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Abstract 

This article first reviews and then evaluates the findings of research on Language production from the perspective of 
interaction. Meanwhile, the rich evidence that previous studies both in China and foreign countries have provided is 
summarized to show the overall effects of interaction on language output, the specific language development under 
interaction, as well as efficient grouping types by way of interaction. The major research trend on interaction is thus 
concluded. Moreover, some recommendations for future research in this field are brought forward according to the 
literature and the particular teaching and learning context in China. 
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1. Introduction 

Fluent oral language production, one of the final goals in ESL/EFL teaching and learning, is inclined to be influenced 
greatly by learning environment, ways of cognition and certain emotional factors, so it proves to be a great difficulty 
for learners to conquer (Liu, 2009). Interactional structure embedded in conversation has been one of the focuses 
aiming at solving this problem since 1980s. As mentioned in Gass (2003), focused negotiation work may lead 
learners’ attentional resources to particular “discrepancies” between their interlanguage and the target language, 
representing a stage for language learning and development for oral competence. As for the greater attention paid to 
oral language development in terms of interaction by foreign scholars, the situation in China is not so optimistic. 
Oral English level is just a reference but not obligatory in the national entrance examination. Therefore, in most 
learners’ viewpoint, to pass the English examinations does not deserve too much attention and efforts on oral English. 
Besides, in most circumstances learners are provided with few opportunities to practice oral English, so they feel 
anxious and nervous in expressing themselves in English, which directly inhibits their desire to actively participate in 
oral English practice. Meanwhile, teachers’ beliefs on oral English development have also been affected while they 
emphasize the importance of four skills in English teaching (Li, 2012). Moreover, fewer contexts of situation for 
English use except the classroom, insufficient materials for English teaching and learning in the country are possible 
reasons that hinder learners’ oral English development, which reduces the opportunities for deep research on English 
production. Fortunately communicative approach and task-based approach become more and more popular in China, 
so different types of English output as well as those situations that promote language production can serve as optimal 
conditions for in-depth research. Therefore, in this review article, the most recent work on interaction and language 
output done by foreign scholars is summarized, as well as a look at what we have achieved in this field in China, 
with an aim to arise attention on the importance of interaction and language production in language learning, and 
provide some implications for further research, thus figuring out appropriate approaches applied in promoting oral 
language competence for language learners in China.  

 

2. Review and Evaluation on Relevant Researches 

2.1 The Overall Effects of Interaction 

Recent studies have shown apparent evidence on the overall positive effects of interaction on L2 production. In their 
empirical study on the effect of interaction on nonnative speakers’ production, Gass and Varonis (1994) compared 
completing tasks with and without the opportunity for interaction. A thorough analysis of conversations between 16 
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NN-NS dyads of university students (with NNS of different L1 backgrounds) showed that the greatest effect on the 
successful completion of the task was the NNS’s opportunity for preceding interaction. The prior interaction posed a 
significant facilitating role to yield better subsequent L2 production, suggesting that interactions with opportunities 
for modifications trigger IL restructuring and enhance more target-like production, but it seems that interaction didn’t 
lead to better comprehension of NNSs by NSs. In addition, Swain & Lapkin (1998) conducted a study focusing on 
why interaction in collaborative tasks promotes L2 learning, reflecting a real classroom setting with task-based 
approach. Grade 8 French immersion students were engaged in a jigsaw task, and data from one pair’s dialogue was 
analyzed for the research questions. The result of the study confirmed the consideration: dialogue as an enactment of 
mental processes and occasions for L2 learning, reinforcing the important position that interaction stands in 
facilitating language development. Interestingly, in the study the students were allowed to use their L1 and L2 as 
tools to aid in solving some problems they encountered in the task, while in Chinese context, in most classrooms 
especially oral lessons teachers prefer not to allow learners to use their L1 but encourage them to use the target 
language to solve problems for exploring potential language development. Maybe it can be inferred from their study 
about how to appropriately draw the balance between learners’ L1 and L2 in language learning in the learning 
environment of China. Besides, the data analyzed came from two learners of high proficiency level, so the authors 
claimed for further detailed analysis of data from different proficiency levels (e.g. two low-proficiency learners) in 
order to get more about the learners’ performance, which will provide more convincing evidence for teachers to 
implement task-based interaction based on effective grouping. More evidence can also be found in what Mackey 
(1999) did in her study: a positive relationship between conversational interaction and language output has been 
confirmed. The learners who actively engaged themselves in the interaction had language output with more 
developmentally advanced structures than those who less actively engaged. 

