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Abstract

With communicative language teaching the question of communicative competence arises.
In order to be able to communicate adequately, second language learners need to have more than grammatical competence. The concept of communicative competence, introduced by Dell Hymes in 1972, was a reaction to Chomsky’s competence and performance theory, which not only failed to distinguish between actual performance and underlying rules of performance, but it also disregarded the sociocultural factors of language learning. Hymes’ theoretical model was further developed by Canale and Swain in 1980, Canale in 1983 and their framework serves as the basis for this research paper.
There is a considerable amount of research on communicative competence, but little research has been done on how students themselves view their communicative competence and what difficulties they encounter learning a second language. 

The purpose of this study is to identify how international college-age students perceive their communicative competence and to investigate the areas of problems they encounter in carrying out communicative tasks successfully in their classroom and daily life experiences. 

The paper uses a qualitative approach through recorded interviews of 12 subjects. The interviews are based on a questionnaire devised by the researchers and piloted on 4 subjects before the interviews. The subjects of the research were chosen from different fields of study and from different national background in order to get a broader picture of the students’ experience. 

Introduction
Every year more and more international students enroll at UT to study in various programs and they face the challenge to meet not only the academic requirements but also to become competent in the language outside the classroom. In order to communicate adequately both inside and outside the classroom, international students need to have more than grammatical competence. They need to know how to use the language in all social situations.
The goal of communicative language teaching is communicative competence. Whereas the components of communicative competence can be clearly identified and described, the students’ perception of their communicative competence will depend partly on the goals of the individual language learners and will consequently vary from one learner to another. Even within a relatively homogeneous group of college students, there should be differences regarding their perception of communicative competence relative to their goals and expectations. We argue with Savignon (1983, p.45) that there is a close relationship between students’ communicative confidence and communicative competence and the greater their confidence the more successful they will become in their communicative competence. 
In the first part of the paper we briefly summarize how the theory of communicative competence has evolved highlighting only the major contributions and how the theory is related to the present study of interest. In the second part we analyze the different components and characteristics of communicative competence. In the third part we describe the methods we used to carry out our research. In the last part we analyze our findings and draw conclusions based on the research findings.
What is communicative competence?

The term, communicative competence (CC), might be new, but the concept is not entirely new. Regardless of the many definitions of communicative competence it has been in the focus of L2 teaching and learning in the past 40 years. The concept of CC comes from theoretical discussions in psychology, linguistics and anthropology and the practical needs of learners and pedagogical concerns of teachers. The emergence of the notion of communicative competence and communicative language teaching was partly due to the fact that Chomsky’s (1965) definition of language competence and performance gave insufficient explanation for the social interactions that take place in communication. Linguistic competence is not always reflected in actual speech and proves to be insufficient in the complex interactional processes. Hymes (1972) points out that Chomsky’s linguistic competence model accounts for an ideal speaker-listener relationship in a homogeneous speech community where competence is the perfect knowledge of the language. As Dornyei (2003) argues, learning a second language, though, is unique and differs from other ‘learnable’ school subjects. Whereas the grammatical rules and lexical items can be taught explicitly, a second language (L2) is also “socially and culturally bound, which makes language learning a deeply social event that requires the incorporation of a wide range of elements of the L2 culture” (p.4).
In 1972 Dell Hymes expanded and redefined Chomsky’s linguistic competence model to account for whether and to what degree is something appropriate in relation to a context in which it is used. According to Hymes, the four basic questions for communication are (in Savignon’s “Communicative Competence”,1983, p.12): 

1. whether (and to what degree) is something formally possible; 

2. whether (and to what degree) something is feasible in virtue of the means of 

 communication available; 

3. whether (and to what degree) something is appropriate( adequate, happy, 

 successful) in relation to a context in which it is used and evaluated ;
4. whether (and to what degree) something is in fact done, actually performed, 

 and what its doing entails.

Grammaticality is only one aspect of competence, but knowing what to say to whom, and how to say it appropriately in any given situation can be accounted for the acceptability of performance.
Canale and Swain (1980) and Canale(1983) further defined communicative competence and provided a framework integrating the various views of CC. They outline four major components of communicative competence: 

1. linguistic competence,
2. sociolinguistic competence, 

3. discourse competence and
4. strategic competence. 

Canale and Swain see communicative competence as “the underlying system of knowledge and skill required for communication” (Canale, 1983, p.5). It is important to stress that communicative competence is made up of both knowledge and skills in using the acquired knowledge in actual communication. The term actual communication was used by Canale (1983) to distinguish it from performance, which failed to take limiting psychological and environmental conditions into account.  
The four areas of CC describe what each competency includes, but they say very little about how these components interact with one another. To fulfill this gap, Savignon(1983) suggests a possible relationship among the competencies representing an inverted pyramid (p 46). 
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Savignon’s diagram shows that CC is greater than the components it is made of. “An increase in one component interacts with the other components to produce a corresponding increase in overall communicative competence” (p.45).
“Communication is a continuous process of expression, interpretation and negotiation”. (Savignon, 1983, p.8). Sometimes there is a discrepancy between the meaning we intend, and the meaning we convey, and how others perceive what we convey. According to Savignon, the major characteristics of competence in communication are: 

1. CC is dynamic and depends on the negotiation of meaning between interlocutors.
2. CC should not be thought of only in terms of oral communication. It applies to both spoken and written language.

3. CC is context specific, which means that communication takes place in a great variety of situations and in order to be successful, communication requires appropriate choices of style and register. 

