mportant for language acquisition Elis 2000 One psycholinguistic model to
investigating tasks is provided by Longs Interaction Hypothesis 1983c 1996 The key notion
underlying the I nteraction Hypothesisisthat second|anguage acquisitionis promoted when|earners have
opportunitiesto solve communication problens by means of negotiation of meaning EIlis 2000 Smth
2004  As Qiver well defines negotiation of meaning refersto” the process whereby interactions are
modified between or among conversational partners to help overcome communication breakdowns”

1998 372 Negotiation of meaning is facilitative in that it provides |anguage learners wth three
elements crucial for second language acquisition —comprehensibleinput comprehensible output and
attentiontosecondlanguage form |washita 2001 Long 1996 Qiver 2002 Pica 1992 1994

Mbst researches based on the Interaction Hypothesis ai mto find out which types of tasks are most
likely tolead to instances of negotiation of meaning EIlis 2000 2005 However when i mpl e menti ng
group tasks especially pair work in task based | anguage teaching classroom many foreign | anguage
teachers are often concerned about whether it is better to pair learners of the same or different
proficiencylevels given the fact that [earners proficiency even within the same group or pair is not
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al ways si mlar Thus it is worthwhile to explore whet her proficiency has an i mpact on negotiation of
meani ng

2 Theoretical Foundation

Since Long 1980 proposedthe concept of* conversational modification” in his doctoral dissertati on
|ater expanded as“ negotiation of meaning” by Varonis and Gass 1985 a number of studies have been
undertaken on thetopic of negotiation of meaning Underlying the studies on negotiation of meaningis
the I nteraction Hypothesis The lnteraction Hypothesis gleans | nput Hypothesis Co mprehensible Qutput
Hy pot hesis and Noticing Hypot hesis

2 1 Negotiation of Meaning andthe Early Interaction Hypot hesis

2 1 1 Negotiation of Meaning and | nput Hypot hesi s

The early version of thelnteraction Hypothesis Long 1983c is based on | nput Hypot hesis proposed
by Krashen 1982 who arguesthat mere exposureto L2 inputis not sufficient for learnerstointernalize
L2 but rather that input must become comprehensible Long 1980 1983a 1983b 1985 further
considersin some detail how input is made comprehensible Long 1980 findsthat when addressing
nonnative speakers native speakers make a lot of conversational modifications such as confir mation
checks speaker attemptsto ascertain whether s he has heard or understood somethinginterl ocutor said
clarification requests speaker requests help in understanding something interlocutor said and
comprehension checks speaker checks whether interlocutor has understood something to make the
utterances comprehensible to the nonnative speakers Then Long arguesthat comprehensible input is
likely to be provided in the conversational modification that invol ves negotiating meaning Thus the
early Interaction Hypothesis advances two major clai ns about second |anguage acquisition 1
comprehensible input is necessary for acquisition 2 modifications to the interactional structure of
conversationsinthe process of negotiating a communicative problem help makeinput comprehensibleto a
second languagelearner Elis Tanaka ‘Yamazaki 1994

2 1 2 Negotiation of Meaning and Comprehensible Qut put Hypothesis

The early version of the Interaction Hypothesis emphasizes that negotiation of meaning during
interaction elicits comprehensibleinput andisthus afacilitator for|anguage acquisition However Swain
1985 2005 argues that comprehensible input is not sufficient for successful language acquisition
Swains French i mmersion program shows that having received comprehensible input in the target
| anguage French for a number of years the studentsshestudies have achieved nativeli ke comprehension
of French but do not demonstrate native speaker productive competence The reason liesin that the
students are si mply not given adequate opportunitiesto use the target languagein the classroom context
and they are not being“ pushed” intheir output Based onthis evidence Swain proposes Comprehensible
Qutput Hypot hesisthatin order to achieve nativeli ke competence |earnersshould be* pushedtowardthe
delivery of a message that is not only conveyed but that is conveyed precisely coherently and

appropriately” 1985 249 through negotiation of meaning

2 1 3 Negotiation of Meaning and Noticing Hypot hesis

Along with comprehensible input and co mprehensibl e output metalinguistic awareness of second
|anguage form has been pointed out as another necessary condition for acquisition Based on the
experience as alearner of Portuguesein Brazil thatin nearly every case new for ns that appearedin his
spont aneous speech were consciously attended to previously intheinput Schmdt 1990 1994 argues
that attentionto input is a conscious process Schmdt 1990 distinguishes carefully several senses of
consci ousness consciousness as intention consciousness as know edge and consci ousness as awar eness
Schmdt arguesthat conscious awareness at thelevel of noticingisthe necessary and sufficient conditi on
for the conversion of input tointake for learning — if noticed it becomesintake” 1990 139  During
negotiation of meaning second|anguagelearners cometo pay attentionto secondlanguage for ns asthey
“ attempt to process meani ngful input and attempt to master structural featuresthat are difficult tolearn
inductively” Pica 1994 501 Subsequently |earners realization of the gap between their second
| anguage for ns andtarget |anguage for ms as aresult of negotiation of meaningtriggersreorgani zationin
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learners internal representational framework of the interlanguage and ulti mately results in second
| anguage acquisition Storch 2001

