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 Abstract 

This article reports on a study of interaction amid beginners with the use of 

the technological resource WhatsApp. Its major objective was to analyze 

online oral negotiated interaction characteristics, using mainly WhatsApp 

audio-recorded messages, but also multimodal interaction (text, images, 

GIFs, emoticons, etc.). It was a qualitative, interpretive, and exploratory case 

study applied to 33 participants from a public technical school in Brazil, in 

which participants were in the first year of High School. The analysis 

revealed that negotiated interaction was the main component of interaction, 

although in a different sense if related to the theoretical framework held in 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Therefore, this study added a 

discussion on interaction in SLA, which considered the peculiarities of the 

online oral negotiated interaction among beginner learners of English using 

WhatsApp. The interpretive findings discussed in this article may enlighten 

pedagogical practices in SLA as well as broaden possibilities in terms of 

activities development to work on online oral interaction amongst beginners, 

with the aid of technological resources. Finally, this study may serve the 

purpose of promoting reflections on SLA theories about interaction. 

Keywords: Brazil EFL, English beginners, meaning negotiation, online oral 

negotiated interaction, WhatsApp EFL interaction, WhatsApp audio-

recorded messages 
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1. Introduction   

Interaction through technological resources represents a way of supporting learners with broader opportunities to 

practice the target language (Thomas, Reinders, & Warschauer, 2014), especially in an English as a foreign language 

(EFL) context, such as Brazil. However, interacting online may differ from the traditional face-to-face encounter 

(Hampel & Stickler, 2012; Jones, Murphy, & Holland, 2015; Verjano, 2013; Yanguas, 2010). In addition to that, it is 

also essential to consider that the affordances of each technological resource (e.g. Skype, WhatsApp, Facebook, Google 

Hangouts) may play a role on the interaction characteristics.  

Communication through oral interaction is inherent to social relations. In this sense, people learn languages to interact 

with others and the world itself, which would make oral interaction, again through language, a key to live in this world. 

In agreement with the need for oral interaction, this study added a technological resource to go hand in hand with that, 

consequently having online oral interaction as its paramount focus of analysis. Additionally, the current situation of 

English language teaching and learning in most contexts of the Brazilian educational scenario is in need of having 

more oral interaction development for our learners. To illustrate that, we can think of the national parameters that 

guide the teaching of languages in Brazil (PCNs, 2000), in which the reading skills gained more emphasis if compared 

to the other skills – speaking, listening and writing. However, we took into consideration that Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA) has long stated that oral interaction is essential for language learning. Therefore, this study aimed 

at addressing that need by analyzing ways possible to promote more oral interaction opportunities for our learners.  

Furthermore, some Brazilian scholars, such as Cunha (2016), Lima (2009, 2014), Miccoli and Cunha (2016), and 

Oliveira (2014) hold that the prevailing characteristics of English language teaching in Brazilian regular schools  have 

long been: (a) teacher-centered classes held in Portuguese; (b) grammar rules memorization as the major approach; 

(c) learners allowed few or, most of all, no opportunities for speaking or interacting orally in English; and (d) the 

speaking and listening skills are mostly left aside. Because of that, the results of this study may contribute to reflections 

in the sense of promoting oral interaction for our learners with the aid of technological resources, such as the app 

WhatsApp. 

In consideration of the above mentioned, this study aimed to point to a perspective into English pedagogy through the 

unveiling of online oral interaction characteristics, using WhatsApp. By working with an app that is already typical 

among learners in Brazil, teachers may foster students’ abilities with online interaction, granting opportunities for the 

target language development. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem and Theoretical Support 

In Brazil, most English teaching and learning tend to focus on reading and grammar (Cunha, 2016; Lima, 2009, 2014; 

Micolli & Cunha, 2016; Oliveira, 2014). However, research results advocate that for learning a language to 

communicate, it is essential to develop the basic four skills – reading, writing, listening, and speaking (Menezes, 2010, 

2013, 2018). In this sense, this investigation focused on trying to unveil possibilities of working on the speaking and 

listening skills of beginner learners of English.  

For that reason, the theoretical framework that grounded this study was mainly based on SLA theories on interaction 

(Compernolle, 2015; Ellis, 1991, 1999; Long, 1981, 1996; among others), particularly concerning negotiation of 

meaning (Jungmi, 2003; Smith, 2003; Varonis & Gass, 1985). In addition, this study looked at interaction 

characteristics from a socio-interactionist point of view (Chapelle, 2003; Compernolle, 2015; Ellis, 1999), in which a 

holistic perspective of the interactional context was taken into account for the interpretation and analysis of the data 

collected.  

In the same line, considerations from Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) studies carried out worldwide 

were also enlightening the understanding of technological resources role for language learning, especially regarding 

online interaction (Blake, 2005, 2008; Bower & Kawaguchi, 2011; Fernández-García & Martínez-Arbelaiz, 2002; 

Hampel, 2012; Kenning, 2010; Kern, 1995; Smith, 2003; Stickler, 2016; Verjano, 2013; Warschauer, 1996; Yanguas, 

2010; among others). In the Brazilian context, some studies were indeed insightful for this research. As examples, we 

found studies related to the use of WhatsApp for general pedagogical purposes (Oliveira et al., 2014; Rodrigues, 2016), 

for language learning purposes (Castrillo et al., 2014; Castrillo et al., 2015; Severo, 2017) and the analysis of 

WhatsApp chat as a genre also related to language learning (Leite & Silva, 2015). 

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

29
25

2/
ijr

ee
.5

.3
.4

0 
] 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 m

ai
l.i

jr
ee

on
lin

e.
co

m
 o

n 
20

25
-0

7-
13

 ]
 

                             2 / 21

http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijree.5.3.40
https://mail.ijreeonline.com/article-1-409-en.html


Salbego and Tumolo  International Journal of Research in English Education  (2020) 5:3                     42 

 

 Website: www.ijreeonline.com, Email: info@ijreeonline.com                       Volume 5, Number 3, September 2020 

The app WhatsApp was selected due to its popularity among language learners and researchers in the Brazilian context 

and worldwide (Amry, 2014; Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014; Castrillo, Martín-Monje, Bárcena, 2014, 2015; Kaieski, 

Grings, & Fetter, 2015; Leite & Silva, 2015; Plana, Gimeno, Appel & Figueras, 2013; Rambe & Bere, 2013; Souza, 

2015). Added to that, the easy and free access make this app a ubiquitous resource in learners’ lives, especially 

regarding the participants of this study. Most especially, it was selected for this study because learners can use it to 

practice the target language orally by voice chat, also in the form of audio-recorded messages. Indeed, the voice chat 

was the main source of data collection in this investigation. 

1.2 Research Questions 

Bearing that in mind, this study examines elements that describe characteristics of online oral interaction among 

beginner learners of English, specifically using the app WhatsApp. To pursue the goals of this study, the following 

research questions were formulated: 

a. What are some characteristics of online oral audio-recorded negotiated interaction among beginner learners 

of English, considering the affordances of WhatsApp? 

b. How did the affordances of the app WhatsApp play a role in the negotiated interaction characteristics of 

beginner learners of English, considering existing negotiation of meaning models? 

c. Which communication resources – multimodal (textual, visual, & aural) – were used by the participants to 

assist their oral interaction online on WhatsApp and how they may have interplayed with the interaction? 