4. CC is relative and depends on the cooperation of all the communicating partners involved. 

5. There is a theoretical difference between competence and performance. Only performance can be observed, and competence is described as a presumed underlying ability, which is manifested in performance (pp. 8-9).
As Savignon(1983) states, the theory of communicative competence is made up of culture as communication or meaning on the one hand, and the relationship of social setting to linguistic expression on the other. It is based on the distinction between language form and function, language usage and language use (p.16).
In the following section we examine the four components of CC and give a description of what they involve.
Components of Communicative Competence
Linguistic competence


The term ‘linguistic competence’ was first used by the linguist Noam Chomsky in 1965. He describes linguistic competence as the “mastery of the generative grammar of the language, tacit knowledge of the language “(2006, p.169). In his usage, the grammar is a formal representation of what he calls “competence”. Linguistic competence is often referred to as grammatical competence, which includes the knowledge of the lexical, morphological, syntactic and phonological features of a language and the ability to use them. As Savignon (2001) says:

Grammatical competence is not linked to any single theory of grammar and does not include the ability to state rules of usage. One demonstrates grammatical competence not by stating a rule but by using a rule in the interpretation, expression, or negotiation of meaning (p.17).
While competence, the underlying knowledge of the language, is part of performance, according to Chomsky it “must be sharply distinguished” from performance (p. 139). Performance is the actual utterance, what the speaker actually says, which often imperfectly reflects the underlying competence (Paulston, 1992, p.40). Linguistic competence, or knowledge of a language, on the other hand, “refers to the ability of the idealized speaker-hearer to associate sounds and meanings strictly in accordance with the rules of his language” (Chomsky, 2006, p. 103), and form “potentially infinite number of sentences” (Chomsky, p.62).  
 Chomsky argues “that language is an innate, human-specific ability, which is not dependent on other cognitive processes” (in Fotos, p.269). All human languages share common grammar properties, which can be defined as Universal Grammar (Chomsky, p. 112). Universal Grammar is a part of the knowledge that resides in the mind of a person who knows a language.  All speakers of a language have extensive knowledge of its grammatical structure, although most of them are unable to explain the rules that govern the grammatical correct sentences. 
 
How is Linguistic Competence learned in L1? Chomsky claims that all children are born with an innate structure, (which he originally called the Language Acquisition Device), which enables them to construct a theory of the language for themselves in a short time during a critical period in their development in spite of the “highly restricted data” they receive from their environment (Chomsky, pp.151-152). They are able to distinguish “well-formed” from “ill-formed” sentences (Chomsky, p.78), and produce virtually an infinite number of sentences, many with structures they have never heard before. “Children are genetically equipped to acquire language in infancy, when they are not capable of complex thought, and therefore instinctively do so without extensive exposure to a variety of language forms (an argument called the ‘poverty of stimulus’)” (Fotos, p.269). Consequently, some type of “innate schema” of Universal Grammar must exist in the child’s mind, “awaiting minimum input for activation and ‘setting’ according to the rules of the specific language” (Fotos, p.269). “Furthermore, the task of constructing this system is carried out in a remarkably similar way by all normal language learners” (Chomsky, p.152). 
How can the theory of Universal Grammar be applied to second language acquisition? Chomsky has not made specific claims about the implications of his theory for second language learning” (Lightbown and Spada, p36). There seems to be a disagreement about the exact nature of second language acquisition, and how Universal Grammar works in language development. However, all researchers agree, that in spite of the similarities, L2 acquisition is different from a child acquiring a first language (Lightbown and Spada, 1999). Researchers who study second language acquisition from the Universal Grammar perspective are more interested in the advanced learners’ language competence than in the simple language of early stage learners (Lightbown and Spada, p.37). Their argument is that while early language performance can be explained with a variety of different theories, Universal Grammar provides a more sufficient explanation for the underlying competence of more advanced learners in using complex syntax. Thus they are hoping to get insight into learners’ knowledge about the language and their ability to use the language.
In the 1970s, following in Hymes’ footsteps, researchers were trying to distinguish between linguistic competence and communicative competence. In line with this, Cummins (1980) proposes a distinction between two kinds of linguistic competence that English as a second language (ESL) students must acquire. These two aspects of linguistic competence are “basic interpersonal communicative skills” (BICS) and “cognitive-academic language proficiency” (CALP). Cummins highlights that students, in order to be linguistically competent in more cognitively demanding tasks, need to have CALP in addition to BICS. Research shows that students may acquire BICS in a second language in two to three years after arrival in the country. However, it may take learners five to seven years to acquire academic linguistic competence in English (Cummins,1984).  
  Sociolinguistic competence

Sociolinguistic competence deals with both the appropriate use of and the ability to interpret social meanings in a particular linguistic communication situation. It “requires an understanding of the social context in which language is used: the roles of the participants, the information they share, and the function of the interaction” (Savignon, 1983, p.37). Only in this context can the appropriateness of a particular utterance be judged. While L1 speakers know how to use the sociocultural rules of appropriateness, L2 students have to learn them. Jim Cummins (1984) states that both BICS and CALP are socially grounded and can develop only in social interaction. However, BICS is acquired most rapidly, in order for CALP to develop, sociocultural factors must be met.  The sociolinguistic competence level desired by most L2 speakers also involves deciphering nuances, body language, and language codes on multiple levels.   It is believed that a language cannot be fully taught or comprehended when it is presented in isolation - separate from its social and cultural contexts:  if one is in the process of learning a language, then one is consciously and/or unconsciously learning the culture. The particular characteristics of a language or dialect are in great measure reflections of the culture; so even if a student does not desire to integrate into the culture, by attempting to learn the L2, he will attain a certain level of sociolinguistic ability.


