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The following study was undertaken to address theoretical claims regarding the 

importance of negotiated interaction to the comprehension of second-language 

(L2) input through a comparison of three different interactional behaviors of L2 

learners in a classroom context. Three groups of L2 learners were asked to carry 

out their teacher’s directions to a comprehension task: eight Negotiators, who were 

encouraged to negotiate by requesting clarification. repetition, and confirmation 

of the directions; eight Observers, who were not permitted to interact with the 

teacher, but could watch and listen as the Negotiators did this: and eight Listeners, 

who carried out the task away from the other two groups by listening to a text 

of the directions which had been generated through negotiation. Results of the 

study rcvcalcd comparable comprehension scores for each of the three subject 

groups. Moreover. follow-up analy~cs suggested that individual subjects whose Icvcl 
of comprehension development was at or above the level of their class~~atcs could 

comprehend the direction input whcthcr they cngagccl in ncgot iation, ohservcd 

negotiation, or listened to t hc text ol’ negotiated input. 1 lowever. for subjects at 

lower developmental Icvcls ol’coulprchcnsion, direct participation in negotiation 

was the most effective IIIC;IIIS to facilitate comprchcnsion of the direction input. 

INTRODUCTION 

The claim that comprehension of input is a necessary condition for sccontl-language 

acquisition (SLA) has been a dominant theme in current SLA theory [see. for cxanlplc, 

Krashcn (1981. 1982. 1985) and Long (1980, 1981. 1983, l985)l. ‘This. in turn, has 

stimulated research on how learners come to comprehend second-language (L2) input which 

they do not initially understand. Chaudron (1983. 1985). Long (1980, 1981, 1983, 1985). 

Gnss and Vnronis (1985a,b), and Varonis and Gass (1982). have pioneered an impressive 

amount of empirical research in this area, and, through individual studies on input 

comprehension. Blau (1982). Brown (1987). Cervantes (1983). Ellis (1985), Johnson (I98 I ), 

and Kclch (1985) have supplied a wealth of descriptive data. 

The research to be reported below, together with two earlier studies (Pica ef ol.. 1986, 1987). 

has also drawn on current theoretical claims about the significance of input comprehension 

to SLA. Of specific interest has been the need to find empirical support for the arguments 

crf LonS (1980, 1981, 1983, 1985) that the learner’s comprehension of unfamiliar input 

is best aided when they engage in a negotiation of meaning with their interlocutors. During 



negotiation. a listener signals that the meaning of the speaker’s input is not clear, either 

through requests for confirmation or clarification of the speaker’s message or in response 

to the speaker’s checks on message comprehensibility. The speaker and listener then try 

to modify and repair this input so that it can be understood. 

EXlPIRlCAL BACKGROUND 

Initial research in thir area (Pica ef a/., 1956, 1987) was able to document contributions 

made by negotiation to the learner’s comprehension of input during one-to-one native 

speaker (NS)-non-native speaker (NNS) interaction, and to pinpoint specific ways in which 

this was accomplished linguistically. This research focused on the impact of two conditions 

of input exposure on the L2 comprehension of 16 English NNSs. These subjects, all of 

101~ intermediate proficiency and enrolled in the preacademic English program of a university 

in the United States, had been randomly ass&cd to one of the following two L2 input 

conditions. 

In condition I, the input consisted of IS directions to a comprehcI1sinn task. The directions 

required eight of the NNSs. on an individual basis: (I) to sclcct from a collection of pictures 

a specific picture of a human animal, plant, house. or vchiclc , as a female NS of Englisl1 

dcccribcd the picture to them. and (2) to position the picture on a board which displayed 

t hc backgrt~untl to an outdoor scent. Thcsc directions has been pcnsratcd originally by 

native English spcahcrs arid thcii mscd to clicck their culiiprchcnsioli on tlic same task. f;or 

pur-pot\ of condition I, the Icxis and syntax of cxh of the directions W;IS modified by 

the rcscarchcrx bcforc it wa\ prcscntcd to thcsc subjects. The modifications included 

cl;ihoratio~is well ;is rcpclitiori , synonymy, and paraphrase. and reductions in sc~ltc~lcc 
Icngt h and syntactic conlplcsity. all of which had been shown by previous rcscarch to 

facilitate coniprclic~isi~~n of English 1.2 input /SW, for csamptc, IIlau (I9S2), 13rown (19X7). 

C‘crvantcs ( Ic~)x_3), C’haudron (IWi3, 1985). (ias\ a11d Varonis (19XSa,b). .lohIlson (19s I). 

