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Introduction: approaches to 
comm unication strategies

GABRIELE KASPER an d  ERIC KELLERMAN

In 1983, the  p redecesso r o f  this p resen t volum e was published . 
C alled Strategies in Interlanguage Communication, it was a collection  
o f  12 papers on  the  subject o f  how w hat have traditionally  been  
called communication strategies (CS) are  used to  tackle an d  over­
com e linguistic p rob lem s e n c o u n te re d  d u rin g  in te rac tio n  involv­
ing non-native speakers. Som e o f the  papers in th a t book  are 
classics o f  th e ir  k ind, yet w hen the  idea for a second ed ition  o f 
the  book  was first p ro p o sed  som e ten  years later, we b o th  felt 
th a t so m uch new research  had  taken place in the in te rv en in g  
years, n o t to m en tio n  work in n e ig h b o u rin g  fields w hich was 
b o th  in te resting  and  relevant th a t an en tire ly  new book was 
req u ired . However, con tinu ity  betw een the  previous an d  the 
p resen t volum es is m ain ta ined  n o t only in the  g enera l subject 
m atter, bu t also in the  fact th a t fo u r o f  the co n trib u to rs  to the  
earlie r work, E llen Bialystok, G abriele Kasper, E laine T arone, 
an d  Jo h a n n e s  W agner, ap p ea r h ere  once again.

Early studies o f  com m unication strategies concerned  themselves 
mostly with questions o f  definition, identification and  classification. 
O f these, defin ition  is obviously prim ary  -  it is closely tied  to  the 
ad o p ted  theoretical perspective, and  identification an d  classifica­
tion crucially d ep en d  up o n  it. We will there fo re  begin by discuss­
ing d iffe ren t perspectives on the con stru c t an d  its disciplinary 
context.

1



2 Communication Strategies

Definition

In early work, m ost notions o f  CS restricted the concep t to 
problem -solving activity. Com pare:

... used by an individual to overcom e the  crisis which occurs when 
language structu res are  inadequa te  to convey the ind iv idual’s 
though t. (T arone, 1977, p. 195)

... potentially  conscious p lans for solving w hat to an  individual p re ­
sents itself as a p rob lem  in reach ing  a particu lar com m unicative 
goal. (Faerch & Kasper, 1983d, p. 36)

... strategies which a language user employs in o rd e r  to achieve his 
in ten d ed  m eaning  on  becom ing aware o f p rob lem s arising d u ring  
the p lann ing  phase o f  an u tte rance  due  to  his own linguistic sho rt­
com ings. (Poulisse e t al., 1984, p. 72)

These defin itions have m ore in com m on, however, than  their 
insistence on problematicity as definitional to CS. They all conceive 
o f  CS as m ental plans im plem ented  by the second language 
lea rn e r in response to an in ternal signal o f  an im m inen t problem , 
a form  o f self-help th a t d id  no t have to engage the in te rlo cu to r’s 
support for resolution (e.g., Faerch & Kasper, 1983c, p. 36). The 
intraindividual, psycholinguistic view locates CS in m odels o f 
speech p roduction  (e.g., D echert, 1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1983c) 
o r cognitive organization and  processing (Bialystok, 1990; 
K ellerm an & Bialystok, this volum e).

In contrast, T arone saw CS as

... a m utual a ttem p t o f two in te rlocu to rs to  agree on a m ean ing  in 
situations w here requisite m ean ing  structu res do  n o t seem  to be 
shared. ... a ttem pts to bridge the gap betw een the  linguistic know­
ledge o f the second-language learner, and  the linguistic know ledge 
o f  the target language in te rlocu to r in real com m unication  situa­
tions. (1983, p. 65)

T he inter-individual, in teractional view o f CS has been adop ted  
from  the vantage po in t o f  d ifferen t theoretical o rien tations -  for 
instance, p a tte rn  theory  (Wagner, 1983), collaborative theory  
(Wilkes-Gibbs, this volum e), conversation analysis (W agner & 
Firth, this volum e), and  critical sociolinguistics (R am pton, this 
volum e). For com parative discussion o f the "psycholinguistic’ and  
‘in terac tional’ approach , see Fa’rch and  Kasper (1984), Yule and



T arone (this volum e), an d  Aston (1993) for ‘in trao rgan ism ’ vs 
‘in te ro rgan ism ’ perspectives on com m unication .

It is tru e  th a t even in the  early days o f  CS research , some 
opposition  was voiced against problem aticity  as defin itional to  CS 
(Bialystok, 1984; D echert, 1983; W agner, 1983). T hese scholars 
a rgued  th a t language use is always strategic, in the  sense tha t 
actors purposefully  select from  a wide array o f  resources those 
w hich optim ally an d  cost-efficiently achieve the pu rpose  at hand
— a position  taken from  d iffe ren t inform ation-processing perspec­
tives, speech-act theo ry  an d  o th e r theories o f  pragm atics (Brown
& Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983) and  widely shared  in the field o f 
com m unication  (e.g., K ellerm ann, 1991; W iem ann & Daly, 
1994). D uring  the  early days o f  CS research , however, the  m ajor­
ity op in ion  converged on  regard ing  CS as a specialized p rob lem ­
solving activity.

Identification

Identification o f CS depends to a g reat ex ten t on w hat o n e  con­
siders a CS to be, and  in this respect, it m atters very m uch w hether 
one  conceives o f CS as intraindividual o r in terindividual events. In 
the ir chap te r in this book, W agner and Firth take the view tha t the 
only data tha t constitu te evidence o f strategic activity are those 
stretches o f speech m arked by a speaker in some way (‘flagged’) as 
requ iring  specific a tten tion  on the part o f the listener. For those 
in terested  in strategies as underlying processes in the individual 
m ind, observable evidence for strategic activity may be h a rd e r to 
com e by. Its existence may be a m atter o f  in ference ra th e r than 
d irect observation. In fact, highly profic ien t non-native speakers 
have been  shown to be very good at anticipating  and  circum navi­
gating bottlenecks such that there  is no obvious trace o f difficulty 
in the ir speech protocols (Faerch & Kasper, 1983c), and  it is only 
th rough  the lea rn ers’ retrospective com m entary  that the 
researcher is m ade aware o f the  existence o f  such difficulties 
(Poulisse, 1990).

Unless the task is such that it unam biguously elicits (usually ref­
erential) problem s and  the ir solution, researchers thus have to 
rely on  two sources o f evidence to identify CS: m arkers in the dis­
course and  retrospective protocols. T he first com prise explicit 
strategy m arkers -  m etalinguistic com m ents o f the ‘I d o n ’t know

Introduction: approaches to communication strategies 3



4 Communication Strategies

how to say this’ sort — and  im plicit indicators such as an increase 
in hesitation p h en o m en a  (D echert, 1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1983b; 
R aupach, 1983). T he second m ethod  involves play-back o f  the 
original discourse and  self-identification o f strategic activity by the 
inform ant. This form  o f self-report is, o f  course, subject to all the 
reservations tha t have been m ade abou t this data type in the  litera­
tu re  (cf. Ericsson & Sim on, 1980, 1984, for review). CS researchers 
who rely on self-report for strategy identification have re fe rred  to 
Ericsson and  S im on’s (1980, 1984) m odel o f  cognitive processing, 
po in ting  o u t th a t the ‘p rob lem atic’ in form ation  is u n d e r a tten tion  
d u ring  task com pletion and  hence  reportab le  (Faerch & Kasper, 
1987b; Poulisse e t al., 1987). Nevertheless, relying on one  m ethod  
o f strategy identification seems risky; triangulation o f d ifferen t 
da ta  types is advisable and  has been em ployed successfully in 
research on CS in oral p roduction  (Poulisse, 1990; Poulisse et al., 
1987) as well as in studies on lexical in ferencing  (H aastrup, 1987, 
1991; Ross, this volum e) and  o th e r m odalities o f language use and 
tasks (cf. studies in Faerch & Kasper, 1987a).