Sociolinguistic competence means not only knowing when to talk, to listen and to be quiet, but also being able to read, interpret and understand the metalinguistic components involved. Even with years of constant immersion, support and practice of social and cultural cues in acquiring one’s first language, it is still relatively easy to commit errors.  Many programs which teach English as a second language focus mainly on grammar and syntax while supposing that learners will acquire sociolinguistic competence as a natural result of exposure to L1 context outside the classroom.  Canale and Swain (1980) advocate a more communicative approach than a grammatical based approach, so that a more natural integration of language and culture take place.

While it is true that practice with L1 speakers can improve overall usage and increase competency, it would be erroneous to completely rely on this method and forego any formal instruction.  Grammar study and drills can be appropriate at certain times, language learners need to understand that sociolinguistic competence comes from deliberate attention, analysis, practice and evaluation of the spoken target language. Authentic use of the target language requires people interacting with people.  It is dificult to create authentic situations in the classroom however; establishing relationships with people who are native speakers of the target language are valuable resources that can provide insights into the target culture.  The scope of an L2 learners’ sociolinguistic success greatly affects the scope of their world and overall L2 communication success.  
Discourse competence
      Discourse competence, the third major component of communicative competence, is viewed as a competence that combines grammatical forms and meanings in order to achieve a unified text in different genres. It is "concerned not with the interpretation of isolated sentences, but with the connection of a series of sentences or utterances to form a meaningful whole" (Savignon, 1983, p. 38). This has to be seen in light of the need for text coherence. That is, in a given context, speakers should not only be aware of how to interact with interlocutors but also be able to link the utterances with contexts. Canale (1983) suggests that the relationship between the utterances and contexts is crucial because it helps speakers recognize the familiarity of a specific genre and then achieve a communicative goal. On the other hand, if speakers have misunderstood the nature of a given genre, they might fail their communication with their interlocutors.

       Borg and Humphries (2000) suggest that a prevalent misconception that ESL/EFL learners may have is that a specific interaction pattern of given genres applies to all discourse contexts, such as telephone conversation, television commercials and giving class presentations. This misconception may hinder their learning because they might encounter difficulties when trying to connect utterances with given contexts. Morgan (1981) argues that patterns of discourse contexts do exist, and they play an important role in interpretation and expression of meaning.
Strategic competence

Language problems and difficulties are natural part of communication in a second language and regardless of what level language learners are at, they never know all of the language. Consequently, problem-solving happens at different levels when language learners need the support of strategies to cope with limitations of any of the competencies. 

Strategic competence, the fourth component, means the ability to compensate for imperfect knowledge of linguistic, sociolinguistic, and discourse rules or limiting factors in their application such as fatigue, distraction, inattention; the effective use of coping strategies to sustain or enhance communication. As it can be seen from this definition it is closely related to the other three areas of communicative competence and it is present at all levels of proficiency, although its importance diminishes as the other competencies increase with an overall increase in communicative competence. The best illustration for this interdependence is Savignon’s (1983) diagram representing an inverted pyramid (See above).

Communication strategies originally were seen by most researchers as verbal and non-verbal communication devices that may be called into action to compensate for breakdowns in communication due to limiting conditions in actual communication or to insufficient competence in one or more of the other areas of communicative competence. 

Although most researchers agree that the main purpose of the use of communication strategies is to manage problems that arise during communication, Canale(1983) offered the broadest extension of communication strategies when he added the communication enhancing scope (p.10). Viewing strategies from this perspective they are not only compensatory devices, but they enhance the effectiveness of communication.
Dornyei and Scott(1997) in their article give an overview of the major trends in L2 communication strategy research in the past 30 years. Since there is no universally accepted definition for communication strategies (CSs), this paper uses Dornyei and Scott’s taxonomy and comprehensive description of communication strategies. Their description of strategies is based on three major communication problems as defining criteria: own-performance problems, other-performance problems, and processing time pressure. Whereas own performance problems are associated with self-editing mechanisms, other performance problems are associated with various meaning negotiation strategies. Processing time pressure comes from the basic need of L2 speakers for more time to process and plan to speak. 
In their taxonomy Dornyei and Scott “classify the strategies according to the manner of problem-management; that is, how they contribute to resolving problems and achieving mutual understanding” (p.6) and separate them into three basic categories: direct, interactional and indirect strategies.

“Direct strategies provide an alternative, manageable, and self-contained means of getting the meaning across” (p.6), like circumlocution compensating for the lack of a word. Most traditionally identified strategies are under this category.

Interactional strategies involve a mutual trouble shooting of the participants, where reaching understanding results from the successful performance of both parts of the communication exchange (e.g. appeal for help, request for clarification, repetition, confirmation, expressing nonunderstanding)
Indirect strategies facilitate the delivery of meaning indirectly by creating the conditions for achieving mutual understanding: keeping the communication channel open and preventing breakdowns (e.g. feigning understanding, using fillers, repetitions).
Method
Subjects

12 subjects participated in this study. They were recruited from the International House of the University of Tennessee. They all represent a special group of international students, namely one that volunteers to serve the highly diversified student population at the University of Tennessee in their free time. Table 1 below shows the distribution of subjects by nationality, whether they are graduate or undergraduate students, by length of residency in the US, and according to their major.  