Kclch (Is)XS), I.ofig (198.0, and Varonis and (;a~ (I9H2)j. In condition I, tticrcforc. prc- 

niodificd input alo~ic W;IS the only source of information rcgardirig item sclcction arid 

placc~w~lt. Subject\ WCI-c not allowed to ask questions or seek help from the NS ;IS she 

prcscntcd the directiolis. 

Condition 2 \vas dcsigncd to promote negotiation of the meaning of directions which wcrc 
not initially understood. In condition 2, the direction giver prcscntcd each direction in its 

original, unmodified linguistic form, again on an individual basis, to the other tight NNS 

subjects, but then chcckcd on their con1prchension and encouraged them to rcqucst 

clarification of unclear direction content. It was bclicvcd that thr opportunity to ask 

clarification questions or signal difficulty which had been given to subjects in condition 

2 would Icad to their negotiation with the direction giver. and that the negotiation would 

trigger the kind\ of input clahorations and reductions which had been built into the prc- 

modified input of condition 1. 

Results of the study rcvcalcd striking diffcrcnccs bctwcen subjects’ comprchcnsion in the 

ttvo input conditions. LVhcn comprehension was mcasurcd by the accuracy with which each 

group of subjects sclcctcd and placed the task items. comprchcnsion was significantly better 



(I = 3.78, p < 0.05) in condition 2. Two consistent patterns were also found. First, those 

individual directions which were understood better in condition 2 than in condition 1 

contained significantly more repetition, rephrasing, and synonym replacement of direction 

content words. Second, at least 75Wo of these modifications had occurred during ne_eotiation, 

i.e. in NS responses to NNS requests for confirmation or clarification of direction content. 

IVhat did these results indicate lvith regard to L2 learning and instruction? The overall 

finding that negotiation assisted comprehension pointed tolvard the design of classroom 

environments in which students play an active role as negotiators with their teacher. so 

that they can seek clarification and confirmation of unfamiliar words and structures. 

However, this finding also raised a number of practical issues about the extent to which 

ne_eotiation in the classroom could benefit all L2 students. Of specific concern uere students 

such as those identified by Sato (1982). whose stylec of classroom participation are such 

that they seldom question their teacher, seek help with comprehension, speak out 

voluntarily, or acknowledge difficulty with L2 understanding. Additional conccrnc were 

raised in light of findings by Allwright (19X0), fsusch (1982). Day (19X-I). Ellis (198-l), Politxr 

and XlcGroarty (1955). and Saville-Troikc ef ul. (I9S-t) that. for many L2 Icarncr~, voluntary 

participation does not always correlate with their successful S1.A. Further rcluctancc to 

endorse ncpotiation as a classroom mode came from the acknowledpcmcnt that teaching 

methods such as Delayed Oral Practice (Gary, 197X; Poctovxky, 1974; \i’initz. 1973) and 

Natural Approach (Krashcn and Terrcll, 19x3) have rcportcd success in tcchniquc5 \vhich 

emphasix active listening but without lhc signailing and repair work which charactsri/c 

the negotiation of meaning. 

Ncvcrthclcss. the powerful impact negotiation had made WI Icarncrs’ comprchcn\ion in 

our research Icd to speculations on ways in which successful, but less intcractivc language 

Icarncrs in t hc clxsroom might somehow be bcncfiting from the adjusted input gcncratcd 

by their tcashcrs and more interactive peers. Since our result\ had shown that negotiation 

moves scrvcd as vchiclcs for rcpctition, WC‘ thought that perhaps U~_Y rcpctitionh arising 

from classroom negotiation had the potential to facilitate comprehension for u/l classroom 

participants, not just for those who individually signalled difficulty, rcqucstcd clarification, 

or sought confirmation of input. And taking this speculation just one step further, WC 

wondcrcd whcthcr repetitions in thcmsclvcs. provided they were sufficient in quantity. could 

ensure comprchcnsion cvcn when thcsc repct it ions were not ncgot iated among clashroom 

participants. In other words, we wondered whether input adjusted upriori could facilitate 

comprehension as well as intcractionally adjusted or ncgotiatcd input, provided that the 

u priori adjustments were derived dirrcfi_v from negotiated, interactionally adjusted data, 

and not simply from rcsearchcr intuition about how and whcrc thcte adjustments should 

bc made. These questions Icd to the study reported beloiv. 

