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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Communication strategies used by adult male and female ESL speakers in same 

gender and cross-gender interactions  

 

 

Diana Kho Tiee Pai 

 

 

 

     The study aims at investigating communication strategy (CS) use of male and 

female adult ESL speakers in tertiary setting. The objectives are to find out the use 

and preference in terms of CS used, CS use in same-gender and cross-gender pairs, 

and the purpose of using CS. Two discussion questions were used to obtain 

interactional data from 20 ESL speakers, one for the same-gender pairs and another 

for cross-gender pairs. The 20 transcripts were analysed based on the combination of 

psychological perspective (Faerch & Kasper, 1984), social interaction viewpoint 

(Tarone, 1981), and discourse perspective (Clennell, 1995). Then frequency counts 

and percentages were prepared as the descriptive statistics for this study.  The results 

showed that from the total number of CS (n=453), generally male and female ESL 

speakers had similar preference for CS use but female speakers (n=260) used more 

CS than male speakers (n=193) in general except for approximation and topic 

avoidance.  Male speakers used more repetition, message abandonment, and topic 

fronting in same-gender pairs, while female speakers used more topic fronting and 

approximation in cross-gender pairs.  As to the question of the purpose of CS use, 

most of them were used for overcoming language deficiency (66%), followed by 

message enhancement (28%) and lastly avoidance (6%).  In addition, since female 

speakers used more CS generally, therefore female speakers were found to use more 

strategies for every purpose compared with the male speakers. Out of the total 

number of CS used for each purpose, female speakers used 56% of overcoming 

language deficiency, 60% of message enhancement, and 60% of avoidance. 
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ABSTRAK 

 

 

 

Strategi komunikasi yang digunakan oleh punutur ESL lelaki dan penutur ESL 

perempuan dalam pasangan sama jantina dan pasangan lain jantina 

 

 

 

Diana Kho Tiee Pai 

 

 

 

     Kajian ini bertujuan untuk menyelidik penggunaan strategi komunikasi untuk 

penutur dewasa ESL lelaki dan juga perempuan dalam pelajaran tinggi.  Objektifnya 

adalah mencari kecenderungan penggunaaan strategi komunikasi, penggunaan 

strategi komunikasi dalam pasangan yang sama jantina serta pasangan yang berlainan 

jantina, dan juga tujuan penggunaan strategi komunikasi.  Dua soalan perbincangan 

telah disediakan untuk mendapatkan data interasi daripada 20 orang penutur, satu 

untuk pasangan yang sama jantina dan satu lagi untuk pasangan yang berlainan 

jantina.  Analisis untuk 20 rakaman telah dibuat berdasarkan kombinasi pandangan 

Tarone (1981), Faerch and Kasper (1983), dan Clennell (1995).  Kekerapan telah 

dihitung dan peratusan disediakan untuk memberi penerangan yang lebih jelas.   

Keputusan telah menunjukkan bahawa daripada keseluruhan nombor strategi 

komunikasi (n=453), secara umumnya, pelajar lelaki dan pelajar perempuan 

menggunakan strategi komunikasi yang lebih kurang sama.  Namun, pelajar 

perempuan (n=260) telah didapati menggunakan lebih banyak strategi komunikasi 

daripada pelajar lelaki (n=193) kecuali untuk approximation dan topic avoidance.  

Pelajar lelaki didapati menggunakan lebih banyak repetition, message abandonment, 

dan topic fronting dalam pasangan sama jantina manakala pelajar perempuan 

menggunakan lebih banyak topic fronting dan approximation dalam pasangan yang 

berlainan jantina. Untuk menjawab soalan mengenai tujuan penggunaan strategi 

komunikasi, peratusan penggunaan strategi komunikasi yang berhasrat untuk 

menandatangani masalah yang berkaitan dengan bahasa kedua adalah terbanyak 

(66%), diikuti oleh tujuan untuk menjadikan mesej lebih berkesan (28%), dan akhir 

