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 ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative research is to investigate communication 

strategies employed by EFL students when they were facing communication 

breakdown related to students’ proficiency level. In particular, this research 

attempted to answer the questions: (1) What are the communication strategies 

used by students of ESC at Jambi University? (2) Does speaking proficiency 

influence students in using communication strategies? The data were collected 

from nine participants, involving five students with lower proficiency and four 

students with higher proficiency level. The observations were done by video/audio 

recording. The data collected were based on their performance in a discussion 

group. The findings show that each student favors different kind of strategies. It is 

also found that the lower level students used a higher number of CSs than those 

with higher proficient. 
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 1. INTRODUCTION 

Breakdown during the oral communication is not uncommon situation in 

English Second Language/Foreign Language classroom. Non-native speakers 

experience difficulties in learning all vocabularies, phrases, and terminologies of 

the English language. Breakdown also may happen when the speakers cannot 

select or use appropriate words, idioms, structures, phrases and so on.  



When researcher visited ESC (English Study Club), a study group at 

English Department before researcher formalized the research project, she felt 

students’ enthusiasm in creating communication environment. The students 

enthusiastically practiced and helped each other in speaking English despite 

difficulties they often faced with. ESC members also once invited the researcher 

to join a meeting which a native English speaker was invited to talk to the group. 

There researcher witnessed the members’ strong interest to practice speaking with 

native speakers, even though they mostly uttered very short sentences. Researcher 

observed some moments when the students switched to Indonesian and asked for 

help from others when they did not know an English word in the midst of 

conversation and some students used gestures to compensate an unknown word. 

Referring to Tarone’s (1978) communication strategy taxonomy, the researcher 

can see the use of ‘language switch’, ‘appeal for assistance’ and ‘mime’ 

performed by ESC members as they encounter breakdown in speaking English. 

The researcher was drawn to conduct this study because she realized that 

the lack of proper strategies in communicating may be one of the reasons ESL 

students struggled to speak English fluently (Chuanchaisit & Prapphal, 2009: 

100). Based on the background the researcher is interested to conduct this research 

which aims to find what different types of Communication Strategies are used by 

Indonesian students of English Study Club (ESC) in English Department at Jambi 

University. 

 

1.1 Definition of Communication Strategies 

There is no completed agreement on the definition of CSs, but there is a 

common arrangement that the key function of CSs is to deal with communication 

obstacles or breakdowns. Bialystok (as cited in Dörnyei and Scott, 1997) cited 

four main definitions relating to the communication strategies of language 

learners. “First CSs is a systematic technique employed by a speaker to express 

his meaning when faced with some breakdowns. The learners use the 

communication strategy when they are confronted with misunderstanding by 

interlocutor. The second definition is a mutual attempt of two interlocutors to 

agree on a meaning in situations where necessary meaning structures are not 

shared. The third definition is a possibly conscious plan for solving learner’s 

problem in reaching a particular communicative end. The fourth definition is the 

techniques of coping with difficulties in communicating in an imperfectly known 

as second language. And the last, she detailed communication strategies are the 

ability to successfully get one’s meaning across to particular listeners.” From 

those definitions, it can be concluded that the above definitions clearly share the 

similar purpose of communication strategies, specifically, to solve an emerged 

communication problem by applying some kinds of methods.  

 

 



1.2 Classification of CSs 

Tarone's (1977) taxonomy was influenced by Varadi’s (1973) study of 

communication strategies. This taxonomy was constructed on Tarone’s earlier 

research with Cohen and Dumas (1976) a year before she published her first 

empirical and systematic study of CS. The taxonomy is presented in five main 

categories (strategies): paraphrase, borrowing, appeal for assistance, mime and 

avoidance. Three of these are subcategorized.  

It can be seen there are similarities between Tarone’s and Dörnyei’s 

taxonomy of communication strategies. There are seven identical types presented 

by both of them, which are message abandonment, topic avoidance, 

circumlocution, approximation, word coinage, literal translation and appealing for 

help. Although it seems that there are big similarities in these two taxonomies, 

there are bigger differences between them. Dörnyei (1995) differentiate 

communication strategies into two opposite categories—avoidance and 

compensatory according to the consequence of communication. On the other 

hand, Tarone (1977) presented five major types. Dörnyei extended three more 

compensate strategies than Tarone which are use of all-purpose words, 

prefabricated patterns and stalling or time-gaining strategies (Dornyei, 1995 cited 

in Brown, 2000: 128). Dörnyei (1995) defined foreignizing as a strategy by “using 

a L1 word by adjusting it to L2 phonology and/or morphology”; and code switch 

as a strategy by “using a L1 word with L1 pronunciation or a L3 word with L3 

pronunciation while speaking in L2” (Dornyei, 1995 cited in Brown, 2000: 128). 

Than Tarone (1977) defined language switch as “the straightforward insertion of 

words from another language” which is assumed to be the combination of both 

foreignizing and code switch. 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Research Design 

For this study, a qualitative and quantitative design were used since the 

quantitative traditions of research such as surveys may not give in-depth 

information to achieve the purpose of this study. Accordingly, this mix method 

was applied by providing description and calculation of the identification and 

analysis of communication strategies employed by students in English 

Department, University of Jambi. However, the purpose is not to look for 

predications generalizable to other populations.  

2.2 Research Sites and Participants 

The site for this study was University of Jambi. The participants in this 

study were students who participate in English Study Club (ESC). ESC is a study 

group program by Independent Committee of English (ICE) in English 

department. ESC was established by a couple of students to help each other 

whenever they had problems in study.  