2 2 Negotiation of Meaning andthe Late Interaction Hypothesis

Drawing on the Comprehensible Qutput Hypothesis and Noticing Hypothesis Long updates the
| nteraction Hypothesis “ negotiation for meaning and especially negotiation work that triggers
interactional adjust ments by the NS or more competent interlocutor facilitates acquisition because it
connectsinput internal |earner capacities particularly selective attention and output in productive
ways” 1996 451 452

3 Literature Review

The theoretical clai s by Long and others that negotiation of meaningis an i mportant variablein
second language acquisiti on sti mulate a substantial body of works empiricallyinvestigating whichlearning
vari abl es are more conducive over otherstothe occurring of negotiation of meaning Theseinvestigations
have been undertaken on the i mpact of such factors astask typein which the partici pants areinvolved

e g Berwck 1990 Cookes Rulon 1988 Doughty Pical986 Duff 1986 Foster 1998 Long 1980
Pica 1987 Pica Doughty 1985 participation patternin classroomenvironments e g Doughty Pica
1986 diver 2002 Pica Doughty 1985 Rulon M Creary 1986 Varonis (ss 1985 andindividual
characteristics e g age gender and proficiency of the participantsinthe interaction e g Qiver
2002 Pica Berducci Holliday Lews Newman 1990 Scarcella Hga 1981 Gventhe purpose of
the current study previous studies on the i mpact of proficiency on negotiation of meaning home and
abroad are presentedin detail inthe foll ow ng part

3 1 Language Proficiency and t he Amount of Negotiation of Meaning

As mentionedin Sections 1 and 2 negotiation of meaningis vital in second | anguage acquisiti on
Since negotiation of meaning plays afacilitativerol ein secondlanguage acquisition thenthe more the
better Foster Chta 2005 Gven the fact that peer peer interaction involving different proficiency
|earnersis commonly observedin asecondlanguage classroom several studi es have been conductedto see
if proficiencyis afactor that influencesthe amount of negotiation of meaning

Porter 1983 |looked for differences across |earner proficiency levelsin task centered discussions
The subjectsin the study 12 nonnative speakers and 6 native speakers represented three proficiency
levels inter mediate advanced and native speaker Thelearners were all native speakers of Spanish
Each subject participated in three problemsolving tasks one wth a speaker from each of the three
proficiencylevels For comparison six subcategories of repairs were built which are usually consi dered
meani ng negoti ation movesin ot her studies confir mation checks clarification requests comprehension
checks verifications of meaning definition requests and lexical uncertainties It was reported in the
study t hat | ear ners negotiated more wth other |earners who were at a different level of second|anguage
proficiency As a pedagogical i mplication Porter 1983 suggestedthat it was better for teachersto pair
students of differing proficiency levels

Varonis and Gass 1985 examned the amount of negotiation that took place among three
combi nations native speaker nonnative speaker native speaker native speaker and nonnative speaker
nonnati ve speaker Al participants were university ESL students at the same university However the
nonnative speakers had different first | anguage background Their first language was either Spanish or
Japanese Inthestudy threetypes of grouping were arranged 14 pairs of nonnative speaker nonnative
speaker 4 pairs of native speaker nonnative speaker and 4 pairs of native speaker native speaker Their
research showed t hat t he nonnati ve speaker nonnative speaker pairsthat differedin proficiencylevel and
first language background engagedin more negotiatedinteraction presumably providingthem with more
comprehensibleinput The researchers expl ai ned t hat speakers who had theleast in common produced
t he most | engt hy and complex negotiati ons because t he need to negoti ate was gr eat est

Yule and Macdonald 1990 investigated whet her different proficiency pairs could work successfully
iIf each member was given appropriate interactive roles The participants were 40 university foreign
| anguage students They were of various first language backgrounds and of either high or advanced
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inter mediate proficiency level The participants were assigned to interact wth someone of a different
proficiency level and first language background Each pair was provided with a map The more dom nant
role wasto provide map directions and theless domnant role wastoidentify the directions The results
revealed t hat when thel ower proficiency member was responsiblefor the more domnant role there was
mor e negotiation of meaning and a successful resolution of the problens presented in the task
Conversely when the higher proficiency member played the more domnant role they engagedinlittle
negotiation andin some cases changedthetask Both proficiency andtherole of thelearner affectedthe
task outcome as well asthe negotiatedinteraction bet ween dyad me mbers