sekali untuk menggelakkan topik ataupun mesej yang disentuh (6%).  Di samping itu, 

disebabkan pelajar perempuan menggunakan lebih banyak strategi komunikasi secara 

umum, maka pelajar perempuan didapati menggunakan lebij banyak strategi 

komunikasi berbanding dengan pelajar lelaki bagi semua tujuan penggunaan strategi 

komunikasi.  Dalam jumlah yang didapati bagi setiap tujuan, 56% yang bertujuan 

untuk menandatangani masalah, 60% yang bertujuan untuk menjadikan mesej lebih 

berkesan, dan 60% yang bertujuan untuk penggelakkan adalah digunakan oleh pelajar 

perempuan. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

 

 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Setting of research problem 

 

     Communication is a dynamic and systematic process where human creates 

meanings through their interaction with symbols while language is a kind of 

communication system that makes meanings, similar to music and sign language.  

Wood ( 1994) stated that “all communication occurs in particular situations, or 

systems, that influence what and how we communicate and especially what meanings 

we attach to messages” (p. 28). Wood explained that communication is viewed as 

systematic because its meaning is usually affected by the context in which the 

conversation takes place.  These contextual factors include the person speaking, 

mood, time of day, and place of interaction affects what is said and what it means 

(Wood, 1994).  Besides, the culture of the interlocutors also affects the 

communication.  (Wood, 1992a, as cited in Wood, 1994).  For instance, each society 

has different perceptions or awareness on different gender, their views in fact 
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influence how communication style of different genders use language to make 

meaning.   

 

During communication, both interlocutors are essential in negotiating the 

meanings as meanings are created through human interaction with symbols as 

mentioned by Wood (1994).   The sign system referred to here is verbal 

communication using language.  Words are symbols, each word symbolizes a 

particular meanings. Since human interaction is symbolic and requires mediation, 

interlocutors need to reflect on what was said and what it means before giving any 

response.  They might also need to negotiate in order to get the intended meanings. 

This situation is even more obvious in the communication of second language (L2) 

learners as they have more problems in conveying their messages if compared with 

the native speakers.  

 

When learners of L2 are attempting to learn a second language, they develop a 

language where their first language (L1) is ‘jumbled up’ with L2.  This language is 

called interlanguage (IL).  According to Ellis (1985), IL refers to “the systematic 

knowledge of language which is independent of both the learner’s L1 and L2 system 

he is trying to learn” (p. 42).  Selinker (1972) had identified five processes in the 

development of IL, namely language transfer, overgeneralization of target language 

rules, transfer of training, strategies of L2 learning, and strategies of L2 

communication (pp. 216-217). 
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     Among the five processes of IL, strategies of L2 communication are often used 

when L2 learners find themselves in the situation where they lack the vocabulary that 

can be used to express certain meanings.  In these situations, communication strategy 

(CS) is used in order to negotiate shared meanings.  For example, the learner cannot 

think of the word ‘photo frame’, therefore he or she chooses to convey the meaning 

that he or she intended to convey through circumlocution, ‘photo frame’ may be 

described as ‘the thing to put picture’, if the other person still does not understand the 

meaning expressed, then the learner will have to describe in a more detailed way such 

as ‘it is usually standing or hanging on the wall, with one picture inside’.  Tarone 

(1983) also stated that CS refers to strategies that learners use in a conversation to 

compensate for the missing knowledge (as cited in Wharton, 1995). 

 

     Speaker uses CS to express the meanings that he or she wants to convey.  At the 

same time, it also helps to maintain the conversation between the interlocutors.  CS 

had been defined by Tarone (1981) as “a mutual attempt of two interlocutors to agree 

on a meaning in situations where requisite meaning structures do not seem to be 

shared” (p. 288).  It is a strategy used to solve the problem of language deficiency or 

not having a shared meaning on certain things between two people.  This different 

meaning may be due to the different culture and perception of individual.  For 

instance, in a conversation, the speaker refers to the ‘dagger’ as ‘knife’ and the 

listener does not know what he really means by the word ‘knife’, then the speaker 
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gives further explanation by describing what a dagger looks like and finally the 

listener recognizes what it means, therefore the function of communication strategy is 

achieved in allowing both interlocutors to agree on a meaning.   