 Table 2.1 Proficiency Level, Speaking for Professional Context Score, and 

Gender 

Group Proficiency 

level 

Speaking 

score 

Males Females Total no. of 

students 

Group 1 High A 2 2 4 

Group 2 Low B+/B 3 2 5 

Total   5 4 9 

2.3 Data Collection  

The researcher was the non-participant observer and data analyst as the 

instrument of this study. Therefore, the interaction was as natural as it was. Before 

collecting data, some important ethical issues were addressed by informing the 

participants about the purpose of this study –although in general terms so it would 

not influence their performance– and their discussion would be video/audio 

recorded for research purposes. The participants were guaranteed of the 

confidentiality of their identity, which would be used for research purposes only, 

and that they would not be revealed to anyone other than the researcher herself. 

Their authorization was therefore obtained through a consent form. 

2.3.1 Video/Audio Recording 

The main data of this study were taken from video/audio recorded 

performance discussion in English. A week before collecting data, researcher 

joined one of ESC meeting and talked with the members to make them 

comfortable and relaxed. The participants were requested to behave and act 

naturally as during their usual gathering. The researcher used two intruments; 

video recorder and audio recorder. Researcher put the video recorder at necessary 

place where all participants could be included in one frame and audio recorder in 

the middle of them. The participants were recorded in performing group 

discussion with different topics for 4 weeks in April and Mei 2017. All 

participants’ oral performances were approximately 35 minutes long each week. 

The data were immediately transferred to a laptop and transcribed.  

 

  3. RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

3.1 Frequency of Communication Strategies 

Table 3.1 Occurrence, Precentage, and Frequency Rank of CSs 

Type of Strategy Freq. of occ. % Freq rank 



Filler 

Self-repetition 

Approximation 

Appeal for assistance/help 

Literal Translation 

Language switch 

Message abandonment 

Circumlocution 

Word Coinage 

Mime 

192 

38 

35 

34 

28 

16 

8 

5 

5 

3 

52.7% 

10.4% 

 9.6 % 

 9.4% 

 7.7% 

 4.4% 

 2.2% 

 1.4% 

 1.4% 

 0.8% 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

8 

9 

Total 364 100%  

 

Table (3.1) shows the overall frequency of communication strategies used 

by the participants in their discussion, in percentage.  

A total of 364 occurrences of communication strategy were identified from 

the data. The group of most frequently used strategies was filler 52.7 %, self- 

repetition 10.4%, approximation 9.6 %, appeal for assistance/help 9.4 % and 

literal translation 7.7 %. They were 89.8 % of the overall CS use. All the learners 

at least employed one of the above communication strategies.  

 

Table 3.2 Frequency of Occurrence and Percentages of CSs for Each 

Proficiency Group 

Strategy Freq. of occ. 

(Very Good) 

N=4 

% Freq. of occ. 

(Good) 

N=5 

% 

Filler 

Repetition 

Approximation 

Appeal for assistance/help 

Literal Translation 

Language switch 

Message abandonment 

Circumlocution 

Word Coinage 

Mime 

43 

18 

12 

5 

9 

4 

0 

4 

4 

1 

22.3% 

47.4% 

34.3% 

14.7% 

32.1% 

25% 

0% 

80% 

80% 

33.3% 

149 

20 

23 

29 

19 

12 

8 

1 

1 

2 

77.6% 

52.6% 

65.7% 

85.3% 

67.9% 

75% 

100% 

20% 

20% 

667% 

Total 100 27.5% 264 72.5% 



 

The frequencies of occurrence and percentage have been calculated for 

each communication strategies relating to the participants’ proficiency levels (see 

table 3.1). This is done to find out the relationship between the type and 

frequency of CSs on and the proficiency  

 

Findings showed that there were 364 times in total when ESC’s members 

employed communicative strategies during four sessions of their gathering. 

Students who have good proficiency resorted to using CSs in 264 occurrences 

while students with very good proficiency used these strategies in 100 

occurrences. The results showed that participants turned to compensatory 

strategies (97.8 %) more than avoidance strategies (2.2 %) in their oral 

communication. The number of avoidance strategies occurrences (topic avoidance 

and message abandonment) was 0 for very good proficiency students and 8 for 

very good proficiency groups.  

 

  4. CONCLUSION 

The present results have revealed that students of ESC at Jambi University 

have employed various strategies to express their ideas. Each students favor 

different strategies. To convey their message the participants of the study used 

words which are less specific than the intended meaning, described the 

characteristics of an object or action, and started out talking about an object or 

action but they stopped talking when they were faced with a communication 

problem. Participants also switched to their native language, and used the old 

knowledge by translating word-for-word from their native language. They also 

tended to reword their message in easier form and tended to ask help from their 

peers as well as using meaningful gestures to solve their communicative 

problems. Furthermore, they often repeated certain items and forms as a time-

gaining device for the planning of a subsequent speech unit. They also liked to 

change the topic, and made up new words that the basic form is composed of 

words in L2.  

The frequency and percentage results found confirmed the relation 

between the learners’ proficiency level and their CS usage. This result is 

consistent with results of previous studies done on CSs especially those of 

Bialystok (1983) and Fernández Dobao (2001). The main finding of this study 

shows that the lower level students used a higher number of CSs than the more 

proficient students. 

Finally, even though this study was small scale research and its results 

cannot be generalized to other English students in Jambi University, it shows the 

importance of observing students’ communication strategies. From this study, we 

can see the problems they encounter when using the language in each of these 

stages. The participants also realized the importance of strategies that they often 



used and how to use it more effectively. This type of information may be 

important in pedagogical contexts. It is advisable to teachers involve students in 

natural setting communicative activities, daily conversation and problem-solving 

discussion. This may help students in overcoming their communication 

apprehension such as shyness fear or anxiety and help students in increasing their 

self-esteem and motivation. It is also advisable that the actual use of language and 

to getting messages across is the main attention in developing language not to 

grammatical correctness.   
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