Table 1. Subject distribution
	Subjects
	Nationality
	Under G/Grad
	Length of Residency in US.
	Major

	1
	Korea
	Grad
	1 yr. 3 mos.
	Education

	2
	China
	Grad
	3 mos.
	Engineering

	3
	China
	Under Grad.
	5 mos.
	Agri. Business

	4
	China
	Grad
	1 yr. 6 mos.
	Elec. Eng.

	5
	Taiwan
	Grad
	1 Yr.
	Business

	6
	China
	Undergrad
	4 yrs.
	Finance

	7
	Malaysia
	Undergrad
	2 yrs.
	Ecol/Bio

	8
	Taiwan
	Undergrad
	1 Yr. 
	Economics

	9
	China
	Grad
	3 mos.
	Biology

	10
	Germany
	Undergrad
	9 mos.
	Chemical engineer

	11
	Colombia
	Grad
	2 yr
	Industrial eng

	12
	Taiwan
	Grad
	3 yrs.
	Electrical engineer


As Table 1 shows, the students have come from different national backgrounds, most of them from China and Taiwan, and one student each from Germany, Colombia, Malaysia and Korea. The majority of the students were enrolled in the Graduate program with the exception of four students in the Undergraduate program.   Their length of residency varied between 3 months and 4 years. At the time of the study only 2 students have stayed in the U.S. for four years as the most, and 2 of them for 3 months as the least. The subjects were chosen from different fields of study to get a broader picture of their experience.
Procedures

In our research we used a qualitative approach through recorded interviews. The interviews were based on a questionnaire (See Appendix at the end) devised by the members of the group and piloted with four students before the interviews. Each member of the group was responsible for one or two of the four components of CC to study and base questions in the questionnaire. Each member interviewed 3 students, except for Frank Chen, who interviewed six, for a total of 12 international students. The interviews were done in person and they were recorded. Once they were transcribed, each interviewer collected and analyzed the answers to the questions he or she was responsible for (linguistic and strategic competence: Ilona Schmidt; discourse competence: Frank Chen; sociolinguistic competence: Cindy Ward). 
Data analysis

The analysis was based on the transcriptions of the interviews. Each member of the group was responsible for the detailed analysis of one or more particular areas of the four competencies, although the full transcriptions were available for everyone. The answers were categorized and represented in tables where possible. The division of the parts for analyzing the data was as follows: Part I: Cindy Ward, Part II-III-IV: Ilona Schmidt, Part V; Cindy Ward, Part VI: Frank Chen, Part VII: Ilona Schmidt.

Findings

Students overall perception of their ability to communicate


In Part II we were asking students of their perception about the amount of talking they do in and outside the classroom. The table below shows the number of students, who participated in-class discussions the week before the interview, out of class discussion or actively sought out opportunities to speak, and the amount of talking they did. 
Table 2: The number of students who: 

	Questions
	       Much
	   Not much

	1. participated in-class discussions last week
	
	        12

	2. participated in group work last week
	           1
	        11

	3. spoke English outside the classroom
	           9
	          3

	4. actively sought out opportunities to speak
	           3
	          9


All students reported that they did not have too many opportunities to talk in class for several reasons. The most frequent reason they mentioned was that the nature of the classroom work is mainly lectures, where students can ask questions in front of the whole class, and the professor will answer. However, they do not feel comfortable doing it most of the time. Very rarely do they have group work as well. One student mentioned frequent group work; two students reported from half hour to two hours group work, which does not seem too much. The majority of students speak English outside the classroom extensively, although they do not seek opportunities to speak. The opportunities present themselves for most of them at the International House, or one student has an American room-mate and she is forced to speak English all the time. 
In Part III we were trying to find out about students’ perception of their ability to communicate.
Table 3a: Own perception of ability to understand people and to talk
	Questions
	In class
	Out of class
	Both
	Neither

	1. What is easier for you: 

to understand people’s ideas
	    3
	       7
	  2
	

	2. Do you feel more comfortable 

when you are talking: 
	    4
	       6
	  1
	     1


Table 3a shows the answers to the question: What is easier for you: to understand people’s ideas in class or out of class? 

Among the reasons for the relative easiness of understanding the language in class are the familiarity with the subject and vocabulary and the slower speaking of the instructors. Interestingly enough the same reasons, the subject matter and the special vocabulary for most students can cause the difficulty. Similarly, informal language outside the classroom can be a source of difficulty for some students (slang, heavy Southern accent), while it is the source of easiness for others. 

When asked how comfortable they felt speaking in class or out of class, more students felt comfortable speaking out of class. Students who felt comfortable speaking in class did so because they felt that the topics, the tasks, the vocabulary and the people were familiar to them. Talking with friends outside the classroom is the easiest, because they are more understanding of their speaking ability.

Table 3b: Own perception of being understood
	Question
	Well
	Not well
	Depends
	I don’t know

	4. How well do you think people 
    understand you?
	   3
	       2
	       6
	         1


To question 4 only some students answered with confidence that they think people understood them well. To the question why they think this is so, some of them answered related to themselves, such as,” I try to speak clearly”, “ I am talking easy, simple English”, “I speak loudly”, “If I ask them something, they understand me”. Two of them said they do not think people understand them well because of their accent. When people ask back, they would repeat their sentences. Six of the students answered it depends on the situation. If the situation is familiar, they are better understood. If the people they are talking to are international, they think they better understand them. Interesting to remark, that not being understood at first was disturbing for some students. Now they just repeat what they said if they are not understood.
To question 5: “ In your opinion has your English speaking ability improved since you are in the US?”, all the students but two answered positively. They think their English has considerably improved since they are in the US. This can be attributed to the environment, and to the fact that they are forced to speak. Everyone uses English around them, it is authentic and natural. Even the student who mentioned that she had expected greater improvement admitted that there is constant exposure to natural environment. The other student attributed the lesser improvement to his personality, i.e. being shy. 
Linguistic Competence
In order to analyze students’ perception of their Linguistic competence we asked them six questions.