Kasanga 1996 investigatedthe effect of thelanguage proficiency of theinterlocutors on negotiati on
of meaning The subjects were 54 students Al the subjects were multilingual The students |evels of
competencein English varied widelyinter ns of the years of study Two types of tasks were devel oped
namely convergent and divergent Eachstudent wasinvolvedintwotasks of eachtype owngtothe need
to rotate the roles Self repair other repair elaboration and topicalization were coded for
comparisons Theresults showedthat mxed ability dyadstended toinduce more negotiation of meani ng
and mxed ability partici pation pattern had asignificant |earning potential It wasfoundthatthe morethe
student was competent in English the mores he waslikelyto chall engethe partner for clarification or
request confir mation of the partner s stretches of speech about which s he mght have some doubt or
repair the partner slapses errors or mstakes

| washita 2001 examned the i mpact of |earner proficiency in learner|earner interaction on
modified output through t wo meaning negotiation moves namely confir mation checks and clarificati on
requests The subjectsin theresearch werelearners of Japanese They were divided intothree groups
Low Low Hgh Hgh and Hgh Lowgroups hetwo wayjigsaw andtwo one wayinfor mati on gap tasks
were given to each pair Inthe study Hgh Low groups produced the most amount of negotiation of
meaning However |washita only compared t wo meani ng negotiation moves confir mation checks and
clarification requests Comprehension check another essential meaning negotiation move was not
concernedinthestudy becausetheinfluence of proficiency on negotiation of meaning was notitsresearch
focus

Mh 2004 studiedtheinfluence of proficiency onthe process of meaning negotiation ininteraction
fromthe cognitive and psychol ogical perspectives of second | anguage acquisition |In her view a higher
|earner is usually expressing hi nself herself clearly and easily understood |f theinterlocutor is at the
same proficiency level there are few opportunities for communication breakdowns But when the
interlocutor is relatively lower the learner s utterance may be beyond the interlocutor s linguistic
capability whichislikelyto bring about communication breakdowns In order to keep their interaction
going on thereis aneedto negotiate meaning which allowsthel ower partnersaccessto comprehensible
input Thus Ma suggested that |earner proficiency should be a pedagogi cal concern when i mpl e menti ng
oral activities Mhas study makes some theoretical contribution to the influence of proficiency on
negotiation of meaning however she hasnt offered empirical evidence

To sum up the above stated studies have examned the i mpact of proficiency on amount of
negotiation of meaning cognitively psychologically and quantitatively The results from these studies
provide foreign language teachers with val uable suggestions for pairing up second language learnersto
carry out group tasks However there are two major [i mtationsin these studies Frstly the variable
“ proficiency” was interwoven wth another variable® cultural background” in most of the previous
empirical studies we have discussed Thesubjectsinthesestudies were of different|anguage proficiency as
well as various first | anguage backgrounds Itis virtually i mpossibleto draw conclusionsfromthe studies
in which the variable® cultural background” was not excluded Secondly the categorizations of
negotiation of meaning varied widelyinthe previousstudies we have discussed D fferent categorizations
of meani ng negoti ation were employedinthe previousstudies However amongthe meani ng negotiati on
moves only clarificationrequests confir mation checks and comprehension checks are usually regarded as
essential moves Foster 1998 Pica 1987 Pica Doughty 1985

The above mentioned |i mtations in the previous studies encourage the present study to take place
with an attempt to examne whether proficiency has an effect on amount of negotiation of meaning
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Firstly the current study selects second language |learners of same first | anguage background as the
subjects which could exclude the influence of the variable“ cultural background” secondly the
incidence of negotiation of meaning in the current study is observed through occurrences of the three
essential moves for negotiation of meaning — clarification request confirmation check and
comprehension check

3 2 Language Proficiency and Type of Negotiation of Meaning

I n order for negotiation of meaning to occur 1 nonunderstanding of the whole or part of the
utterance should take place and 2 an action should be taken to signal nonunderstanding Jang 1996
Moves for signaling nonunderstanding or for initiating negotiation of meaning are crucial tothe success
of the discourse GGass Varonis 1986 Varonis @ss1985 Gventhisclai m several studies have been
conductedtoinvestigate whet her proficiencyis afactor that has ani mpact onthe move of negotiati on of
meani ng

Rost and Ross 1991 found that proficiency was related to certain meaning negotiation type —
clarification requests They classified clarification requestsintothree different types gl obal clarification
request local clarification request and inferential clarification request However the local level of
clarification is usually considered as confir mation checks in other studies and inferential levels of
clarification requests do not belongto meaning negotiation moves Jang 1996  Thus the contribution
they madeis not the subcategorization of clarification requests but the correlation of main negotiation
moves clarification requests and confir mation cheeks wth proficiency It revealedin their study that
theless proficient |earners had difficulty in understanding the whole message of the more proficient
learners and thustheytendedtorely on clarification requests over confir mati on checks

