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Abstract:

The study investigated the impact of gender on oral commu-
nication strategy (OCS) use among Sudanese EFL learners. To this
end, 219 undergraduate EFL learners (97 males and 122 females)
in three different universities (Sudan) were randomly selected as
participants. Furthermore, the OCS inventory survey was used for
data collection. The ANOVA results of the data analysis revealed
significant gender-related differences in the use of overall oral
communication strategies in favor of female learners. In addition,
female learners excelled their male peers in the use of meaning-ne-
gotiating and social-affective strategies. Male learners, on the oth-
er hand, showed greater preference for accuracy-oriented strate-
gies than did the females. The findings suggested a number of
pedagogical implications for the teaching and learning of English
for Sudanese EFL learners at the university level.
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1. Introduction

Communication is deemed to be of paramount importance in
foreign language learning for being the way learners experience
the language. If learners experience difficulties, their language
learning process may be disrupted. That being so, some learners
tend to resort to learning strategies which are “the conscious
thoughts and behaviors used by learners to help them better under-
stand, learn, and remember the target language information” (Na-
katani, 2010, p. 116). Communication strategies (CSs) are counted
amongst these strategies, and they are exploited to resolve com-
municative disruptions and reinforce interaction in the target lan-
guage (Dornyei & Scott, 1997; Tarone, 1980). However, it has
been upwards of 40 years since the first research effort in oral
communication strategy (OCS) was carried out and yet OCS re-
search is, as Skehan (1989, p. 98) points out, “still at an embryon-
ic stage”. This may be due to the extensive scope of the OCS area,
which involves not only the learners’ learning process, but also the
relationship of their learning to other learner-related variables. A
plethora of research has been conducted seeking to establish a re-
lationship between OCS use and various learner-related factors,
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such as gender (e.g. Wharton, 2000; Gavriilidou & Papanis, 2010;
Vrettou, 2011), age (e.g. Purdie & Oliver, 1999; Psaltou-Joycey
& Sougari, 2010), proficiency (e.g. Phillips, 1991; Park, 1997;
Kazamia, 2003), motivation (e.g. Ramirez, 1986; Oxford &
Nyikos, 1989), and prior learning experience (e.g. Jessner, 1999;
Bialystok, 2001; Vrettou, 2009). However, most of these studies
have almost focused on the influences of learners’ use of OCS in
English as a Second Language (ESL) context. In English as a for-
eign language (EFL) context, on the other hand, research into OCS
has been conducted in South East Asia (Rahimi et al., 20080). The
findings of these studies can hardly be applicable to EFL learning
contexts of other ethnic groups (Wharton, 2000). There is there-
fore a strong need for context-specific studies to explore the poten-
tial factors which influence learners’ choice of OCSs. There are a
good number of studies in various EFL contexts, nevertheless; it
was observed that there is a need for an investigation on oral com-
munication strategies within the context of Sudanese learners of
English as a foreign language. With these concerns, this study aims
to contribute to the existing body of literature by investigating the
effect of gender on Sudanese EFL learners’ choice of OCSs

2. Literature Review
Oral Communication Strategies

The approach adopted by Tarone, Cohen and Dumas in their
“A closer look at some interlanguage terminology” (originally)
published in 1976) is firmly rooted in the tradition of error analy-
sis: the analyst tried to account for the erroneous aspects of leaner
language and does so by explaining these as the product of various
process-level phenomena like transfer and generalization (cf. Se-
linker’s five central processes’ of L2 learning and communication,
1972). It 1s significant that communication strategies are not seen
by Tarone, Cohen and Dumas as a specific way of communicating
in IL, as is the case with later definition (as exemplified by the
subsequent three contributions). Furthermore, communication
strategies are related to the analyst’s not the leaner’s point of view:
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it is irrelevant whether a specific item produced by a learner is in
accordance with the learner’s IL system or not, as long as it is er-
roneous compared to the target norm; in this case the item would
be characterized as the product of communication strategy accord-
ing to Tarone, Cohen and Dumas. Corder (1978) observes a clear
distinction between learning strategies and communication strate-
gies, a distinction which is further discussed in our contribution
and in Tarone’s paper. According to Corder (1978), learning strat-
egies contribute to the development of IL system, whereas com-
munication strategies are used by a speaker when faced with some
difficulty to his communicative ends outrunning his communica-
tive means, in such cases, the learner can either adjust his message
to his communicative resources by adopting a risk-avoiding strat-
egy, or he can expand his communicative repertoire through a
risk-taking strategy. This characterization of communication strat-
egies is further developed in our contribution, ¢ plans and strate-
gies in foreign language communication’ in which communication
strategies are located within a general model of speech production
and defined as potentially conscious plans set up by the language
user in order to solve problems in communication. We suggest that
a definition of communication strategies will have to be based on
the research interests of the analyst and claim that the criteria of
‘problem- orientedness’ and ‘consciousness’ are relevant criteria
as seen from the perspective of FL learning and teaching.