METIIODOLOGY 

This follo\v-up study again esamincd comprehension on the same directions task which 

had been used in the earlier research on input conditions I and 2. However, now, 

comparison5 wcrc made of the comprehension of three groups of English I.2 students as 

they carried out [hc task. The three groups. labcllcd Negotiators, Obscrvcrs. and I.i\tcncrs 
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will be described in greater detail in Table I. Each group was composed of eight adult NNSs 
of low intermediate proficiency who represented a variety of native languages. The direction 
giver was a teacher, who was an NS of English with many years of teaching experience. 
The subjects in each of the three groups were students of this teacher, either during the 
time of the study or in the immediately preceding semester. The Negotiators and Observers 
came from one classroom (classroom I) and the Listeners came from a different classroom 
(classroom 2). 

Table 1 shows the composition of each group in classrooms I and 2 according to a number 
of variables, including native language, sex. and the interaction levels and group placements 
to which they were assigned. Table I also shows individual percentages of classroom 
interaction behavior. To determine this percentage figure, a trained coder observed 
classrooms I and 2 over a period of 3 weeks, charting participation patterns of the students 
during activities which were teacher-fronted and interactional, and therefore shared 
some similarity with the direction task they would be asked to carry out during the 
research. 

The coder counted the number of times each student initiated a turn: (I) by seeking help, 
or (2) by responding to a gcncral solicit from the teacher. For each of the two classrooms, 
the total number of these initiating moves as produced by UN students was first computed. 
This total became t hc denominator of a classroom interaction ratio in which t hc numerator 
was the number of times each irrclivkl~l studcn~ initiated a turn or rcspondcd to a gcncral 
solicit. For esamplc. if thcrc wcrc a total of l(H) appcalh and rcsponscs to gcncral solicits 
and slml~~it A produced 25 of them. that sludcnt’s classroom infcraction score was 25%. 
‘I‘hcsc intcractional III~VCS wcrc bclicvcd to bc the kinds of moves which would be used 
by the students in asking and responding to questions a> they followed the directions task. 
They wcrc also a subset of those which had been used by Scligcr (1977) and Day (19x3) 
in carlicr rcxarch on the I .2 Icarniiig succc~s of high and low cI;~ssroom intcractors. 

The studc~~~s’ interaction pcrccntagc scores were used to order them from the highest to 
the luwcst intcractors. Sli~clc~iIs from classroom I were matched according tu interaction 
scores, and then assigned to either the Ncgutiators or the Observers group. In classroom 
2, all tight students were assigned tu the smlc Listener group. As shown in Table I, 
classroom interaction pcrccntagcs in classroom 1 ranged from 2 to 19% across Icarners, 
but the scores tended to cluster together with a few students in each group of Very fligh, 
High, and Low Interactors. In classroom 2, which contained only eight students, and, 
thcrcfurc, greater proportions of individual students’ participation, the interaction 
percentages per student were higher, but the scores still clustered tugcthcr into IWO Very 
fjigh, two High, and four Low Interactors. Table I shuws that in both classrooms, the 
proportions of Very High and High lntcractors versus Low Intcractors were almost 
identical-about 75 versus 25%. 

The eight students in the group of Negotiators were given each direction as unmodified 
input. This was the same unmodified input which had been taken from the test of NS 
directions and used in condition 2 of our previous study. The Negotiators were asked to 
carry out the task in the same way as the condition 2 subjects: They were encouraged to 
ask for clarification and confirm their comprehension of the directions with the teacher 



Table I. Native language. WK. classroom intersctlon percentage. interactlon Iebel. and group arvgnmrnt for 
‘1 subJecls 

Subject Native 
numtwr language 

Claswoom interaction bChct\icv Group assignment 
Interaction level /negotiator 

Re\pon\e\ xCr> high (VH) (NEG). 
AppCd\ to generd high (H), or Obwrer (OBS). 
fur help rollcit9 Pcrcentape’ low (L) or Li\rener (LIS) 

% 
13 
7 
7 
7 

3-l 

IV 
8 
7 

3 
3 
3 
3 

I2 

2 
4 

3 
3 

12 

VH NET.G 

H NEG 

H NEG 

H NEG 

VH 
H 
H 
H 

I. 

I. 
I. 
I. 

1. 
1. 
1. 

1. 

OBS 
ens 
ons 
0115 

NEG 
NE(i 
N1:(; 
Nii(; 

OIIS 
OHS 
013s 
OBS 

I IS 
1.1s 
I IS 
1.15 

direction giver. who also chcckcd with the Negotiators as IO whcthcr the directions could 

bc understood or nccdcd to bc rcpcatcd. 