Table 4. a Grammar and Monitor use
	Questions

	Yes
	No 
	Sometimes

	1. a Did you study grammar before you came to the US?
	 12
	
	

	1. b Do you study grammar now in the US?”
	  3
	  9
	

	2. Do you have to think whether your sentences are grammatically correct before you speak?
	  4
	  3
	      5

	3. Do you monitor your sentences whether they are grammatically correct while you are speaking?
	  4
	  5
	      3

	4. Do you realize when you or others make mistakes in grammar/ word usage?
	  8
	  1
	      3


For the first question “Did you study grammar before you came to the US? Do you study grammar now in the US?” the results show that all 12 students studied grammar before coming to the US. Most students had had a solid grammar background; some of them studied grammar for more than ten years. Compared to this, only 3 students are studying grammar now officially, although some of them admitted checking the grammar book regularly, especially if more is at stake, such as writing an academic paper. 
For the second question “Do you have to think whether your sentences are grammatically correct before you speak?” only 3 students answered they never think about grammar before they speak, but most of them do regularly or half of the time. According to the interviews, they think about grammar when they are in a more formal situation, such as when giving talks, seminars, interviews, in class discussions or when talking to their professors. 

In relation to the third question “Do you monitor your sentences whether they are grammatically correct while you are speaking?” 4 out of 12 students say they monitor their sentences all the time, 3 students sometimes, but 5 of them do not monitor before they speak. When they are talking to friends they do not think it is necessary, but in formal situations students monitor their sentences to ensure correctness. 

For the fourth question “Do you realize when others make mistakes in grammar or word usage?”  most students say they realize when they or others make grammar or vocabulary mistakes, especially language learners like themselves. However, some students do not feel competent enough to form opinions about other students’ grammar or vocabulary.  The fact, though, that 8 of the students often realize mistakes, and 3 of them sometimes, signals that they are aware of the use of grammar and word usage. 
Table 4. b Sentence formation
	Question
	Easy
	Difficult
	Sometimes difficult

	5. Do you find it easy or difficult to put
 words into sentences?
	  5
	      4
	              3


For the next question “Do you find it easy or difficult to put words into sentences?” about half of the students answer that they find it easy. Some students who admit it is easy to put words into sentences say that knowing the sentence structure is easy, but knowing the appropriate or specific word is difficult. For other students the difficulty stems from the grammar structure and how to put the words in a sentence correctly, especially when they have to carry out academic tasks.
Table 4. c Correctness versus fluency
	Question
	Correctly 
	Fluently
	Both

	6. Which one do you think is more important: to speak

 correctly or fluently?
	      4
	     7
	   1


Finally, for the last question “Which one do you think is more important: to speak correctly or fluently?” 4 students say definitely correctly, one student thinks both correctness and fluency are important, but most of the students put fluency first. Even those students, who choose fluency as more important, think that correctness will follow fluency with time. Most of them say that they value correctness when they speak English in formal settings, however, they do not care about correctness when they are communicating with friends, so they end up having more fluency. From their answers we conclude that students value both correctness and fluency, and prioritize either fluency or correctness depending on the situation.
Sociolinguistics

The results from the questionnaire for section V were interesting. The amount of American culture learned prior to coming to the country varied.  Some answers were: knowledge of some American holidays, information presented in class, from television, books, foreign friends but most said they gained their knowledge of American culture from movies.  The impression given was that English education in other countries does not include any units on American culture or is extremely limited – focusing mainly on grammar.  The majority of the interviewees reported that their perceptions of Americans and American culture had not changed significantly since living here. Some had felt Americans were not aware of events or geography outside America or that they were not friendly.

  
 What was exciting to learn was that all the students had the personal perception of “Culture as a part of the language” and that learning about the culture was important and would help their English skills to improve. Certain facets of American casual social conversation (i.e. greetings, slang, idioms) were considered to be based in the culture.  Methods of acquiring and learning about culture ranged from casual personal interaction to watching television and movies.  Subjects did not purposefully set out to learn about culture – it was obtained as a natural result of daily living and interaction.
Discourse competence
Table 5. Modification of language in different situations
	Question                                 
	   Yes
	     No

	Do you modify your English when you are speaking in different situations to different people
	    12
	      0


N=12

      Table 5 indicates subjects’ responses to the interview question: “Do you modify your English when you are speaking in different situations to different people? Can you tell me how?”

       All subjects suggest that they modify their speaking in different situations to different people. Their perception reveals that in order to understand and produce continuous discourse, they modify their sentences and syntax accordingly (Kaplan and Knutson, 1993). The power between speakers and listeners determines how they approach their listeners. For example, S10 suggests that before speaking to her professors, she monitors her speaking in order to produce more complex and accurate sentence structures. Because she perceives that the ways she addresses might have an impact on the consequent conversations, which might discontinue the whole conversation. In addition, she regards using complicated sentence structures is an important factor to continue a conversation with an interlocutor whose hierarchy level is higher in relation to academic level. 