Classification

A m ong second language acquisition (SLA) researchers, th ere  has 
always been broad  agreem ent as to what the various kinds o f  CS 
observable in non-native perfo rm ance are. Most researchers will 
acknowledge that learners use the ir knowledge o f  o th e r languages 
as well as various sorts o f  paraphrase, lexical substitution and  ges­
tures; they may also ask o thers for assistance, o r su rren d e r their 
im m ediate com m unicative goals. However, researchers differ in 
the  way they trea t observable strategic behaviours. T h e  earliest, 
taxonom ic, approach  catalogued o u tp u t d ifferences (e.g., Tarone, 
1977); a subsequent proposal related  such o u tp u t d ifferences to a 
m odel o f  speech production  (Faerch & Kasper, 1983d), and  the 
m ost recen t schem e insists that categories for strategy classifica­
tion should reflect distinct d ifferences in processing ra th e r than 
diverse types o f  linguistic form  (e.g., Bialystok & Kellerm an, 
1987). For a detailed discussion o f product- and  process-oriented 
approaches to strategy classification, the ir underly ing theoretical 
o rien tations and  im plications for research m ethods and  ‘teacha­
bility’ o f CS, the  read er is re fe rred  to  Yule and  T aro n e’s chap te r in 
this volume.



Communication strategies and SLA

SLA researchers’ in terest in experienced  com m unication  p rob­
lems and  the ir solutions, ra th e r than  efficient L2 use generally, is 
linked to the designated  object o f  SLA research, the  L2 learner. 
Relative to native speakers’ linguistic com petence, lea rn ers’ inter­
language is deficient by definition. Such defic ien t com petence 
gives rise to problem s when the lea rn e r wishes to express a parti­
cular com m unicative in ten tion  in L2 and  lacks the necessary 
resources for it. Yet the le a rn e r’s dilem m a, in and  o f  itself, is an 
issue o f L2 p roduction  -  or, in a w ider perspective, com m unica­
tion -  and  n o t im m ediately connec ted  to L2 acquisition, unless 
there  is a theory  tha t explains why problem -solving activity in the 
form  o f CS is relevant to L2 learning.

Early work on CS discussed (though never empirically exam ined) 
the potential learning effect o f  CS. A dopting a hypothesis-testing 
m odel o f L2 acquisition, Faerch and Kasper (1980) argued that 
som e strategic solutions may be incorporated  into the learners’ 
interlanguage: am ong the ‘psycholinguistic’, learner-internal strate­
gies, (over-)generalization, transfer, o r ‘word coinage’ (‘m orpho­
logical creativity’, Poulisse, 1987) were seen as possible candidates, 
especially if such strategies elicited positive feedback. ‘In teractional’ 
strategies such as appeals for the in terlocu to r’s assistance were seen 
as beneficial because they m ight p rom pt the desired lexical item 
from  the o th e r participant and  make it available for incorporation 
into the lea rn e r’s interlanguage lexicon. Appeals can serve to clarify 
productive and  receptive problem s, and  the latter category has 
been pivotal in a d ifferent approach to L2 learning, K rashen’s input 
theory  (e.g., Krashen, 1985).

O ne o f the  central em pirical problem s arising from  inpu t theory 
is how learners can access com prehensib le input. T he m ost effec­
tive source o f in p u t seems to be conversational exchanges in which 
learners engage -  e ither together with o th e r L2 learners or native 
speakers -  and  in which they negotiate (referential) m eanings 
(Ellis, 1994; Larsen-Freem an & Long, 1991, for review). 
In teractional m odification, o r conversational adjustm ents, such as 
confirm ation checks, com prehension  checks, and  clarification 
requests opera te  on inpu t which is too far ahead o f  the lea rn e r’s 
cu rren t interlanguage com petence and  size it down to what the 
learner can m anage. Since ‘negotiation o f m ean ing ’ is a jo in t 
en terprise  betw een the learner and her in terlocu to r(s), the

Introduction: approaches to communication strategies 5



6 Communication Strategies

learner exerts a fair am oun t o f control over ju s t how m uch modifi­
cation o f the original in p u t is needed  in o rd er to com prehend  the 
in terlocu to r’s contribu tion . W hile interactional CS are thus seen as 
directly beneficial to L2 learn ing  because they serve to m ake inpu t 
com prehensible, Larsen-Freem an and  Long (1991) p o in t ou t that 
all CS are helpful for acquisition because they enable learners to 
keep the conversation going and  thereby provide m ore o p p o rtu n ­
ities for input. Since psycholinguistic CS may be taken up as 
appeals, especially when they are flagged by ‘strategy m arkers’ such 
as increased dysfluency (Fasrch & Kasper, 1984), they can trigger 
negotiating activity and  elicit processible input.

A ccording to a substantial m odification o f inpu t theory, com pre­
hensible inpu t is a necessary but no t sufficient condition for L2 
acquisition. As Swain (1985) dem onstrated , despite am ple availabil­
ity o f  com prehensible input, learners may no t acquire the expected 
level o f proficiency unless they are forced to produce com plex 
com prehensible utterances. CS, and  especially the ‘psycholinguis­
tic’ type w here the learner relies on her own linguistic and  strategic 
resources, are an im portan t vehicle in producing ‘pushed o u tp u t’, 
and  in eliciting feedback on the strategic problem  solution.

T here  is yet an o th e r theoretical vantage po in t from  which CS 
are  relevant for L2 learning. A ccording to Bialystok's two-dimen­
sional m odel o f language use and  developm ent (Bialystok, 1990; 
Bialystok & Ryan, 1985), language acquisition proceeds from  
unanalysed to analysed knowledge and  with an increasing degree 
o f processing control. T he cognitive taxonom y o f CS proposed  by 
the N ijm egen Project (e.g., K ellerm an et al., 1987) can be 
m apped  on to  this m odel so that CS can be categorized as opera t­
ing principally on e ither the ‘analysis’ o r the ‘co n tro l’ dim ension 
(Bialystok, 1990; Kellerm an & Bialystok, this volum e). An analytic 
strategy by defin ition  requires that the learner has an explicit 
understand ing  o f the conceptual features o f the in tended  referent, 
whereas the decision on the type o f strategy to op t for and  how to 
apply CS sequentially  (e.g., K ellerm an et al., 1990), and  to do  all 
this in a timely and  effective m anner, are  issues o f processing 
control. Learners who use CS efficiently, then , display a high 
degree o f processing control, and this is precisely what helps them  
com pensate for lexical gaps, or for a low level o f analvsis o f pertinen t 
lexical items.

Despite their prim ary function in L2 com m unication ra ther 
than learning, there  is a close connection  between CS and  L2



acquisition in SLA theories w hich em phasize the roles o f  input, 
ou tpu t, feedback, and  cognitive processing. W hether concep tual­
ized as a cooperative ven tu re  o r  a purely cognitive process, the 
increased need  to solve problem s in establishing reference  is both  
characteristic o f  language learners and  instrum enta l in p ropelling  
th e ir in terlanguage forward.