The group of eight Obscrvcrs carried out the same direction task at the same time as the 



Negotiators. Observers were not permitted to seek assistance from the teacher, but were 

advised to listen attentively as she worked with the Negotiators, as this uould help them 

to understand and follow the directions. Students from both groups sat in a circle in full 
view of the teacher, and worked behind individual screens. No one could see anyone else 

in the classroom execute the task and had to rely on linguistic input in order to select items 

and place them appropriately. 

Following this phase of data collection, a group of eight Listeners was asked to perform 

the same task as the Negotiators and Observers. All conditions for data collection, including 

seating arrangement and partitioning off of task materials were maintained, but the Listeners 

were not given any opportunity to seek clarification of the direction input, negotiate its 

meaning, or observe such negotiation. Instead, they listened to the teacher read a text which 

had been constructed by the researcher so that it contained a comparable amount of original 

and repeated input and took a similar amount of time to present as the directions produced 

when the Negotiators and Observers had carried out the task with their teacher. 

Figure I displays a comparison of an extract from the text of directions given to the Listeners 

and an extract of the negotiated directions from which they wcrc derived. As shown in 

the extract. the text contained all of the redundancy and elaboration of content words which 

had been gcncratcd by the Negotiators and their teacher, but none of the negotiation moves 

which had often contained or triggcrcd the redundancy. The text had also been modified 

in scvcral rnorphosyntactic arcas: questions were changed into statcmcnts. Impcrativcs wcrc 

dclctcd, cxccpt to prcscrvc ths initial encoding of each direction. Articles, pronouns, and 

csistcntial “it” and “thcrc” wcrc also added whcrc it W;IS ncccshary to support repetitions. 

Comparability of the ncgotiatcd directions and the test dcvclopcd thcrcfrom wx chcckcd 

prior to prcscnting the test to the I.istcncrs. I:or each of the I5 directions, amount of 

rcpctition and rewording, Icngth in number of words, and duration in seconds wcrc coded 

by the rcscarchcr on each set of directions, and by two trained coders on random samples. 

Inter-coder agreement was as follows: rcpctition and rewording: 0.97, length: 0.99, and 

duration: 0.95. 

I-Tests rcvcalcd that thcrc were no differences in the amount of rcpctition and rewording 

in the negotiated and text directions, as the mean number of rcpctitions and rewordings 

per direction was an identical 40.8 for both sets. The difference in the mean Icngth of the 

directions in the two sets was not very large, as the ncgotiatcd directions averaged 153.2 

words and the test 142.0 words per direction. Howcvcr, a I-test showed that this difference 

was significant at the 0.005 lcvcl (I= 3.46 (I4 dtj. p < 0.0051. Although every effort had 

been made toward achieving comparable direction length in both sets, it was nearly 

impossible to do this, because the transfer of negotiated direction content into the text 

format rcquircd elimination of brief uttcranccs such as “cxcusc mc”. “all right”, or “yes” 

which were abundant in the negotiated directions. 

It was important to cnsurc that the amount of time given to the Listeners was as close 

as possible to that which had been taken by the Negotiators and Observers so that input 

processing time could bc ruled out as an csplanation for any differential results which were 

found. Although the text of directions had fcwcr words than the Ncgotiatcd directions, 



Ne@tated 3lrectlons 

Tether Students, by number 

ok mwlng&nvn to the right, mwmgmn to the right 

place the bumble bee in the girl’s hair 10 which IS bumble bee? bumble 

bee’, 15 bumble bee 

ok what’s a bumble bee7 IO insect 

a bumble bee isa little bug,an insect, 

It flies, It pnss zzzzz I beebee 

bumble bee I It make a- it make e honey 

8 like a mosca 

yeah bumble bees. 11’s like e mosca I don’t know 

f they mete hong or not the/ fly 1 bumble bee? 

the bumble bee IS in thegirl’s heir 

the bumble bee IS rn the girl’s hair 15 moron7 

16 on the mrddle of 

what” 7 where In the rtght left or mIddIe 

16 in the m IddIe? 

it doesn’t say put It anywhere you want Just put It 

m her hew put It In her hair, ok7 rn her heir 

Analysts n words 142. n repetrttons and rewordmgs of content words (e g bumble bee. 

right, girl’s, heir) 33, duratmn I mmute. 55 seconds 

Duactions Text 

Moving dawn to the right. that’s moving tin to the riyht , place the bumble bee in the girl’s hair 

A bumble bee ~san Insect A bumble bee tsa Ilttle bug or Insect A bumble bee flies 

A bumble bee goes zzzzz It’sa bee A bumble bee might make make honey. like a mosca 

Wedon’t know I( they make honey or not A bee floes like e mosce It’s like e mosce The 

bumble bee Is ln theglrl’s hair The bumble bee Is In her hair It could be In the mlddleof 

