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Negotiation of meaning in conversational interactions between native speaker (NS) 
instructors and non-native speaker (NNS) learners has been considered to be conducive 
to L2 grammar acquisition in that it makes input comprehensible. The present study 
aims to show that negotiation is not limited to the provision of comprehensible input. 
To define a broader function of negotiation, (1) two additional acquisition conditions 
(i.e., comprehensible output and feedback) besides comprehensible input are taken into 
account, (2) the structure of negotiation is closely analyzed and negotiation is classified 
into NNS-initiated and NS-initiated types, and (3) negotiation of form is redefined and 
compared to negotiation of meaning. The study indicates that (1) unlike in NNS- 
initiated negotiation where comprehensible input is provided, NS-initiated negotiation 
becomes facilitative of L2 grammar acquisition by fulfilling conditions of comprehensible 
output and feedback and thus making NNSs attend to form; (2) negotiation of form can 
supplement and strengthen the roles of NS-initiated meaning negotiation both 
quantitatively and qualitatively. Studies on recasts, a type of indicator initiating 
negotiation of form, are analyzed to support those roles of negotiation of form. 

 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 
Conversation has traditionally been regarded as a device to practice grammatical 

features, which had already been learned, playing little more than a supplementary role in 
the course of grammar acquisition. However, Hatch’s two seminal works (1978a, 1978b) 
provided a new perspective to this traditional view. She argued that grammar can be not 
only practiced but acquired through conversation and the interaction involved with it. 
Since Hatch’s work, the relationship of conversational interaction with L2 grammar 
acquisition has been one of the main issues in second and foreign language acquisition 
research. In particular, negotiation of meaning in conversation between native speaker 
(NS) instructors and non-native speaker (NNS) learners has been focused on as a type of 
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interaction promoting acquisition. Research has recognized negotiation of meaning as 
being facilitatory in producing comprehensible input, which is a necessary condition for 
acquisition (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Gass & Varonis, 1985, 1994; Long, 1980, 1983a, 
1983b, 1996; Pica, 1987, 1994; Pica & Doughty 1985; Pica, Young, & Doughty, 1987; 
Varonis & Gass, 1985). 

This study aims to explore further the roles negotiation between NS instructors and NNS 
learners can play in L2 grammar acquisition and to show that negotiation is a more 
effective device than it has been thought to be. To do so, this study classifies negotiation 
into NNS-initiated and NS-initiated types, considers more acquisition conditions other than 
comprehensible input, and relates them to each form of negotiation. The study also refines 
the definition of negotiation to distinguish negotiation of meaning from that of form and 
reveals the latter to be supplementary to the former in the course of acquisition. The 
relationship between acquisition and conversation as a linguistic environment, where 
NNS-initiated negotiation takes place, is first outlined as the starting point for this study’s 
claims. 

 
 

II. CONVERSATION AND NNS-INITIATED NEGOTIATION 
OF MEANING IN L2 GRAMMAR ACQUISITION 

 
1. Conversation and Grammar Acquisition 

 
Long’s (1983b) Interaction Hypothesis has become a theoretical basis for claiming the 

leading role of conversation in second or foreign language acquisition. Long proposed that 
conversational interaction, in addition to input, is required for L2 development as it 
promotes comprehension. The Interaction Hypothesis is partly in line with Krashen’s Input 
Hypothesis (1985), which purported that comprehensible input is necessary for acquisition, 
in that both recognize the importance of comprehension. According to the Input Hypothesis, 
the degree and pace of L2 grammar acquisition depends on how much comprehensible 
input an NNS learner gets. What distinguishes the Interaction Hypothesis from the Input 
Hypothesis is how input becomes comprehensible. The Input Hypothesis claims that input 
becomes comprehensible through circumstantial and extralinguistic clues while the 
Interaction Hypothesis takes into account the possibility of conversational interaction 
making input comprehensible. 

The input an NNS gets from linguistic environments may or may not be directed to the 
NNS. In settings such as an NNS conversing with an NS, input from the NS is directed to 
the NNS. However, input from settings such as an NNS watching TV is not necessarily 
directed at the NNS. Of these two setting types, a conversation with an NS is more 
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effective in supplying comprehensible input to an NNS for at least two reasons. 
First, in an effort to enhance comprehensibility of their utterances in conversation with 

an NNS, an NS can make adjustments considering the NNS’s level of linguistic 
competence before he or she makes an utterance. These adjustments include avoiding the 
use of slang, idiomatic expressions, and jargon, and elaboration and repetition of previous 
utterances. These constitute strategies that attempt to make input to NNSs comprehensible. 
Pica et al. (1987) named input resulting from these adjustments “premodified input.” 

Second, when input is incomprehensible in the conversation, even an NNS can take 
action to make it comprehensible. One way is that an NNS can signal to an NS that the 
NS’s previous utterance has not been comprehended. Upon the NNS’s signal, the NS may 
seek to modify his or her previous utterance by taking the NNS’s level into account. This 
modification is more likely to produce comprehensible input as resulting input is better 
geared to the NNS’s level. As this modified input type is produced through the NS’s 
interaction with an NNS, it was termed “interactionally modified input” by Pica et al. 
(1987) in contrast to premodified input. Using Long’s (1980) earlier terms, premodified 
input is brought up as a result of “input modifications” and interactionally modified input is 
an outcome of “interactional modifications.” In short, more comprehensible input is 
expected in conversation as it allows NSs to make pre- and/or interactional adjustments to 
their utterances. 