       In spite of their modification in various situations, all subjects indicate that when speaking to people of a higher social hierarchical status, such as professors, they modify their speeches whereas talking with friends they just simply state their ideas without any modifications. As  in S9’s response: “When I’m talking to my friends, I just throw words.” Subjects, in general, do not pay attention to their utterances when they talk to their peers because they are not concerned whether their conversation will be stopped by inappropriate word choices or sentence structures. They will continue a discourse regardless the inappropriateness of words in a context.

       Table 6 shows interviewees’ responses to the question: “When you are speaking do you pay attention to listeners’ comprehension signals? If you see your information is not understood do you say it in a different way?”

Table 6. Listeners’ comprehension signals
	Question                                 
	   Yes
	     No

	When you are speaking do you pay attention to listeners’ comprehension signals
	    12
	      0


N=12

      All interviewees suggest that they pay attention to listeners’ comprehension signals. Most subjects perceive the signals through facial expression and verbal utterances such as “hm” or “what” with rising intonation. McCarthy (1991) pointed out that discourse features play important roles in facilitating cohesion across sentences. It is assumed that when interacting with people, speakers tend to focus on the listeners’ understanding of the conveyed messages in order to continue the conversation. Whenever perceiving there is a breakdown in conversation between speakers and listeners, speakers tend to use different discourse strategies, such as repletion or repair, to amend the conversation interruption by adopting certain strategies, such as “using more precise words”( S 7)  or “try to say it again” (S8). 

      “I need that kind of help to be understood in the public.”  Unlike face-to-face interaction with individuals or two listeners, the results show that some subjects might ignore listeners’ comprehension signals that might result in failing his listeners’ conversational anticipation. For example, one subject implies that he will continue his conversation because he does not know whether he can patch the discourse interruption or not. 

 Table 7. Monitor

	Question                                 
	   Yes
	     No

	Do you monitor your speaking to ensure your conversation is related to the topic?
	    10
	      2


N=12

      Table 7 shows the 12 subjects’ response to the question:  “Do you monitor your speaking to ensure your conversation is related to the topic?”

      All subjects, except S10 and S11, suggest that they monitor their speaking to ensure their conversation is related to the topic. Some subjects, however, indicate that it is inevitable that their conversation is not related to the topic when talking to a group or presenting in front of the class. The reason lies in that they may not perceive listeners’ facial expression or gestures and may adopt their own ways when conveying messages. It leads to a situation that participants in the discourse may not meet the desired outcomes, and consequently a communicative intent may not be delivered. However, whether the speaker’s conversation is culturally related. As S11 suggests that in his culture (Colombia) speakers tend to talk various topics and then return to the focused issue in their conversation. It is considered as a rude behavior if they simply focus on the same topic throughout the whole conversation.

      Table 8 shows subjects’ answer to the question. “Please think of a situation when you had/ might have difficulty expressing your ideas. What, in your opinion, caused the difficulty?

Table 8. Difficulties in expressing ideas

	
	Interviewee’s response

	S1
	Concept in biology or math

	S2
	I am not comfortable with topics I never really touched.

	S3
	Myself because of lacking enough vocabulary

	S4
	Not knowing the exact word

	S5
	My accent

	S6
	No knowing the exact word

	S7
	The football game, rules

	S8
	My feelings, when I don’t understand what the teacher says.

	S9
	Class discussions

	S10
	Unfamiliar things, such as newly learned knowledge or technical jargons

	S11
	Unfamiliar topics

	S12
	Class discussions, lack of vocabulary


As the results show the interviewee’s answers vary from “not knowing the exact word”,” my accent”, “a concept in biology” to football game rules. Most subjects seem to have difficulties in explaining detailed concepts in various discourse contexts and may try to avoid these unfamiliar contexts if necessary as suggested by S9 “If I am not asked to do something, then I will now do it”. It is assumed that when subjects have experienced similar discourse contexts, they feel it less difficult to mend discourse breakdowns, and vice versa. For example, several interviewees express their worry about dealing with the subtlety of the specific discourse genre, such as football rules. Unlike describing daily routine that requires less precise vocabulary, subjects need to actually experience these new discourse genres in order to perform them. Thus, building up their knowledge upon these experiences is a vital step to overcome a discourse breakdown. 

In summary, exploring UT students’ perception of their discourse competence, the results show that all subjects modify their speech when talking to different people in different situations, particularly when their interlocutors’ social status is higher than the speakers’. In addition, paying attention to listeners’ comprehension signals, such as facial expression or gestures, is common among the subjects. With regard to subjects’ difficulties in expressing their ideas, the results suggest that they feel less competent in performing discourse contexts when they have never or seldom experienced them before.