Focus on lexis

W hereas no  defin ition  o f  CS limits the concep t to any particu lar 
type o f  linguistic problem , in actual research practice researchers 
o f  d ifferen t theoretical persuasions have focused on  lexical diffi­
culties. T he concen tra tion  on lexis is an im m ediate  consequence 
o f  the defin itional crite rion  o f problem aticity  and  the related  
issue o f  awareness. CS had  been  defined  by T arone (1977) as 
‘conscious’ and  by Faerch an d  Kasper (1980, 1983d) as ‘p o ten ti­
ally conscious’, allowing the  possibility tha t a speaker o r hearer 
may n o t always be aware o f  using a CS bu t can becom e conscious 
o f  it a fter the  fact, o r tha t repeatedly  used CS may becom e routin- 
ized. An early study by G lahn (1980) on the use o f  retrospective 
protocols in in terlanguage research d em onstra ted  tha t the cri­
te rion  o f ‘consciousness’ im posed a filter on  possible candidates 
for CS. G lah n ’s subjects carried  ou t a p icture descrip tion  task in 
L2 French an d  were asked to com m en t retrospectively on the ir 
choices o f  adjective m orphology and  vocabulary. W hereas sub­
jec ts  provided extensive com m ents on th e ir problem s in lexical 
know ledge an d  retrieval an d  the CS they adop ted  to solve them , 
they were unab le  to re p o rt on th e ir  m orphological choices, even 
after they had  been  asked to focus th e ir a tten tio n  on adjective 
m orphology in a second session o f the experim en t. T he instruc­
tion did  n o t seem  to affect subjects’ allocation o f a tten tion , o r  no t 
to a sufficient extent: in o rd e r to accom plish th e ir task, subjects 
n eed ed  to focus on the linguistic m aterial with the h ighest infor­
m ation load and  apparen tly  had little a tten tional capacity left to 
select m orphological m arkings consciously. G lah n ’s findings do 
n o t suggest tha t a tten tion  in speech p roduction  to  red u n d an t 
gram m atical features is no t possible, bu t they do indicate that 
unless learn ers’ lexical know ledge is fairly adequa te  to the  task at 
han d  and  th e ir con tro l o f  processing well developed, a tten tional 
capacity can n o t be freed and  reallocated.

Introduction: approaches to communication strategies 7
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W hatever conscious problem -solving learners may engage in 
w hen the ir m orphological o r syntactic knowledge is defective or 
uncerta in , it seems m arginal in inform ation-focused tasks and  d if­
ficult to operationalize. Lexical CS, on the o th e r hand , are m ore 
readily identifiable:

1. Some CS types (paraphrase, circum locution, and  all in terac­
tional strategies) are overtly strategic, while o th e r in terlan ­
guage productions (transfer, generalization, word coinage) are 
good candidates for CS, especially when the resulting  lexical 
item  is no t part o f  the  L2 lexicon.

2. A problem atic slot for lexical selection o r the CS itself may be 
flagged by strategy m arkers such as increased hesitation or 
identified th rough  retrospective verbal report.

W hile the focus on lexical CS is thus to som e ex ten t an artifact 
o f  defin ition  and  em pirical identifiability, it has obvious m erits in 
its own right. U nderstand ing  lexical CS is particularly  valuable 
because they are ubiquitously used -  no t only by L2 learners, as 
po in ted  ou t by CS researchers early on  (Blum-Kulka & 
Levenston, 1983; Faerch & Kasper, 1983d; K ellerm an et al., 1987; 
Poulisse, 1990; W agner, 1983) and  as w itnessed by the chap ters in 
this book. In o rd e r to apprecia te  the  full range o f  lexical strategic 
com petence, however, a shift is necessary from  L2 learning to a 
particu lar cond ition  o f communication. This cond ition  is one 
w here a speaker wishes to label a concep t for which she does no t 
have the lexical resources, o r w here these resources are available 
bu t canno t be recalled, o r w here available and  retrievable 
resources can n o t be used successfully because o f  contextual con­
straints. H ere  are  som e exam ples o f  each category (cf. K ellerm an 
e ta l.j  1987, p. 101):

lexical item unavailable:
discourse dom ain  unfam iliar to native speaker
child language
L2 interlanguage
LI Attrition
pidgins
non-Iexicalized concept, e.g., in translation (when a concept is 
Iexicalized in the source language bu t no t in the target lan­
guage) o r lexical innovation



lexical item irretrievable:
any un im paired  language user (e.g., tip-of-the-tongue p h en o ­
m enon)
aphasic language users 

Context constraints:
expert-nov ice  in teraction
listener’s / r e a d e r ’s lim ited com prehension  (children , L2 
learners, recip ients experiencing  language loss, recipients lack­
ing dom ain-specific concepts o r lexis)
w ord defin itions in m onolingual dictionaries, e.g., th rough  
paraphrase, exem plification, sem antically related  lexical item s 
(synonyms, antonym s, etc.)
gam es and  quizzes w here players have to guess words (or refer­
ents).

Since productive lexical CS are  used by all speakers o r writers for a 
variety o f  purposes, they constitu te an im portan t co m p o n en t o f 
any language u se r’s strategic com petence. But while som e lexical 
CS are general in the sense tha t they are no t particularly tied to 
lexical problem -solving — for instance, paraphrasing  o r substituting 
can o pera te  at the  sem antic, syntactic, and  pragm atic level -  
o thers o pera te  directly on lexical knowledge and  now here else. 
This is tru e  for strategies which rely on contiguous, contrastive 
and  h ierarchical relationships betw een word m eanings, and  strate­
gies build ing  on  ru les for word form ation, such as com pounding , 
pre- and  suffixation, shift o f  word class, o r inflectional derivation. 
Such strategies o pera te  in a m odular fashion, lending  su p p o rt to 
the hypothesis tha t lexical know ledge itself is organized in a separ­
ate m odule.

T here  is thus a close link betw een strategies com pensating  for 
lexical deficiencies an d  strategies for acquiring  lexis. Such strate­
gies both  exploit and  develop sem antic connections in the 
le a rn e r’s m ental lexicon and  h e r knowledge o f  and  skill in L2 
word form ation. They thus requ ire  analysed lexical knowledge to 
opera te  on, and at the  sam e tim e expand, the lexical co m ponen t 
o f  lea rn ers’ analysed in terlanguage knowledge. W hile som e 
au tho rs deny a constructive role for CS in lexical acquisition (e.g., 
K ellerm an, 1991), o thers em phasize th e ir usefulness for precisely 
this purpose (N ation, 1990). Consequently, on  the m uch debated  
issue o f w hether CS should  be ‘tau g h t’ (e.g., D ornyei, 1995; 
Mosiori, 1991; Yule & T arone, this volum e), two strong  argum ents
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can be m ade in favour o f  incorpora ting  lexical CS in to  an L2 
teaching program m e: a subset o f  psycholinguistic strategies helps 
develop lea rn ers’ analysed lexical knowledge, and  interactional 
strategies can serve to supply new lexical m aterial in unanalysed 
o r analysed form .

In ou r view, the narrow  focus on lexical CS has been advanta­
geous. It has allowed researchers to identify sets o f  CS, and  to 
develop d ifferen t theoretical m odels to account for the behaviours 
labelled as ‘CS’ . C om parison o f  two approaches, as offered by Yule 
and  T arone (this volum e), has proved to be a useful m ethod  for 
clarifying underlying assum ptions, theoretical perspectives, differ­
ences in research design and  categorization o f data, and  assess­
m ent o f instructional benefits. To some extent, questions o f 
universal availability and  sequential application o f CS have also 
been exam ined (Deutsch et al. and  Russell, both this volum e). 
T hese issues clearly deserve m ore a tten tion  in fu ture research, 
because too little is known about CS em ployed by LI and  L2 
speakers with d ifferen t cultural and  linguistic backgrounds 
(though see Dickson et al., 1977).