2.2 Effects of Interaction on Specific Language Development 

Braidi (1995) reviewed several interaction studies and concluded that those studies reveal the nature of 
NS-NNS/NNS-NNS interaction, but they do not reveal the effect of interactions on grammatical development, nor do 
they consider the relationship between interactional structure and grammatical structure. So he claimed a necessary 
step to remedy the situation by examining the interaction from a more detailed grammatical perspective. An approach 
to study L2 interaction that centers on the L2 grammatical development was proposed by Braidi (1995). He focused 
on the characteristics of interaction that are relevant to grammatical development (within a UG framework), that are 
available and accessible to the learner, and that have effects on L2 grammatical development. He argued that 
interaction makes the input comprehensible to the learner, highlighting the required input for the learner. Though not 
all the learners will necessarily take up the input, the interactional structure of the input will make some language 
aspects such as structures or language points more salient or accessible to the learner somehow. He emphasized that 
interactional modifications are helpful to L2 learners since they monitor comprehensibility, and the linguistic form is 
available to the learner in the interaction as a kind of input, with which the learner has accessibility to get selective 
attention to form. By focusing on grammar with the above criteria (relevance, availability, accessibility and effect), 
he proposed that detailed information about the structural characteristics of interaction that are relevant to the 
acquisition of specific grammatical structures can be provided, thus reinforcing the facilitating effect of interaction 
on language development for the benefit of the learner. He put forward a broader view to have a closer look at the 
effect of interaction on language development, and has brought out many recommendations for further study on 
interaction such as whether the structure of negotiated interaction enhances the accessibility of particular structures 
for the learner.  

In addition, Kawaguchi and Ma’s (2012) study also attempted to probe into the effect of interaction on learners’ 
grammatical development. More comprehensive than other studies, this study began with the task-based interaction 
between traditional native-nonnative interaction (native English speakers and second language learners), as well as 
interaction between second language learners (with one group of same proficiency level and the other different). 
Corrective feedback and negotiation of meaning were taken into consideration. The study confirmed the positive 
effect of nonnative learners’ interaction with low-high proficiency for the grammar development as a result of 
different successful meaningful negotiation of meaning and uptake of corrective feedback. And it further revealed 
that traditional native-nonnative interaction may be beneficial for pronunciation and vocabulary acquisition rather 
than grammar learning. But in-depth analysis remained inadequate on how much uptake of corrective feedback 
triggered in the interaction was obtained and what were possible corresponding factors that may affect the uptake. 

Additional research also adopted the way Braidi (1995) did and focused on specific effects of interaction on L2 
production. For example, empirical support from Mackey and Philp’s (1998) study indicated the positive effects of 
recasts generated in the interaction on the acquisition of certain syntactic structures by adult L2 learners. The study 
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investigated the effects of negotiated interaction on the production and development of question forms in an ESL 
context. Two of interactional features “recast” and the learners’ immediate response are the focus of the study. The 
relationship between recasts in conversational interaction and short-term second language development was explored 
by comparing groups of learners who received interactionally modified input with learners who received the same 
input containing intensive recasts. 35 adult ESL learners from beginner and lower intermediate intensive English 
language classes in Sydney participated in the study, and completed “spot the difference” task and story completion 
task. They aged from 15-30 and were of mixed L1 backgrounds. The NSs were the two researchers and three project 
research assistants. The result of the study reinforced the positive effect of interaction on learners’ output through the 
provision of extensive recasts within the interaction. On the other hand, the study suggested that recasts may be used 
evenly by some learners, but no reason that why some but not all the learners used recasts, nor explanation on the 
factors that may influence their decisions has been provided in the study. In addition, the study just showed the 
short-term effect of recasts triggered in interaction, longitudinal study on the long-term effect of interaction on 
language output is needed in the future research. From the similar perspective, Philp’s (2003) study investigated the 
extent to which learners may notice native speakers’ reformulations of their IL grammar in the context of dyadic 
task-based interaction. NS-NNS pairs were formed for the 33 (17-30 years of age and various L1 backgrounds) adult 
ESL learners to work on oral communication tasks. Results indicated that learners noticed over 60-70% of recasts, 
but there was no further analysis on possible reasons of noticing and non-noticing of the recasts, nor did we know the 
benefits of those noticing on subsequent oral language development.  