 
2. NNS-initiated Negotiation of Meaning as a Provider of Comprehensible 

Input 
 
Of the two types of conversational modifications (i.e., premodification and interactional 

modification), interactional modification is distinctive in that adjustments are made 
through interaction between an NS and an NNS, while in premodification they are made 
without the NNS's involvement. The part of conversation involving interactional 
modification is called “negotiation of meaning.” Interactional modification by an NS 
occurs when an NNS gives a signal of non-understanding. This means that interactional 
modification presupposes communication breakdown. Thus, negotiation of meaning is 
defined as “interactions in which learners and their interlocutors adjust their speech 
phonologically, lexically, and morphologically to resolve difficulties in mutual understanding 
that impede the course of their communication” (Pica, 1992, p. 200). A number of studies 
proved that modification through negotiation of meaning is more effective in providing 
comprehensible input than premodification (Gass & Varonis, 1994; Loschky, 1989; Pica et 
al., 1987).  

According to Varonis and Gass (1985, p. 74), negotiation of meaning has the following 
four component sequence. 
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(a) Trigger: utterance that causes communication breakdown  
(b) Indicator: utterance that signals occurrence of communication breakdown  
(c) Response: utterance that responds to an indicator and that attempts to get over the 

breakdown  
(d) Reaction to Response: utterance that responds to a response and identifies 

whether the breakdown has been overcome or not  
 

The following example illustrates a typical structure of meaning negotiation.  
 
(1) NS:  He’s … he’s looking at the sign. 
 NNS:  Sign?  
 NS:  Uhuh, bus sign.  
 NNS:  Ah, no, he is looking at his watch.  
 NS:  Ah, another difference.  

(Sung-Soo Jang, 2002, p. 10)  
 
In (1), two interlocutors were trying to find differences between two pictures, each held 

by one interlocutor. “Sign” by the NS is a trigger as it caused a communication breakdown. 
“Sign?” by the NNS signaled that “Sign” by the NS had not been comprehended and so it 
serves as an indicator. “Bus sign” by the NS is a modification of his original utterance 
“Sign” and is intended to get over the breakdown. Thus “Bus sign” is regarded as a 
response, a stage when input is made comprehensible. “Ah, no” by the NNS shows that 
breakdown was overcome and therefore is a reaction to the response. 

Even if communication breaks down, interactional modifications cannot occur if an 
indicator is not given. Since an indicator is a signal of non-understanding, without it, the 
listener does not identify the occurrence of non-understanding and has no reason to modify 
his or her previous utterance. An indicator is a point where interlocutors start to get off the 
conversation topic and engage in negotiation to overcome non-understanding. Thus, 
indicators are components which initiate negotiation. Both an NNS and an NS can give 
indicators. According to who gives an indicator, negotiation is divided into two types, 
NNS-initiated (i.e., the indicator provider is an NNS) or NS-initiated (i.e., the indicator 
provider is an NS). As negotiation is initiated by an indicator, one cannot say that 
negotiation has occurred only with a trigger, excluding the indicator; however, an indicator 
cannot exist without a trigger. Therefore, triggers and indicators are required components 
for negotiation of meaning. 

Unlike in (1), an NS may not respond to an NNS’s indicator. Likewise, an NNS may not 
respond to an NS’s response. Thus, the components of the response and the reaction to the 
response are not required. Of the four steps, even though it is optional, the response is the 
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component where modifications are made and comprehensible input is provided. What 
needs to be noted is that, since a response answers an indicator, for comprehensible input to 
be provided by NSs, indicators should be given by NNSs. That is, only if negotiation of 
meaning is initiated by the NNSs, it enhances comprehensibility of input to NNSs. 
Therefore, negotiation of meaning should involve a response and be NNS-initiated in order 
to function as a comprehensible input provider. 

 
 

III. NS-INITIATED NEGOTIATION OF MEANING IN L2 
GRAMMAR ACQUISITION 

 
1. Conditions for Grammar Acquisition Other Than Comprehensible Input 

 
Krashen’s (1985) Input Hypothesis was criticized by a series of hypotheses aimed at 

questioning its main claim that comprehensible input is the only necessary and sufficient 
condition for grammar acquisition. They all acknowledged the necessity of comprehensible 
input but questioned its sufficiency. 

To support this criticism, conditions for grammar acquisition other than comprehensible 
input were suggested. One of the earliest was presented by Swain (1985). She surveyed a 
French immersion program in Canada. Learners in the program received enough comprehensible 
input since their comprehension level matched that of native speakers. However, their 
grammar accuracy was way behind their comprehension ability. This was ascribed to the 
fact that the learners did not have enough opportunities to speak in French. Thus, it was 
claimed that, to acquire new grammatical features, learners need to produce utterances 
containing the features to get intended messages across. Swain (1985) called those 
utterances that contain new features and are produced by learners “comprehensible output” 
in contrast to Krashen’s comprehensible input. 

Swain (1995) put forth the three functions of comprehensible output outlined below: 
 
(a) To provide learners with opportunities to utilize their own grammatical knowledge 

for meaningful communicative purposes. 
(b) To provide learners with opportunities to test hypotheses they made by checking 

whether their output is successfully communicated to native interlocutors.  
(c) To direct learners to pay attention to morphosyntactic forms as well as meaning of 

their utterances. 
 
Functions (b) and (c) emphasize that comprehensible output induces learners to attend 

directly to the grammatical form of utterances. Thus, Swain’s main claims are that 
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grammar can be acquired through attention to form as well as comprehension of meaning 
and that comprehensible output is another condition for L2 grammar acquisition, as it 
makes attention to form possible. 