C onsistent with the early work on CS in non-native speaker p ro ­
duction , this section has focused on lexical problem -solving strate­
gies. Yet the relevant psychological literature  and  the m ore recen t 
studies on non-native speakers’ CS use inspired by that research, 
exam ine referential strategies. T hese are no t just two labels for the 
same thing: ‘lexical’ suggests a sem antic view, w hereas ‘re fe ren tia l’ 
suggests a pragm atic view o f CS. And indeed , the focus on differ­
e n t analytical levels o f language and  language use reflects the 
traditional epistem ological o rien tations o f second language 
acquisition research and  cognitive psychology, w hether in their 
intra- o r interindividual varieties. C onsistent with the ir concern  
for the  acquisition and use o f second language knowledge by L2 
learners, in terlanguage researchers have a prim e in terest in 
uncovering the linguistic resources activated by L2 learners when 
the ir requ ired  linguistic (L2) knowledge, such as vocabulary, is 
insufficient to the  purpose at hand. Ju st what the linguistic 
resources are that learners draw on  to com pensate for lexical defi­
ciencies provides a window on the cu rren t state o f the ir in terlan ­
guage knowledge and  is therefore  a worthy candidate for close 
exam ination.

Early work on referential com m unication, on the o ther hand, 
exam ined the referring strategies o f fully com peten t adult native



speakers -  indeed, the designation ‘native speaker’ is never used 
because ‘native speakerness’ is taken for gran ted  unless the contrary  
is specifically stated. Emphasis is given to the cognitive strategies 
underlying speakers’ utterances, their changing assessments o f  the 
task requirem ents and  concom itant adjustm ents o f goal-oriented 
strategic behaviour, whereas little analysis is perform ed o f the actual 
linguistic resources by which the strategies are im plem ented (but 
see Bongaerts e t al., 1987; Carroll, 1980).

M ore recently, the concerns with linguistic resources on  the one 
han d  and  cognitive processing on the o th e r have crossed discip­
linary boundaries. As several con tribu tions to this volum e dem on­
strate, second language acquisition researchers have exam ined  CS 
w ithin m odels o f cognitive processing, while psychologists in ter­
ested in child  bilingualism  have conducted  close analyses o f  bilin­
gual ch ild ren ’s linguistic resources and  observed the developm ent 
o f  the ir dual linguistic knowledge and  its use in referential com ­
m unication  tasks (see D eutsch et al., this volum e).

Research methodology

T he theoretical and  analytical perspective adop ted  by investigators 
inevitably leads to d ifferences in research m ethodology. The 
‘psychostrategist’ tinkers carefully with all sorts o f  quantifiable vari­
ables. Because strategies are considered to be underlying psycho­
logical processes with no logical necessity for the ir behavioural 
outcom es to be clearly observable in speech, these researchers 
have had reso rt to tightly constrained m ethods o f eliciting copious 
strategy tokens. T he first m ethod  consists o f  posing language p rob­
lems which subjects (note the term inology) have trouble solving; 
‘com m unicating’ the carefully selected household  object depicted  
in a pho tograph  o r drawing so that it can be identified by an im ag­
inary person will result in a flood o f strategies o f  the periphrastic 
kind (Bialystok, 1983b; Poulisse, 1990). A ttem pts to dim inish the 
artificiality o f  such tasks have em braced story telling (though the 
story is usually the ex p erim en te r’s with its carefully seeded lexical 
traps; cf. D echert, 1983; Poulisse, 1990), descriptions o f  p roce­
dures like ‘how to p repare /assem ble  a . . . ' (Wagner, 1983; Yule & 
T arone, 1990) and  referential com m unication  tasks involving 
novel abstract figures (Bongaerts e t al., 1987; Russell, this volum e). 
T hese are easy and  reliable ways to collect data, and  since they face

Introduction: approaches to communication strategies 11



12 Communication Strategies

differen t sorts o f subjects with a com m on set o f  problem s they are 
ideal for studying the effects o f  single variables on perfo rm ance 
(language proficiency o r linguistic /cu ltural background, for 
instance). However, because o f the ir artificiality they seem  to have 
allowed the ‘sociostrategists’ to occupy the high m oral g ro u n d  (see 
for instance the critiques offered by Yule and  T arone, and 
R am pton, in this volum e o f the typical tasks used by psychostrateg­
ists; also Lloyd for a justification). Fortunately, to redress the 
balance a little, analysis o f strategy use in au thentic  and quasi­
natural conversations has also been u ndertaken  (H aastrup  & 
Phillipson, 1983; Poulisse, 1990), bu t since the experim en ter now 
has considerably less control over what subjects will say, so the sur­
face m anifestations o f strategy use becom e m ore difficult to track 
down. This is w here retrospective com m entary  by subjects o f their 
own (videotaped) perfo rm ance has proved useful. H ere again, the 
use o f  conversation as one source o f data is evidence o f a desire to 
pu t hypotheses to the test in a situation tha t is m ore ‘ecologically 
valid’. But even though  the use o f  strategies is studied in spon tane­
ous conversations, the  goal is now no t so m uch to understand  the 
m echanics o f in teraction  as to search for the com m onalities that 
underlie  strategic behaviour across tasks, to study the adaptations a 
speaker makes in term s o f each task type (e.g., + / — in terlocutor), 
and  com e to grips with the m ethodological issues involved in 
studying underlying processes in tasks with varying degrees o f 
externally im posed control.

This volume

R ecent work on  CS in second language studies has increasingly 
recognized work in related  fields such as sociolinguistics and  
psycholinguistics. While the chapters by second language 
researchers in this volum e reflect this w ider interest, we also 
th o ugh t it im portan t to include a leavening o f chapters by 
researchers in those fields whose work we believe should inform  
o u r own, even if they do no t m ake use o f o r need  the concep t o f 
communication strategy themselves. T hese la tter con tribu tions touch 
on  referential com m unication, child bilingualism , m o th er tongue 
education , norm al native adult in teraction  and  language patho­
logy. By considering what they have to say, second language 
researchers in terested  in com m unication  strategies mav acquire a



bro ad er understan d in g  o f the second language p h en o m en a  that 
in terest them . At the same tim e, we would naturally like to th ink  
th a t the  in tellectual traffic will n o t be entirely  one  way, an d  tha t 
scholars in o th e r  fields may also benefit from  exposure to som e o f 
the  second language work curren tly  being u n d ertaken , as rep re ­
sen ted  in this volum e.
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PART O N E

Psycholinguistic perspectives

T h e chap ters  in P art I have two things in com m on: they take a 
psycholinguistic, in traorganism  view on  CS (o r con trast such 
a view with alternative positions), an d  they discuss o r  ad o p t as a 
m odel for analysis the CS taxonom y developed by the N ijm egen 
g roup  (K ellerm an e t al., 1987). T h e  first two chap ters clarify some 
fundam en ta l concep tual an d  theoretical issues in CS research  an d  
can thus be seen as fu rth e r  in troductions to the book.

Yule and Tarone con trast the  N ijm egen approach  with a perspec­
tive on  CS th a t em phasizes in teraction , o u tp u t strategies and  
teachability. They consider tha t an app rop ria te  m ethodology for 
studying CS involves inspecting the d ifferences betw een n o n ­
native an d  native speakers o f  the  second language in perfo rm ing  
linguistic tasks. These differences, which will very largely involve 
linguistic form , can function  as the basis o f  app rop ria te  peda­
gogical in terven tion  by identifying areas w here learners are in 
need  o f  he lp  in p e rfo rm ing  such tasks.

Based on  Bialystok’s tw o-dim ensional m odel o f  language skills, 
Kellerman and Bialystok argue tha t non-native speakers’ CS are ju s t 
special cages o f  a w ider class o f strategic behaviours tha t character­
ize all language activity, adu lt o r child, native o r non-native, 
norm al o r  pathological. This view o f CS exposes the com m onal­
ities underly ing  all linguistic processing and  considers a narrow  
focus on  second language lea rners/non -native  speakers as p o ten ­
tially obfuscating.