I n examning whet her proficiencyinfluences meaning negotiation moves Qiver 2002 reported a
different finding Qiver comparedthe type of negotiation of meaningin child dyads fromsix different
proficiency levels — native speaker native speaker Hgh native speaker Low native speaker Hgh
Hgh Hgh Low Low Low Thestudyfoundthat!|earner proficiency wasrelatedto meaning negoti ati on
strategies Hgh Hgh dyads tended to use comprehension checks and clarification requests for
interaction Low Low dyads were morelikelyto use confir mati on checks over ot hers

Gven that there has been much debate about the correl ation of proficiency and meani ng negoti ati on
moves more researches are needed to make an attempt to exam ne whet her proficiency has an effect on
the type of negotiation of meaning

4 Research Questions and Hypot heses

The first research questionis Does proficiency have an effect on the amount of |earner |earners
negotiation of meaning Based on the research review it is hypothesized that Hgh Low dyads will
produce the most negotiation of meaning Hgh Low Hgh Hgh Low Low

The second research question is Does proficiency have an effect on learner |earner s meaning
negotiation types clarification request confir mation check and comprehension check Based on the
research review it is hypothesizedthat the proportion of threetypes of meani ng negotiati on providedin
Hgh Low dyads Hgh Hgh dyads and Low Low dyads will be different Hgh Low # Hgh Hgh #
Low Low

5 Method

5 1 Subjects

Foll ow ng t he techni que of systematic randomsampling we got 60 subj ects out of 158 st udentsfrom
threeintact classes The subjects were enrolled for the first semester at Lanzhou Jiaotong University
They were non English majors Their homelanguageis Chinese Theyrangedin agefrom17 yearsto 21
years ol d

Among t he 60 subjects 30 partici pants were categorized as highinter mediate and t he remai ning 30
partici pants were categorized as lowinter mediate according to their English language proficiency The
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subj ects were further randomy groupedintothreesub groups highgroup Hgh Hgh lowgroup Low
Low and mxed group Hgh Low Each group had 20 students 10 dyadsin all

The notations* high” and“ |ow” refer to the relative proficiency of the studentsin the study The
high proficiency learners gained morethan 70 on averagein the witten listening and oral tests the
low proficiency learners gained less than 65 on average in the witten listening and oral tests
| ndependent samplet test shows that the differencein proficiency bet ween two levels Hgh and Low
was significant see Table 1

Table 1l Proficiency of Subjects

Hgh n 30 Low n 30
Test type t val ue p value
M SD M SD
Witten 77 2 4 28 58 4 7 42 12 02 p 0 0001
List eni ng 85 7 4 10 57 3 7 16 18 81 p 0 0001
O al 72 9 4 38 57 3 4 11 13 98 p 0 0001

The material for the witten listening and oral tests was a version of the Public English Test System
— Level 2 published by the H gher Education Pressin 2006 Thescores of the wittensection listening
section and oral section were convertedinto hundred mar k systemrespectivel y for our research purpose
After training asecondrater andtheresearcher independentlyscoredthe wittensection Theinterrater
reliability reached 0 91 The oral section was rated by two certified examner The listening section
consisted of multiple choi ce questi ons

5 2 Procedure

The dyads worked together on a picture difference task wthin 7 mnutes During the task the
students sat at desks facing each other One subject of the dyad was given picture A andthe ot her one
picture B There were 10slight differences between picture A and picture B Wt hout show ng each ot her
their pictures the subjects were asked to do the task only by describing their pictures or asking their
partners for infor mation Their interactions were audiorecorded During the recording sessions the
researcher of the current study was standingto guarantee better observation andto reduce cheating The
first 4 mnutes of therecordingfor each pair wastranscribedinthe foll ow ng week

5 3 Task

A picture differencetask was chosen for thestudy It was adapted from Mhckey and Gass 2005

(ne subject of the pair was given picture A andthe other one picture B There were 10slight differences
bet ween picture A and picture B The empl oy ment of the picture differencetaskinthe current studylies
inthefinding by earlier studiesthat negotiation of meaningislikelyto be morefrequentintasksthat 1
requireinfor mation exchange 2 involve a two way exchange of infor mati on 3 have convergent
goals and 4 have only one acceptable outcome Pica Kanagy Falodun 1993 The picture difference
task inthe current studyincorporatedthefour featuresinthatthe participants 1 hadslightly different
pictures representing different portions of information 2 hadto ask the partner for infor mation and
supplyit by describing their picture 3 hadthe same goal of finding 10 differences between the two
pictures and 4 onlytriedtofindthe 10 differences becauseit wasthe only acceptabl e outcomethat t he
task required The present picture differencetask seemedto belikely to produce opti mal conditions for
negotiation of meaning |n addition a number of studies have shown that picture difference tasks
requiring a two way exchange of infor mation provide opportunities for negotiation of meaning e g
Foster 1998 Kasanga 1996 Mackey 1994 1999 Mackey Qiver 2002