In consideration of the aforementioned, the results of this study may point to different perspectives into English 

pedagogy through the unveiling of online oral interaction characteristics, using the app WhatsApp among beginner 

learners of English. By working with an app that is already familiar among learners in Brazil, teachers may foster 

students’ abilities with online interaction, providing opportunities for the target language development.  

2. Review of the Literature 

2.1 Interaction in SLA 

In SLA, interaction has been seen as fundamental for L2 learning. In fact, research has demonstrated that language 

development may result from interaction. In this regard, Long (1981) proposed the Interaction Hypothesis after 

analyzing native-speakers (henceforth NS) interacting orally with native and non-native speakers (henceforth NNS) 

of multiple languages in his doctoral dissertation. The author investigated how oral interaction happened and how it 

could benefit language learning. 

Hatch (1978) has also been recognized as one of the pioneers investigating interaction for language learning. The 

author holds that interaction may lead to development in language learning. To support that, the author investigated 

first language learning amidst children and confirmed her claim. For Hatch, interaction was used as a synonym for 

conversation, meaning verbal oral interaction, that is, people talking to each other. In addition, a language learner uses 

resources similar to the ones children use when interacting orally. For instance, repetition, repair, rephrasing, 

clarification, comprehension requests, and confirmation checks are among them, named ‘interactional adjustments’ 

by Long (1981). Hatch (1978) concluded that more research in the area was necessary for further understanding how 

interaction happens in language learning in particular.  

Based on the aforementioned assertions, Long (1981) further investigated Hatch’s (1978) proposal. In his doctoral 

dissertation, the author pointed out that negotiation of meaning was a key element that interaction entails (Mitchell & 

Myles, 2004). In another publication that furthers the discussion on the topic, Long (1996) defined that: 

[N]egotiation for meaning, 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. (p. 451-452) 

To state the assumptions of the Interaction Hypothesis, Long investigated two different dyads interacting: NSs x NSs 

and NSs x NNSs. As a result, the author identified that the pairs NSs x NNSs negotiated more meanings through 

interactional adjustments, such as repetitions, confirmation checks, repairs, comprehension requests, and clarifying 

requests. In this sense, interactional adjustments refer to resources used to indicate that interactants are trying to 

communicate and understand each other by negotiating meanings. In fact, Long (1996) developed his rationale on his 

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

29
25

2/
ijr

ee
.5

.3
.4

0 
] 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 m

ai
l.i

jr
ee

on
lin

e.
co

m
 o

n 
20

25
-0

7-
13

 ]
 

                             3 / 21

http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijree.5.3.40
https://mail.ijreeonline.com/article-1-409-en.html


Salbego and Tumolo  International Journal of Research in English Education  (2020) 5:3                     43 

 

 Website: www.ijreeonline.com, Email: info@ijreeonline.com                       Volume 5, Number 3, September 2020 

initial proposal and stated that negotiation of meaning happens through interaction in a way that interactants may 

notice problems in their communication, which allows for an allusion to the Noticing Hypothesis by Schmidt (1990). 

The author claimed that noticing may help learners to enhance learning or correct what they already know. In addition, 

the author emphasized that, in a language classroom context, interaction should be fostered through designed activities 

that stimulate interaction through negotiation of meaning. 

Long (1996) identified that there are more modifications in the language produced as output than in the input of NSs. 

In other words, just by receiving input learners may develop their language skills, but trying to produce language 

through interaction may be more beneficial. For the author, input is necessary, but it is interaction and the use of input 

that is paramount for language learning. Therefore, this assumption allows an allusion to the Output Hypothesis 

(Swain, 1985, 1995) and, in this sense, negotiation of meaning represents the core of interactional adjustments. 

2.2 Interaction through Negotiation of Meaning 

Interaction can be beneficial for language learning since it entails negotiation of meaning. Long (1981) supported that 

it is interaction that has the potential to foster language learning. Long (1996) defined it as:   

[T]he process in which, in an effort to communicate, learners and competent speakers provide and interpret signals of 

their own and their interlocutor’s perceived comprehension, thus provoking adjustments to linguistic form, 

conversational structure, message content, or all three, until an acceptable level of understanding is achieved. (p. 448) 

For Long (1996), negotiation of meaning includes adjustments by the interactants to understand each other and to 

make themselves comprehended by their interlocutors. These adjustments could be in terms of linguistic form, 

conversational structure, message content, or all three together. Negotiation of meaning may result in negotiated 

interaction (Long, 1981, 1996), which means that the interactants made adjustments to linguistic form, conversational 

structure, message content, or all three, in order to understand their interlocutors or to be understood. As research on 

the topic developed, scholars explained that these adjustments resulted from language breakdowns, referring to 

language non-understandings that need to be solved for the interaction to continue (Bower & Kawaguchi, 2011; Ellis, 

1999; Foster & Ohta, 2005; Gass & Selinker, 1994; Long, 1996; Mackey, 2007; Mackey et al., 2000). 

Long (1996) claims that negotiation of meaning is triggered when a breakdown in communication occurs in 

conversation, leading to a modified utterance either from the L2 learner or their interlocutor. The author describes 

negotiation of meaning as a “communicative trouble” that “can lead learners to recognize that a linguistic problem 

exists, switch their attentional focus from message to form, identify the problem and notice the needed item in the 

input” (Long, 1996, p. 425).  In these negotiations, problem utterances are checked, repeated, clarified, or modified in 

some way (lexically, phonologically, morpho-syntactically). These negotiations provide learners with negative 

evidence about their own output, and push them to modify it to make it more comprehensible and more target-like 

(Swain, 1985).  

Most negotiation routines identified in research are lexical (Bower & Kawaguchi, 2011; Shekary & Tahirian, 2006; 

Yanguas, 2010), that is, usually an unknown term appears and the flow of interaction is paused to resolve it as a 

language breakdown.  Moreover, Jungmi (2003) claims that in NNS x NNS interaction, a participant who has an 

ability to control, initiate, and end negotiation of meaning is more involved in the conversation by trying to make it 

move smoothly and in a mutually comprehensible way. 

In line with that, Ellis (1991, p. 37) stated that learner production resulting from the “attempt to negotiate meaning 

can facilitate the process of integrating new features into their interlanguage.” Recognizing the importance of noticing 

and comparisons in negotiated interactions for acquisition, the author claimed that learners compare what they know 

or do not know while receiving modified input resulted from negotiated interaction. 

During the initial discussions on negotiation of meaning in interaction, Varonis and Gass (1985) developed a model 

to describe the phenomenon. They defined that there are two main phases in the model: the Trigger and the Resolution 

phases. In the Trigger phase, there is the presentation of the problem, which is represented by the language breakdown, 

also known as language misunderstanding (Ellis, 1991). Then, a signal by the hearer is provided, which may be a 

sound or sentence signalling the incomprehension. With that, it is possible to identify the need for negotiation of 

meaning being indicated by one of the interactants. That explains why the authors also name this phase as Indicator. 