In h e r  chapter, Poulisse seeks to  explain the  task effects on CS 
use found  in the N ijm egen studies. Parallel to K ellerm an and  
Bialystok’s claim th a t CS are special cases o f language as a funda­
m entally strategic activity, Poulisse argues tha t CS use abides by 
such universal princip les as G rice’s Cooperative Principle, L eech’s
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principles o f textual rhetoric, an d  S im on’s ‘satisficing’ principle. 
These principles are  im plem ented  differentially in strategy use 
d epend ing  on task dem ands. Poulisse fu rth e r dem onstrates that 
self-corrections o f slips o f  the tongue and  autom atic codeswitches 
are also gu ided  by these principles. Irrespective o f  speaker status 
(e,g., native o r non-native), the choices m ade in speech p roduc­
tion ap p ear to reflect the same principles o f  com m unication .

Russell’s chap ter reports on a replication o f an earlier experi­
m en t in foreign language referential com m unication. Japanese 
learners o f English partic ipated  bo th  as LI and  L2 speakers when 
perfo rm ing  descriptions o f  abstract shapes. Following K ellerm an 
et al. (1990), Russell shows that there  is evidence for a hierarchy 
o f strategies irrespective o f language used: speakers p refer to 
describe a shape holistically e ith er by analogy o r  geom etric shape 
(‘a rh o m b o id /a  d iam o n d ’), then , if linguistic m eans are lacking, 
to partition  it (‘two triangles/tw o roofs a ttached  at the base’), and  
finally, if all else fails, to linearize the figure by describing it liter­
ally like a set o f rou te  directions. W hile there  is thus some support 
for a cross-linguistically valid CS sequence, Russell’s study also sug­
gests possible language- and  culture-specific variation which 
requires fu rth e r exploration.

Stemmer and Joanette ex tend  the scope o f enquiry  to CS use by 
aphasic patients. Exam ining CS use at the phonological, m orpho- 
syntactic, syntactic, and  lexico-semantic level, the  au thors find tha t 
bo th  conceptual and  code com pensatory  strategies are used to 
express a target item . W hile there  is no systematic preference  for 
e ith e r strategy type at any processing level, the type o f  aphasia 
appears to influence strategy choice to some extent. Consistent 
with previous chapters in this section, S tem m er and  Jo an e tte  note 
tha t aphasic patients use the same types o f  CS as un im paired  
speakers.
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Investigating comm unication 
strategies in L2 reference: 

pros and cons

GEORGE YULE an d  ELAINE TARONE 

Introduction

In the decade since the publication o f  the  then  state-of-the-art col­
lection o f  papers on com m unication strategies in Faerch and 
Kasper (1983a), there  has been con tinued  in terest in the  ways in 
which second language (L2) learners m ake use o f  their in terlan ­
guage resources in a ttem pting to create L2 reference. T he basic 
challenge has rem ained  essentially the same as that raised by Varadi 
(1983) a decade earlier w hen faced with a range o f L2 referential 
expressions for the same observed object (i.e., balloon, ball, air ball, 
special toys for children): how do  these observed ‘creations’ help  us 
b etter understand  what is involved in second language learn ing  
and  use? W hile there  has always existed a variety o f  different, 
though relatively com patible, perspectives on how to go about 
answering this question, how to conduct investigations and  how to 
characterize the  various form s produced  by L2 learners, there  has 
em erged, in recen t years, a fairly serious challenge to the validity of 
m uch o f the previous work done  in this area.

In essence, there  has been  a m arked divergence o f  op in ion  
betw een those who are  p rom pted  by the ir investigations to p ro ­
pose additional categories, m ain tain ing  and  expand ing  existing 
taxonom ies (e.g., T arone & Yule, 1987), and  those who are 
p rom pted  to deny the value o f  existing taxonom ies and  to propose 
a substantial reduction  in the num ber o f  categories o f analysis 
(e.g., B ongaerts e t al., 1987). For ease o f reference, le t us charac­
terize the first g roup  as being  ra th e r profligate (‘the P ros’) in their 
liberal expansion o f  categories, and  the second g roup  as being 
ra th e r conservative (‘the C ons’), given the ir em phasis on parsi­
mony. T h ere  are, o f  course, o th e r d ifferences in the focus o f  each
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o f these two groups, with the Pros often exhibiting a preference 
for investigating variability in linguistic perfo rm ance while the 
Cons em phasize the generalizability and  psychological plausibility 
o f  the ir categories.

T he no ted  divergence in analytic preference  is accom panied  by 
an equally m arked divergence o f views on  the pedagogical 
im plications o f the  research findings, with the  Pros typically in 
favour o f  teaching the use o f  som e com m unication  strategies 
(e.g., T arone, 1984) and  the Cons expressing a strong opposition 
to any such teaching  (e.g., K ellerm an, 1991).

For students and  teachers in the many fields re la ted  to second 
o r foreign language education  and  research, this m arked diver­
gence o f op in ion  may p resen t a ra th e r puzzling problem . If  they 
choose to follow one school o f  thought, the ir research  o r teaching 
may be subject to criticism from  those ho ld ing  opposite  views. If 
tha t poten tia l opposition  is in te rp re ted  as a source o f  conflict, 
then  the w hole area may be avoided, bo th  in research and  teach­
ing. This would no t be a desirable outcom e. In this chapter, we 
will a ttem pt to clarify the source o f  this puzzling situation, which 
may help  researchers an d  teachers to decide, on  the basis o f their 
identified  goals, how to approach  the em pirical data involved in L2 
reference.

Pros and Cons

T he m ost obvious way in which the two approaches differ is in the  
n u m b er o f strategies considered  necessary. A lthough som e varia­
tion can be found  in the  term s em ployed by bo th  groups as they 
developed the ir analytic fram eworks over tim e, it is possible to 
cap tu re  the essential distinctions. In the  typical taxonom ic 
approach  favoured by the  Pros, there  are bo th  reduction  strategies 
and  achievem ent strategies recognized. R eduction  strategies are 
associated with avoiding, changing  o r abandon ing  a com m unica­
tive goal when faced with a perceived com m unication  difficulty. 
A chievem ent strategies, also called com pensatory  strategies, are 
characterized by the use o f  alternative com m unicative resources 
(e.g., approxim ation , circum locution, language transfer, word 
coinage) when faced with a perceived com m unication  difficulty. 
D escription and  exem plification o f these and  related  strategies 
can be found  in Bialystok (1990), Faerch and  Kasper (1983d),



Paribakht (1985) an d  T arone (1977). In opposing  this taxonom ic 
app roach , a m ore recen t perspective, favoured by the Cons, has 
focused on  only com pensatory  strategies, divided in to  two types 
described  as concep tual and  code. A conceptual strategy is e ith er 
holistic (i.e., using a te rm  for a re la ted  substitute concept) o r  ana­
lytic (i.e., describ ing p roperties o f  the  re fe ren t), w hereas a code 
strategy involves using purely linguistic devices (i.e., LI words, 
neologism s). D escription and  exem plification o f  these strategies 
can be found  in Bialystok (1990), B ongaerts an d  Poulisse (1989), 
K ellerm an (1991) and  K ellerm an, A m m erlaan, B ongaerts and  
Poulisse (1990).

U nderlying these two d ifferen t sets o f  descriptive term s is a 
fundam ental difference in analytic perspective. T he taxonom ic 
approach o f the  Pros focuses on descriptions o f  the language pro­
duced  by L2 learners, essentially characterizing the m eans used to 
accom plish reference in term s o f the observed forms. It is prim arily 
a description o f observed form s in L2 output, with im plicit infer­
ences being m ade abou t the differences in the psychological p ro ­
cessing that p roduced  them . T he alternative approach o f  the Cons 
focuses on  a description o f  the psychological processes used by L2 
learners, essentially characterizing the cognitive decisions hum ans 
m ake in o rd er to accom plish reference. It is prim arily a description 
o f cognitive processing, with implicit inferences being m ade about 
the in h e ren t similarity o f  linguistically d ifferent form s observed in 
the L2 output. T he focus o f  the Pros is on the ex ternal and  in terac­
tive while the focus o f  the Cons is on  the in ternal and  cognitive. In 
m ore fam iliar term s, it m ight be said that the Pros attem pt to work 
from  perfo rm ance data to consider underlying com petence while 
the Cons seek to characterize underlying com petence in o rd e r to 
account for perfo rm ance data.