When we look at the literature, it is clearly seen that most of
the studies focus on the definition of communication strategies and
the effects of using them. However, investigating why learners
prefer to use some specific strategies may shed light on the com-
munication breakdowns and the reasons of the problems in speak-
ing activities. With such a perspective, it can be claimed that some
individual differences have a significant effect on the use of com-
munication strategies. Based on these ideas, the present study
aimed to find out the predictors of communication strategies by
also examining the relationship between gender and OCSs.

£2024 pouwd- 21446 5,5V golr-0sdally gl sustl-dysillly duudly gl Slulyull 3 de 196




A.Elfadil Mahgoub Ibrahim

Gender and Communication strategies

Gender has been reported to be an important variable that has
an effect on learners’ choice of strategies. However, how much and
how gender influences communication strategy use is still open to
debate due to the lack of consistent research results. Studies which
have investigated the relationship between gender and L2 learners’
use of strategies have arrived at conflicting conclusions. Some re-
searchers discovered distinct gender differences in strategy use
(e.g. Oxford, 1995; Kato, 2005); while others came to the conclu-
sion that gender does not exert an influence on learners’ preference
for strategy use (e.g. Griffiths, 2003;Viriya & Sapsirin, 2014).
Even when they share the view on the impact of gender on CS
choice, there is a little consensus on how females and males differ
from each other in their strategy use.

In his study, Politzer (1983) indicated that females use social
affective strategies significantly more than males. Although the
difference was deemed to be relatively minor, the conclusion was
that it did “exist with regard to such variables as social interaction”
(p.62). Politzer’s result was corroborated by Green and Oxford
(1995), who undertook a large-scale study of strategy use among
374 learners at the University of Puerto Rico. Green and Oxford
discovered that females tended to use social and affective strate-
gies more often than males. On the contrary, in a study by Lai
(2010) involving 36 Chinese male and female EFL learners, no
significant gender differences were found in the effective use of
CSs. By and large, although contentious, a number of researchers
reported significant differences between males and females in the
use of strategies, with women’s total supremacy in frequency and
diversity of strategies.

3. Methodology
Subjects

A total of 250 learners were recruited from different three
different Sudanese universities to take part in the survey question-
naire. Thirty-one learners were excluded from the analysis, result-
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ing in a final sample of 219 learners (97 males and 122 females).
At the time of data collection, the participants had about nine years
of formal English learning experience: four years in basic educa-
tion, three years in secondary school and one year and a half at the
university level, and their age averaged at 21.2 years ranging from
19 to 23 years. The learners who took part in this study were un-
dergraduates and were in their different years of university study.
Instrument

An adapted version of Nakatani’s (2006) Oral Communica-
tion Strategy Inventory was adopted in this study. The OCSI is a
self-rating questionnaire survey consisting of 38 items. Each of
these items is an “I do...” statement (e.g. I try to speak clearly and
loudly to make myself heard) which requires the respondents to
indicate the frequency of its use on a five-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 to 5, with 1 never or almost never true of me, 2 gener-
ally not true of me, 3 somewhat never true of me, 4 generally nev-
er true of me, and 5 always or almost true of me. The adapted
OCSI questionnaire comprises 38 items grouped into nine domains
based on Nakatani’s (2006) classification scheme.
4. Data analysis

Due to its capability to handle huge volume of data and con-
duct various types of analyses, the SPSS version 16.0 was utilized
for the data analysis. Upon verifying that all of the questionnaire
responses were complete and mistake-free, they were coded and
fed into the SPSS for processing. Both descriptive and inferential
statistics were used for data analysis. The descriptive statistics,
including means, standard deviation, frequencies and percentages,
were utilized for characterization of the sample in regards to gen-
der and identification of patterns of CS use. To compare the extent
to which CSs were used, Green and Oxford (1995) defined three
levels of use based on the percentage of learners reporting high
strategy use 4 or 5 on 5-point Likert scale:
1. If %50 or more of all subjects responded 4 or 5 on 5-point