5 4 Analysis

5 4 1 Transcriptions

Thefirst 4 mnutes of the recording for each par inthe picture difference task was transcri bed by the
researcher inthesecond week of the data collection Inordertogettheclosesttranscriptionandto nantainthe
hi ghest possi bl e quality one of my coll eagues wasinvitedtorecheck thetranscripts against the audi o recordi ngs
after training Theinterrater reliability bet ween the researcher and my coll eague was 0 90
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5 4 2 Coding

Previous studies suggest that communicative unit c unit is more sensitive to the transmssion of
meani ng and a more appropriate measure for aninvestigationinto oral | anguage Foster 1998 Foster
Skehan 1999  Therefore c unit was adopted inthe current study asthe unit of measure for | anguage
production Cunitsinthe current study were calculated accordingto the definitions by Yuan and Elis

2003 Accordingto Yuan and Ellis ac unitis* anutterancethat consists of asinglecompletesentence

phrase or word and that has a clear semantic pragmatic meaning in the context in whichit occurs”

2003 26 After training a second rater and the researcher i ndependently coded the c unitsin the
transcription Theinterrater reliability bet ween the second rater andthe researcher is 0 88

For the pur pose of the current study thetranscripts were also coded for t heinstances of negotiati on
of meaning The incidence of negotiation of meaning in the current study was observed through
occurrences of the three essential meani ng negotiation moves clarification request confir mation check
and comprehension check They were wdely employed across studiesinthefield as essential moves for
negotiation of meaning Foster 1998 Pica 1987 Pica Doughty 1985 Co mpr ehensi on check
confir mation check and clarification request in the present study were categorized according to the
definitions by Pica 1987

Confir mati on checks consist of* moves by which one speaker seeksto confirmthe ot her s preceding
utterance t hrough repetition wth risingintonation of all or part of the utterance” Pica 1987 18

NS Did you get high marks Good grades
NNS Hgh marks Pica 1987 5

Carification requests consist of * moves by which one speaker seeks assistance in understanding t he
ot her speaker s precedi ng utterance through questions e g Wiat do you mean statements | dont
understand and i mperatives such as Please repeat” Pica 1987 18

NS So youcame here by yourself or did you come wth friends
NNS No no | what WWat you say Pica 1987 5

Comprehensi on checks consist of“ movesthrough which one speaker attemptsto deter mne whether
the ot her has correctly understood a preceding utterance e g Do you understand Should | repeat that
for you " Pical987 18

NNS Cant speak girl and why Becausethisthisgirl very angry also You know what | mean
NS Yes Pica 1987 5

After training a second rater and the researcher independently categorized the meaning negotiation
pattern as confir mation checks clarification requests and comprehension checks Theinterrater reliabilityis
satisfactory confir mation checks 0 93 clarification requests 0 92 comprehension checks 0 92

5 4 3 Masure

54 3 1 Amount of Negotiation of Meaning

The first research question addressed the effect of proficiency on the amount of negotiation of
meaning Sincethere mght besignificant differencesinlanguage production and there mght have been
different opportunitiesfor [earnersto negotiate meaning the production of negotiation of meaning was
analyzed as a proportion of negotiation of meaning to total c units This measurement has also been
adoptedin previousstudies e g Foster 1998 | washita 2001

5 4 3 2 Type of Negotiation of Meaning

The second research question addressed t he eff ect of the proficiencylevel onthetype of negotiation
of meaning MNegotiation of meaning was analyzed astheincidence of confir mation checks clarification
requests and co mprehension checks The first research question considered the total incidence of these
meani ng negotiation moves thesecondresearch questionl|ooked at these movesindividually toseeifthe
inci dence of meani ng negotiationtypes wasinfluenced by proficiency Each meani ng negotiationtype was
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consi dered as a proportion of thetotal meani ng negoti ation engagedin by each dyad This measure ment
has also been adoptedin previousstudies e g |washita 2001 Qiver 1998 To be specific

Proportion of comprehension checks comprehension checks comprehension checks
clarificati on requests confir mation checks

Proportion of clarification requests clarification requests comprehension checks clarification
requests confir mation checks

Proportion of confir mation checks confir mation checks comprehension checks clarification
requests confir mation checks

54 4 Satistic Analysis

The main instrument for quantitative analysis was Statistic Package for Social Science 15 0 As
mentionedin Section 5 1 afactorial design 3xI was adopted for the present study to compare the effects
of three subindependent variables Hgh Hgh proficiency Hgh Low proficiency and Low Low
proficiency therefore one way ANOVAs were employed to assess the effects of proficiency difference
onlearner | earner s negotiation of meaning The al pha for achieving statistical significance was set at
0 05 |If significant differences were found Post Hoc Tukey tests were foll owed

