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Teaching communication strategies to
beginners
Angela Gallagher Brett
University of Southampton

This  a r t i c le  descr ibes  an  e igh t -week pro jec t  in  wh ich
communication strategies were taught to beginners in German.
Learners were instructed in a variety of: turn-taking phrases;
requesls for help, clari f icat ion and repeti t ion; greetings and pause
fi l lers. Information was gathered from questionnaires and audio
recordings of pairs of learners col laborating on speaking tasks
during classwork activi t ies and during an oral test. The data
analysis focused on the use of taught strategies in learners'
speech and also on a number of other performance fealures
which could have been indicative of strategrc behaviour. The
r o l e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t r a t e g t e s  o u t l i n e d  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l
Curriculum for modern foreign languages was also examined.

At the end of the pro.ject, it was concluded that a range of
strategic phrases could be successfully taught to most learners,
although their use might be dependent on task and context. l t
was  a lso  conc luded tha t  beg inners  employ  var ious  prob lem-
so lv ing  sk i l l s  to  ma in ta in  spoken communica t ion  in  a  fo re ign
language. Final ly, i t  is suggested that a number of dif f icult ies
exist in reconciling the use of communication strategies with the
exist ing National Curriculum model for progression in speaking.

1.  INTRODUCTION

Th is  pape r  desc r i bes  a  p ro jec t  i n  wh i ch
communication strategies (CS) were taught to a
Year 7 German class in a comprehensive school
and examines the range of beginners' responses
to  t hese  s t ra teg ies .  The  teach ing  o f  CS  to
beg inne rs  i n  seconda ry  schoo l s  has  no t  been
widely researched,  and at tent ion has tended to
focus more on proficient learners and, in particular,
proficient learners ofEnglish as a foreign language.
I  be l i eve  tha t  t he  use  o f  s t ra teg ies  f o r
communication in order to overcome diff iculties
in speaking could be significant for beginners.
This study is therefore based on an exploration of
the following questions:

o  C a n  b e g i n n e r s  b e  t a u g h t  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r
commun ica t i on  w i th in  t he  con f i nes  o f  t he
National Curriculum for modem foreign languages?

o Which strategies could be effectively employed
by beginners?

o Are there any strategic tactics already inherent
in the speech of beginners?

2. COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

I t  has  l ong  been  a rgued  i n  second  l anguage
acquis i t ion research that  the 'good language
learner' uses strategies, which could be of benefit
to all learners if they were made accessible to them
(see, for example, Rubin, 1975:.41-51). Strategies
have subsequent ly  been d iv ided into ' learn ing

s t r a t e g i e s '  a n d ' c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s ' .
Learning strategies are defined by O'Malley and
C h a m o t  ( 1 9 9 0 : l )  a s  t h e  ' s p e c i a l  t h o u g h t s  o r
behaviours that  ind iv iduals use to help them
comprehend, learn or retain new information'.
Communication strategies, on the other hand, are
employed in order to repair breakdowns in spoken
communication and to improve the effectiveness
of communication (see, for example, Canale, 1983:
l0). O'Malley and Chamot also argue that learning
strategies are used in order to promote learning,
whereas communicat ion st rategies are used to
promote communication. This study concentrates
on communication strategies.

There appears to be widespread disagreement
in the research literature about the exact nature of
communication strategies. Many different labels
are consequently used to describe the same or
similar entities. There are two main strands to the
debate. In the first, communication strategies are
believed by researchers l ike Tarone ( 198 I : 283 -295)

to  se rve  an  i n te rac t i ona l  f unc t i on .  She  has
attempted to place CS into categories including
avoidance, paraphrase, conscious transfer, appeal
for assistance and mime. In the second approach,
communication strategies are seen as evidence of
underlying mental processes (see Bialystok, 1990;
Kellerman, 1991). As such they are diff icult to
categorize.

There are also arguments about the value of
teaching CS to foreign language learners. It is
thought  by Kel lerman (199 l :  156)  that  learners
deve lop  s t ra teg i c  compe tence  i n  t he i r  f i r s t
language which they can then transfer to second
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language use. This means that there is no need

speci f ica l ly  to  teach communicat ion st rategies.