OCSI scale, the strategy was classified as frequently used
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2. If %20- %490f all subjects responded 4 or 5 on 5-point OCSI
scale, the strategy was classified as moderately used
3. Ifless than 20%of all subjects responded 4 or 5 on 5-point
OCSI scale, the strategy was classified as infrequently used

Inferential statistics applied in this study intended to test the
effect of gender on learners’ mean CS use across the entire OCSI
and in the eight categories as well as in each of the 38 OCSI items.
The inferential statistics tests used in the present research include:
One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), post hoc tests, and chi-
square tests. An important point to note here is that the minimum
level of significance predetermined for the tests applied through-
out the survey in this investigation is p <.05.
5. Results

In order to measure the effect of gender on learners’ use of
CSs, ANOVA tests were conducted to see if there were significant
differences in mean strategy use across the entire OCSI and in its
eight categories by gender. Person chi-square tests were also ap-
plied to check all items for significant variation. The ANOVA re-
sults in Table 1 indicated a statistically significant main effect for
gender (p< .004). Mean scores for males and females were 2.98
and 3.39 respectively. These figures demonstrate that females re-
ported significantly higher frequency of overall CS use than males.
Although variation by gender was significant, the two mean scores
for males and females fell between 2.5 and 3.4 (see Fig. 1), the
range which Oxford (1990) defines as medium use.
Table 1: ANOVA Results of Overall CS Use by Gender

Gender Mean | SD | Sig. | Pattern of variation
Male 298 1.08

.004 Female > Male
Female 339 1.00

W Female
2.5 2.6 27 28 29 3 3.1 3.2 3.3 3.4

Fig. 1: Means of Overal CS Use by Gender
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The ANOVA results in Table 2 demonstrated a significant re-
lationship to gender for five of the OCSI categories; namely social
affective, accuracy-oriented, message reduction, attempt to speak
in English, and non-verbal strategies. With regard to these catego-
ries, female learners reported significantly greater strategy use
than did their male counterparts except for message reduction
where male student outperformed their female peers.

Table 2: Differences in Use of CS Categories by Gender

Male Female Sjo. | Pattern
Strategy 18- of
Category | Mean | SD |Mean| SD varia-
tion
Social affec- Fe-
five (SA) 2.76 11.29| 342 | .92 |.000 “ﬁ%ﬁﬁg
Fluency- ori-
ented (FO) 3.31 |(1.11] 3.03 | 1.09 |.062|
Meaning-ne-
%\%%a ing| 3.35 | 97 | 3.57 { 99 [.100|
Accura- Fe-
cx-orlented 2.76 [1.29| 3.42 | .92 [.000 [male >
(AO) Male
Message re- Male
duction and| 357 1113| 2.93 | 1.06 |.000| > Fe-
male
MRA
Non-verbal Fe-
strategies| 2.44 |1.01| 3.50 | 1.08 [.000 |male >
(NVYS) Male
Message
abandon-| 3.11 |1.02]| 3.35 | .89 |.064|
ment (MA)
Attempt _to Fe-
speak in En-| 2.76 |1.29| 3.42 | .92 |.000|male >
glish (ASE) Male
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Looking closely at the data above, we can see thar mean-
ing-negotiating and message abandonment strategies were, al-
though not reaching statistically significant level, reportedly used
somewhat more frequently by females and fluency-oriented strat-
egies were used more often by males. One further finding demands
attention is that female learners reported using two CS categories
at a high rate of frequency: meaning-negotiating (with a mean of
3.57), and non-verbal strategies (with a mean of 3.50) and male
learners, on the other hand, used none of the CS categories at a
high rate of frequency. Such differences in the pattern of reported
use of strategies are graphically depicted in Figure. 2.

Fig. 2: Means of CS Categories Use by Gender

3.
25 4
7.
1 Males
15 -
B Females
1.
05 -
0.
SA 0] MN A0 MRA NV§ MA ASE

The Chi-square tests indicated that eight of the 38 OCSI
items, almost one-fourth of the total, were used differently by
males and females. These strategies are listed in Table 3 and shown
graphically in Figure. 3. Six of the eight items showing significant
variation by gender were more frequently used by females, where-
as two items were used more often by males.

Perusal of the data in Table 3 shows that female learners out-
performed their male counterparts by nearly three to two in use of

six strategies. These strategies belonged mostly to the categories
of social-affective (Items 1, 2, 3 and 6 with x’=14.0, 43.0, 18.4 and

f\, —
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38.4 respectively) and one strategy in each of meaning-negotiating
(Items 17 with x’= 23.6), and message abandonment categories
(Item 32 with x= 19.0).