 

     In some situations, however, CS is not used to solve the problem of language 

deficiency but to enhance the message (Clennell, 1995).  For instance, when a teacher 

is explaining a concept to the students, he or she announces and repeats the topic for a 

few times first before giving information or details on the concept.  In this 

circumstance, students’ attention have been drawn to the topic, therefore they would 

pay more attention to the following information or details that the teacher is going to 

say and teacher is successful in making the message more effective.   

 

     Faerch and Kasper (1983a) had the psychological view of CS as a way to solve the 

problem of L2 learners when they have difficulty expressing themselves.  According 

to Faerch and Kasper, L2 learners can solve the problems in two ways. The first way 

is to avoid the problem which involves the use of reduction strategies, and the second 

way is to attempt to solve the problem which involves the use of achievement 

strategies.  One example of the achievement strategies is description where the 

speaker describes ‘bottle’ as ‘the thing to put water’.   

 

     Among these strategies, Faerch and Kasper believed that L2 learners should 

employ the achievement strategies instead of the reduction strategies if they wish to 
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improve in the IL.   “CS which aims at solving problems in the planning phase can 

lead to learning only with respect to hypothesis formation” (Faerch & Kasper, 1983a, 

p. 53).  Faerch and Kasper explained that when the learners use the achievement 

strategies, they form a hypothesis, if the hypothesis is correct, then it would be easier 

for them to use the same item on future occasions.   

 

     Ellis (1985) mentioned that there are many factors which influence the use of 

strategies, namely, the language proficiency level, problem source, personality 

(Tarone, 1977), and learning situation (Piranian, 1979).   In addition, gender is also 

believed to have a great influence in language use.  These language uses include 

communication style, patterns or behaviour.  For instance, Preisler (1986) found that 

women used more hedges than men (as cited in Coates, 1994), Goodwin (1980; 1988; 

1990) noticed that the boys use more explicated commands than the girls (as cited in 

Coates, 1994), and Leaper, Tenenbaum, and Shaffer (1999) found out that boys used 

more controlling and withdrawing acts compared to girls in same-sex pairs and boys 

were found out to use more informing acts and less controlling acts when matched 

with a girl partner.  These studies found out variations in the communication style 

with gender, which indicates that male and female speakers might be varied too in 

their use of CS.  However, the factors which caused these variations need to be 

examined first to see if these factors might also cause any variation in CS use of 

different gender.  
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     The explanations for the differences between the speech of male and female 

speakers include the cultural differences between the two sexes.  Wood (1994) stated 

that cultural values and practices deeply influence the meaning of gender, the 

assumptions about how individual women and men should act and communicate are 

influenced by the way masculinity and feminity are defined by the culture.   Since 

culture influenced the way individual women and men should communicate, 

therefore there is a possibility for the strategies which are used during communication 

to be influenced by genders too. 

 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

     The purpose of this study is to investigate whether CS use of adult ESL speakers 

vary with gender when speaking English in a discussion context.  This is a case study 

done in University of Malaysia Sarawak, (UNIMAS).  Previous researches on CS 

were mostly done in other countries on ESL learners but the context may be different 

in Malaysia.  ESL learners in Malaysia nowadays learn English with various 

exposures to English outside the class, except for certain families who use English at 

home too.  The situation is different in Korea or Jordan where they may rarely hear 

someone speak or use English.  So ESL learners in Malaysia are different.  Therefore, 

to study the use of CS, Malaysian ESL learners are investigated in terms of using CS 

to negotiate meanings in the daily social interaction while ESL learners in Korea, 

Jordan or other countries are mostly investigated in terms of the use CS when they 
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were asked to describe pictures, explain, or tell stories (e.g. Bialystok, 1983; 

Wongsawong, 2001).       