From the similar perspective, some research has also highlighted the retention that “pushed output” by interaction 
may have on learners’ language development. Nobuyoshi and Ellis (1993) conducted a small-scale pilot study. Each 
learner (six participants) performed with the researcher in two-way information tasks. The three experimental 
participants experienced “focused meaning negotiation”, in which the researcher posed a clarification request when 
an utterance with a past tense error occurred in the participant’s utterance; while the other three control participants 
experienced “unfocused meaning negotiation” (i.e. negotiation took place when a genuine communication problem 
arose). One week later, the repeated information-gap task (this time without a special focus on past tense) with the 
two groups of participants showed that two of the three experimental participants improved past tense use as a result 
of the clarification request and maintained the improvement one week later. Their findings made it clear that pushed 
output by way of interaction may get learners to gain more control over target language structures that they’ve 
already acquired, and it will bring in a long-term effect if learners are pushed to produce more comprehensible output, 
but not necessarily for all learners. That means that several factors are worthy to be explored in affecting language 
production in the interaction process. 

2.3 Effects of Interaction in Terms of Grouping Type 

The studies mentioned previously are focusing on the interaction between language learners. In comparison, 
Musumeci (1996) probed into the effects of interaction in teacher-learner negotiation. The study had a look at 
teacher-student exchanges in three content-based language classrooms. The results showed that in the three classes, 
the three participating native Italian teachers dominated the class and spoke most of the time. Teacher-initiated 
message exchanges exceeded student-initiated ones and more surprisingly, negotiation that led to modified output for 
language learners did not occur in this content-based setting, which does not echo those findings in which interaction 
has positive effects on learners’ language output. As Musumeci (1996) has mentioned, several factors played crucial 
roles in the final result: such as the small sample size of teachers (three teachers in the study), affective variables in 
L2 learning, power relations between teachers and learners, and so on. In other words, how to feasibly promote more 
interacted negotiation in the task-based activities still poses challenges for teachers.  

By comparing peer-peer and teacher-pupil interactions, Van den Branden (1997) conducted a quasi-experimental 
study with an aim to investigate the effects of types of negotiation on learners’ output. The participants in the study 
were three groups of 16 child learners of Dutch (NS and NNS). They were asked to participate in a communicative 
activity: to orally describe a series of pictures to a partner. On the whole, the results indicated that the type of 
feedback the participants received in the interaction (both peer interaction and teacher-pupil interaction) resulted in 
modified output; negotiations triggered during the interaction had significant delayed effects on the learners’ output: 
in a post-test with the same communicative task, the language learners who had experienced the preceding process of 
negotiations with pushed output, produced a greater quantity of output with a greater range of vocabulary and more 
essential information, but with no significant improvement in syntactic complexity or grammatical correctness. Most 
importantly, the researcher found that compared with teacher-learner interaction, the learners in peer interaction paid 
much more attention to organization of negotiation of content to complete the task, while in teacher-pupil interaction 
the pupil benefited a lot from the opportunity that generated interactional modified output for language learning. And 



www.sciedu.ca/wjel World Journal of English Language Vol. 4, No. 3; 2014 

Published by Sciedu Press                         41                          ISSN 1925-0703  E-ISSN 1925-0711 

negotiation of form only occurred in the teacher-pupil interaction. The study has provided a clear indication of the 
potential effects of negotiation on language acquisition, but with no measure of it. Besides, the study provided no 
empirical evidence for the effects of negotiation on subsequent language output.  

