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Communicative incompetence and
the non-fluent bilingual

NORMAN SECALOWITZ
Concordig Unicersity

AbSTIACT

This study exammned the evaluative reactions during a communication expernnent of
native speakers of English who hive moderate but non-fluent speaking abilities m
French. Subjects had 10 speak to mterlocutors in either English or French using either
a casual or formal speech register. It was found that subjects evaluated their inter-
locutor less favorably when using thesr second Yanguage if the socio-linguistic demands
of the commuuieation situation required the use of a casual rather than a formal speech
register. The reverse pattern was obsesved when subjects used their native language.
The cesults are discussed i terms of self-pereeption theory and a conumunicative compe-
tenee approach to first and second hinguage learning.

Macnamara (1973) suggests that an important feature of a language learn-
ing sitnation 1s the learner’s cognitive need to communicate particular in-
formation. Ile suggests that where this need is relatively artificial (e.g., in
the classroom) learning is less successful than where real communicative
needs are nmivolved (eg., language leaming on the street). The present
paper examines a complementary aspect of communication: the need to
fulfil the socro-lingmstic requircinents of the communicative sitaation
(Hymes, 1971; Segalowitz, in press). Specifically, the study examines the
reactions of adult bilinguals who are capable of fulfilling the cognitive re-
quirements of the conununicative situation but not the socio-linguistic
ones. 1t s hypothesized that such people may find themselves somewhat
socilby isolated from the interloentor hecause of their inability to interpret
fully the non-cognitive_soeial messages conveyed to them by means of
speceh style variation, and hecause of their inability to respond appropri-
ately by altering their owyi, speech style to meet the socio-linguistic de-
mands of the situation.

Normally, the selection of speech style is guided by the demand charac-
teristics of the communieative situation. Therefore, one can expect that
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the second language speaker will encounter difliculties if the situation re-
quires some linguistic behavior (e.g., the use of a casual rather than a
formal speech register) outside his repertoire. If, as a result, he feels un-
comfortable he may incorrectly attribute his difficulty to an external source
such as the interlocutor (Bein, 1972) rather than the true source, namely,
an inability to fulfil the socio-linguistic demands of the situation because
of poor skill with speecch style. The above reasoning led to the hypothesis
that under certain circumstances moderately skilled bilinguals will find
second language interaction with native speakers uncomfortable and will
consequently develop negutive reactions regarding second language com-
munication, including, possibly, the denigration of their interlocutors.

In this study native English-speaking Montrealers with only moderate
French language abilities were asked to interact in the laboratory with an
unseen French interlocutor who used very formal and carcful speech in
onc condition and a relatively casual and informal specch style in another.
Formal speech corresponds most closely to the classroom register with
which the subjects were familiar, while casual specch departs in certain
important ways in pronunciation from the formal code (Morin, Picard,
Pupier, & Santerve, 1974). Several recent studies have indicated that a
speaker’s selection of an appropriate or inappropriate speech stvle can
affect listeners” reactions to the speaker (Bourlus, Giles, & Lambert, in
press; Giles, Taylor, & Bourhis, 1973; Simard, Taylor, & Giles, in press).
An extrapolation of these results suggested that under some circumstances
it may normally be appropriate for interlocutors of equal social status to

~ attempt to use similar registers (to accommodate to cach other’s specch
P p

style). Thus, tlie use of a formal or casual register by the stunulus inter-
locutor was mtended to encourage’ the subject indirectly to fecl it appro-
priate to use that speech style himself. Sccondly, the topic was varied
across conditians so that cither a topic appropriate to formal speech (dis-
cussion of an_imnportant social issue) or a topic appropriate to casual
spceclx was-used (descxiption of a frightening experivnce) (see Labav,
1971). Thus. the demand characteristics of thc ecommuuicitive situation
were mampulated by ‘varying: the topic-and: speegli 6Fthe interlocutor in
order to make formal or casual speech the appropriate‘miode of response
by the sub]ect Subjects were:not told of this manipulation or given any
other indjcation this was astudy dlrectly concerned withi fortal and casual
sp(cch E'or -comparison purposes the: expenmentak‘ suibjects alsp inter-
acted \uth an Engllsh speaker. Mezrsures were taken of subjects’. fce)nugs
"about thelr pcrformancc pe}ceptloni of their interlocutors;: and -beliefs
about }l}c_ nprcsslons they conveyed to. theis m!erlomto 4lie data were
comp.lrcd to the réidtions of ¢ontrol*subjects ‘who- enlyxiistencd to these
stimulus interlGeutors.
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METHIOD