Strategic competence

In identifying the strategies students employ, we used Dornyei’ and Scott’s (1997) definition of communicative strategies (CSs) and used their taxonomy. In their taxonomy Dornyei and Scott “classified the strategies according to the manner of problem-management; that is, how they contribute to resolving problems and achieving mutual understanding” (p.6) and separated them into three basic categories: direct, interactional and indirect strategies. In Part VII the questions were aimed at finding out whether students use strategies at all, whether the strategies differ in class and out of class, and whether there is a difference in the strategy use if the problem is related to own-performance, or other-performance.
Table 9 shows the interviewees answers to Question 1: “Think of an event when you wanted to describe something or you wanted to express an idea and you did not know the word for it. What did you do to solve this problem? (leave out the word, use another word, use your native language, ask for help, other)”
Table 9. Strategies in resource deficit
	Strategy use in order of preference
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	5th
	Total

	Paraphrase
	4
	1
	1
	
	
	6

	Ask for help
	2
	
	1
	1
	
	4

	Describe or give definition
	2
	1
	
	
	
	3

	Use another word
	2
	1
	
	
	
	3

	Message reduction
	
	3
	
	
	
	3

	Draw
	1
	1
	1
	1
	
	4

	Use body language
	
	
	1
	1
	
	2

	Use dictionary
	
	1
	
	
	
	1

	Relate to other words from L1 or internationalwords
	1
	
	
	
	
	1


Results from the answers to Question 1 indicate that the most frequent strategy students use when they do not know a word is paraphrasing, or circumlocution. Altogether 6 students mentioned this strategy and 4 of them in the first place. Equally frequently used strategies are describing a word or giving definitions, and using another word. Both were mentioned by three students, each by 2 students in the first place. In the second place 3 students would simplify their message in order to overcome a resource deficit. Asking for help, and drawing were mentioned by four students each, but in various order of preference. Surprisingly, only 2 students mentioned using gestures or body language. Other strategies mentioned were: dictionary use, and relate the word to a word from the first language (L1) or to an international word.
In Question 2 we asked students about the strategies they use in class: “Think of a situation when you did not understand someone or someone did not understand you in class? What did you do in that situation? (i.e. pretend you understand, give up, ask for 
help, use body language, other).
Table 10.  Strategies in academic setting
	Strategy use in order of preference
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	4th
	Total

	Ask for repetition
	4
	2
	1
	
	7

	Pretend
	3
	1
	
	1
	5

	Repeat
	
	2
	1
	
	3

	Explain again
	
	2
	1
	
	3

	Ask a classmate
	
	1
	1
	
	2

	Give up
	1
	1
	
	
	2

	Use body language, gestures
	
	
	1
	
	1

	Use dictionary
	1
	
	
	
	1

	Use other words
	1
	
	
	
	1

	Tell them I do not understand
	1
	
	
	
	1

	Listen carefully
	1
	
	
	
	1

	Not much I can do 
	
	
	1
	
	1


The most frequently used strategy when students do not understand someone in class is asking for repetition (double check the question, ask again). 7 out of 12 students mentioned this strategy and 4 in the first place. Two students would ask a classmate, but only in the second or third place. Five students mentioned pretending and three in the first place. If someone did not understand them, students would repeat it again most often. Other strategies mentioned each by one student were: “use body language”, “tell them I don’t understand”, “use other words”, “give up”, “use dictionary”, “not much I can do”.

In Question 3 we asked about the strategies used outside the classroom: “Think of a situation outside the classroom when you did not understand a native speaker (in the store, at the bank, etc). What did you do?”
Table 11.  Strategies outside the classroom
	Strategy use outside the classroom in order of preference
	1st
	2nd
	3rd
	Total

	Ask for repetition
	5
	1
	1
	7

	Paraphrase
	2
	1
	
	3

	Point at it, use body language
	
	1
	1
	2

	Tell them I do not understand
	1
	
	
	1

	Pretend
	
	1
	
	1

	Ask for slowing down
	1
	
	
	1

	Dictionary use
	1
	
	
	1

	Tell them I am not a native spaeaker
	1
	
	
	1

	No answer
	1
	
	
	1


When asked about strategies used outside the classroom, the most frequently used strategy was to ask for repetition. Seven students mentioned this strategy and 5 in the first place. Three students would paraphrase what they want to say, and only one student would use the direct method of telling them they do not understand. Similar to this strategy, one student would say she is not a native speaker. Other strategies, like pointing at things, pretending understanding, using a dictionary, asking them to slow down, were used only by one student each.

In the last question, Question 4, we asked students about using direct translation: “Do you translate sentences into English before you start speaking to someone?

Do you translate sentences into your native language when people are talking to you?”

Table 12. Translation
	
	No  
	Yes
	Sometimes
	Before presentations

	a. Translating into English   
	9
	
	        2

	              1

	b. Translating into L1 
	11
	 1
	
	


Table 12 shows that most students answered “No” to both the first and second question. However, they mention that at the beginning they did it more frequently, but now they don’t. The only student who regularly translates sentences into her L1 remarked: “I don’t want to do it, but I don’t know how to control my brain.” As they advance in their studies they resort on this strategy less frequently. One student mentioned doing it only before presentations. Another student remarked that “sometimes I do it, although I do not want to”, or does it when “the vocabulary is too rich”. One of them said that “learning is meaning” so there is no need to translate. Also they were told not to translate in their native language by their language teacher in their home country.

In summary, the strategies students use when they have a resource deficit (not knowing the word) are direct strategies. In order to get the message across they would use another word, which means they simplify their word usage, reduce the message or use circumlocution. If need be they use miming (body language, drawing). 

When they want to understand someone or to be understood in academic setting, and the problem is other-performance related, most often students would use interactional strategies, asking for clarification, for repetition, or confirmation. Very rarely would they express nonunderstanding, rather they would pretend understanding. The use of body language and gestures is less frequent in the classroom compared to outside the classroom.
Outside the classroom they would use definitely more interactional strategies, and would rarely feign understanding. I think they consider it more vital to get the message right in real life situations outside the classroom.