The similar result was gained in Han Qin, et al. (2013)’ study with 188 students in a 16 weeks’ thinking intervention 
program: in group member construction, members of different proficiency levels may play a significant role in 
learning; moreover, from the perspective of task level interference, the study showed that task difficulty had less 
effect on the peer-interaction. Significantly, the new finding was that higher peer-interaction ability proved to 
enhance learners’ higher creative problem-finding ability, which leaves much room for further research on 
relationship between interaction and learners’ cognitive process in language learning.   

2.4 Summary 

As is shown in the above studies, the major trend of the studies concerning interaction is from the overall effects of 
interaction (Gass &Varonis, 1994; Mackey, 1999; Li, 2012; Bagheri et al, 2012; etc) to some specific language 
development such as grammatical development (Braidi, 1995), recasts (Philp, 2003), task types and grouping in 
interaction (Kawaguchi & Ma, 2012). Participants were among college students, with only a few with middle school 
students (Hu, 2012). In general, these above findings mainly were obtained in communicative tasks and oral 
language output has gained much emphasis. From quite different perspective, a few researchers have expanded their 
vision and paid attention to other forms of language output. Baleghizadeh (2010) examined the impact of peer 
interaction on an editing activity, focusing on written language output; and Behjat (2011) testified the feasibility of 
interaction in reading activities and focused on reading comprehension ability under interaction, which offers more 
evidence as well as perspectives in researching effects of interaction on language output.  

In summary, researches focusing on interaction in ESL/EFL environment adopted similar methods: classroom 
settings with task-based approach, involving two major grouping types (learner-learner interaction and 
learner-teacher interaction), as well as comparison among group members of different proficiency levels.  Moreover, 
the following issues have been covered: the overall positive effects of interaction on language output, the existence 
of interactional modifications in NS-NNS/NNS-NNS interactions, the discourse features that affect the subsequent 
occurrence of interactional modifications, as well as the relation between different types of interaction and L2 
development. As is shown in the above studies, more issues, such as the cognitive process of learners in the 
interaction, affective variables of both teachers and learners, longitudinal effect of interaction on language 
development both in oral and written output and so on, should gain emphasis in further research.    

 

3. Implications for the Trend of Further Research 

From the review we can see that a growing body of research have driven their focus on effect of interaction on 
language production and made great contribution to this field, but there are still areas less touched. With regard to 
what have been done in the literature, together with particular ESL/EFL learning and teaching situation in China, the 
following aspects can be taken as references in future research: 

1) From a more general frame, teachers’ and students’ beliefs on interaction should gain priority in performing tasks 
since beliefs may be of the major effects affecting their action and decisions in learning environment; 

2) More studies are needed to show both learners and teachers’ perception on interaction in different learning stages. 
Being acquainted with the perception will guide appropriate adjustment of teaching approaches; 

3) Learners’ cognitive process in language learning is more complex and may affect their choice of learning 
strategies and learning outcome, therefore, it should be taken into consideration when they are involved in different 
situations of interaction; 

4) Much attention is needed to focus on learners’ uptake immediate after interaction and the long-term effect on their 
L2 language development; 

5) Task types and grouping methods may be possible factors that affect interaction, which may lead to different 
effects of interaction on language production, so they need more empirical evidence; 

6) In China, learners of minority nationalities such as Mongolian have special English learning experience, with 
Mongolian their mother tongue, Chinese second language and English a foreign one. Their language learning process 
proved to be more complicated and has much room for exploration with view to language production. 

In fact, Vygostky emphasized that the effective learning results from interaction with people with different levels of 
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skill and knowledge, and learners perform better with others in language learning than they can do without assistance 
(Shrum & Glison, 2003), so with interaction gaining more and more attention in language learning and research, 
more empirical studies are needed to testify the effectiveness for ESL/EFL learners and explore efficient ways 
appropriate for enhancing oral competence development for learners in China. 
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