It. on Ihe rtght. left or In the miMle It Qesn’t matter if the bumble bee IS In the middle Put 

the bumble bee anywhere In the girl’s hair. Just put it in her hair Put the bumble bee in 

her hair 

Analysts. n words 144, n repetittons and rawordmgs of content words (e g , bumble bee, 

right. glrl’s. hair) 32. duratlon I minute, 58 seconds 

I.ig. I. Excerpt from ncgoti;llcd direction\ and direction lexts. 

this did not present a major problem in regard to keeping time constant because the teacher 

had rchcarscd her delivery of the directions. Thus, the mean time was 1.36 min for each 

direction given to the classroom of Negotiators and Obscrvcrs and 1.36 min for each 

direction prcscntcd to the Listcnsrs. 



HYPOTHESES 

Several hypotheses were tested, motivation for which came from three distinct, but 

interconnected sources. Each of these sources provided indications that the three different 

subject groupiqs-Negotiators, Observers, and Listeners-could succeed on the directions 

task. First theoretical claims and our earlier findings that nepotiation is critical to input 

comprehension predicted success for the Negotiators. Second, classroom research findings 

on successful SLA among students who avoid self-selection or refrain from initiating 

interaction predicted success for the Observers. It was believed that the Observers, allowed 

only to hear and b+itness input as it was modified through the negotiation of others. would 

achieve some comprehension, but not as much as the Negotiators because the negotiation 

\vould be a step removed from their in\.olvemcnt. and the input not strictly dircctcd toward 
their individual needs. 

Third. results of our previous research which had affirmed the facilitating effect of 

redundancy and elaboration of input on L2 comprehension predicted success for all proup5, 

including the Listeners. Unlike the Observers, however. the Listeners would not be in a 

position to benefit from other participants. who, sharing confusions similar to their own, 

could seek and rcccivc clarification and assistance. 1’ct. the redundancy built into the test 

of directions suggested that SOIIIC comprchcn~ion would bc possible. 

It was thercforc hypothcsi/crl that all subjects would show some dcgrec of conlprchcnsiori, 

but in thic order: the NcgotiaIors would show bctrcr comprchcnsion than the Ob\crvcr\. 

who bvoulcl, in 1urn. show bcltcr comprchcnrion than the I.k~cncrs. 

K1:SlJI:I’S 

Ditl negoliation H’ifh the teacher direction giver rcsull in more accurate comprehension 

of the directions than obscrvarion of this nsgotial ion ‘! In support of Ihe first hypothesis 

of the study, it was found that the Negotiators had slightly higher comprehension scores 

than the Obscrvcrs. Kcsuhs showed Ihat the mean score for the eight negotiators hxs 13.25 

out of 15 or 88% and the IIIC;II~ score for Ihe eight Observers was I I .75 out Of 15 or 78%. 

No support, however. W;IS found for the hypothesis that the Observers would have greater 

accuracy in following the negotiated directions than the Lislcncrs, as the IAencrs had 

a mcm ol’ 12.12 out of 15 directions or 81% accuracy. This score was slightly better than 

the Observers’ 78%. There wah also a tiny difference of two percentage points between 

the l.istcncrs’ score of 8 IYo and the combined scores of the Negotiators and Observers, 

which was 83%. Thcye small differences among the groups’ comprehension scoxs gave 

weak support to the hypothesis that the Negotiators would show better comprehension 

than the Listeners. and no support to the hypothesis that the Observers would ako show 

better comprehension than (he Listeners. as essentially the groups showed highly similar 

amounts of L2 comprehension. 

FOI.LO\%‘-UP ANALYSES OF KI:SlJ LTS 

Further analyses of data sought fo find out how the students classroom interxtional 

patterns affected both their approach 10 the ta\k and their comprehension of the dirxtions. 



First analyzed were relationships among their comprehension scores. group assignmenrs. 

and classroom interaction levels through a two-way analysis of variance (ANOC’A). As 

shown in Table 2. when comprehension scores of the Negotiators. Observers, and Listeners 

Nere submitted to ANOC’A. it was revealed that the value of Factor B. classroom interaction 

behavior, which was 6.95, exceeded the critical value of I=(F‘= 4.41 for Id!-), but the value 

of factor A. group assignment, which was 0.59, did not (F= 3.55 for 2 df). Thus, it appeared 

that students’ original classroom interaction behavior was a crucial factor in their 

comprehension of the directions, but their assignment as a Negotiator. Observer, or Listener 

\vas not important to their success. 