Pica (1994) stated that the feedback NSs provide in conversation with NNSs is one 
condition for L2 grammar acquisition. She contended that feedback helps learners to 
advance their grammar by making them realize that there are some new grammatical 
features to learn and, as a result, leading them to attend to form. (2) shows such function of 
feedback. 

 
(2) NNS: but I didn’t know how drew so we are very confused. 
 NS:  to draw? 
 NNS: Yeah. 

(Sung-Soo Jang, 2002, p. 24) 
 
In (2), “Yeah” shows the NNS’s acknowledgement that the meaning of his original 

utterance “drew” was “to draw,” thus indicating that the NNS attended to the form of “to 
draw”, comparing it to his original utterance “drew.” The NNS may take “to draw” as a 
new form to learn. In that case, “to draw” serves as feedback inducing the learner to attend 
to the form thereby advancing his current grammatical knowledge. 

White (1991) also claimed that feedback is necessary for L2 grammar acquisition. 
According to Krashen (1985), once input is comprehensible, grammatical features related 
to the input are automatically acquired. White (1991), however, asserted that there are 
some grammatical features that are impossible to acquire even with comprehensible input. 
She took as an example differences in adverb position between English and French. 

 
(3) a.   Marie regarde souvent la télévision. 
 b.*Mary watches often television. 

    (White, 1991, p. 135) 
 
The above example shows that the placement of an adverb between a verb and its object 

is allowed in French but is not possible in English. Given that input is grammatically 
correct, utterances with an order of verb+adverb+object do not appear in English input. 
Thus, French NNS learners of English only receive the input consisting of verb+object+ 
adverb and they cannot determine from the input that verb+adverb+object is not permitted. 
On the contrary, chances are high that French learners take this incorrect English order as 
grammatical as their native language allows it. White (1991) suggested that cases like this 
require negative feedback. That is, this form of grammatical feature can only be acquired 
by having learners attend to its form and notice the gap between the L1 and the L2 through 
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feedback when they use the incorrect word order. 
 

2. NS-initiated Negotiation of Meaning as a Provider of Comprehensible 
Output and Feedback 

 
What is worth noting about comprehensible output and feedback as necessary conditions 

for L2 grammar acquisition is that they both have a different theoretical basis compared to 
comprehensible input. While comprehensible input is based upon Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, 
comprehensible output and feedback draw their value from Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis. 
Schmidt (1990, 1993, 1995) claimed that grammar acquisition is not possible without 
attention to form. It was previously mentioned that comprehensible output and feedback 
are devices to induce NNSs to attend to form. 

Example (2) shows that feedback can be provided through negotiation of meaning. In (2), 
the NNS may have taken the NS’s “to draw?” as feedback on his previous “drew.” The 
following (4) is an example where an NNS produces comprehensible output in the course 
of meaning negotiation. 

 
(4) NNS:  Er …, and, does he wear glove? 
 NS:  Uh …  clock …? What is it? 
 NNS:  Glove, uh, glove on hand. 
 NS:  Ah, glove. Yes, he does. 

(Sung-Soo Jang, 2002, p. 29)  
 
As in (1), two interlocutors were performing a task to find differences between two 

pictures in (4). Responding to the NS’s signal of the failure to understand a word in the 
NNS’s previous utterance, the NNS tried to make it more comprehensible by adding an 
associative expression “on hand” to the trigger “glove.” The NS’s second utterance “Ah, 
glove” shows that the meaning of the trigger was understood. Although a lexical item was 
negotiated, example (4) shows that negotiation of meaning provides the NNS with an 
opportunity to produce comprehensible output. As it turns out in both (2) and (4), 
negotiation of meaning can contribute to the necessary conditions of feedback and 
comprehensible output. This means that NNSs’ attention to target forms can be raised 
through negotiation of meaning. This was clearly pointed out in Long’s (1996) revised 
Interaction Hypothesis: 

 
it is proposed that environmental contributions to acquisition are mediated by 
selective attention and the learner’s developing L2 processing capacity, and 
that these resources are brought together most usefully, although not exclusively, 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Jang, Sung-Soo 

 

144 

during negotiation for meaning. Negative feedback obtained during negotiation 
work or elsewhere may be facilitative of L2 development, at least for vocabulary, 
morphology, and language-specific syntax, and essential for learning certain 
specifiable L1-L2 contrasts. (p. 414) 
 
negotiation for meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers 
interactional adjustments by the NS or more competent interlocutor, facilitates 
acquisition because it connects input, internal learner capacities, particularly 
selective attention, and output in productive ways. (pp. 451-452) 

 
When it comes to the negotiation structure, it is different with regard to its indicator 

provider, depending on whether the negotiation contributes to comprehensible output and 
feedback or to comprehensible input. Comparing (1) and (2), (1) is a case in which 
comprehensible input was provided while feedback was presented in (2). As mentioned 
above, in negotiation of meaning where comprehensible input is provided, the indicator is 
given by an NNS as seen in (1), where the indicator “sign?” was uttered by the NNS. 

Comparatively, if an indicator is given by the NS as in (2), the indicator becomes 
negative feedback on the NNS’s previous utterance because the NS’s indicator is a signal 
that the NNS’s utterance is not comprehensible and thus has problems. In some cases, the 
NS’s indicator puts the NNS in a position to produce comprehensible output as in (4). Thus, 
in negotiation of meaning where opportunities for NNSs to produce comprehensible output 
and get feedback are provided, the indicator is given by the NS. 