Subjects
Subjects were 32 male native speakers of English with medivn French speaking abili-

ties. Subjects were onnversity undergraduates fnvited at random from the student

lounges by a French Canadian female cesearch assistant. Freach speaking skills were
assessed post-expenmentally wm order not to make them uaduly self-conscious about
therr speaking ability dunng the actual expenmental sessions. In all, 41 subjects were
tested to obtam a sample of 32 medium ability subjects. The assessiment consisted of a
vowe companson task m whueh the subjects compared theiv ability with that of three
peerecorded Aaglophones to retell a simple story in French. These prerecorded samples
had aheady been judged by Francophones to lie at powts 2, 4, and 6 with non-over-
lapping distiibutions i the ratings on a seven paint seale ranging from cannot exprew
any idcas s Frencli ot all ta can exprovs ideas in Freneh as well av o native speaker,
Subjects mdicated whether they believed they would de worse thun, about the saine as,
or better than each of the taped Anglaphones. This imcthod praduced better predictions
of how Francophoues pudue sulyjects from recordings of thesr actual attempts to retell
a story than did the self-ratiig wethod advocated m Macnamara {(1967). In tly ex-
permuent subjpeets who rated themselves better than the worst sample but wo better than
the best (points 3 to 6 on the veale ) were mcluded in the fnal gaalysis,

Design

There were two groups of 16 subjects: speakers and listeners. Each group participated
m two Langoage conditions {native, second ) and two Style conditions (fonual, casual)
with order of presentation of the four fanguage-byv-style combinations counterbalaneed
across subjects. The use of Eoglish (E) or French (F) was always alternated and
counterbatimeed so that subjects had vither the £Fer or Fere pattern. A matched gnise
destgn (same stimuodus speaker perfoniming in both fainguages as well as both stvles)
could not he used becanse it was not possible to find bilingnals who sounded native-
like 1 two registers e both Jangidsees. The listeners group provided an alternative
method of controlling for clficts cansed by diosyacratic properties of the stimmlus
voice,

Procedure
The proceduse for speaking subjects was as follows, (1) Subjects were first told that
the experiment concerned the impressions people develop of others from verbal com-
mumeation. They were told that m the adjoining room there were an Anglophone and
a Francophone wha would tuke turss speaking on an assigned tapic: “Aa Lnportant
Sovial Issne™ or “Frghtening Experience.” (2) After cach presentation the subject
hunself was (o respond on the same topie for about two minmtes in the {nterlaentor's
language. (3) Following each presentation he was to il out the questionnaire record-
mg bus wpressions of the interaction, This procedure was to be sepeated twice with
each mterlocutor for a total of four wteractions, The listening control subjects received
the same information except for item (2). .

Subjects were enconraged to prepare a few notes before the experiment to guide
them wlen speakmg. They were penuitted to sayv the same thing in French as they said
in English.

Subjucts saw the questionaaire they were to fill out before the experiment began and
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the speuking subjects were led to belicve that their interlocutors would be filling aut
similar questionnaires ubout them. Subjects knew that everything was being recorded.

Since, In fact, the adjoining room contimned anly a research assistant with stinmlns
tapes aof the Anglophone and Francophone “interlocutors,” steps were taken to nnat-
mize the artificiality of the sitnation. Subjects were told that their microphone and the
one in the adjoining room conld not be live simultaneously (ostensibly to avod audio
feedback) and therefore it was not possible to converse with the other person. As well,
subjeets could hear the rescarch assistant pretending to talk o the non-exwtent other
person, shuffling papers, coughing, and so on, i order to convey the inpression of o
live performance. Just before the Francophoue was to speak for the first time, the be-
lingual research assistant pretended to sav to hum, in very slow and distinet Foench,
waords to the effect that “The subject m the other room is wnw Anglophone but he knows
some Freneh, You shonld however speak French as yon would normally 1« French
person.” This step was taken to avord having subjects react negativedy tawards the
Francophone for not acconmodating to the fact that French o ther second Laguagre
by using simplificd French (see Siomad, Tuylor, & Giles, inpuess |,