Table 2. ANOVA for comprehension rcore~ related 10 clac\room interaction 
Irwl and goup a5rignment 

Source ss dl SlS F 

To shed more light 011 this finding, the students’ interaction lcvcls were then plotted :It(:lilld 

their coriiprelieiisit,II scores. Kesults of this procedure showed that, in both classroom\ I 

and 2, the poorest comprchcndcrs on the directions task were also the lowest infcractor~. 

As shown in l:ig. 2, the three low-interaction suhjccts in classroom I had comprehension 

scores of 5 or 6 out ol’ IS. well below the means for their groups and that two of the students 

in cl;1ssrooni 2, again both low interactors. had scores of 8 and 9 out of 15, again 

considerably below the mean comprehension score for the Listeners group. Thus, for 

subjects who had COIW to the directions task with levels of classroom interaction which 

were low in relation to the other students in their classroom, the overall finding was that 

input was less comprehensible regardless of their group assignment. 

Additional analysis of the data revealed that two of the Negotiators. both from the Iw- 

interaction category, had used no negotiation moves during the course of the ta>k. 

Therefore, they actually carried out the task as Observers, cvctl though they had been 

assigned to the study as Negotiators. \t’hen the comprehension scores of the.se two non- 

negotiating Negotiators were removed, the mean comprehension score of the remaining 

two low interacting Negotiators was 14.5, which was comparable to that of other high 

interacting subjects, both those in the Negotiator group and those in the two other groups. 

These results on the low-interaction Negotiators suggested that opportunities for negotiation. 

if taken. facilitated comprehension of the directions about equally for High and LOS 

Interactors. However, the results were regarded with caution and not submitted to statistical 

analysis, given the small number of subjects eligible for comparison. 
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CLASSKOOXl INTEKACTION AS AN INDEX OF CLASSKOOhl CO~IPKEHENSION 

Although the initial lnotivation for the study was to find out whcthcr L.2 input would be 

I~IW-C’ or ks.s comprchcnsiblc to students according to their group pluccmcnt as Negotiators. 

Obscrvcrs, or Listcncrs. the results of [hc AsNOVA, as noted in Table 2, ma& it impcrativc 

to direct further analysis toHard thsir classroom intcrncrion bchnvior. It was important 



to find out why responses to general solicits and appeals for assistance-the two behaviors 

believed most relevant to the directions task and therefore used to determine what ~‘as 

then called the “classroom interaction level”-would have such a bearing on comprehension 

across all three subject groupings. The most obvious and immediate answer was that the 

subjects who had been labelled High Interactors performed the way they did because they 

were better or worse comprehenders to begin with. This speculation was confirmed throuph 

further analysis, evidence for which came from two sources. 

The first source of evidence was the classroom coding data which had been used to assign 
subjects as High versus Low Interactors. As shown again in Table 1, classroom interaction 

had been coded in terms of appeals for teacher assistance and responses to general solicits, 

to the exclusion of other classroom interaction categories, in the belief that these variables 
coincided closely with the kinds of negotiation moves subjects would make in order to 

comprehend unclear directions. Negotiation moves such as clarification and confirmation 

requests and feedback to comprehension checks were not included in the coding procedures 

as previous experience in observing classrooms had shown these moves to be a rare 

commodity (see. for example. Long and Sato (1983) and Pica and Long (1986) for 
documentation]. 

Furthcrmorc. it was bclicvcd that thcrc were enough connections bctwecn negotiation moves 

\*is-ti-Vi.7 classroom appeals for xssi\;tancc and rcsponscs to general 4icits to insure 

confidcncc in using them sonicwhat a~inlogously. I;or cxaniplc, it was assunicd that, for 

directions they did WI understand, students could seek help from the tcachcr. Iiccausc 

of this poscibility. a connection was posited bctwccn appeals for assistance in the cl;~ssroom 

and negotiation moves such as clarification and confirmation rcqucsts. II was also ascumcd 

that the students could cvprcss individual needs for assistance when the tea&x solicited 

feedback as to the comprchcnsibility of direction content. Thcsc cxchangcs sccmcd 

analogou\ to student rc5ponscs to their tcxhcr’s gcncral solicits during class tirnc. 

ilowcvcr. in rc-thinking the connections bctwccn the classroom interaction variables chosen 

for the study and the activity of negotiation. it wxs later realized that, if anything. classroom 

exchanges involving gcncral solicits and their rcsponscs were actually op/~osife to what had 

been dcfincd as negotiation. i.e. a mutual activity gcarcd toward signalling needs to 

undcr~tand unclear input, checking on input comprchcosion, and adjusting interaction 

toward mutual comprchcnsion. I+‘hat was rcalired was that responses to general solicits 

were csscntially responses to comprehension questions, and thus tapped into students’ 

comprchcnsion strengths rather than their comprchcnsion needs. 