6 Results and Discussion of the Study

6 1 Results and Discussion of the Experi nental Research Question 1

The first research question addressed the effect of proficiency on the amount of negotiation of
meaning Table 2 compares the means and standard deviations for the incidence of negotiation of
meani ng per c unit by each dyadtype onthetask Asshownin Table 2 the mean number of proportion
of negotiation of meaning to c units waslargest in Hgh Low dyads 0 14 lower in Hgh Hgh dyads
0 09 andlowestin Low Low dyads 0 08 wth a veryslight difference of 0 O1in Hgh Hgh dyads
and Low Low dyads Proficiency did seemtoinfluence the incidence of negotiation of meaning The
results of one way ANOVAs see Table 2 agreed with the descriptive findings

Table2 e way ANOVAs Proficiency Dfference and Amount of Negotiation of Meaning

Proficiency type M SD F value p val ue
Hgh Low 0 14 0 06

Hgh Hgh 0 09 0 03 5 49 0 01
Low Low 0 08 0 02

The one way ANOVAs revealed that proficiency was a factor that influenced the amount of
negotiation of meaning F 5 49 df 2 p 0 01 Sincethe ANOWVAsrevea edthere was asignificant
difference amongthethree proficiency groups the mean number of negotiation of meaning were further
submtted to Post Hoc Tukey tests in order to determne which proficiency group produced most
negotiation of meaning The Tukey tests see Table 3 showed that Hgh Low dyads significantly
produced more negotiation of meaning than Hgh Hgh dyads p 0 04 and Low Low dyads p
0 02 nosignificant differences were found between Hgh H gh dyads and Low Low dyads p 0 94
Therefore hypothesis1that Hgh Low dyads produced the most negotiation of meaning Hgh Low
Hgh Hgh Low Low was confirmed

Table 3 Post Hoc Tukey Tests Proficiency Dfference and Amount of Negotiation of Meaning

Proficiency G oup Mean Dfference p value
Hgh Lowvs Hgh Hgh 0 05 0 04
Hgh Lowvs Low Low 0 06 0 02
Hgh Hghvs Low Low 0 01 0 94

The finding of the present studyisinline with the results foundin previous studies |washita 2001
Kasanga 1996 Porter 1983 Varonis (Gass 1985 Yule Macdonald 1990 The current study together
with these studies provides supporting evidence that mxed proficiency pairs Hgh Low are more
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ef fective at promoti ng meani ng negoti ationthan pairs of [ earners withsi mlar proficiency Hgh Hgh and
Low Low This mght beattributedtothe proficiency difference bet weenthe highlevel | earnersandthe
low level | earners

Wen high level learnersare paired withthesamelevel partners they havealotincommoninter ns
of foreign language proficiency They have richer vocabularies They often pronounce words more
clearly and correctly They often express ideas adequately and explicitly which may be more easily
understood Even when they have troubles in understanding a certain word or a certain part of the
preceding utterance of their interlocutors they can keep their interaction going on wthout negotiating
t he meaning of the troubl ed part because they can catch the mainidea of theinterlocutor s utterances
Thus breakdownislesslikelyto occur in Hgh Hgh dyadsintheinteraction

Wen alowlevel learneris paired up with another lowlevel subject they also have alotincommon
interns of foreign language proficiency They haveli mted vocabularies They often pronounce words
wrongly They often express ideas inadequately and i mplicitly which may be more difficult to
understand Thus communicati on breakdownis morelikelyto occurin Low Low dyads However they
negotiate communicative problenslittl e alt hough there are frequent occurrences of breakdown in their
interaction Thelowlearnerssometi mes do notlistentotheir partnerscarefully They are busy preparing
next utterance or describing their own picture WWen communication breakdowns occur they often do
not know whattoask forintheinteraction because of their i mtedlinguistic competence Thus |owlevel
students paired wth the same foreign language proficiency partners produce fewer negotiation of
meani ng

Wen alowlevel learner is paired up with a highlevel subject they havetheleast in commonin
ter ns of |anguage proficiency compared wth Hgh Hgh dyads and Low Low dyads The |ow |evel
|earnerslack vocabularies They often mspronounce words Their utterances are oftenincomplete and
ambiguous The highlevel learners have larger vocabularies They often expressideasfast They often
use some complicated words or |onger sentences that are beyond the |low level learners |inguistic
competence Thus msunderstanding or breakdown is more likely to occur in Hgh Low dyads in the
interaction Inorderto master theinformation held bytheir partnerstocompletethetask thesubjectsin
Hgh Low dyads use more negotiation of meaning to make the interaction go smoothly Therefore
m xed proficiency pairs Hgh Low produce more negotiation of meaningthan do pairs of learners with
si mlar proficiency Hgh Hghand Low Low