Literal translation is considered non desirable by most students, although they admit they use it more often at the beginning stages, and sometimes they use it in spite of the fact that they do not want to. Most of the time translating sentences is unconscious and diminishes as they become more competent. Their speech becomes more automatic, and it would take too much time to translate sentences in speaking. However, when they do a presentation, they would use this more conscious direct method to be correct in the language. 

 
Students use strategies extensively, but they use a limited variety of strategies. 

Observations and Conclusions Based Upon Findings

Based upon our findings from interviewing twelve international students we have found that even this relatively homogenous group of students shows a great variety in how they perceive their communicative competence. However, in spite of the small scale of this current study, we have found some elements that are worthy of note. 

Most students feel that knowing more about the culture would help them with their English skills.

Students feel slightly more competent outside the classroom. This can be explained by the role they have volunteering to work at the International House. They consider their Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills are higher in the academic out-of-class environment, than their Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). In the wider community they perceive their difficulty comes from various accents, including the local Southern accent of native speakers and slang. In spite of the difficulties, all students we interviewed, feel capable of getting the message across, but they feel more comfortable when they are familiar with the topic. 

Students equally value fluency and speech correctness but will stress one over the other depending on the situation.

Students use strategies extensively but they do not use a great variety of strategies, and most of the time when they use them they are not aware of the strategy use.
These findings are important for several reasons. First of all very little research has been done on students’ perception of their communicative competence. Students’ perception is closely related to performance. Confidence in one’s competence will result in higher competence and enhance performance. Second, our findings have confirmed that all the four components are important for successful communication. Students feel the need for improvement in all the four areas in order to become more competent second language speakers. Third, the immersion in the language environment can be beneficial at the same time frustrating for second language learners. To become competent in a second language takes a long time and requires a lot more than grammatical competence. Our research was limited to the number of participants. Further and broader research is needed to find out whether and to what extent students’ roles in the community, and students’ social and national backgrounds influence their perception of their communicative competence. The data from our research could serve as a basis for further research.

Notes
1. This research study is a revised version of a classroom research done in the Fall 2005 by four people. In the meantime, one person, Gabriela Parizzi has dropped out of the further research. We would like to thank her contribution to the study.
2. We would like to thank our professor, Dr. Ilona Leki for her revision of our research study and her invaluable remarks. 

Appendix

We are doing a research project for our methodology class on how international students at UT perceive their communicative competence and I am going to ask you some questions to find out how competent you think you are as a speaker of English both in class and out of class. We are not using names in our research paper. This interview will take about 20 minutes. 

Questionnaire

I. First I would like to get some background information about you. 
1. Tell me something about yourself (i.e. nationality, length of residency, major, purpose of study, English learning)

II. Now I am interested in how much you talk in English. Think back to your classes last week.
1. How much did you participate in in-class discussions (asking/answering questions)

in English last week?

2. How much did you participate in group work last week?

I am also interested in how much you talked outside the classroom.

3.  How much did you speak in English outside the classroom last week to native/non-

    native speakers?

4. Did you actively seek out opportunities to practice speaking English last week?

 Can you please give me an example what you did? 

III. In this part I would like to find out what you think of your ability to communicate   1. What is easier for you:  to understand people’s ideas in class or out of class?

   Why is that so?

2. Do you feel more comfortable when you are talking in class or when you are talking to people outside the classroom?

3. (Independent of the answer) Why is that so? 

4. How well do you think people understand you? What makes you think so?

5. In your opinion has your English speaking ability improved since you are in the US?

If yes, what factors do you attribute this improvement to?

If not, what factors hinder you communicating better?

IV. The following questions ask about your grammar and vocabulary knowledge of the language.
1. Did you study grammar before you came to the US? Do you study grammar now in the US?

2. Do you have to think whether your sentences are grammatically correct before you speak?

3. Do you monitor your sentences whether they are grammatically correct while you are speaking?

 4. Do you realize when you or others make a mistake in grammar/ word usage?

5. Do you find it easy/ difficult to put words into sentences?

6. Which one do you think is more important: to speak correctly or fluently?

V. The following questions will ask you about your knowledge of American culture. 

1. Did you learn about American culture in your home country?

2. Has your perception of American people and culture changed since you arrived in the US?

3. Do you think you will become a better/ more competent speaker if you learn more about American culture? In what sense?

4. Are there any aspects of American culture that are hard for you to understand? Could you give me some examples? Do they make it difficult for you to talk with American people?

VI. The following questions will ask you about what you think of your ability to use the language in different situations. 

1. Do you modify your English when you are speaking in different situations to different people? Can you tell me how?

2. When you are speaking do you pay attention to listeners’ comprehension signals? If you see your information is not understood do you say it in a different way?

3. Do you monitor your speaking to ensure your conversation is related to the topic?

4. Please think of a situation when you had/ might have difficulty expressing your ideas. What, in your opinion, caused the difficulty?
VII. Last I would like to find out what kind of strategies you use to make yourself understood or to understand people.

1. Think of an event when you wanted to describe something or you wanted to express an idea and you did not know the word for it. What did you do to solve this problem? (leave  out the word, use another word, use your native language, ask for help, other)

2. Think of a situation when you did not understand someone or someone did not understand you in class? What did you do in that situation? (i.e. pretend you understand, give up, ask for help, use body language, other)

3. Think of a situation outside the classroom when you did not understand a native speaker (in the store, at the bank, etc). What did you do?

4. Do you translate sentences into English before you start speaking to someone?

Do you translate sentences into your native language when people are talking to you?

Thank you for taking the time to answer our questions and helping us with our research project.
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