After the four interactions, the subjects (illed s Tanguaee background questionnue
and perfonned the self-rating binguage ability task,

Questionnaires

All qquestions were of the semantic dilferential tvpe wn which subjects marked a 100 mn
continuous line bounded by a par of adjectives or phrases. Questions answered by all
subjects concerned (1) ease of understanding the interlucntor; (2) personality pdy-
ments of the intedocntor: fneudliness, wtelligenee, caoperativeness, self-conlidence,
and patience; (3) judgiments of how the other person felt while speaking (redaved-
tense); and (4) pereaved charactenstics of the other’s specel (formal-casual, plas
distractor items not analvsed). In addition to these, speaking subjects answered ques-
tions concerning (5) thewr own feelings while speaking (rebaved=tense ); (6G) ease and
charity of therr own presentation: and (7) impression they conveyed of themselves w
the other person (friendly, wtelligent, cooperative, seH-confident, patient ).

RESULTS

Effectiveness of the Experimentad Manipulations

A post-experimental interview revealed that no subjects actually guessed
that their “interlocutors” were tape recordings or that the experimental
manipalation concerned the switch between formal and casual speech.
Secondly, the results show that subjects in the two groups fclt they under-
stood the French material and that they did so equally well. Morcover,
the experimental manipulation of speech style was correctly perceived by
subjects in all conditious as revealed in dilferential ratings between formal
and casual conditions of the taped interlocutors on the formal-casual and
relaxed-tense questions. Finally, the interactions between speaking and
listening subjects discussed below indicate that the results were not at-
tributable to idiosyncratic differences in the stimulus materials in the dif-
ferent conditions.

3
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Judgments about the Interlocutor

The result of primary interest concerns the effect of the speech style change
on the speaking subjects’ evaluations of their interlocutors. Since prelim-
mary analyses showed no significant differences between the ratings on
the five personality characteristics, these scores were averaged for each
subject to form one overall personality rating (scores were the distanccs
marked on the continuous line in millimetres from the negative end) (sce
Table 1). These grouped data were subjected to a three-way analysis of
variance with factors being Group (speakers, listeners ), Language (native,
second), and Style (formal, casual) with repeated measurces over the
Language and Style factors. The analysis yielded a significant Group X

TABLE §
Mean personality ratings of interlucutors by speikers
and listeners

Language
Nauve Second
Style Formal Casual Formal Casyal
Group
Speakers 68.7 71.5 67.6 04:8
Listeners 66.1 67 4 57 4 65.6

Note. Maxunum score {lavorable rating) = 100

Language X Style interaction effect, F (1,30) = 7.90, p < .01, indicating
that in the sccond language coudition the speaking subjects rated their
interlocutor less positively in the casual condition than in the formal con-
dition, whereas this difference was reversed when they used their native
language. This mteraction indicates that this language and style pattemn
for the speaking subjects differed significantly from the pattern for the
listening subjects who reacted more positively in the casual condition in
both languages.

Figure 1 presents this interaction in a modified form to assist interprota-
tion. The figure shows the dilferences in mean personality rating (with
the formal score subtracted from the casual score) in the native and second
language conditions for each group.

1n response to the question concerning how relaxed the stimulus speaker
appeared to be, speaking subjects reported the stimulus interlocutors to
be more relaxed than did the listening subjects (66.9 vs 56.7), I (1.30) =
6.70, p < .02. As well, all subjects perceived the interlocutor to be more
relaxed in the native language condition than in the second language con-
dition (65.7 vs 57.8), F (1,30) = 9.59, p < .005 and to be more relaxed in
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the casual than the formal condition (66.2 vs 57.3), ' (1,30) = 582,
p < .03. There were no significant interaction effects (£ < 1 in all cases).