Given this version o f  the  Pros and  Cons, it should  be possible to 
trea t the d icho tom ous categorization o f processing possibilities 
(conceptual vs code) as ‘a h ig h er o rd e r descrip tion ’ (Bialystok, 
1990, p. 114) tha t could  be com bined  with the taxonom y o f m ore 
specific instantiations devised to describe the linguistic perfo r­
m ance o f  L2 learners. This type o f  com prom ise m ight take a form  
such as tha t p resen ted  in Figure 1.1 (overleaf). A lthough the com ­
b ination  o f  categories p resen ted  in Figure 1.1 may help  clarify the 
re lationsh ip  betw een the  approaches o f  the Pros an d  Cons, it 
actually disguises a n u m b er o f  serious m ethodological and  peda­
gogical d ifferences tha t requ ire  fu rth e r consideration .
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Creating L2 reference

It is norm ally ag reed  that, as p a rt o f th e ir general com m unicative 
com petence, all adu lt language users m ake use o f  strategic com ­
petence  o r ‘the  m astery o f  com m unication  strategies tha t may be 
called in to  action e ith e r to en h an ce  the effectiveness o f  com ­
m unication  o r  to com pensate  for breakdow ns in com m unication ’ 
(Swain, 1984, p. 189). A lthough the in terest in m ost studies is in 
the types o f  com m unication  strategies used by L2 learners, it has 
been  em phasized (K ellerm an, 1991; Yule & T arone, 1990) that 
native speakers also em ploy com m unication  strategies in th e ir LI. 
This recognition  o f  LI com m unication  strategy use has in fluenced  
research th ink ing  in two qu ite  distinct ways.

For the Cons, the  relevant LI has been the  le a rn e r’s L I. In 
th e ir  study o f  D utch lea rners o f  English, K ellerm an e t al. (1990) 
rep o rted  th a t th ere  was an overw helm ing similarity betw een the 
strategies used in D utch (the  L I) an d  those used in English (the 
L2) im m ediately afterw ards by the sam e speakers, w hen the  same 
referen tial task was p e rfo rm ed  in tha t sequence. No results were 
rep o rted  for the reverse sequence. M oreover, th ere  was a con­
sistent h ierarch ical rela tionsh ip  am ong the strategies used, with 
the holistic be ing  p re fe rred  over the analytic (only h ig h er o rd e r 
descriptive categories were used). T h e  advantage o f  this 
app roach  is in term s o f the opportu n ity  provided to ascertain  the 
in fluence  o f a pred isposition  from  a le a rn e r’s LI experience  in 
the  process o f  c rea ting  L2 reference. O ne  exam ple p resen ted  to 
illustrate the similarity o f  concep tual strategy used in describ ing 
an  abstract shape is shown as (1), with the  LI version followed by 
the L2 version o f  the  sam e speaker (from  K ellerm an e t al., 1990, 
p. 175).

(1) (L I) De vorm  van een  hoefijzer ( ‘T h e  shape o f  a h o rsesh o e ’)
(L2) E rm , this is th e  figure tha t erm  I d o  n o t know how they 

call it in English ... b u t it is the sam e figure. It has the 
sam e form  as ... the  th ings th a t horses wear u n d e r  the ir 
feet, the  iron  things.

U sing the  C ons’ analytic fram ework, we would say tha t this 
speaker uses the  sam e (‘holistic’) approach  to the task in bo th  LI 
an d  L2 versions. From  this perspective, it is easy to see why the 
Cons m ight argue th a t strategic com petence  should  n o t be taught. 
T he L2 learner, p roducing  the descrip tions in (1), already knows
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how to use a holistic strategy to refer to the abstract shape in the 
LI and  can also use a sim ilar holistic strategy in the L2 version. 
T he use o f  a holistic strategy does no t need  to be taught. T he 
observable linguistic d ifferences in (1) betw een the actual form s 
used to  encode the act o f reference in the LI versus the L2 are  no t 
considered  significant in the C ons’ approach.

However, such differences are what the Pros’ approach  tends to 
consider extrem ely in teresting. T he speaker in (1) has created  a 
m eans o f 1.2 reference via circum locution using available higher- 
frequency L2 vocabulary when a specific, lower-frequency, vocabu­
lary item  was no t known. If this lea rn e r used such a com pensatory 
strategy in in teraction  with a native speaker o f English, it would 
no t only have a high chance o f accom plishing successful reference, 
bu t also would be likely to elicit the specific vocabulary item  (‘O h, 
you m ean horseshoes’) that the lea rn e r m ight wish to know. In 
fact, for the Pros, it is useful to com pare the linguistic form s used 
by L2 learners and  those used by native speakers o f the  target lan­
guage for at least th ree  reasons:

1. This com parison yields inform ation about the struc tu re  o f  the 
le a rn e r’s in terlanguage g ram m ar/lex is  as com pared  to tha t o f 
the native speaker o f the target.

2. This in form ation  is helpful in understand ing  the relative suc­
cess o r effectiveness o f  lea rn ers’ com m unication  strategies as 
these are used in interactions.

3. This inform ation can shed light on the way in which a le a rn e r’s 
use o f com m unication  strategies in in teraction  can elicit the 
relevant ‘negotiated  in p u t’ from  o thers (cf. Yule 8c Tarone, 
1991).

As the reconsideration  o f the data in (1) suggests, the Pros’ 
approach  has focused on the relationship  between similarities and  
differences in the  expressions used by L2 learners and  by native 
speakers o f  the target language. T he relevant LI for the  Pros is not 
tha t o f  the  learner, bu t tha t o f  the  target language (TL) speakers. 
In the ir study o f  C hinese, Japanese, Korean and  Spanish learners 
o f  English, Yule and  T arone (1990) rep o rted  on the wide range of 
d ifferences, as well as similarities, between strategies used by 
learners and  native speakers o f  English on the same tasks (only 
low er-order categories were used).

In that study, both the L2 learners and  the native speakers o f the 
TL were given a task which requ ired  that they m ake reference to



Table 1.1 R eferring expressions used for one  part o f  a coffee pot

Native speakers of English 
(E2) an object tha t it looks k inda like a thin m etal long object with two 

disks bo th  c ircu lar disk type objects on bo th  ends one  was sm aller 
than  the o th e r one 

(E4) a device tha t caps the co n ta in e r b u t also has a p lunger 
(E6) a sort o f a I d o n ’t know w hat it is bu t on top  had  a ro u n d  th ing  
(E8) the  s tra iner I’m no t sure  what it’s called ... m etal ... m etal object 

with a long p art tha t goes in to  the coffee po t

L2 learners of English 
(S2) a n o th e r device w hich belong  this object
(56) a look like two circles flat circles?
(57) a top  an d  th e  top  has a pole in the m iddle and  in the top  o f  this 

pole th e re  are  a little s like a little plate
(S9) a n o th e r piece which consist in two plates with a teeny piece of 

m etal
(SI 1) th e  th ing  th a t you close has a ro u n d  th ing  in th e  top
(SI 2) th e  little stick in the top  o f  th e  cover
(Cl) tick ... som eth ing  like a ticket b u t head  n a rr  like a circle
(C2) the cover the cover is a special k ind o f cover
(C3) a cover
(J l) cover
(J2) th e  top  the top  is m ade ...
(J3) a lid 
(K3) cap
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real-world objects which were often unfam iliar to both  groups o f 
subjects. Table 1.1 presents the  referring  expressions used by the 
native speakers and  the L2 learners o f  English as all a ttem pted  to 
refer to the m etal in n e r workings o f  a M elior coffee pot.