In the sequence, the Resolution phase comes after the Trigger or Indicator phase to convey the resolution to the 

communication problem, which is resolved with the Response by the speaker and the Reaction by the hearer. 
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Smith (2003) expanded Varonis and Gass’ (1985) model by adding two other phases: the Split negotiation routine and 

the Reconfirmation phase. In the Split negotiation routines, learners continue the conversation without providing clues 

or even resolving the communication non-understandings that require meaning negotiation. However, they may come 

back to that later during the interaction. This would characterize a Split negotiation routine, which is ‘split’ because it 

happens in parts, instead of an uninterrupted continuum. Additionally, the Reconfirmation phase happens when a 

response by the speaker is reconfirmed to assure understanding.  

Following the same rationale of Smith’s (2003), Jungmi (2003) carried out a study on online interaction based on 

Varonis and Gass’ (1985) model for negotiation of meaning. The author proposed two main additional phases: the 

Pushdown and Pop phases. The Pushdown phase refers to when the negotiation of meaning starts happening, that is, 

the horizontal flow of the conversation is pushed down. The other addition to the model, the Pop phase, describes the 

situation when the interaction returns to a normal state, that is, a state without interruptions. That happens when 

interactants continue discussing the topic that they were talking about before the pushdown came to the fore. Jungmi 

(2003) explains that, while Varonis and Gass’ (1985) Negotiation of Meaning Model has two main phases, the Trigger 

and the Resolution, the model proposed by Jungmi (2003) has five phases: Pushdown, Feedback, Reaction, 

Reinforcement, and Pop. Some of these phases can be compared to Varonis and Gass’ (1985) model; however, Jungmi 

renamed them to address the specificities attributed to the terms used.  

As for this study, a combination of the models presented is used (Jungmi, 2003; Smith, 2003; Varonis & Gass, 1985) 

in order to have a more thorough analysis of the online oral interaction characteristics among beginners, with the use 

of the app WhatsApp. Besides that, this study considers that a combination of models may fit more appropriately its 

characteristics because the phases firstly proposed by Varonis and Gass (1985) may not be able to account for the 

holistic characteristics of online interaction. Thus, the combination uses Varonis and Gass’ as well as Smith’s and 

Jungmi’s models.  

2.3 Interaction on WhatsApp 

Considering research that involved WhatsApp for general educational perspectives, a bibliographical study by 

Rodrigues (2016) presents a review from 2013 to 2016 concerning topics that have been studied using the application 

WhatsApp for pedagogical purposes in different areas of knowledge, specifically in the Brazilian context. The author 

presents article titles and a brief comment on each one of them. The results point to both negative and positive aspects 

in relation to the use of WhatsApp for pedagogical reasons. Some of the studies (Rodrigues, 2016) presented are 

discussed in this section, added to other relevant investigation that are connected to the objective of this article. 

Oliveira et al. (2014) presented positive results from a study that aimed to analyze the use of WhatsApp as a formal 

environment for language learning. The authors highlighted the development of learner autonomy since the 

participants could decide when, where, and how to act in the learning environment, not necessarily being at the 

educational context at the time. Additionally, other advantages found in the study were related to portability and 

mobility since the participants had easy access to the WhatsApp group to carry out the proposed activities or participate 

in the group discussions.  

Concerning the more specific objectives related to online interaction to language learning, Castrillo et al. (2014) 

analyzed online written interaction through WhatsApp. More specifically, the authors investigated negotiation of 

meaning among beginner learners of German who were Spanish native speakers. Based on previous studies, the 

authors identified three main discourse functions that were: a) social interaction (greetings and farewells); b) on-task 

negotiating meaning; and c) off-task conversations. In each type of discourse functions, the authors analyzed 

negotiation of meaning, emphasizing error correction and feedback (clarification requests, confirmation, and 

repetition). Among the main findings, they showed that students improved their meaning negotiation skills and 

reduced the number of mistakes (lexical, morphological, and syntactic). Also, they described the activity as suitable 

for beginners and they indicated that it represented a way of substituting the usual error correction and feedback 

provided by the teacher to more subtle forms of eliciting students’ awareness.  

Also referring to language learning, Severo (2017) analyzed how the process of learning was mediated as students 

chatted on the app WhatsApp as part of their class activities. The author analyzed students’ production on the chat 

application, focusing on how they scaffolded each other, noticed gaps (Swain, 1985, 1995), and negotiated meaning 

(Long, 1981), while interacting online for learning English. The author found that the app WhatsApp could be an 
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effective resource to engage students in producing language since students tested hypothesis, noticed gaps in their 

knowledge and resorted to metatalk to interact.  

Still regarding language learning, there have been other studies dedicated to the understanding of potential uses of 

WhatsApp for pedagogical purposes (Aragão, 2017; Aragão & Lemos, 2017; Fonte & Caiado, 2014; Susilo, 2014). 

Aragão (2017) and Aragão and Lemos (2017) studied teachers’ perceptions on the use of WhatsApp for oral interaction 

in English.  The results pointed to the fact that participants were more willing to interact through the app than F2F, 

except when they had to record their voices for feeling more insecure.  

Fonte and Caiado (2014) and Susilo (2014) analyzed communication on the app seen as discourse. They looked at 

aspects such as visual and textual elements, specially concerning how the use of WhatsApp may benefit language 

learning. While Fonte and Caiado (2015) centered their study specifically on multimodal discursive practices used in 

WhatsApp communication, Susilo (2016) focused on students’ discursive participation through virtual ethnography. 

Results from both studies showed the positive impact of multiple semiotic resources available for constructing 

meaning in the online interaction through WhatsApp.  

Furthermore, there have been authors who elucidated proposals of pedagogical activities using the app WhatsApp 

(Salbego & Tumolo, 2018; Senefonte & Talavera, 2018). Salbego and Tumolo (2018) described one activity and 

emphasized the importance and need of working on oral skills through interaction in the context of the Brazilian 

educational system. Senefonte and Talavera (2018) proposed a series of activities regarding the four skills: listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing. The authors (Salbego & Tumolo, 2018; Senefonte & Talavera, 2018) also described 

ideas on how to use WhatsApp for developing visual literacy and working on text messaging skills. Both studies can 

be relevant to have more hands-on ideas concerning the use of an app for teaching and learning languages. 

In summary, the studies presented analyzed the use of WhatsApp for general pedagogical purposes (Oliveira et al., 

2014; Rodrigues, 2016) and for language learning purposes (Castrillo et al., 2014; Castrillo et al., 2015; Severo, 2017). 

The studies emphasized characteristics such as the development of autonomy and negotiation skills for interaction 

analyzed in their participants’ use of the app for language learning. In the same way, they highlighted the engagement 

of the participants in producing language, which was verified by tested hypotheses, noticed gaps and use of metatalk 

to interact. In addition, participants were more willing to interact through the app than F2F (Aragão, 2017; Aragão & 

Lemos, 2017) and they used multiple semiotic resources available for constructing meaning (Fonte & Caiado, 2014; 

Susilo, 2014). 