To summarize, which acquisition conditions negotiation of meaning contributes to 
depends on whether the indicator is uttered by an NS or an NNS. When the indicator is 
given by the NNS, negotiation is conducive to the provision of comprehensible input. On 
the other hand, it helps with regard to comprehensible output and feedback when the 
indicator is given by an NS. As a corollary, NNS-initiated negotiation enhances comprehension 
of input meaning, whereas NS-initiated negotiation increases NNSs’ level of attention to 
the form of the input from NSs and their own output. This dual function of negotiation is 
presented in the figure 1. 

 
 

IV.  NEGOTIATION OF FORM IN L2 GRAMMAR ACQUISITION  
 

1. Negotiation of Form and Its Characteristics 
 
The two negotiation types (i.e., NNS-initiated and NS-initiated) have another significant 

difference besides different acquisition conditions which each contributes to. In conversation, 
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FIGURE 1 
Dual Function of Negotiation 

 NNS-initiated negotiation of meaning 
= Device to increase provision of comprehensible input 

↓ 

Enhancement in comprehension of input meaning 

↓ 

Enhancement in L2 grammar acquisition 

 
 NS-initiated negotiation of meaning 

= Device to increase provision of feedback and comprehensible output 

↓ 

Enhancement in attention to form 

↓ 

Enhancement in L2 grammar acquisition 

 
an NS can judge the grammaticality of an NNS’s utterances, but an NNS cannot as 
precisely determine that of an NS’s. An NNS assumes that all NS’s utterances are 
grammatically well-formed. While an NS’s utterances can be ungrammatical, an NNS is 
not competent enough to detect every incorrect utterance. On the other hand, an NS is able 
to check ungrammaticality of an NNS’s utterances even when they are semantically 
comprehensible. Thus, when an NNS’s utterance is comprehensible in meaning but not 
grammatical in form, an NS can pretend that the ungrammaticality has caused non- 
understanding and then give an indicator to an NNS interlocutor as if he or she seeks to 
negotiate meaning. The following is an example where this kind of interaction takes place. 

 
(5) NNS:  What he do on the left? 
 NS:  Excuse me?  
 NNS:  What does he do the floor on the floor on the left?  
 NS:  He is coming out of the restaurant.  

(Sung-Soo Jang, 2002, p. 18) 
 
In the above dialogue, two interlocutors were doing the same task as in (1) and (4) (i.e., 

finding differences in two given pictures). The NS understood the NNS’s first utterance in 
the first place which had a wrong question structure. However, the NS pretended that the 
wrong structure led to non-understanding, which was later identified by asking the NS to 
recall with the help of its transcript, and presented the indicator “Excuse me?” Negotiation 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Jang, Sung-Soo 

 

146 

as in (5), where an NS presents an indicator triggered by an ungrammatical form of the 
NNS’s utterance rather than by non-comprehensibility of meaning, is called “negotiation of 
form.” 

To negotiate form, an indicator provider has to be able to judge grammaticality of the 
other interlocutor’s utterance. As an NNS is not fully competent in this matter, negotiation 
of form is possible only when the indicator is provided by an NS and it is all NS-initiated. 
Thus, another difference between NNS-initiated and NS-initiated negotiations is that form 
cannot be negotiated in the former while it can in the latter.  

When NSs begin negotiation of form, they should make sure that it appears as if they are 
trying to negotiate meaning so that NNSs take negotiation of form to be that of meaning. In 
(5), in response to the NS’s “Excuse me?”, the NNS modified the structure of his first 
utterance (i.e., putting the auxiliary ‘does’ in front of the verb) to comply with the norm of 
question formation. In addition, the NNS added “on the floor” to his previous utterance. As 
these measures were taken to enhance comprehensibility of his utterance, they are evidence 
showing that the NNS took the NS’s “Excuse me?” as a signal calling for clarification of 
meaning. 

The term “negotiation of form” was early used by Lyster and Ranta (1997). However, 
their definition is very different from the definition adopted in this study. To define 
negotiation of form, Lyster and Ranta (1997, pp. 46-49) classified six types of indicators. 
The following includes the adapted definition and a possible example of each type.  

 
(a) Explicit Correction: the NS’s utterance that indicates that what the NNS said was 

grammatically incorrect and provides the correct form.  
 
 NNS: He goed to school yesterday.  
 NS:  What you said is incorrect. You should say went, not goed.  
 
(b) Recasts: the NS’s utterance that reformulates all or part of the NNS’s utterance, 

minus the error.  
 
 NNS: He watching TV last night.  
 NS:  Yeah, I know. He was watching TV last night.  
 
(c) Clarification Requests: the NS’s utterance that indicates indirectly that the NNS’s 

utterance has not been comprehended.  
 
 NS:  Pardon? I don’t understand. 
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(d) Metalinguistic Feedback: the NS’s utterance in the form of comments, information, 
or questions related to the well-formedness of the NNS’s utterance, without explicitly 
providing the correct form.  

 
 NNS: He spended 10 dollars on the book.  
 NS: Is spended the past form of spend?  
 
(e) Elicitation: the NS’s utterance that induces the NNS to reformulate his or her 

utterance.  
 
 NS: How do we say that in English?  
 
(f) Repetition: the NS’s repetition, in isolation, of the NNS’s erroneous utterance 

generally with adjustment of his or her intonation so as to highlight the error.  
 