6 2 Results and Discussion of the Experi nental Research Question 2

The second research question addressesif theincidence of meani ng negotiationtypes wasinfluenced
by proficiency Table 4 comparesthe means and standard deviati ons for the incidence of each type of
negotiation of meaning by each dyad type Theincidence of each negotiation of meaningtype wasfairly
unifor macross dyadtype confirmation checks 0 49 Hgh Low 0 36 Hgh Hgh andO0 24 Low
Low clarification requests 0 49 H gh Low 0 60 H gh Hgh and 0 64 Low Low
comprehension checks 0 03 Hgh Low 0 05 Hgh Hgh and0 12 Low Low The proficiency
composition of the dyad did not seemto aff ect the meani ng negotiationtypesthe dyads engagedin The
results of one way ANONAs see Table 4 confir med the descriptive findings

The one way ANOWVASs revealed that proficiency was not a factor that influenced any type of
negotiation of meaning confirmation checks F 180 df 2 p 0 19 clarification requests F
067 df 2 p 0 52 comprehensionchecks F 091 df 2 p 0 41 Therefore hypothesis 2
t hat the proportion of three types of meaning negotiation clarification requests confir mation checks
and comprehension checks providedin Hgh Lowdyads Hgh Hgh dyadsand Low Low dyads woul d be
different. Hgh Low # Hgh Hgh # Low Low was not confirmed Thefindinginthe current studyis
different fromthe findings foundin previous studies Qiver 2002 Rost Ross 1991  Several reasons
account for this finding
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Table4 Comparison of Meaning Negotiation Type across Different Proficiency G oups

Meani ng negotiation type Profici ency M SD Fvalue p value
Hgh Low 0 49 0 29

Confir mation checks Hgh H gh 0 36 0 33 1 80 0 19
Low Low 0 24 0 24
Hgh Low 0 49 0 29

Clarification requests Hgh H gh 0 60 0 33 0 67 0 52
Low Low 0 64 0 29
Hgh Low 0 03 0 06

Co mpr ehensi on checks Hgh H gh 0 05 0 10 0 91 0 41
Low Low 0 12 0 25

In the current study clarification requests are usually more preval ent than confir mation checks
across dyads Hgh Hgh dyads Hgh Low dyads and Low Low dyads It appearsthat thereis no need
tocatch each word in understanding theinterlocutor s utterances Quessing or grasping the main idea
wor ks well i n understanding the previous utterances Someti mes itisvery hardfor nonnative speakersto
repeat t he preceding words with risingintonationto check the meaning because of their [i mted foreign
| anguage proficiency compared with native speakers Carification requests especially short clarification
requests such as“ sorry” “ pardon” and“ repeat” wll be preferable to taking troublesto repeat or
formulate the previoustroubledlinguisticitens

Inthe current study subjects across dyads e mpl oy comprehensi on checks only rarely 3 cases Hgh

Low 2 cases Hgh Hgh and 4 cases Low Low This is because co mprehension checks may
involve facethreat \Nen alearner employs comprehension checks such as* Do you understand ” and
“ Do you know what I mean ” to explicitly check the comprehensibility of their interlocutors the

interlocutors are morelikelytofeel embarrassed and t hreatened because t hese expressions mght pro mpt
theinterlocutors to think that they are not able to express thenselves in target language or their
comprehension abilities are doubted by thelearner Even someti mesitis more appropriate or necessaryto
use comprehension checks to signal communicative problens |earnerstend to use clarification requests
and confir mation checks which areless face threateningthan comprehension checks

7 Concl usion

7 1 Myjor Findings

I nspired by the Interaction Hypothesis and ot her t heoretical arguments that negotiati on of meaning
brings about three facilitative conditions for second |language acquisition — comprehensible input
comprehensible output and attentionto second language form the current study explores theinfluence
of proficiency on negotiation of meaning The first research question of the current study investigates
whet her proficiency has an effect on the amount of negotiation of meaning It has been found that the
amount of negotiation of meaning is larger in Hgh Low dyads than Hgh Hgh dyads and Low Low
dyads n the basis of the preceding discussion we conclude that studentsin heterogeneous groupsin
whi ch high proficiency students areteamed up withlow proficiency students wll provide a comparatively
rich context for studentsto negotiate meaning

The second research questioninthe current study addressesthei mpact of the proficiency onthetype
of meani ng negotiation It has been revealed that proficiencyis not a factor that i nfluences any type of
negotiation of meaning The proportion of the three meaning negotiation typesis fairly unifor m across
dyadtype Learners across dyads are morelikely to use clarification requests and confir mati on checks
but tend not to use comprehension checks Based on the preceding discussion we conclude that the
incidence of eachtype of meaning negotiation does not vary accordingto whet her the dyadis comprised
of two highlearners twolowlearners or ahighlearner and alowlearner