Table 3: Items Showing Significant Variation by Gender

Strat-

o :
ItGCgI%]lS % of High Use (4 or 5) Observed x2

Female | Male
Strategies employed significantly more

frequently by female learners

32 |1 ask| 75.4 52.5 19.0
other
?eople
o help
when 1
cannot
commu-
nicate
well.

2 |l try to| 67.2 30.9 43.0
relax
when-
ever [

e e
afraid of
speak-
ing in
English

6 |I try to| 67.2 33.5 38.4
speak in
nglish
without
bein
afraid o
making
mis -
takes

£2024 pouwd- 21446 5,5V goler-09sally gl susll-dsillly dundilly Loyl Ololyull o3l doe 202




A.Elfadil Mahgoub Ibrahim

Strat-

o :
I‘[Ge%s % of High Use (4 or 5) Observed X2

Female | Male

17 |Ipayat-| 63.1 42.2 23.6
tention
tothelis-
tener’s
reaction
when |
speak in

nglish

3 |I try to| 434 21.6 18.4
enjoy
the ‘con-
versa-
tion

1 |I notice| 30.9 20.4 14.0
if I am
tense or
nervous
when 1
speak
English
Strategies employed significantly more

frequently by male learners

23 I try to| 49.1 76.2 22.6
empha-
size the
subject
and verb
of the
s en -
tence.
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Strat-

o :
I‘[Gegrgs % of High Use (4 or 5) Observed x2

Female | Male

20 |Ipayat-| 40.2 75.2 28.7
tention
to gram-
mar and
word
order
during
the con-
versa-
tion

Note: Critical value of x’=5.99 (df= 2), P <0.05

Percetage of Higch Tse
[ ] W TR o S TR o e . | ]
Ly L LR ame DL L e LA, e LRy Lo S0 D S [ o)

L)
1 Females 1 )Males
Fig. 3: Percentage of High Use of OCSI Items Showin Varia-
tion by Gender

As was mentioned earlier, there were only two strategies that male
learners reported using significantly more often than did female
learners. More precisely, male learners outperformed their female

e A
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counterparts by 27% and 35% in reporting high use of Item 23
(trying to emphasize the subject and verb of the sentence) and Item
20 (paying attention to grammar and word order during the con-
versation) respectively. The chi-square values for items 23 and 20
were much higher than the critical value (x’=22.6 and 28.7 respec-
tively). This indicates that male learners had a significant tendency
to use strategies involving analytical, logical thinking more often
than female learners.

6. Discussion

The present study aims to explore the relationship of gender
to OCS use. To start with, much research on gender-related differ-
ences has shown that females tend to use more strategies than
males (Ehrman & Oxford, 1989; Oxford & Nyikos, 1989; Green
& Oxford, 1995; Mochizuki, 1999; Peacock & Ho, 2003; Kato,
2005; Min 2012). The results of the present study bear this out,
indicating greater overall CS use by females than by males. It may
be that females are more eager to try out different tactics to en-
hance their communication ability compared to males. This expla-
nation is further supported by Platsidou and Sipitanou (2014) who
noticed that girls tended to outdo boys in self-reported scores of
“various abilities, skills and personal characteristics™ (p. 9). Tan-
nen’s (1990) remark that girls typically show greater enthusiasm
and determination in learning in order to achieve social equality
through education could partly explain why females use more
strategies than males.

In terms of the eight OCS categories, the present investiga-
tion indicated that there were statistically significant differences in
the use of social affective, accuracy-oriented, attempt to speak in
English, and non-verbal strategies by gender in favor of females.
This suggests that females can self-manage their communication
and control their emotion, attitudes and motivation better than
males and are probably more aware of what communication en-
tails. Generally, females’ supremacy over males was observed in
various OCS categories across different cultures (Mochizuki,
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1999; Peacock & Ho, 2003). On the other hand, there are some
other OCS studies that found the opposite (e.g. Tercanlioglu, 2004;
Zarei & Branch, 2013). For instance, in Zarei and Branch’s (2013)
study of Iranian university English majors, men scored significant-
ly higher than women in all communication strategies, but not in
social strategies, where both genders reported using these strate-
gies at the same level of frequency. Differences in findings could
be due to other factors that could be interrelated with gender like
social and cultural contexts and the level of English proficiency.