 NNS: She was cooked dinner alone.  
 NS:  Was cooked. (with rising intonation)  
 
Of the six types, Lyster and Ranta (1997) included clarification requests, metalinguistic 

feedback, elicitation, and repetition as indicators for negotiation of form, excluding explicit 
correction and recasts. These four types have a quality in common. They indicate that the 
NNS’s previous utterance has some problem without specifying what it was and are most 
likely to lead an NNS to modify his or her utterance to enhance its comprehensibility. Thus, 
chances are high that a response follows and that it takes the form of self-repair (i.e., an 
NNS’s reformulation of his or her preceding utterance). On the other hand, explicit 
correction and recasts are indicators containing a reformulated version of an NNS’s 
erroneous utterance. Given these types of indicators, an NNS does not need to try to 
reformulate his or her utterance. Therefore, a response is less likely to occur and 
self-repairs are, if any, not common in the response. All taken into account, according to 
Lyster and Ranta (1997), negotiation of form refers to negotiation with an indicator which 
does not provide the correct form and is more likely to induce an NNS’s self-repair. 

However, in this study, the criterion for negotiation of form is different. It is not whether 
the indicator contains the correct form. In fact, the determining factor here is whether 
negotiation involves the NS’s intention to use an NNS’s ungrammatical utterance as a 
trigger for negotiation. In other words, negotiation of form refers only to negotiation where 
the NS feigns the occurrence of meaning negotiation. Of the six types above, explicit 
correction, elicitation, metalinguistic feedback are those that an NS cannot use to feign 
negotiation of meaning as their focus is explicitly on form rather than on meaning. On the 
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other hand, the other three types can be used to indicate communicative breakdown. Thus, 
according to the definition and criterion adopted in this study, recasts, clarification requests 
and repetition constitute indicators for negotiation of form.  

Comprehension checks and confirmation checks, along with clarification requests have 
been regarded as typical indicators for negotiation of meaning in many studies since 
Long’s (1980) proposal. However, unlike clarification requests, those two types cannot be 
used for negotiation of form. Strictly speaking, comprehension checks occur before 
communication breaks down so they are used to prevent rather than remedy communication 
break-downs. For this reason, it is impossible for an NS to pretend occurrence of 
non-understanding with comprehension checks. With regard to confirmation checks, if they 
were used by an NS without non-understanding, then they would become either repetitions 
or recasts, included in the category of negotiation of form, depending on whether some 
change is made in them. 

To summarize, negotiation of form as adopted in this study is defined as being limited to 
a type of negotiation where (1) an indicator is given by an NS and (2) communicative 
breakdown is not actual but feigned. Only an NS can identify negotiation of form and an 
NNS still takes it as negotiation of meaning. Negotiation of form is triggered by the 
ungrammaticality of an NNS’s utterance rather than its non-comprehensibility.  

 
2. Negotiation of Form as a Means of Strengthening the Value for NS-initiated 

Negotiation of Meaning  
 
Using the definition and characteristics of negotiation of form adopted here, we see that 

negotiation of form can quantitatively and qualitatively supplement and strengthen the roles 
for NNS-initiated negotiation of meaning in L2 grammar acquisition. The quantitative aspect is 
related to comprehensible output and feedback, while the qualitative aspect links to 
acquisition of syntax. Studies on recasts are reviewed to address both aspects as they are 
the most widely researched indicator type of negotiation of form. 

 
1) Negotiation of Form as a Means of Enhancing Chances to Provide Comprehensible 

Output and Feedback in General 
 
Although comprehensible input is provided by an NS in the response of NNS-initiated 

negotiation, the NS instructor does not have direct control over its occurrence. It is because 
the response can only exist after an indicator and the occurrence of the indicator is 
determined by an NNS. In this sense, the provision of comprehensible input largely 
depends on the NNSs’ use of indicators. This is why research on the relationship between 
NNS-initiated negotiation and comprehensible input has mostly focused on clarifying 

Copyright(c) 2005 NuriMedia Co.,Ltd



Native Speaker Initiated Negotiation 

 

149 

factors that can induce indicator use by NNSs. 
According to research so far (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Long, 1980; Pica, 1987; Pica & 

Doughty, 1985), occurrences of NNS-initiated negotiation are influenced by factors such as 
task type, age, sex, and proficiency. Long (1980) showed that the task types NNSs are 
engaged in during negotiation are closely related to occurrences of NNS-initiated 
negotiation. He classified the tasks as one-way or two-way. In the one-way task type, one 
interlocutor holds all information necessary to carry out the task; however, both interlocutors 
have half the information in the two-way task type. The result was that negotiation 
occurred more frequently in the second task type. According to Long (1980), this is 
because the latter requires the interlocutors to exchange information in order to fulfill the 
task and negotiation is more likely to occur in the course of information exchange. 
Scarcella and Higa (1981) found that older NNSs initiated negotiation more often than 
younger NNSs. According to Pica, Holliday, Lewis, Berducci, and Newman (1991), 
negotiation occurred constantly regardless of NNSs’ sex when NSs were female. 
Comparatively, female NNSs engaged in negotiation more frequently than male NNSs 
when NSs were male. Gass and Varonis (1985) found that more negotiations occurred 
when NSs interacted with NNSs of higher proficiency than with less proficient NNSs. 