 

     This research focuses on four main objectives: 

1. Which type of communication strategy do the male and female speakers 

prefer when discussing a topic? 

2. Who use more communication strategy, male or female speakers?  

3. Is the pattern of communication strategy used by the speakers in same-

gender pairs similar to the pattern of communication strategy used in 

cross-gender pairs? 

4. Is the communication strategies used more for overcoming language 

deficiency or enhancing message?  
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1.3 Operational definitions of terms 

 

1.3.1 Communication strategies 

     CS is defined slightly different by different researchers.  CS was defined by 

Tarone (1981) as “a mutual attempt of two interlocutors to agree on a meaning in 

situations where requisite meaning structures do not seem to be shared” (p. 288). 

 

     According to Tarone (1981), communication strategies must consist of three 

criteria: 

1. “a speaker desires to communicate a meaning x to a listener; 

2. the speaker believes the linguistic or sociolinguistic structure desired to 

communicate meaning x is unavailable, or is not shared with the listener; 

3. the speaker chooses to: 

(a) avoid – not attempt to communicate meaning x; or, 

(b) attempt alternate means to communicate meaning x.  The speaker 

stops trying alternatives when it seems clear to the speaker that there is 

shared meaning” (p. 288). 
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     The researcher uses the communication strategies listed below which are mainly 

based on Tarone (1981) unless indicated otherwise for analyzing the data later. 

                                  

1. Avoidance: 

a. Topic avoidance 

The learner does not want to talk about the topics or words that are not 

known. (e.g. speaker A raise an issue but speaker B does not wish to 

talk about that issue, he or she ignores it and goes to talk about another 

issue)  

b.  Message abandonment 

The learner talks about a topic but give it up before he manages to 

finish it. (e.g. ‘I want to be an inventor who…’, the learner does not 

know how to continue the sentence, therefore he give up continuing he 

sentence) 

 

2. Paraphrase:  

a. Approximation 

“The use of a single target language vocabulary item or structure, 

which the learner knows is not correct, but which shares enough 

semantic features in common with the desired item to satisfy the 

speaker”. (e.g. ‘system’ for ‘operation system’) 
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b. Word Coinage 

The leaner makes up a new word with the purpose to communicate his 

idea. (e.g. ‘photo book’ for ‘photo album’) 

c. Circumlocution 

“The learner describes the characteristics or elements of the objects or 

actions instead of using the appropriate target language item or 

structure”. (e.g. ‘fruit, green skin, a bit sour’ for ‘guava’) 

 

3. Conscious transfer: 

a. Literal translation 

The learner translates the words from his or her native language. (e.g. 

‘lurus jalan’ for ‘straightaway’) 

b. Language switch 

The learner uses the word from native language instead of the target 

language. (e.g. ‘kacau’ for ‘disturb’) 

 

4. Appeal for assistance 

The learner consults the other person for the correct term. (e.g. What is 

it called?) 
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5. Mime 

The learner uses nonverbal strategies to replace the target words. (e.g.  

‘the action of shaking head’ for ‘not agree’) 

 

6.   Restructuring (Faerch & Kasper, 1983, p. 50) 

“The learner realises that he cannot complete a local plan which he has 

already begun and develops an alternative local plan which enables 

him to communicate his intended message without reduction. (e.g. ‘my 

parents has I have er four elder sisters …’ and (my tummy, my tummy 

is, I have (inaudible) I must eat something)”. 

 

7. Message enhancement strategies: (Clennell, 1995, pp. 13-16) 

a. Tonicity (known as stress in present study) 

“The systematic use of stress and pitch to mark key items of 

information”.  (e.g. a \ CLEAR ruler and a \ WHITE ruler) 

b. Lexical repetition + tone as a multifunction discourse strategy 

(known as repetition in present study) 

“A potential ‘collaborative discourse strategy’ performing a number of 

different communicative functions, for example discourse and topic 

maintenance, topic salience marker, appeal for assistance, request for 

clarification”.   (e.g. the word ‘rubber’ is repeated for seven times to 