At the specific strategy level, females were significantly su-
perior to males in the use of 6 strategies (see Table 3) To be more
specific, the strategies which females reportedly used more than
males primarily came from the social-affective category, confirm-
ing the results for strategy categories in which they excelled. There
were also two strategies which females used far more than males:
paying attention to the listeners’ reactions and help-seeking. On
the other hand, male learners showed significantly greater use of
two accuracy-oriented strategies (Items 20 and 23). The superiori-
ty of females in the use of CSs could be attributed to social expec-
tations, attitudes and learning styles (Oxford & Ehrman, 1995).
This implies that gender cannot be studied in isolation from other
socio-cultural factors such as social status, ethnicity and religion
that “cluster together to form an individual’s self-identity at a giv-
en point in time” (Block, 2002; p.54). In other words, the social
milieu wherein L2 learners study the target language gives rise to
many expectations in the minds of parents, teachers and learners
regarding L2 learning. The prevailing beliefs in the community
about the value and worthiness of communication in the target lan-
guage also affect L2 learning, including CSs.
7. Conclusion and Implications

The current study aimed to investigate the impact of English
proficiency level on oral communication strategy use among Su-
danese learners of English as a foreign language. Since up to date,
a plethora of studies have focused on types and effects of commu-
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nication strategies in ESL contexts. Nevertheless, it is thought that
new insights can be contributed to the present body of literature
within a different context; i.e., Sudan EFL context. With some
distinctive findings, the present study yielded important results in
terms of proficiency and its correlation with OCS use.

The findings in this study suggest a number of pedagogical
implications and suggestions intended for the teaching and learn-
ing of English for Sudanese EFL learners at the university level.
These are:

1. Proficiency and Strategy Use

The findings indicate a clear linear relationship between lan-
guage proficiency and overall communication strategy (CS) use.
High-proficiency learners tend to use communication strategies
more frequently than intermediate- or low-proficiency learners.
This suggests that as learners’ proficiency improves, they become
more aware of, and more comfortable with, employing various
strategies to enhance their oral communication skills. Teachers
and curriculum developers might consider integrating strategy
training into language instruction, particularly for lower-proficien-
cy learners, to help them develop these skills earlier in their learn-
ing journey.

2. Variations in Strategy Use Across Proficiency Levels
Significant differences were found in the use of six out of
eight OCSI categories based on proficiency levels. The findings
suggest that higher proficiency is associated with a greater use of
certain strategies (e.g., fluency-oriented, accuracy-oriented, mes-
sage reduction, non-verbal strategies, and attempts to speak in En-
glish). These strategies could be seen as crucial for advancing in
language proficiency, highlighting the need to emphasize these
strategies in teaching practices, particularly for learners at lower
proficiency levels.
3. Social-affective Strategy Use among Low-Proficiency Learners
The finding that low-proficiency learners reported greater
use of social affective strategies suggests that these learners might
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rely more on strategies that involve managing their emotions, main-
taining motivation, or seeking social support to cope with their low-
er proficiency. This implies that educators should consider provid-
ing additional emotional and social support mechanisms for
low-proficiency learners, such as fostering a supportive learning
environment and encouraging peer interaction and collaboration.
4. Implications for Targeted Strategy Instruction

The variation in strategy use, especially the use of social af-
fective strategies by lower-proficiency learners and the diverse use
of specific strategies across different proficiency levels, indicates
that communication strategy instruction should not adopt a “one
size fits all” approach. Instead, it should be tailored to the specific
needs of learners based on their proficiency levels. Teachers might
consider focusing on strategies that are less frequently used by
lower-proficiency learners but are essential for language develop-
ment, such as accuracy-oriented and fluency-oriented strategies.
5. Encouraging Higher Use of Underutilized Strategies

The results showing less use of meaning-negotiating and

message abandonment strategies across all proficiency levels sug-
gest that these strategies might be underutilized or perceived as
less effective by learners. Educators might explore why these strat-
egies are less commonly used and provide explicit instruction and
practice opportunities to enhance learners’ ability to negotiate
meaning and manage communication breakdowns.
6. Designing Comprehensive Strategy Training

Given that 50% of the OCSI items showed significant varia-
tion by proficiency, it is crucial to design comprehensive strategy
training that incorporates a wide range of strategies. This would
allow learners to become familiar with a variety of strategies and
choose the most appropriate ones depending on their communica-
tion goals and context.

These implications provide valuable insights for language
educators, curriculum developers, and policy-makers to improve

language learning and teaching practices.
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