On the other hand, when negotiation of meaning provides opportunities and practice for 
comprehensible output and feedback (i.e., NS-initiated negotiation of meaning), the 
indicator is provided by the NS. As negotiation is initiated by an indicator, the occurrence 
of negotiation depends on NSs. For this reason, if NSs want to induce more negotiations, 
there is no need to take into account factors influencing occurrence of NS-initiated 
negotiation. Moreover, NSs can deliberately use an indicator even when there is no 
communication breakdown. If NSs are to provide more opportunities for comprehensible 
output and feedback for NNSs, all they need to do is use indicators, pretending that an 
NNS’s previous utterance has not been understood. This type of act by an NS is exactly 
what is defined as negotiation of form. So, what is clear is that negotiation of form does not 
have functions which are distinguished from those of NS-initiated negotiation of meaning. 
Negotiation of form serves as a supplementary mechanism to NS-initiated negotiation of 
meaning. That is, by making it possible for NSs to deliberately use indicators even with no 
communication breakdown, negotiation of form becomes a device to optimize the value of 
negotiation of meaning as a provider of feedback and comprehensible output. 

Numerous studies have revealed that NS teachers frequently engage in negotiation of 
form, particularly using recasts as feedback, in the classroom setting. When a recast is 
provided by an NS, the recast is juxtaposed with an NNS’s utterance. This juxtaposition 
may enhance salience of target features in the recast (Long, 1996; Long, Inagaki, & Ortega, 
1998; Saxton, 1997). In addition, recasts immediately follow NNSs’ utterances, making a 
direct contrast possible and thus adding more salience to target features (Farrar, 1990). In 
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this way, recasts can increase NNSs’ attention to target forms. Doughty (1994) observed 
recasts as the most frequent feedback, representing nearly 60% of the teacher’s feedback in 
a beginner class. A similar pattern was found in Lyster and Ranta (1997), in which over 
60% of the feedback was recasts. More recent research (Ellis, Loewen, & Basturkmen, 
1999; Havranek, 1999; Lochtman, 2000; Panova, 1999) also showed a high preference for 
recasts as feedback. 

However, with regard to how well recasts induce comprehensible output, results are 
mixed. While most studies found a low percentage of response following recasts (Izumi, 
1998; Lochtman, 2000; Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Panova, 1999), 75% of the recasts were 
responded to in Ellis et al. (1999). Two factors may account for the reason that recasts were 
not followed by responses in many cases. First, as noted earlier, recasts include a correct 
version of the NNS’s ill-formed utterance, so the NNS may not have to try to come up with 
and provide the correct form on his/her own in the response stage. Second, as many 
researchers have argued (Allwright & Bailey, 1991; Chaudron, 1977; Doughty, 1999; 
Netten, 1991), the NNS may take recasts as merely confirmation of meaning rather than as 
feedback on form. Recasts can serve both of these functions and cannot draw the NNS’s 
attention to form when they are perceived only for confirming intended meaning. Thus, it 
is important to make sure that recasts lead the NNS to attend to form and notice 
mismatches between the NNS’s interlanguage and target language in recasts. To do so, the 
use of nonverbal or other cues along with recasts has been suggested (Nicholas, Lightbown, 
& Spada, 2001). For example, Philp (2003) used a nonverbal cue by knocking on the table 
in order to increase recasts’ attention drawing function and Doughty and Varela (1998) 
employed a verbal cue of repeating the NNS’s ill-formed utterance with rising intonation. 

Philp (1999) is an attempt to see a direct relationship between recasts and attention. She 
measured degrees of attention by the extent to which NNSs recalled indicators provided by 
NSs in the form of recasts. The result was that 70% of recasts were recalled, showing that 
negotiation of form is effective in drawing attention to form when its indicators are recasts. 
Philp (2003) demonstrated that the effectiveness of recasts in drawing attention to the 
target feature is constrained by the NNS level, the recast length, and the number of changes 
made by the recast. Namely, noticing power of recasts is higher when the NNS level is 
higher and recasts are shorter and make fewer changes to the original NNS utterance. 

A number of researchers (Inagaki & Long, 1999; Long et al., 1998; Mito, 1993; Ortega 
& Long, 1997; Rabie, 1996; Richardson, 1995; Yamaguchi, 1994) investigated the 
relationship of recasts with L2 development in comparison with models (i.e., preemptive 
positive evidence). Overall results revealed better effects for recasts than models; however, 
those effects were short-term and reported in the laboratory setting. Refinements such as 
delayed posttests and a longitudinal methodology need to be made in future studies to 
address these limits (Long et al., 1998). 
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2) Negotiation of Form to Provide Comprehensible Output and Feedback on Syntax in 
Particular 
 
When an NNS fails to understand an NS’s utterance, it is usually due to the NNS’s lack 

of proficiency rather than to problems in the NS’s utterance. This is because NSs’ 
utterances are usually considered accurate in every aspect of the target language including 
vocabulary, morphology, pronunciation, and syntax. On the other hand, when an NS does 
not understand an NNS’s utterance, it is often caused by problems in the NNS utterance as 
their competence is not complete in any aspect of the target language. 

Of all aspects of language, NNSs’ incorrect use of vocabulary is most likely to cause 
miscommunication for the NSs more than any other aspect. Gass and Selinker (1994) 
presented an example showing that vocabulary has a greater determining factor in getting 
intended messages across than morphology or syntax. Example (6) is a part of a letter that 
an NNS wrote and sent to an advertiser after viewing an ad for a house sale. 

 
(6) Many times I wrote over without best answer was obtained. With that discriminate 

area, I have disjoined several forms.  
(Gass & Selinker, 1994, p. 202)  

 
“Without best answer was obtained” in the first sentence is syntactically incorrect. But it 

is not difficult to see that its intended meaning is “without receiving a good answer.” On 
the other hand, the second sentence is morphosyntactically correct but is hard to 
understand semantically. The main cause for non-understanding of the second sentence lies 
in the use of improper vocabulary such as “discriminate” and “disjoined.” 