This x-analysis of the findings on the classroom observation component of the study led 

to the realization that using responses to gcncral solicits as a means of rating students as 
lligh or Low Interactors revealed more about their current levels of /islen;~~g comprehension 
than it did about their potential for negotiation. What made this realization particularly 

striking \vas that further rcvicw of the interaction profiles of the classroom coder shotved 

that the bulk of subjects’ interaction percentage scores had been formed on the basis of 

rcsponscs to gcnsral solicits rather than appeals for assistance. As shown further by the 

data in Table I, for csamplc, only scvcn of the I6 students in classroom I had made any 

appeals for assistance from their tcachcr during the period of classroom observation and 



coding. and almost half of these appeals had come exclusively from one student. These 
findings suggested that the interaction percentage scores which had been used as a basis 
for Interaction Level placement were comprised in very large part of responses to teachers’ 
general solicits, i.e. questions which invited them to display their comprehension, rather 
than questions which checked on their need for teacher assistance. 

Furthermore, this re-analysis of the classroom coding data was not the only evidence 
pointing to the realization that the groups had been arranged unwittingly according to high 
versus low comprehension. Additional support was found from ratings made by the subjects’ 
recent and current teachers with regard to their skills in L2 comprehension and patterns 
of classroom interaction. Without being told the purposes or results of this survey, the 
teachers were asked to rate from I to 10 first the students’ comprehension and, second, 
their classroom interaction behavior (in terms of the students’ tendencies to respond to 
general solicits and make appeals for assistance). Results of the survey indicated close 
correlations between the comprehension and interaction ratings. Pearson-product moment 
analysis revealed correlation coefficients of 0.97 between comprehension and interaction 
among the students in classroom I and 0.90 for the students in classroom 2, with a 
significance level of p < 0.005. A close correlation was also found between the teachers’ 
comprehension ratings and students’ comprehension scores on the directions task. Again, 
correlation coefficients were 0.88 for class 
significant at the 0.005 level or better. 

room I and 0.94 for classroom 2, and were 

L CONCLIRNS 

The finding that the more important variable in success with the directions task was 
classroom interaction lcvcl (or actually comprehension level), rather than group assignment 
as Negotiator, Observer, or Listener left some additional questions to answer. For one 

thing, it was of interest to know why, among the t.ow Irrfmxfors. [hc group of Observers 
displayed t hc lowest comprehension scores (X = 9.25). and. in fact, was lower in accuracy 
than the low interacting Listeners (X= 11.0). The answer to this question led to 
acknowledgement of the effect of redundancy alone in making input comprehensible to 
the Listeners. As so many studies of input comprehension have shown, and as the present 
results suggest, repetition and rewarding of input arc keys to its comprehensibility. 
Negotiation moves seem to be a vehicle or trigger for redundancy rather than, in thcmsclvcs, 
comprehension facilitators. 

With this in mind it is important to note that 108 of the 612 repetitions and rewordings 
in classroom I were produced by the students and thus were often non-target-like. This 
figure comprised 18% of all repetitions heard during the negotiated directions. On the other 
hand, all 612 repetitions heard by the Listeners were produced by the teacher direction 
giver in target-like English and therefore they may have been easier to understand. If, 
furthermore, the Obscrvcrs had focused their attention primarily on input from their teacher 
as they carried out the directions (not an unlikely situation in this large classroom of 15 
low intermediate learners), then the 18% of NNS-generated repetitions might not have been 
noticed by them at all. In addition, since the study indicated that Low lntcractors appeared 
also to be “low cornprchcnders”, it may have been the case that, as Observers, they had 
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to rely on teacher input pitched to the high-interaction Negotiators, at a level beyond their 
current level of comprehension. 

One final question was posed in light of the unintentional arrangement of the groups on 
the basis of comprehension level. It was of interest to know whether the results of the study 
rekealed anything about developmenful changes in learners’ facility for dealing with different 
input conditions as their L2 comprehension became more accurate. Whether the Highs 
and Lows are thought of in terms of High Interactors, or “high comprehenders”, one 
interesting outcome of the study was that, for Highs, placement into a group of Negotiators. 
Observers, or Listeners made very little difference in their comprehension. This suggested 
that for subjects who had reached a higher level of L2 comprehension than their classmates, 
negotiation was not the only pathway to comprehension. Indeed there were several ways 
of making input comprehensible to the more advanced comprehenders of the present study. 
This is certainly in keeping with what a number of researchers-Long, in particular-have 
been arguing for quite some time-that negotiation of input through interactional 
modification is especially important in the curly stages of SLA. And it is interesting to 
note that most reports on the success of Low lntcractors in the classroom 1e.g. those by 
Busch (1982). Day (1984). and Politxr and McGroarty (1985)) have been based on data 
from relatively advanced learners. 