Finally, the theoretical discussions promoted by the authors, the study objectives, and the results presented in this 

section guided paths in this investigation, besides adding hands-on ideas concerning the use of the app (Salbego & 

Tumolo, 2018; Senefonte & Talavera, 2018). Indeed, the reflections on this section helped to look at the data collected 

with broadened views in what regards the use of the app for learning, mainly language learning. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Design of the Study 

Data were examined qualitatively (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011; Dörnyei, 2011; Firestone, 1987; Griffee, 2012; 

Nunan, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This study was exploratory since it took into consideration online interaction 

among beginner learners of English, whilst most studies found so far analyzed intermediate and advanced learners 

(Hampel & Stickler, 2012; Jepson, 2005; Kenning, 2010). Additionally, it included non-native speakers learning 

English as a foreign language. The majority of the studies identified so far have investigated non-native speakers 

interacting in English as a second language (Hampel & Stickler, 2012; Heins et al., 2007; Jones, Murphy, & Holland, 

2015; Yanguas, 2010). Additionally, studies have analyzed speakers of English as their native language interacting 

with speakers of other languages (e.g. German, Spanish) (Guo, 2013; Tudini, 2003; Verjano, 2013) and interaction 

among speakers of English as a second language (Amry, 2014; Bouhnik & Deshen, 2014; Kaieski, Grings, & Fetter, 

2015; Rambe & Bere, 2013). Instead, this study analyzed interaction among non-native speakers who use English as 

a foreign language. Moreover, it was an inductive research (Griffee, 2012; Nunan, 2008) in which the criteria and 

categories for data analysis emerged from the data collected. 

Still concerning the method of analysis and study design, this research can also be characterized as a case study 

(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011; Dörnyei, 2011; Griffee, 2012; Nunan, 2008) in which a specific group of people 

was analyzed, considering their sociocultural context of interaction (Compernolle, 2015). It was a systematic analysis 
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that examined the phenomena of online oral interaction in its natural setting, according to the WhatsApp activity 

proposed. Following Griffee’s (2012) discussion on the delineation of what composes a case study, this research 

sought to create a deep explanation of the data based on the analysis carried out. 

3.2 Participants and Setting 

The participants of the study were 33 first-year high schoolers from a public technical school, located in the south of 

Brazil. Their ages ranged from 14 to 17 years old. Their English learning experience happened in the mandatory 

curriculum of basic education, in the Brazilian educational system. As their statements in the profile questionnaire 

presented, their English learning experience was mainly based on grammar topics memorization, which is a 

characteristic of the subject English as a Foreign Language in most regular schools in Brazil (Cunha, 2016; Lima, 

2009; Lima, 2014; Miccoli & Cunha, 2016; Oliveira, 2014). According to the participants’ views, they had had mostly 

grammar, vocabulary and reading instruction. In order to determine the participants as beginners in English, a 

proficiency test (TOEIC Bridge-Test of English for International Communication) was applied. Afterwards, 

participants provided the teacher-researcher with their TOEIC scores. According to the results, the participants’ 

average score of 49 in each skill, be they reading and listening, can be classified between the A1 and A2 levels, 

following The Common European Framework of Reference (2001) and Tannenbaum and Wylie (2015). Therefore, 

the results indicated that they were basic users of English.  

3.3 Instruments 

The data collection in this study required a mobile device in which participants had previously installed the app 

WhatsApp. In addition, the investigation also made use of Google Forms for the questionnaires used. Firstly, 

participants responded to a personal information questionnaire online on Google Forms. This instrument elucidated 

aspects related to who the participants were, the sort of experience they had had with English prior to this research, 

and their perceptions regarding their levels of English considering different skills – reading, writing, listening, 

speaking, grammar, and vocabulary.  

Secondly, participants did an activity on WhatsApp. They were instructed to interact orally online by recording 

messages to each other. However, they were also encouraged to write messages or use emoticons, images, short videos, 

GIFs, or any type of online communication that could help them to negotiate meaning with one another to accomplish 

the objective of the activity proposed (further explained in section 3.3.1 WhatsApp Activity for Online Oral 

Interaction). Bearing that in mind, the main objective of this study was to analyze characteristics of online oral audio-

recorded negotiated interaction among beginner learners of English, considering which and how communication 

resources – multimodal (textual, visual, aural) – were used to assist their oral interaction online on WhatsApp. 

3.3.1 WhatsApp Activity for Online Oral Interaction  

The type of activity proposed for this study is popularly called ‘spot-the-differences.’ The objective was to promote 

oral interaction in English by using WhatsApp with their pairs or trios, by recording audio messages, to describe and 

find at least 8 differences, although the images used had about 12 differences. The time to carry out the activity was 

limited to 30 minutes; this time was set based on Yanguas (2010) and on the pilot study carried out for this 

investigation. The activity could be described as an information-gap and/or jigsaw task. In the former, each of the 

interactants had part of the answers and they needed to share information and negotiate meanings to accomplish the 

final objective of the activity. In the latter, each interactant held a different piece of information and supplied or 

requested this information as needed to complete the task.  

3.4 Procedures for Data Collection 

Participants formed pairs or trios. Then, they created a WhatsApp group on the app. After that, they added the teacher-

researcher, so that access to the audio files and other multimodal communication was facilitated. Before they started 

interacting, participants were separated into two rooms or different physical locations with the aim of putting pairs 

and trios members away from each other. Following the initial instructions, the pairs and trios could choose other 

places to go to, inside the school campus, to be physically separated or away from one another. After about 5 minutes 

of the beginning of the activity, participants were free to wander on campus, where the teacher-researcher could see 

them, as long as they did not stand close to their pair or trio partners. The objective was to maintain students belonging 

to the same pair or trio in different physical spaces in order to have a reason to interact online instead of F2F. Other 
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than that, since they were mostly recording voice messages, the sounds of their voices could not disturb each other. 

Consequently, the physical distance was essential for the data collection and main objective of the study. 

3.5 Procedures for Data Analysis 

The teacher-researcher transcribed the oral interaction from the app WhatsApp, separating them per dyads or triads, 

and then saving them into computer audio files. A print screen of each WhatsApp group interaction was registered, 

showing each recorded audio, its time and duration, as well as the multimodal interaction (textual, visual, & aural). 

The print screen images were saved as images. Along with the audio files, the teacher-researcher had to check all the 

print screen images in order to check which messages were quoted and, mainly, to check if multimodal means of 

communication (textual, visual, & aural) were used during the interactions.  

The data analysis was interpretive and descriptive (Matos, 2011). The teacher-researcher selected excerpts based on 

how they illustrated the main characteristics found in all the dyads and triads WhatsApp interaction. Effectively, the 

excerpts were transcribed and then interpreted, following the characteristics identified, which were determined based 

on the frequency and relevance of their occurrences among all the dyads and triads. As a result, the most recurring 

characteristics were selected based on their frequent occurrence or meaningfulness in the online oral interaction among 

participants. To illustrate, examples from the transcripts were selected to be included in the analysis section as excerpts 

from each interaction, according to the characteristics identified.  