However, more reaently, in the context of MFL in

this country, it has been suggested by Macaro

(1997: I I 7) that strategy training could bring about

an improvement in the self-esteem of low achievers

and greater learner autonomy. This view is also

supported by the work of Grenfell and Harris ( I 999:

73), who suggest that strategy instruction could

give learners more of a sense of control over their

own learning.
The range of communication strategies which

can  be  emp loyed  by  beg inne rs  i s  obv ious l y

limited; for example, it is difficult for learners with

a  res t r i c ted  know ledge  o f  t he  l anguage  to

paraphrase. The most effective strategies would

therefore appear to be those that allow beginners

to in i t ia te and mainta in conversat ion.  Wong-

Fil lmore (1979) emphasizes the importance of a set

of social and cognitive strategies for beginners

a n d  a d v i s e s : ' g e t  s o m e  e x p r e s s i o n s  y o u

understand and start talking; make the most of

what you've got; join a group and act as if you

know what's going on' (quoted in Skehan, 1989:

75). It is further suggested by Dornyei (1995: 57)

that t ime-gaining strategies, such as pause fi l lers,

can keep communication channels open in times

of  d i f f icu l ty .  The teaching of  pause f i l lers  is

recommended by Grenfell and Harris (1999: 93),

who additionally suggest that learners could be

taught turn-taking phrases to help them find a way

into a conversation and to encourage participation

from peers.

These strategies could be very effective in

helping beginners to get going and to init iate a

cer ta in degree of  in teract ion.  However,  the

teach ing  o f  CS  wou ld  need  to  be  suppo r ted .

Phrases would have to be broken down and

analysed in order to construct more creative speech.

This project was therefore based on the view

that  s t rategy t ra in ing could be benef ic ia l .  I t

involved teaching learners a selection of turn-

taking phrases; requests for help, clarification and

repet i t ion and pause f i l lers ,  in  l ine wi th the

suggestions highlighted above. It was also hoped

to  i nc lude  any  add i t i ona l  s t ra teg i c  ph rases

identified as useful by pupils.

3. COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES
AND THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM

At its outset the National Curriculum for modern

foreign languages supported and to some extent

promoted a role for CS within the classroom. In

t h e  o r i g i n a l  p r o p o s a l s  ( D E S ,  1 9 9 0 ) ,  t h e

contribution made by MFL to the whole school

curriculum in bringing out the 'need for strategies
for communication' was emphasized (p. 3). A

sect ion on comprehension and communicat ion

strategies and their role in complementing other

skil ls was also included in the original Programme

of Study. It was additionally stated that 'repair

strategies' were among the factors considered in

the structure of Attainment Target 2 Speaking
(DES,1990 :  l 9 ) .

These proposals were subsequent ly  d i lu ted

and condensed in Modern Foreign Languages in

the National Curriculum (DFE, 1995), which no

longer provided the same detailed rationale. The

strategic position of MFL in the overall curriculum

was not stressed. Attention appeared to focus on

the steps of progression, highlighted in the Levels

of Attainment, and on the opportunities for pupils

to learn and use the target language outl ined in

the 40 statements of the Programme of Study Part

l. There seemed to be a lesser role for CS here, as

only one of these statements referred directly to

strategies, (3i - 'develop strategies for dealing with

the  unp red i c tab le ' ,  p .  3 ) .  The  p romo t i on  o f

communication strategies might have been judged

an  imp l i c i t  componen t  i n  a  number  o f  o the r

s ta temen ts ,  ( 2c  - ' ask  abou t  mean ings ,  seek

clar i f icat ion or  repet i t ion ' ;  2g ' in i t ia te and

deve lop  conve rsa t i ons ' ) ,  bu t  t h i s  was  no t

particularly clear. The potential for MFL to bring

out the use of communication strategies was not

mentioned.
The absence of  speci f ic  deta i l  in  the 1995

Programme of Study was partly remedied in the

subsequent exemplif ication of the 40 statements

in 'MFL in the National Curriculum - Managing

the Programme of Study Part l '  (DFE, QCA, 1997)

and also in the revised orders for the National

Curriculum (DFEE, QCA, 1999), which promoted

the development of key skil ls through the study

of  a modern fore ign language.  In the 1997

document a more significant role for strategies was

highl ighted in  the concrete examples of  tasks

considered l ikely to enable students to fulf i l  the

requirements of each PoS statement. Similarly' i t

is currently suggested (DfEE, QCA 1999:8) that

the study of a modern foreign language plays a

part in improving pupils' learning and performance
'through developing learning strategies such as

memorising, dealing with the unpredictable and

using reference materials'. A requirement to deal

w i t h  t he  unp red i c tab le  aga in  p rov ides  some

impe tus  f o r  t he  t each ing  o f  commun ica t i on

strategies.
Despite the fact that the current version of the

National Curriculum makes reference to the place

of MFL in the overall curriculum and specifically

mentions its strategic role, I believe that in practice

diff iculties arise from the fact that the focus of

most attention for pupils' learning is on the Levels

of Attainment, rather than on the skil ls, processes

and competences referred to by the Nat ional

Curriculum. The model of progression in speaking

outlined by the Levels of Attainment proposes

that learners begin to speak a foreign language by

54 Longuoge Leorning Journol



using the single words and short phrases referred
to in Level 1, before moving on to the short simple
responses  and  se t  ph rases  o f  Leve l  2 .  Th i s
framework makes it diff icult to introduce CS to
beginners in such a way as to allow them to be
pract ised and appl ied.  In  fact ,  the abi l i ty  to
' in i t ia te and develop conversat ions;  improvise
and  pa raph rase '  and  ' dea l  w i t h  unp repa red
s i t ua t i ons ' ,  i s  r ese rved  fo r  Leve l s  7  and  8
respect ive ly  (p.  41) .