It is clear from  Table 1.1 tha t native speakers o f  English as well 
as L2 learners o f  English m ade use o f  com m unication  strategies to 
refer to the object in question . Further, a sim ilar general 
approach  to the  problem  can be seen on the p art o f many sub­
jects; for exam ple, the use o f  an analytic strategy is shared by the 
two speakers in exam ples (2) and  (3).

(2) (E2) an  object that it looks like k inda like a th in  m etal long
object with two disks bo th  circu lar disk type objects on 
b o th  en d s one  was sm aller than  the o th e r  one

(3) (S7) a top  an d  the top  has a pole in the m iddle and  in th e  top
o f this po le  th ere  are  a little s like a little plate
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However, while an analysis within the C ons’ fram ework m ight 
stop here , arguing tha t the underly ing cognitive process was 
clearly the same and  the d ifferences in realization were merely 
surface differences, the Pros’ analysis would p in p o in t exactly 
w here those surface linguistic d ifferences lay, for these are pre­
cisely the d ifferences which help  to h igh ligh t the  un ique  charac­
teristics o f  the le a rn e r’s in terlanguage, as well as the way in which 
com m unication  strategies can function  in in teraction  between 
learners and  native speakers to p roduce  both  successful transac­
tions and negotia ted  input.

First, an analysis o f the language used by learners and  native 
speakers in Table 1.1 shows tha t the native speakers mostly seem 
to em ploy a som ew hat larger subtechnical vocabulary than  the L2 
learners, using term s like disk, plunger and  strainer. T he  lea rn ers’ 
vocabulary, including plate, circles, pole and  stick, tends to involve 
m ore im plicit analogies. In this task, the native speakers can also 
be seen to use m ore analytic strategies, p roducing  a g reater 
volum e o f talk, than  the learners who generally favour m ore holis­
tic strategies. A general distinction can also be no ted  betw een the 
Spanish LI learners who p roduce  descriptive phrases and  the 
Chinese, Japanese and  K orean learners who p refer to use single 
lexical items to accom plish reference.

A nother advantage o f this approach  is in term s o f the  o p p o rtu n ­
ity provided to discover the  ways in which learners use m ore versus 
less effective strategies in the ir attem pts to create L2 reference, 
with the baseline o f  TL native speakers’ attem pts as a guide. Thus, 
for an object that all native speakers described successfully as a 
tape dispenser, there  were clearly unsuccessful lea rn e r responses ( /  
don’t know what this name), som e ra th e r vague holistic {an object 
designed to put another object) and  analytic strategies ( this is object, the 
measure is approximately three inch length and one half inch height ...) , 
as well as relatively successful L2 creations (a device to put Scotch 
tape). T he concept o f  ‘successful’ o r ‘effective’ strategy use is no t 
addressed in the C ons’ approach  and  will be reconsidered  in the 
following section.

T he po in t o f  eliciting LI data from  native speakers, as well as 
learners, w ithin the P ros’ approach , is to have som e clear (and not 
idealized) illustrations o f the target behaviour o f  L2 learners and  
to no te  the ways in which native speakers organize and  m anipulate  
certain  types o f general vocabulary w hen specific referring  expres­
sions are no t available. Such data are clearly relevant in term s of



the  pedagogical o rien ta tion  o f  the Pros’ approach , as will be dis­
cussed in a la ter section.
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Methodological issues

W hile b o th  approaches described thus far have used research 
designs in ten d ed  to elicit the  creation  o f  L2 reference  u n d e r con­
tro lled  conditions, there  are no tab le  d ifferences in aspects o f  the ir 
m ethodologies. Taking Yule and  T arone (1990) and  K ellerm an et 
al. (1990) as representatives o f  the Pros and  Cons respectively, we 
can p o in t to som e o f those d ifferences (sum m arized in Table 1.2, 
below ).

1. As n o ted  already, the C ons’ approach  uses learners as the ir 
own controls, with LI perfo rm ance  being com pared  to L2 perfo r­
m ance. T h e  Pros’ approach  generally fails to elicit LI perfo r­
m ances and  only com pares the  learn ers’ L2 perfo rm ance  with 
th a t o f  TL native speakers. These d ifferences in data base make 
sense given the fundam enta l d ifferences in analytical perspective. 
T he C ons’ prim ary  in terest is in describing in ternal cognitive p ro ­
cesses, w hether in LI o r L2. T he Pros are in terested  prim arily in 
describing the  form s used by L2 learners to accom plish reference 
in a given language, in com parison to the form s used by native 
speakers o f tha t language for the  sam e purpose.

2. To elicit L2 reference, the Cons in this study used abstract 
shapes w hereas the  Pros used real-world objects. N ot all C ons’ 
studies used abstract shapes in the ir elicitation tasks, as Poulisse 
(1990) dem onstrates. However, the  central focus o f this study, 
com paring  LI an d  L2 strategies, is based solely on the abstract 
shape task. T h e  effect o f  these d ifferen t types o f  p ro m p t can be 
seen in the data  elicited. In describing abstract shapes, the  L2 
referring  expressions often take the form  o f analogies (e.g., horse­
shoes in (1 )). After analogies, speakers next used descrip tions of 
parts o f  the  shape (two triangles ... their bases are ... pu t together). In 
describ ing real-world objects, the L2 re ferring  expressions m ore 
typically begin  by nam ing  ( i t ’s a brush). After nam ing, speakers 
ten d  to use descrip tions o f  the  ob ject’s possible function  (for comb 
the hair) as well as its parts (it has a handle) and  o th e r features 
(made o f wood). It is im p o rtan t to recognize tha t these d ifferences 
in types o f elicitation p ro m p t will result in d ifferen t p a tte rns o f  L2
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reference. T he m ore abstract the p rom pt, the m ore likely that 
conceptually related  analogies will be used. T he m ore concrete 
and  fam iliar the p rom pt, the m ore likely that simple nam es and  
everyday functions will be m entioned . This type o f difference will 
con tribu te  to the strong task-related effect on com m unication 
strategy' use no ted  by Poulisse (1990) and  Poulisse and  Schils 
(1989). It may be tha t fu ture investigations o f  L2 reference will 
have to include both  abstract and  concrete  referen ts (cf. 
Paribakht, 1985) to explore fully lea rn ers’ strategies and  language 
in creating  L2 reference. G reater recognition  may also have to be 
given to the fact that claims abou t the natu re  o f L2 referential 
com m unication  are necessarily claims abou t L2 reference on the 
specific task faced by the learner.

3. A related difference involves the presence o f a listener o r not 
while the learner is attem pting to create L2 reference. For the 
Cons, there  seems to have been no need for a listening p artn er in 
the shape-identification task. In som e earlier reports w here the 
Cons’ studies have included a same LI listening p artn er (e.g., 
Bongaerts et al., 1987; Poulisse & Schils, 1989), the results seem to 
lend  support to the idea tha t there  is an interlocutor-effect on 
choice o f  linguistic m eans used to accomplish reference (cf. 
exam ples w here a local dialect o f the D utch LI is used by particip­
ants in Bongaerts et al., 1987). However, the focus o f the Cons on 
in ternal cognitive processes has resulted in no role for interlocutor- 
effects in m ore recent analytic frameworks.