4. Findings 

4.1 Characteristics of Online Oral Interaction among Beginners on WhatsApp 

For the data collection activity, participants were asked to describe images to their peer(s) with the objective of spotting 

at least 8 differences within 30 minutes. Participants formed pairs or trios in which the members were spatial and 

physically separated to interact through the app WhatsApp. Such activity was originally proposed in the textbook New 

Cutting Edge, Starter level. However, it was not originally aimed at being carried out with the aid of a technological 

device; it was considered as a speaking task in the textbook (Cunningham & Moor, 2014). Nonetheless, this study 

adapted it to its objectives based on theoretical groundings that identified benefits in terms of language learning with 

different learning technologies (Thomas et al., 2014). To delineate specific aspects of the interaction features, excerpts 

of interaction were presented in tables that show the number of the line that corresponds to each turn taken by the 

participants in their pairs or trios. In addition, we added the fictional names of whom was taking the turn. We also 

indicate the turn time and duration. The most important part in the transcriptions, the turn talk, shows the utterances 

in each turn of the participants. Finally, we pointed out if the content of each turn was characterized as negotiated 

interaction, using ‘Yes’, or not, being identified by ‘No’ in the final column of each table.  

4.1.1 Negotiated Interaction 

Excerpt 1, participants were talking about the location of flowers in each of their images; they were negotiating 

meaning about the word ‘bottom.’ One of the participants provided another word, ‘down’, with the intent of helping 

his interactant. This group was a trio, being that Anthony and Henry were together, using the same mobile phone, 

while Cesar, who has a turn in Excerpt 2, was spatially away.  
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Table 1. Excerpt 1 - Anthony, Cesar, and Henry 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

2 Henry 8:47 11s ((Lines 2 - 9 were recorded in the same audio 

file)) 

there are flowers (…) in (…) , 

Yes 

3 Anthony - - there are flowers in the bottom (.) Yes 

4 Henry - - = bottom ? = Yes 

5 Anthony - - = in the bottom . = Yes 

6 Henry - - = bottom , yeah . = Yes 

7 Henry - - is the right , bottom . Yes 

8 Anthony - - in the right bottom (.) bottom is down .  Yes 

9 Henry - - down . you know , Cesar. Yes 

 

In Excerpt 1, Henry and Anthony were recording their turns using the same mobile phone. That is why there is only 

one turn time on the table, at 8:47, with a long duration of 11 seconds. The participants were recording their initial 

messages to Cesar, their partner who was in another location. At first, they chose to talk about the existence of flowers 

and their respective location in the image.  

Excerpt 1 also shows that this was the beginning of the interaction, since we provided here lines 2 to 9, which represent 

each of their turns. Additionally, Excerpt 1 shows that all their turns were considered as negotiated interaction because 

all the topics mentioned in each turn were addressed or attended to by the interactants. Nonetheless, negotiated 

interaction in these terms differ from assumptions held in SLA since it entails that interactants negotiate meaning even 

when communication follows a smooth flow, that means, without breakdowns, necessarily. 

Regarding Excerpt 1, in Varonis and Gass’ model (1985), the word ‘bottom’ could be considered the Trigger and the 

word ‘down’ was part of the Resolution phase. ‘Down’ was the Response to the Trigger. Although there was no 

Reaction to the response by Cesar in the Resolution phase, it seemed that participants understood each other regarding 

the position of the flowers in their images: they were not at the top; they were at the bottom of the images. Cesar got 

right the number of differences identified by considering the flowers comments by his peers. Later, Anthony added 

comments on the flowers that he could see in his image and Cesar acknowledges that by referring to the total number 

of differences identified so far: 

 

Table 2. Excerpt 2 - Anthony, Cesar, and Henry 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

39 Anthony - - = there is orange flowers . the flowers are 

orange , blue and pink with a little of white . = 

Yes 

41 Cesar 9:06 2s there are five differences . Yes 

 

Although it took a long time, from lines 2-9 to lines 39 and 41, the participants’ utterances allow for the interpretation 

that they were in agreement and understood each other concerning the flowers displayed in each image. Cesar seemed 

to agree with that by stating the number of differences that they had identified so far, in Excerpt 2, line 41. Therefore, 

this was an important characteristic analyzed: participants continued talking about other topics to try and reach 

agreement in the differences identified. 
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Another common characteristic, which can be seen in Excerpt 3, from the pair Daniel and Vivian, was that, in case 

participants did not know one word and explicitly stated it to their partners, as a clarification request (Foster & Ohta, 

2005), their interactant simply repeated the sentence which contained the Trigger. In Excerpt 3, Vivian declared that 

she did not understand something, possibly referring to the word ‘building.’ 

 

Table 3. Excerpt 3 - Daniel and Vivian 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

19 Vivian 8:54 1s I don’t understand. 

Q: there is a yellow building. (Line 17) 

Yes 

23 Daniel 8:56 4s there is a yellow building in my image. 

Q: I don’t understand. ((Line 19) 

Yes 

25 Vivian  8:58 2s in my image too. 

Q: there is a yellow building in my image. (Line 

23) 

Yes 

 

Although the participant stated a clarification request, it was possible to notice that there was no elaboration on the 

term that caused the Trigger. Participants did not provide synonyms for the word ‘building’; Vivian simply 

incorporated the term in another sentence later on. It was possible that she did some research on the term, either with 

peers who were close to her or on the internet. There was no textual or voice evidence that participants solved the non-

understanding in the chat. Nonetheless, it seemed that the communication breakdown was solved by the agreement 

provided in line 25. Another possibility would be that Vivian might have remembered the word ‘building’, even by 

the color mentioned or by her interactant’s utterance.  

In Excerpt 4, one participant stated a clarification request by asking for repetition, which also characterizes an attempt 

to negotiate meaning in the interactional situation. They were talking about a possible backpack in their images, but 

as the terms used did not match, ‘bag’, ‘schoolbag’ and ‘bagpack’, Ramon decided to say that he did not understand 

and then he asked for repetition.  

 

Table 4. Excerpt 4 - Erick, Louis, and Ramon 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

16 Ramon 9:04 2s there is a schoolbag ?  Yes 

17 Erick 9:05 2s there are two purple bags .  Yes 

18 Louis 9:05 4s there are two purple bagpack .  Yes 

21 Ramon 9:07 2s I don’t/don’t understand and repeat please .  

Q: there are two purple bags . ((Line 17)) 

Yes 

33 Ramon 9:13 5s there are a schoolbag in your image ? Yes 

34 Ramon 9:14 2s one difference is the bagpack .  Yes 

 

Actually, there is one backpack in Picture A and two in Picture B. Another difference is the color: in Picture A, it is 

black and in Picture B they are purple. Excerpt 4 showed that participants were able to identify one difference referring 
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to the backpacks. Ramon possibly associated the message ‘There are two purple bags’ with the fact that he identified 

one in the picture that he was holding and he defined it as a difference in the activity proposed. 