As previously  s tated,  a cer ta in amount  of
l inguistic competence is required before learners
can paraphrase, but the framework provided by
the  Na t i ona l  Cu r r i cu lum does  no t  seem to
acknowledge that an abil ity to cope with diff iculty
in communicat ing might  be a re levant  sk i l l  for
beginners. Also, Levels 2,3 and 4 with their 'set

ph rases ,  p repa red  tasks '  and  ' s t ruc tu red

conversat ions '  do not  encourage spontaneous
in te rac t i on ,  bu t  concen t ra te  ra the r  on  the
regurgitation of memorized items. There is l i tt le
emphasis in the level descriptions on developing
in te rac t i ve  sk i l l s  such  as  keep ing  ta l k  go ing ;
moving from one topic to another; l istening to the
interlocutor and reacting to what they say. This
model  of  progression has been quest ioned by
Grenfell (1999:1 1) who states that the strands of
progression remain embedded and that there is
insuf f ic ient  ev idence to support  the v iew that
pupils learn languages in the manner suggested.

Conce rn  has  been  exp ressed  abou t  t he
development of speaking skil ls in MFL inspection
findings (Dobson, 1998: 6), where it is reported
that pupils are unwill ing to use the target language
and that, despite a good start in Y ear 7 , they make
inadequate progress in both key stages. Examples
of only modest progress in KS3 cited by Dobson
are students' inabil ity to answer questions with
more than a single-word response, to deal with
unexpec ted  ques t i ons  o r  t o  use  c lass room
language spontaneously. I would suggest that at
least part ofthe problem here is that pupils are not
mak ing  use  o f  s t ra teg i c  compe tence ;  t ha t  i s ,
developing an abil ity to make use of a range of
conversat ional  tact ics and p lanning to employ
them in d ia logues.  In  conclus ion,  rather  than
suppo r t i ng  and  p romo t i ng  the  use  o f
commun ica t i on  s t ra teg ies ,  t he  f ocus  o f  t he
National Curriculum seems to have discourased
the teaching of  CS to beginners.

4. THE PROJECT

An e igh t -week  p ro jec t  was  unde r taken  to
introduce learners to a selection of phrases in the
hope that they would be uti l ized as communication
strategies. The training took place in the autumn
term of Year 7 with a mixed ability class of 29 pupils
as outl ined in the olan below:

Questionnaire 1

Practised and reinforced
CS Phrases via
classroom:
o Discussions
o Role plays
o Games

IEACHING COMi/UNICATION STRATEGIES TO BEGINNERS

Audio
recordings
made and
analysed
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and 4 with

the i r ' se t
phrases,

prepared
tasks 'and
'structured

conversations'
do not

encourage
spontaneous
interact ion,

but
concentrate

rather on the
regurgi tat ion

of memorized
items"

Questionnaire 2

In order to init iate this study, appropriate data
co l l ec t i on  p rocedu res  had  to  be  i den t i f i ed .

Ques t i onna i res  seemed  l i ke l y  t o  p rov ide
information that could be analysed and categorized
reasonably effectively. Questionnaires have been
used successfully in research on strategies before
(see, for example, Dcirnyei, 1995; Grenfell and
Harris, 1999). A questionnaire was used at the
start of the strategy instruction and another one
at its completion so that the pupils had a chance
to  t h i nk  abou t  and  commen t  on  the  tasks
undertaken.  I t  was a lso hoped to ident i fy  the
s t ra teg ies  t hey  we re  us ing .  Howeve r ,
questionnaires alone seemed unlikely to provide
sufficient detail on the strategies present in learners'
speech. I therefore chose to make a series ofaudio
recordings of learners interacting in pairs and to
t ransc r i be  t hem,  as  t h i s  wou ld  p rov ide  an
opportunity to examine their dialogues more closely.

Ques t i onna i re  I  was  g i ven  to  pup i l s  on
completion of a pairwork speaking task with no
prior discussion of strategies and it required them
to reflect on the task in ouestion:

Questionnaire I

Taught GS Phrases

+

1 Z 4

1. Were you
:onfident in
tackling he
Jame?

very
unsure

of
myself

unsure
of

myself
confidentvery

confiden'

2. Did you take
time to stop and
hink?

none at
all

not
en0ugnenougha great

deal

3. Did you know
what to do?

only wiilr
difi.rculty

wih a
bit of

difficulty
easily

very
easily
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