According to Gass and Selinker (1994), the reason that vocabulary is more important 
than morphology or syntax is that morphology and syntax have more limited alternatives to 
draw upon to ascertain the intended meaning. For example, even when an NNS’s utterance 
does not maintain agreement in person between a subject and its verb or uses the wrong 
word order, there are only a limited number of possible cases with respect to personal 
agreement and word order. Therefore, chances are high that the NS will infer the NNS’s 
intended meaning by pooling his or her knowledge about the target language. However, in 
cases where an NNS uses an incorrect word, vocabulary has an almost unlimited number 
of items that can grammatically replace that word. Thus, the chances that the NS will find a 
word that could lead to an understanding of the intended message are low. 

Not only is morphosyntax less significant in conveying or comprehending meaning than 
vocabulary, but morphosyntax sometimes does not even play any role at all. In this case, 
even if improper syntactic structures or morphemes are used, utterances containing them 
do not lead to negotiation of meaning since the wrong syntax or morphology does not 
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cause communication breakdown. A case in point is Sato (1986, 1988). The subjects of her 
studies were Vietnamese NNS learners of English. Sato intended to see how the NNSs 
learn English past time markers through conversations. The results were that her subjects 
did not use past time markers and that non-use of markers did not cause communication 
breakdown. It is because the NNSs could, in most cases, refer to and understand the 
pastness of utterances through situational knowledge or conversational context. This shows 
that communication breakdown as caused by the use of wrong syntax or morphology can 
be prevented by other factors such as contextual situation; therefore, syntax and morphology 
sometimes make no contribution to getting meaning across. 

Sato’s studies are evidence that not all syntax and morphology can be the target for 
negotiation of meaning and therefore, can be acquired through negotiation of meaning. It is 
also true that as in syntax and morphology, communication breakdown caused by the use 
of the wrong vocabulary, in some cases, can be prevented in consideration of contextual 
situation. But since the scope for other alternatives is much broader with vocabulary, 
prevention of breakdown is much less likely with vocabulary than with morphology and 
syntax. 

Negotiation of meaning is a process of overcoming communication breakdown. As 
vocabulary is a more severe factor in causing communication breakdown, it is natural that 
the target for negotiation of meaning should be weighted in favor of vocabulary over 
morphosyntax. Lyster (1998) proved this by analyzing 18.3 hours of conversation between 
NSs and NNSs in a French immersion program, in which 921 grammatical errors were 
found. The errors were classified into morphosyntactical, lexical, pronunciation, and native 
language influenced errors. Of these, morphosyntactic errors were the most common with 
457 (50%) while the next most common was lexical errors with 167 (18%). However, in 
looking at the rate of errors inducing indicators and negotiation, of 457 morphosyntactic 
errors, only 257 (56%) led to negotiation while 133 (80%) of 167 lexical errors led to 
negotiation. This means that most lexical errors caused communication breakdown and, as 
a result, negotiation of meaning followed. 

What’s more, morphosyntax does not become as strong a target for comprehensible 
output as vocabulary. It is because even when the focus of NSs’ feedback given in the 
indicator of NS-initiated negotiation is on morphosyntax, NNSs often do not perceive it to 
be related to morphosyntax. This tendency was identified by Mackey, Gass, and 
McDonough (2000). They classified the NSs’ indicators with respect to grammatical areas 
and compared the degrees that the NNSs correctly perceived the grammatical areas to 
which the indicators belonged. When indicators were about vocabulary and phonology, the 
rates of correct perception were 83% and 60% respectively. But indicators about 
morphosyntax were perceived correctly only 13% of the time. Most morphosyntactic 
indicators were incorrectly perceived and mistaken for indicators concerning vocabulary or 
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pronunciation. Even some morphosyntactic indicators were not perceived as indicators at 
all. 

Considering the facts that compared with vocabulary, morphosyntax causes less severe 
communication problems and thus less frequently becomes the target for, or leads to, 
negotiation of meaning and that morphosyntactic indicators are less correctly and less 
frequently perceived, the conclusion can be drawn that negotiation of meaning is more 
effective in acquisition of vocabulary than of morphosyntax.  

For negotiation of meaning to be evenly effective across vocabulary and morphosyntax, 
morphosyntactic features should be able to be picked up for indicators as much as 
vocabulary. An effective way to make this possible is for NSs to deliberately use indicators 
for wrong morphosyntactic utterances even when they have not caused communication 
breakdown. In NS-initiated negotiation, it is the NSs that use indicators and they can judge 
the grammaticality of all NNSs’ utterances. So, in that negotiation, it is possible for NSs to 
pretend not to understand NNSs’ utterances and therefore to deliberately use indicators 
targeting morphosyntactic features. This technique is exactly what has been referred to as 
negotiation of form. As negotiation of form is still regarded as negotiation of meaning by 
NNSs, the effects of the two negotiation types are the same for NNSs.  

To be more specific, in negotiation of form, NSs can initiate negotiation at will and 
therefore are free to choose specific grammatical areas. Thus NSs deliberately and more 
frequently are capable of using negotiation of form to target morphosyntax. In this way, 
NSs make it possible for negotiation to become as effective in morphosyntax as in 
vocabulary. From the general perspective, negotiation of form helps to increase 
opportunities for comprehensible output and feedback, which NS-initiated negotiation of 
meaning allows, by deliberately adjusting and increasing frequency of indicators. From a 
narrower point of view, negotiation of form provides more opportunities for feedback and 
comprehensible output particularly involving morphosyntax, for which NS-initiated 
negotiation of meaning has a limitation; therefore, it can give balance in the roles of 
negotiation across grammatical areas.  