Ramon also used the quotation feature on WhatsApp, line 21. Thus, it was possible to associate his repetition request 

directly to the part of the conversation that he did not get it clearly, ‘There are two purple bags.’ This allowed the 

interpretation that Ramon was trying to negotiate meaning with his peers. It might have been his intent to make sure 

that he got his messages across as well as understood his interactants’ attempts to describe the image they had in 

hands. 

On the one hand, the excerpts analyzed exemplified negotiation of meaning episodes in the online interaction that 

resembles the long-claimed propositions stated in the SLA area. On the other hand, the excerpts also initiated the 

discussion on negotiated interaction proposed in this study, which represents a possible expansion of SLA views on 

the topic. It adds the claim that interaction may take place through meaning exchange without necessarily involving 

language breakdowns or mis- and non-understandings.  

This section also brought examples of interaction in which participants tried to support their peers in the understanding 

of the information, building upon the ideas that they were trying to convey by providing synonyms. The next sections 

address Split negotiation routines (Smith, 2003), Quoted turns, Written turns and Broken negotiation routines. All of 

them were interpreted as indicating movements towards maintaining the flow of the interaction besides facing possible 

non-understandings, comprehension breakdowns or limitations in terms of language resources. 

4.1.2 Split Negotiation Routines 

In Smith’s (2003) terms, Split negotiation routines consist of a delay, sometimes a long delay, between the initial 

Trigger and the Indicator. Based on that, this study considers that Split negotiation routines are events of negotiation 

of meaning in which interactants continue the flow of conversation, even when they identify a Trigger and then return 

to that when they find convenient or at their own pace. However, in this study, many times participants did not identify 

any Triggers; our data showed that they simply decided to go back and comment on certain aspects or items mentioned 

during the online interaction. Consequently, we took the initial concept coined by Smith (2003) and expanded it to 

state that negotiated interaction may take place not following predetermined phases presented in the model by Varonis 

and Gass (1985) and updates added by Smith (2003).  

Split negotiation routines were the most common characteristic found in this study, possibly either due to the 

affordances of the app WhatsApp and/or because participants found it appropriate to return to certain parts of the 

interaction at their own pace and will. Thus, this section examines instances of Split negotiation routines, besides 

showing their possible reason for frequent occurrence.  

All the dyads and triads in this study had Split negotiation routines during their interactions. Participants presenting a 

Trigger, continuing talking about other subjects, and later on responding or commenting on certain facts that their 

peers had mentioned earlier in the online oral interaction were a recurrent characteristic.  

In Excerpt 5, Bill talked about the number of dogs that he saw in his image. He went on describing other factors, such 

as information about some flowers and a lake. After Bill took four turns in a row, Josh responded to Bill about the 

dogs.  

Table 5. Excerpt 5 - Bill and Josh 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

8 Bill 9:11 3s there is a three dogs in image . Yes 

9 Bill 9:11 5s there is a purple flowers on the a left pink 

flowers . 

Yes 

10 Bill 9:12 3s there is a lake on the right image/image . Yes 

11 Bill 9:12 5s orange flowers on purple flowers . Yes 

12 Josh 9:14 5s there are two dogs in front (.) the house .  Yes 
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According to Smith (2003), this example fits the negotiated interaction phase proposed to describe an event that had 

not been presented in Varonis and Gass’ model (1985). Many times, interactants continue the flow of the conversation 

and maybe just after a while or after other subjects came up is that they find the time or the opportunity to give or get 

a response to what they had said. For Smith, the Triggers were addressed with an Indicator later on in the Split 

negotiation routines. However, this study found that some Triggers were never attended to, thus naming them as 

Broken negotiation routines, explained later in this section.  

The affordances of the application WhatsApp also allow for Split negotiation routines. Actually, they may even 

encourage that because the interaction promoted can be considered semi-synchronous, that is, interactants may take 

some time to answer all or some of the messages. Thus, participants recorded their phrases containing descriptions of 

the images and waited as long as they needed or wanted to respond to particular utterances, or even to have feedback 

on the aspects described to their peers. The following excerpt, for example, presented 19 turns before the response 

happened: 

Table 6. Excerpt 6 - Anthony, Cesar, and Henry 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn 

Duration 

Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

15 Anthony 8:48 3s there is a lake in the left of the picture .  Yes 

34 Cesar 8:59 4s there is a lake in the right of my picture . Yes 

35 Henry 9:00 3s ok . two differences . Yes 

36 Cesar 9:02 7s there is a lake in the right and a: yellow building 

ahhh in the left of the picture . 

Yes 

37 Henry 

and Anthony 

9:03 3s ok . four differences . ((they speak at the same time)) Yes 

 

Anthony mentioned that there was a lake on the left of his image. After 19 turns (from line 15 to 34), Cesar stated an 

utterance related to a lake in his image and Henry confirmed that it was another difference identified by the trio, in 

this case. Even after a long delay, participants were interacting and negotiating meaning throughout their interaction. 

Since the app or the activity allowed for later response, participants decided, perhaps even involuntarily, to describe 

as much as they could and after attending to certain parts of the interaction at their preferred pace and time. 

Nonetheless, in all the scripts among the different pairs and trios, there were turns in sequence, that is, turns in which 

the Responses were provided right after Triggers, in an uninterrupted manner. In addition, there were turns in which 

the Split negotiation routines were separated by only one utterance. 

Split negotiation routines were a typical characteristic of online oral interaction identified in this study. This study 

attributed a different aspect to the concept coined by Smith (2003). Originally, Split negotiation routines referred to 

language breakdowns specifically. In this study, it alluded to negotiated interaction that could be represented by terms 

that interactants fully understood, but that were attended to in a split manner. Although they may seem disruptive, it 

is also possible that they may accelerate the continuation of the interaction since participants have access to all the 

messages received at a continuous pace.  

Additionally, they might be seen as positive for beginners in the sense that they may provide the feeling of fluidness 

that is common in interactions in F2F or among fluent and/or NSs. The conversation was continued, meaning that the 

participants went on talking about other topics instead of just waiting for the other to respond to something specific 

that he/she said. In fact, they were continuing with their descriptions of the images that they had in hands. When they 

found fit, they picked the information that they wanted to respond to at that time. 

4.1.3 Quoted Turns 

Quoted turns were also a prevailing characteristic in this study. They consisted of turns connected to each other in a 

way that interactants could select specific messages and quote them right above their current message. On WhatsApp, 

it is also possible to select the desired message to address and after start typing your own. It automatically quotes the 
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pre-selected message of your choice. It is possible to do that for one message at a time, instead of multiple messages 

concomitantly. In fact, Quoted turns are a feature of the app WhatsApp that may be used to respond and turn to specific 

messages when you record or write your response. It is also possible to quote messages connected to different modes 

of multimodal communication (textual, visual, & aural). Interestingly, Quoted messages were commonly used with 

Split negotiation routines. 