Judgments about the Speech

Analyses of the question concerning comprehension of the stimulus ma-
terial indicated that the listening group reported slightly but significantly
better overall comprehension of the stimulus tapes than the speaking sub-
jects (1nean score of 69.0 vs 60.1), F (1,30) = 4.18, p < .05, and that, as
would be expected, comprehension was superior in the native language
condition (60.1) than in the sccond language condition (38.1) for both
groups, F (1,30) = 128.82, p < .001. Neither the Stylc factor nor any of the
interactions were significant (I" < 1 in all cases).

usterers ,

DIFFERENCE IN PERSCNALITY RATING (MM)
CASUAL MINUS FORMAL!
~

A A

NATWVE SECOND

LANGUAGE CONDITION
Flcune 1
Compuarison of the diffesences between the casual and Jormal conditions i the speaking
and listening subjects’ overall personality cvaluation of the interlucutor av a function of
lunguage used,

Separate analyses of speaking and listening subjects’ ratings in the native
and second language conditions showed that the differcnce between for-
mal and casual speech was correctly perceived (Wilcoxon two-tailed tests,
P < .02 or better in the four cases).

Subjects’ own Feelings

Two-way analyses of variance with repeated measurcs of the responses to
the questions given only to the speaking subjects revealed the following.
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" Subjects felt more relaxed speaking in the native language condition, F
(L,15) = 8.94, p < .01. However, a significant Language X Style inter-
action, F (1,15) = 6.44, p < .025, indicates that when using their native
language subjects felt relatively more relaxed in the casual condition than
i the fornmal (58.7 vs 44.9), whereas there was no difference (reversed if
anything) when using the second language (36.4 vs 374 )-

Analysis of responses to questions concerning ease of speaking yielded
a significant Language X Style interaction, F (1,15) = 8.76, p < .01. The
datu show that the speaking subjects felt it was casier to express them-
sefves m the casual condition than in the formal condition when speaking
m the native language (65.1 vs 46.5), whereas the reverse was true in
the second langnage condition (23.4 vs 33.5). A similar two-way inter-
action was found with responses to the question abaut how well subjects
thought they were understood by the interlocutor, F (L,15) = 1733, p <
001, wdicating that snbjects believed they were better understood in the
cisnal condition than in the formal condition in their native langnage
(70.0 vs 47.4) but vice versa in the sccond language condition (29.7 vs
34.3).

Finally, analysis was made of the impression subjects believed they con-
veyed to their interlocutar. Two significant Language X Style interactions
were found indicating that: (1) Subjects believed that they appeared less
mteHient n the casnal condition than in the formal condition while speak-
wig, e second language (42.0 vs 50.0) but the reverse in their native
himguage (64.1 vs 51.9), T (1,13) = 19.84, p < .001; (2) Subjects believed
they appeared slightly less self-confident in the casual condition than in
the formal condition when speaking in their sccond language (40.1 vs
43.7) but the reverse in their native linguage (47.6 vs 38.1), I (1,15) =
6.67, p < .025. As well, a significant Language clfect was found indicating
tiat subjects felt they appeared less friendly when speaking their second
kinguage (56.7) than when using their first language (60.3), F(1l15) =
5.85. p < .05, There were no other significant main effects or interactions
on vamables concerning the impressions subjects believed they conveyed
to theieinterlocutars.