Even though Lyster (1998) and Mackey et al. (2000) reported the inferiority of 
morphosyntax in terms of being a negotiation target and perceived by NNSs, they also 
observed its superiority of being a target of recasts at the same time. Both studies found 
that NSs were more likely to repond with recasts to NNSs’ morphosyntactic errors than to 
other types of errors. 

When it comes to the relationship between negotiation of form involving recasts and 
acquisition of syntax, a variety of syntactic structures have been targeted using different 
types of recasts. Mackey and Philp (1998) explored the effects of intensive recasts on the 
development of English question formation and found that recasts favorably influenced 
only advanced learners. Doughty and Varela (1998) examined the effects of corrective 
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recasting (i.e., recasting with cues in the form of repeating an ill-formed utterance and 
emphasizing the target form) on the acquisition of English past-tense form and reported 
positive effects of recasting in accuracy and frequency of past-tense use. Long et al. (1998) 
showed better effects of recasts than models on the acquisition of Spanish adverb 
placement. Leeman (2000, 2003) noted that recasts present not only negative feedback but 
also positive evidence. She found that recasts positively enhance the acquisition of Spanish 
number and gender agreement and attributed these effects partly to positive evidence 
recasts offer. 

In summary, the value of negotiation of form lies in supplementing the role for 
NS-initiated negotiation of meaning in two ways. Through negotiation of form, negotiation 
occurs more frequently on a quantitative basis while, qualitatively, negotiation of form 
serves for acquisition of morphosyntax to keep balance with that of vocabulary. 

 
 

V.  CONCLUSION 
 
Research on negotiation of meaning has mainly been conducted with regard to its 

relations with input comprehension. It has been identified that negotiation of meaning is a 
good linguistic environment where input is made comprehensible and that various factors 
such as task type, age, sex, and proficiency level influence efficiency for negotiation of 
meaning in acquisition. Looking closely at the structure of negotiation, we see that roles for 
negotiation of meaning are not limited to providing comprehensible input. In fact, it is 
conducive to comprehensible input only if the indicator provider is an NNS. When the 
indicator is given by an NS, negotiation of meaning expands its roles to fulfill additional 
acquisition conditions such as comprehensible output and feedback. 

If negotiation is to help acquire a particular grammatical feature, the occurrence of 
negotiation targeting that feature should be controlled to make sure that the target feature is 
negotiated often enough to be acquired. The controller should be the indicator provider, as 
frequency and target features of indicators determine those of the whole negotiation. 

Although negotiation of meaning is a helpful device for L2 grammar acquisition, it can 
take place only when there is a communication breakdown. In negotiation of meaning, 
whether NNS-initiated or NS-initiated, indicators are only used in order to get over 
non-understanding and to reach successful communication. So indicators are not deliberately 
given when there is no communication breakdown. As a breakdown in communication is 
unexpectable, occurrence of indicators, therefore, cannot be manipulated. For these reasons, 
negotiation of meaning cannot be controlled for its frequency or particular target features. 

On the other hand, in negotiation of form, only NSs are indicator providers and thus they 
can make adjustments to the frequency and target features of indicators. So NSs can 
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deliberately increase the occurrences of negotiation and their goals need not be necessarily 
limited to successful communication. NSs, as instructors, may make such adjustments with 
specific pedagogical objectives in mind, such as targeting morphology or syntactic 
structures, of which the acquisition is less facilitated through negotiation of meaning than 
that of vocabulary. So, negotiation of form can supplement roles for negotiation of 
meaning and enhance pedagogical results in two different ways. It quantitatively adjusts 
and increases the frequency of negotiation and qualitatively makes it possible for 
negotiation to focus more on morphosyntactic form.  

The idea that NNS-initiated negotiation of meaning makes input more comprehensible 
and increases comprehension of input meaning has been claimed and proven in a number 
of studies (Doughty & Pica, 1986; Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki, 1994; Gass & Varonis, 
1985; Long 1983a, 1983b, 1985, 1996; Loschky 1994; Pica 1987, 1992, 1994; Pica & 
Doughty, 1985; Pica, Holliday, Lewis, & Morgenthaler, 1989; Pica, Lincoln-Porter, 
Paninos, & Linnell, 1996; Pica et al., 1987). Likewise, the claims that negotiation of form 
provides comprehensible output and feedback and that it increases attention to form have 
been suggested in a variety of studies (Doughty & Varela, 1998; Ellis et al., 1999; Philp, 
1999, 2003). However, as noted earlier, studies on negotiation of form in terms of its 
effectiveness of drawing attention to form through providing feedback and opportunities 
for output have been limited to negotiation of form involving recasts. Whether it is 
negotiation of meaning or of form, indicators of NS-initiated negotiation can take various 
forms as shown by Lyster and Ranta (1997). Compared with recasts, repetition and 
clarification requests as indicators for negotiation of form may be more effective in raising 
attention to form through inducing NNSs’ comprehensible output. It is because, unlike 
recasts, they do not provide a correct version of an NNS’s ill-formed utterance, which may 
push the NNS to produce comprehensible output. The effectiveness of NS-initiated 
negotiation including negotiation of form in raising attention level according to different 
types of indicators awaits more research. Through elaboration on structures and 
classifications of negotiation, and by further experimental and classroom research on its 
relation to different acquisition conditions, negotiation will be put to a more practical use 
towards L2 grammar acquisition. 
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