In this study, many Quoted turns consisted of Written turns (n=29 out of 54) and others were responded with audio 

(n=25 out of 54). Another fact noticed was that most of their uses referred to confirmation of differences identified in 

their peers’ descriptions. Excerpt 7 exemplifies that: 

 

Table 7. Excerpt 7 - Sam and Bernard 

Line Name Turn Time Turn Duration Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

1 Sam 8:52 2s there are people sittings . Yes 

2 Sam 8:52 4s > there are trees . < No 

3 Bernard 8:58 3s four persons sitting in a white table . Yes 

4 Sam 8:59 3s there is one people standing . Yes 

5 Bernard 8:59 2s there are three dogs . Yes 

6 Sam 9:02 WRITTEN OK! 

Q: four persons sitting in a white table . 

((Line 3)) 

Yes 

7 Sam 9:04 2s there are no three dogs . Yes 

8 Sam 9:04 2s there are two dogs . Yes 

9 Bernard 9:05 2s there are three dogs . Yes 

10 Sam 9:07 WRITTEN There aren’t three dogs 

Q: there are three dogs . ((Line 9)) 

Yes 

 

The Quoted turns were represented with a Q, from Quoted, in boldface. To illustrate, in Excerpt 7, Sam was trying to 

convey a message about the people and the dogs in his image. In relation to the people, Bernard responded and 

specified it by adding the exact number of people and the fact that there was a table. Concerning the dogs, Sam stated 

and quoted Bernard’s message to claim that in his image there were two dogs only, different from Bernard’s in which 

there were 3 dogs. Sam selected the specific messages that he wanted to respond to and quoted them, possibly to make 

sure that Bernard would get the information right. It was possible to notice that the Quoted turns helped the flow of 

the conversation by making clearer which message exactly Sam wanted to respond to, especially when dealing with 

Split negotiation routines. 

4.1.4 Written Turns 

Most participants resorted to written messages in their interaction; from 15 pairs or trios engaged in the WhatsApp 

activity, only one trio and two pairs did not write any messages; these preferred to use only the audio-recorded 

interaction. When participants received the instructions for the activity, they were encouraged to communicate with 

each other by speaking. However, they were also instructed that they could resort to multimodal communication 

(textual, visual, & aural) in the form of emoticons, images, GIFs, etc., as they wished. They were free to choose, as 

long as they interacted orally for the most part of the time, since they were taking part in a speaking activity.  

As a consequence, most of the interaction in each dyad or triad was orally through audio-recorded messages, although 

in most of the groups there was also written messages (n=57) in a fewer number if compared to the audio-recorded 
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ones (n=422). Most of the written turns concentrated on the identification of the differences found correlating the 

images. Participants were directly addressing the distinctions as in the following excerpt:  

 

Table 8. Excerpt 8 - Daniel and Vivian 

Line Name Turn Time Turn Duration Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

42 Daniel 9:06 WRITTEN 5 differences? Yes 

43 Vivian 9:06 WRITTEN I think is 4. Yes 

  

Participants showed attention to the accountability of the divergences that they were identifying in their images. Since 

it was explained for them that this was the main objective of the activity itself, they focused on pointing them out 

explicitly in the interactional groups on WhatsApp. In addition, they might have cared for the use of Written turns 

mostly for the accountability of the dissimilarities identified in their images because they intended to keep the 

interactional moves organized to meet the activity’s main objective.  

The Written turns represented another type of resource used by the participants to negotiate meaning in the sense 

proposed in this study. By writing some of their messages, participants demonstrated that they were making an effort 

to organize their findings in terms of differences identified in the images. These turns may have supported the 

participants’ exchange of meaning by allowing time and language resources to other aspects of the interaction. 

4.1.5 Broken Negotiation Routines 

The Broken negotiation routines were a category of analysis developed for this study since they represented one of 

the main aspects identified. Many times, participants initiated a negotiation with their peers, but they never got a reply. 

That defines a Broken negotiation routine, which is a turn that has not been answered or addressed to by the 

interactants. They were a significant characteristic in this study since it was found in many of the interactional groups 

(n=10 out of 15). The analysis considered the Broken negotiation routines as non-negotiated interaction, signaling 

them with the word ‘No’ in the Negotiated interaction column in the tables. Excerpt 9 brings an example of a Broken 

negotiation routine: 

 

Table 9. Excerpt 9 - Luke and Marian 

Line Name Turn 

Time 

Turn Duration Turn Talk Negotiated 

Interaction 

13 Marian 8:58 5s there is one building (..) on the left . No 

14 Marian 8:59 7s in my image (..) ahhh there are three dogs . Yes 

15 Marian 8:59 5s there is a lake (.) on the right in image . Yes 

16 Luke 9:00 2s in my image there are two dogs . Yes 

17 Luke 9:00 8s in my image ahhh there is a lake on the left , 

no on the right . 

Yes 

18 Marian 9:01 9s there is a yellow building on the left @@@ 

on the left . 

No 

 

In Excerpt 9, Marian referred to a building on the left of her image. She went on and included information about some 

dogs and a lake. When Luke responded, he concentrated on part of the facts provided by Marian, leaving behind the 

building on the left. He never actually referred to that throughout the whole interaction with Marian.  
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Among the possible interpretations about Broken negotiation routines, it could be the case that the time limit of 30 

minutes affected it. In this way, participants could possibly be rushing to attend to most information, leaving behind 

some of their interactants comments. Another potential reason could be that the participants did not know the 

vocabulary being used and, thus, decided to ignore it. Additionally, it is also possible to say that participants did not 

find that those utterances represented relevant aspects to be commented. Hence, there would be many potential 

explanations to justify Broken negotiation routines, such as time limit, irrelevance, non-visualization, forgetfulness, 

disregard, etc.  

Broken negotiation routines were also, in a way, described in other studies, although not under this name. Smith (2003) 

and Jungmi (2003) identified in their research a lack of continuity or interactants ignoring some messages uttered, yet 

they simply elaborated that the interaction did not present all the phases proposed in the model by Varonis and Gass 

(1985). The authors observed that the interaction could simply not have all the phases initially proposed. 

Notwithstanding, if it is a recurrent characteristic, as in our study, it is definitely necessary to address that with a 

proper name, assigning it to a different category. Moreover, it is essential to describe and understand all the 

characteristics that stood out from online interaction to be able to assemble features that may influence positively on 

language pedagogy.  

5. Discussion 

5.1 Adding a Discussion on Interaction in SLA 

This section deals with a discussion on the findings of this investigation. The main inquiries in the research questions 

were: 

(a) to study characteristics of online oral audio-recorded negotiated interaction among beginner learners of English, 

considering the affordances of WhatsApp;  

(b) to analyse how the affordances of the app WhatsApp played a role in the negotiated interaction characteristics of 

beginner learners of English, considering existing negotiation of meaning models; and,  

(c) to identify and analyse which communication resources – multimodal (textual, visual, & aural) – were used by the 

participants to assist their oral interaction online on WhatsApp, by focusing on how they may have interplayed with 

the interaction.  