For the Pros, a d ifferen t LI listening p a rtn e r  was present, per­
form ing  an identification task, and  able to give non-verbal feed­
back. In these circum stances, very few L l-related  references were 
found. T he presence o f a listener, with a specific purpose d ep en ­
d en t on the effectiveness o f  the  le a rn e r’s L2 reference, has a 
strong effect on the type o f strategy and  language used. As T arone 
and  Yule em phasize elsewhere (1989), within the Pros’ approach , 
the natu re  and  role o f  the addressee are seen as powerful influ­
ences on  the speaker’s perfo rm ance, and  by inference, may have a 
pro found  influence on the cognitive processes underly ing that 
perform ance. It may be necessary in fu tu re  studies to incorporate  
bo th  a concern  with the psychological processing o f the individual 
speaker, perfo rm ing  in isolation, and  an awareness o f  the  socio­
cultural im pact on that processing when the speaker has to make 
decisions concern ing  the knowledge, status and  needs o f  the 
addressee involved in o rd e r to choose the best referential strategy.



We m ust also recognize that the presence o f an addressee creates 
a quite d ifferent context for strategy use, allowing certain ‘interac­
tive strategies’ (Tarone, 1977), such as appeal for assistance and 
mim e to have referring function. While the Cons’ approach cate­
gorizes m im e as a conceptual strategy and  ostension as a code 
strategy, distinguishing between the assum ed psychological p ro­
cesses involved, the Pros would argue that those processes will neces­
sarily be constrained by the speaker’s assessment o f the particular 
addressee’s knowledge and  status in the local interactive context.

4. O n a m ore general level, th ere  is a notable d ifference in the 
L2 lea rn e r popu lation  typically involved in the d ifferen t 
approaches. T he Cons have used only D utch LI subjects, which 
has the  advantage o f simplifying the elicitation o f  LI perfo rm ance 
on the task. T he disadvantage may be that the perfo rm ance o f 
learners from  a single LI background, which is rem arkably close, 
geographically, historically and  socio-culturally, to English as the 
L2, will n o t generalize to the larger, extrem ely diverse, population  
o f L2 learners a ro u n d  the world. For exam ple, unlike Bongaerts 
et al. (1987), C hen (1990) found  absolutely no code (or L l- 
based) strategies used by h e r C hinese subjects addressing English 
native speakers. T he Pros have included  learners from  a variety of 
LI backgrounds and  essentially created  cross-cultural com m unica­
tion dyads o f  non-shared L is  in the ir investigation. O ne  result o f 
this la tte r research design is, o f  course, a great reduction  in the 
use o f  L l-based strategies. In addition , it can lead, for exam ple, to 
the  discovery o f a strong tendency am ong C hinese L2 learners 
initially to a ttem p t avoidance strategies (sorry I  don’t know) in the 
particu lar L2 reference  task p resen ted . It may be that m ore aware­
ness o f  potentially diverse socio-cultural effects on L2 perfo r­
m ance will have to be kept in m ind in designing fu tu re  studies o f 
L2 referential com m unication , with m ore diverse LI perfo r­
m ances on tasks also elicited.

Pedagogical issues

Generally speaking, those adopting the C ons’ approach see no 
poin t in teaching com m unication strategies, with some quite 
explicit statem ents against the notion: ‘W hat one m ust teach 
students o f  a language is no t strategy, bu t language’ (Bialystok, 1990, 
p. 147) and  ‘Teach the learners m ore language and  let the strategies
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Table 1.2 Sum m ary o f  d ifferences betw een Pros an d  Cons

Pros Cons

1. Profligate, liberal Conservative, parsim onious
expansion  o f categories reduction  o f  categories

2. T axonom ic descrip tion  o f D escription o f  underly ing
observed form s in ou tpu t, psychological process,
ex ternal and  interactive in ternal and  cognitive

3. L2 lea rn e r perfo rm ance L2 le a rn e r perfo rm ance
com pared  to  TL native com pared  to th e ir own LI
speaker p erfo rm ance; many perfo rm ance: many
differences found sim ilarities found

4. E licitation prom pts are Elicitation p rom p ts are
real-world objects abstract shapes

5. L istening partner, with No listening p a rtn e r
a purpose, p resen t presen t

6. L2 learners with d ifferen t L2 lea rners  with sam e LI;
L is; L is  mostly dissim ilar 
to  TL

LI verv sim ilar to TL

7. C om m unication  strategies C om m unication  strategies
should  be  taught should  no t be  taugh t

look after themselves’ (Kellerman, 1991, p. 158). It should be noted 
that such statem ents are no t m ade on the basis o f  an educational 
research project by the Cons to find ou t w hether teaching has a 
beneficial effect o r not. To understand this opposition, it has to be 
understood that strategies employed in creating L2 reference are 
perceived within the Cons’ approach to be essentially cognitive pro­
cesses and that teaching them  would am ount to an attem pt to teach 
cognitive processing. For adult learners, that cognitive processing is 
believed to have already m atured through their LI experience and 
hence need no t be taught. Stated ano ther way, L2 learners are 
already assumed to have sufficient competence from  LI learning to 
im plem ent their chosen strategies and  simply need  to be taught the 
L2 linguistic forms which will enable them  to perform that com pet­
ence. T here would appear to be no place in this perspective for the 
idea that developing L2 com petence m ight com e about as a result 
o f L2 perform ance in successfully accom plishing L2 reference, via



com m unication strategies in a classroom activity designed to pro­
m ote strategy use.

It is possible to view the situation quite differently and  to operate 
with the assum ption that, in strategic term s, perfo rm ance creates 
com petence. Such an assum ption seems to lie beh ind  the Pros’ 
approach. Generally speaking, those adopting  the Pros’ approach 
have been in favour o f  teaching com m unication strategies (e.g., 
Dornyei e t al., 1992; Dornyei & T hurre ll, 1991; N attinger, 1988; 
Tarone, 1984; T arone & Yule, 1989; Willems, 1987). It may simply 
be that this perspective is based on an assum ed taxonom y o f lower- 
o rd e r categories within which som e strategies are perceived to be 
m ore effecdve than  o thers in accom plishing L2 reference in 
specific circum stances. It may also be that the concept o f  ‘teaching 
language’ is viewed quite differently by the Pros. R ather than treat­
ing the L2 as som ething tha t is simply provided by teachers to 
learners, m uch recen t th inking in L2 pedagogy has em phasized the 
provision o f classroom activities and  tasks in which learners develop 
a range o f abilities in the L2. T he language learned  via such tasks 
may be unpredictab le  and  may vary from  one lea rner to the next. 
By em ploying tasks which in troduce and  foster d ifferent types of 
com m unication strategy, the Pros’ approach  no t only prom otes 
g reater awareness, less inhibition  and  purposeful language prac­
tice, it provides relevant learner-produced L2 linguistic perfor­
m ances which can be reflected on later with a specific focus on 
form .

T here  have been  a few studies designed, in one way o r another, 
to assess the value o f  com m unication strategy teaching. In one  early 
study by B rodersen and  Gibson (1982), Danish learners o f  English 
were found  to use m ore achievem ent and  fewer reduction  strate­
gies after sessions discussing the effectiveness o f strategies used by 
the learners themselves in tasks which had  been videotaped. M ore 
recently, Mosiori (1991), focusing on only h igher-order categories, 
repo rted  no significant effects from  an experim ental study involv­
ing consciousness-raising abou t com m unication strategies am ong 
Am erican undergraduates learn ing  French. In contrast, Dornyei et 
al. (1992) repo rted  significant im provem ent in oral skills am ong 
H ungarian  learners o f English after train ing in lower-level com ­
m unication strategy use. It may be that these d ifferent results are  a 
reflection o f d ifferent train ing situations and  different categories o f 
analysis. T he definitive study on the value o f com m unicative 
strategy teaching rem ains to be done.
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