DISCUSSION

The first sct of results to consider is the relative difficulty speaking subjects
expenenced in the casual second language condition compared to the
formal condition. In the casual native language conditions subjects felt
mure relaxed, believed they were better understood, and found it easier
to cxpress themselves compared to the formal native language condition,
while in the second language condition the pattern was reversed. More-
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over, subjects’ evaluations of the impression they conveyed toTheir “lis-
tener” show the same patterns of interactions. Subjects thought they ap-
peared relatively less intelligent and sclf-confidont in the casual second
language condition compared to the formal condition, whereas the pat-
tern was veversed in the native language condition. These results support
the first part of the hypothesis that moderately skilled bilinguals will ex-
perience communicative difficultics when the socie-linguistic demands of
the situation require them to nse a speech style outside their repertoire.
The most interesting result, however, concerns the comparison of the
speaking and listening subjects’ reactions to the casual-formal ditference
in the native English and second French language conditions (see Fig. 1).
In comparison to the listening subjects, speaking subjects had a dif-
ferent pattern of perceptions of thewr interlocntor across the formial-casual
and native-second conditions, This supports the hypothiesis that the speak-
ers’ pereeptions of the situation would be aflected by an inability to fullil
the socio-linguistic demands of the sitnation (heve, to speak in a more
casual manner). Bt perhaps a more interesting aspect of the data is that
the speaking subjects showed a luss positive reaction towards the inter-
locutor than the listening subjects. This result may be understood in terins
of a theory that holds that subjects misattributed the source of their feel-
ings of uncomfortableness. For exwmple. the subjects perceived their inter-
locutor in the casual condition to be speaking in a relatively relaxed and
easygoing manner about a personal oxperience. Their normal reaction m
this situation might be to accommodate their own speech style in return,
However, the French speech skills at their disposal were insullicient for
this; they were compelied to speak i the same manner in which they pon.
tificate about an fmportant social tssue. This incongruity hetween whint
was perceived to be appropriate and what they could actually do nuglit
have created some feelings of awkwardness. In fact, subjects did report
having relatively more trouble expressing themselves in the casnal condi-
tion even though when speakmg in English they reported yelatively fess
difficulty in the casual than in the formal condition. Their attributions of
failure in communication to the interfocutor can be understoud according
to Bem'’s (1972) sclf-perception theory. The, subjects perceived that they
spoke in a poor manner to the interlocutor and that they felt uncomfort.
able; and they therefore concluded that they must not have liked him. In
some respects the present results also accord with those of Luginbubl,
Crowe, and Kahpn (1975) who discuss the attribution of failure and suc-
cess in terms of factors over which people do or do not have control, such
as luck, ability, effort, and task difficulty. As in the present stady, they
found that subjects attributed failure to factors not under their control,
but in contrast to the present results they found subjects making strong
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attributions of failure to internal stable sources such as lack of ability
rathér than external variable sources (see also Weiner, Freize, Kukla,
Reed, Rest, & Rosenbaum, 1971). The present results, however, suggest
that subjects did attribute failure in communication to an external variable
factor - the interlocutor ~ but jt is not clear at the moment how one is to
explain these differences in results.

These results have several important implications. First they provide
an juteresting profile of the moderately skilled bilingual who is able to
convey basic information adequately in the second language but is unable
to haudle the socio-linguistic requirements of a situation. In the present
study, where those requirements involved the use of casual speech, the
subject perceived s interlocutor relatively unfavorably and [elt that he
himself appeared to be less intelligent and self-confident than he might
otherwise appear, There was even a sinall but significant result suggesting
speakers felt they conveyed a less friendly image of themsclves in the
second language than in the native language. Taken together, these find-
ings suggest that second language communication can be an uncomfort-
able and unpleasant experience for the moderately skilled bilingual for
reasons that have little to do with primary vocabulary, phonological, or
syntactic skills. This can have serious conscquences in a setting where
there are many different situations that require the use of the second lan-
guage as. for example, in- obtaining information on the telephone, speak-
mg, to officials and superiors, casual talk in buses and cafes, or speaking
with workinates and colleagues. Each siluation carries its own socio-
linguistic demands and, until the speaker learns how to handle them, he
may shy away from those that make him uncomfortable.

In the light of the present results it wounld also be uscful to know more
about the child’s acquisition of socio-linguistic competence with speech
variation and the role of such competence in the acquisition of other lin-
guistic skills. For example, it is possible that the young child needs to
maintain during a conversalion a certain measure of social contact with
the interlocutor for communication at other levels to be possible.. Mac-
nanara (1973) suggests something along this line when he indicates that
voung children learn first and second languages in the context of fulfilling
psychologically real communicative necds for information exchange. I am
suggesting that Macnamara’s concept of communicative need fulfilment
be extended to include the social needs inherent in the communication act.
The study of how the child acquires both cognitive and socio-linguistic
skills at the same time is not only interesting in its own right. It may also
indicate how the language leaming contexts of older language acquirers
can be improved to promote more successful second language learning,
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Etude des jugements portés par des sujets engagés dans une expérience de communica-
tion entre des sujets de langue maternelle anglase pouvam parler le francais, mals non
conramment. Les sujets ont & parler & des mterlocutenrs en anglns ou en frangais sur
un ton familier ou plutdt magistral. Les résultats montrent que les sujets portent un
jugement moins favorable sur leur intetdocuteur quand ils utilisent leur Tangue seconde
si la situation de communication esige ua ton de voix familier. L'inverse s'observe
quand les sujets ont 3 parler duns lewr Tangue maternelle. La discussion Fiit intervenic
la théorie de Ia pereeption de sor et présente une interprétation fondée sur la compé-
tence sociolinguistique dans Fapprentissage d'une lungue seconde.
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