Concerningthe rel ationshi p bet ween negotiati on of meaning and language acquisition Long 1985
proposes a two step ar gument 1 negotiation of meaning promotes comprehension of input 2
comprehensible i nput promotes acquisition From this he deduces that the negotiation of meaning
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promotes acquisition In addition a number of empirical studies e g Elis Tanaka ‘Yamazaki 1994

Gass  Varonis 1994 Loschky 1994 have provided direct evidencethat negotiation of meaningresultsin
acquisition Therefore if negotiation of meaningis good for second| anguage acquisition then more must
be better e g  Foster 1998 Foster Chta 2005 Kasanga 1996 Long 1983a 1983b Qiver 1998

2002 Picaet al 1993 Varonis ss1985 Gventhefindinginthecurrent studythat proficiencyisa
factor that influences the amount of negotiation of meaning and the mxed proficiency participation
pattern Hgh Low 1is more effective at promoting learner |earner s negotiation of meaning the
presence of different proficiency levels in the same language class or groups should be a serious
pedagogical concern for teachers as well aslearners and such astrategic organization Hgh Low can be
spreadinto English asa foreignlanguageteaching class wheni mplementingtaskssi mlar tothe oneinthe
current study

7 2 1 mplications

Theoretically Long 1983c 1996 arguesin hislnteraction Hypothesisthat negotiation of meaning
facilitates second language acquisitioninthat i nput can be made comprehensi bl e by way of negotiati on of
meaning Longs study has focused on how native speakers make their utterances comprehensible to
nonnative speakers According to Long 1996 Storch 2001 and Varonis and Gass 1985 it is
possi bl e t hat negotiation of meaning differ across sociolinguistic variables Thus more studies on other
socioli nguistic variables such as ethnicity native language the role of the participants and their
respective status their sex their age the number of participantsin the discourse and the topic of
discourse should be conductedto strengthen Longs Interaction Hypothesis The current study exam nes
whet her negoti ation of meani ng varies according to whether the dyadis comprised of t wo highlearnners
twolowlearners or a highlearner and alowlearner Theresult of the current study showsthat mxed
proficiency dyads Hgh Low produce more negotiation of meaning than matched proficiency dyads

Hgh Hgh and Low Low in nonnative speaker nonnative speaker interaction Thus the variable
“ proficiency” is afactor that influences the instances of negotiation of meaning Longs 1980 1983b
studies compare native speaker nonnative speaker interaction and native speaker native speaker
interaction The current study having addressed the influence of proficiency on nonnative speaker
nonnative speaker meaning negotiation mght present further evidence for Longs Interaction

Hy pot hesis

Pedagogically when carrying out pedagogical tasksin English as a forei gn|anguage teaching class
teachers are usually perplexed by learners proficiency difference Learner s proficiency even wthinthe
same group or pairis not al wayssi mlar Howto pair or group them has been a concern for teachers as
well as learners The finding in the current study shows that mxed proficiency dyads produce most
negotiation of meaning As discussed in Section 1 and 2 a lot of studies have shown negotiation of
meaningis facilitative to second |anguage acquisition Thus the current studyis of great significance It
shows t hat m xed proficiency dyads Hgh Low provide opti mal opportunitiesfor negotiati on of meani ng
which is beneficial for languagelearning |ntask basedlanguageteachingclassroom teachersshould pair
highlearners withlowlearnersto work mutually Thisstrategic pairing provides opti mal conditions for
| ear ner | ear ner s negotiation of meaning which is helpful for learners to internalize target | anguage
forns

7 3 Li mtations and Suggestions for Future Research

I n considering and applyi ng t he fi ndings of thisstudy as descri bed above itisi mportant to note that
there are several key i mtations The major i mtation of the studyisthat thisstudyis a descriptive study
of proficiency and meani ng negotiation bet ween second|anguagelearners Itis mainly concerned withthe
influence of proficiency on negotiation of meaning The influence of proficiency on |learners |earning
outcomesis not investigatedin the current study Further studies are needed to check the influences of
proficiency onlearners ulti matelanguage |earningthrough negotiatedinteracti on

The ot her li mtationisthat the datafor the current study are collected froml aboratory experi ment
The influence of |earner proficiency on negotiation of meaning mght be different in an authentic
classroom Future studies could explore the influence of learner proficiency on second |anguage
interactionsin an aut hentic classroom wth tasks embeddedin the curriculum
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Anot her |i mtation relates to the type of negotiation of meaning The current study examnes the
effect of proficiency on meaning negotiation through clarification requests confir mation checks and
comprehension checks They are verbal meaning negotiation moves Itisi mportant that theresultsfrom
t he current study shoul d be cauti ous becausethe results may be differentif non verbal meani ng negoti ati on
moves and ot her types of meani ng negotiati on moves have beentakeninto consideration Thereis ascope
for future studiesto check the effects of nonverbal meaning negotiation waysintheinteraction
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