Since the inquiry of each research question is related to the others, the discussion brings an altogether commentary by 

trying to explain the main findings, which also cover for the topics of investigation in this study. Firstly, considering 

the interaction characteristics presented, the foremost relevant characteristic of online oral interaction was that 

negotiated interaction may happen throughout interactional moves that are not necessarily represented by language 

breakdowns. In fact, the data in this study showed that online oral interaction among beginners might not follow 

strictly the patterns presented in existent models (Jungmi, 2003; Smith, 2003; Varonis & Gass, 1985) that describe 

negotiation of meaning for language learning in SLA. What the results specifically of this research differ from the 

descriptions models and existing phases proposed was that negotiation of meaning might also have happened when 

learners understood each other.  

That is to say, in SLA, negotiation of meaning relies on language problems, such as non-understandings, lack of 

knowledge, mispronunciation, and/or language breakdowns (Bower & Kawaguchi, 2011; Ellis, 1999; Foster & Ohta, 

1995; Gass & Selinker, 1994; Long, 1996; Mackey et al., 2000). However, the data in this study showed that 

negotiation of meaning happens throughout the interaction in which there are not necessarily language breakdowns. 

Essentially, it pointed to the possibility that beginners might have negotiated meaning when they were able to get their 

messages across and make sense in the context of their interaction, without following strictly the phases proposed in 

the models by Varonis and Gass (1985), Jungmi (2003), and Smith (2003).  

Secondly, concerning the other main characteristics identified, the results showed that Split negotiation routines 

(Smith, 2003) may have resulted from the affordances of WhatsApp. Since the app allows the recording of multiple 

messages, users may not record the whole message at once. They may record it in parts, especially if they are trying 

to interact synchronously with their interlocutors, which was the case in this study. Thus, hearers may decide to record 

all their messages at once and end up responding to Triggers when they take time to listen to their interlocutors’ 

recorded messages, at one’s own pace and time. In addition, this may happen because WhatsApp recorded messages 
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allow for interaction that can be characterized as semi-synchronous since speakers and hearers can decide to record 

and listen consecutively or sometime later.   

Thirdly, the Broken negotiation routines may have resulted from the same reason as the Split negotiation routines. 

The affordances of the app WhatsApp allow users to write or record multiple messages at a time. Hence, for this study, 

it is possible that some topics addressed by the participants got lost among other messages. Moreover, it is also a 

possible interpretation that some participants decided that it was not relevant to address some topics commented by 

their interactants. 

Fourthly, the Quoted turns were another aspect that may have resulted from the affordances of the app. Since 

WhatsApp has a feature that enables its users to select specific messages and respond to them directly by showing 

them as a quotation, it is possible that our participants decided to quote some of their turns. In this analysis, it was 

emphasized that the Quoted turns meant an organizational resource for our participants to state their comments of the 

aspects that they were identifying in the images received. By selecting specific messages to address, participants were 

deciding on certain information to respond to or comment. This means that they were able to understand, or at least 

they were trying to understand, the messages that they were addressing. Besides that, they were devoting time to 

comprehend the aspects that they selected to talk about. Certainly, this may have affected positively the negotiation 

of meaning in the online interactions, in the sense of keeping the flow of the conversation. 

The Written turns can also be interpreted in the light of the affordances of the app. In fact, they can be linked and 

explained along with the Quoted turns, since it is possible to select a message and to quote it with an audio or written 

response. In this study, many Quoted turns consisted of Written turns (n=29 out of 54) and others were responded to 

with audio (n=25 out of 54). Additionally, it was noticed that most of the Written turns were used to refer to the 

confirmation of differences identified by the participants in their descriptions.  

Similarly to the Quoted turns, the use of the Written turns were interpreted as an effort from the participants to 

negotiate meaning. Since they were mostly used to confirm the number of differences found in their spot-the-

difference online activity, it is possible that participants were trying to make sure that they registered their answers 

and checked them up with their peers in the WhatsApp group, not only by speaking but also in writing. Indeed, most 

of the participants only resorted to Written turns, instead of other modes of multimodal interaction, such as the use of 

images, emoticons, web links, videos, pictures, GIFs, among others. In effect, learners resorted to written interaction 

most of the time to account for the differences found between Picture A and B. Many times, the Written turns were 

quoting others as a response. However, this characteristic has not been seen as defining the interactional characteristics 

in the study. Instead, it was interpreted as a way of organizing the negotiation of meaning and making clear the spotting 

of the differences found in each image. 

6. Conclusion 

This study analyzed characteristics of online oral interaction among beginner learners of English with the app 

WhatsApp. For that reason, the analysis considered previous theories and models for interaction in language learning. 

Results pointed to similarities and differences from what has been proposed in terms of the Interaction Hypothesis 

and models for Negotiation of Meaning. Briefly put, the Interaction Hypothesis and the model for Negotiation of 

Meaning, along with its updates, state that learners profit from negotiation of meaning during interaction, which entails 

language problems, such as language breakdowns and non-understandings. Interactants may profit from that during 

interaction in order to build up on the language problems, by correcting them and learning or noticing new facts about 

the target language. In fact, this study adds to that, even sustaining the arguments for negotiation of meaning during 

interaction. This investigation showed Triggers and Resolution phases in the data as well as Split negotiation routines 

and the Pop phases. However, this study also showed that there might be more to that than what has been described 

so far in the SLA area, according to theories and research published so far, to the best of our knowledge.  

6.1 Implications of the Study 

Taking into consideration that in SLA negotiation of meaning entails language breakdowns, this investigation claims 

that learners may profit as well from interaction in case there are language understandings, as opposed to language 

breakdowns. In fact, regular fluid interaction may also be negotiated and might be effective for language development 

just as much as the negotiated interaction. Particularly, in this study participants were beginner learners, who usually 

have limited language resources to interact orally (e.g. vocabulary, syntax, pronunciation, intonation, fluency, and 

accuracy). 
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This study argues that negotiated interaction consists of exchanging meanings and getting messages across, without 

necessarily facing and dealing with language breakdowns from time to time. Based on this study’s findings, the models 

analyzed still well represent phases of negotiation of meaning. However, this study points to an extension of the 

concept of the term, which was centrally grounded on language non-understandings. In effect, negotiated interaction 

in SLA referred to language breakdowns, non-understandings, and solving language problems. However, by the 

analysis of online interaction among beginner learners of English, this study showed that negotiated interaction may 

happen while interactants are exchanging meanings without interruptions to solve what they did not understand. There 

are other ways that interactants can solve non-understandings nowadays, while interacting online. They no longer 

have to push down the flow of the interaction to get to know a word and its meaning, for example. They can maintain 

the interaction, look up a word online on a dictionary, and keep exchanging meanings.  

In many SLA long-held theories, hypotheses, and studies analyzed for the development of our research, interaction 

meant communicating face-to-face, mainly having native speakers with learners of a second, sometimes a foreign 

language. With the technological affordances that we have available nowadays, there are different aspects in the sense 

of interaction, such as web conferencing resources and audio-recorded messages on WhatsApp, which were part of 

the data analyzed in this study. Hence, all the different scenarios and resources may play a role in how we describe, 

understand, and interpret negotiated interaction. In this line of thought, this study may add to the understanding of 

negotiated interaction for language learning by showing that there are specificities that need acknowledgment 

according to the context in which interaction takes place.  
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