Another point to bcnr in mind is that the input to the three groups was not so diffcrcnt 
for variables which have proved to bc important in previous rcscarch WI input 
comprehension. e.g. redundancy of input nnd rntc of its dclivcry. 1Ioth the ncgotiatcd 
directions available to the Negotiators and Obscrvcrs and the text of directions given to 
the I.istcncrs contained the same amount ol’rcpctition and rewording. and all three groups 
were given comparable amounts of time in which to carry them out. Thus it appeared that 
linguistic modifications of content words and the timing of the dclivcry of the direction 
input wcrc what really matlcrcd for ils coniprclicrision. 

CLASSROOM IMPLICATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTtlER RLiSfIARC’t1 

In light of the results of our previous research on L-2 comprehension, which pointed to 
negotiated input as superior to pre-modified input, we still feel confident in advising teachers 
to work toward negotiation with their students, we11 their less interactive ones, especially 
since, as the present study has shown, low interaction may be a sign of low comprehension 
and therefore an inability to understand questions addressed to the entire class, and may 
not always be due to social, psychological, or culturally based reluctance toward classroom 
participation. As results of this study suggest, however, for lcarncrs at higher Icvcls of 
comprehension relative to classmates, direct involvement in classroom negotiation may 
not be necessary. This cannot be stated for certain, however. given the many limitations 
in the design of the study. 

What is the next step in this lint of research’? In light the problems which arose from 
classroom coding in the present study, it seems essential to repeat the study, using a revised 
classroom coding procedure. Data must be collected through classroom coding categories 
which separate interaction, based on comprehension, from negotiation based on a need 



for comprehensible input. Considerably more time should be spent on classroom observation 
in order lo uncover tokens of negotiation moves such as clarification and confirmation 
requests. which ha\e been shown to be infrequent, but not altogether absent. from teacher- 
student interaction. It might also be useful to substitute a negotiation task, which, in 

bypassing the more typical but less negotiated classroom lesson, would facilitate classroom 
data collection on subjects’ potential to negotiate during the directions task. Such classroom 
tasks are much less common than more traditional teacher lessons, but are becoming 

increasingly available jsee Pica et al. (in press)l. 

There is also a need for longitudinal studies which reveal how learners evolve into better 
comprehenders through classroom interaction and nepotiation of meaning. Longitudinal 
studies may show how, as learners become better comprehenders of L2 input. they can 
become more versatile in their approach to comprehension tasks. Such studies may also 
indicate ways in lvhich learners come to deal with the task of understanding input under 
conditions which are not supportive of their initially preferred classroom interaction style. 
On a less optimistic note, longitudinal studies may also reveal that learners at low levels 
of interaction never do, in fact, become more proficient comprchcnders. but, instead, remain 
at a low level of proficiency, and discontinue their language stud&. There remains the 
unfortunate possibility that the better comprchenclcrs idcntificd through classroom research 
arc a self-selected sarnplc of clnscroom Icarncrs. 

The ficid of S1.A has long profcsscd a need for longitudinal studies of 1.2 Icarncrs. This 
appeal has been focused on the need to dcscrihc and analyze linguistic features of intcr- 

language and strntcgics used in conlnlullicatic,rl and learning. Kcsults of the present study 
on input comprchcnsion suggcht that longitudinal studies arc also in order for both a more 
informed understanding of the nature of I.2 coniprchcnsion and a clearer definition of 
t hc rclat ionship that cl;~~sroom interaction and wgot iat ion have to each other and to the 
coniprchcnsion process. 

’ An rarlicr v&on of Ihi\ paper W;I\ prc~~~cd ;II the 21\t Annulrl TESOI. C‘onwnlion. Miami. N-25 April 
1987. and uppexcd in I’apcrs in Apptird I.ingui\tic\, UnivcrGty ot’ Atahamn. I wi\h IO thank Patricia f~reeland 
and Jan Kadakovich t’or their ;I~~i~!ancc with all phawb of fhs study. Gait While. who hctpcd in the data coltection. 
and Jutis Spcigct. uho u\\i\ccd wilh d;nlr an;lty\i\. 
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