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 Overview 

 In this module you will explore the following topics: 

 • the nature of communication 
 • how context affects communication 
 • the purpose of communication 
 • the nature of skill 
 • skill as proficiency 
 • communication versus language 
 • how the above information can be used to inform contempo-

rary language teaching 

 If you’ve read the module on the nature of language, you know that lin-
guists define language as some kind of underlying mental representation 
that is implicit and abstract in nature. As underlying mental representa-
tion, language consists of constraints on the properties of a linguistic 
system such that a speaker knows not just what is possible in a given 
language but also what is impossible. For example, the English speaker 
knows that  Does Bill drink vodka?  is possible in English and that  Drinks 
Bill vodka?  is not possible in English, while the Spanish speaker knows 
that the equivalent of  Drinks Bill vodka?  is possible in Spanish but not 
the equivalent of  Does Bill drink vodka?  Neither the English speaker nor 
the Spanish speaker knows why the versions of the sentences just pre-
sented are impossible in each of their languages; they only know that they 
aren’t. This is what makes mental representation of language implicit. 
What makes this representation abstract is the subject of formal linguis-
tic inquiry, and if the reader is interested, there is some discussion in the 
module on the nature of language. The point to underscore here is that 
this mental representation does not resemble the types of rules found 
in textbooks (e.g., “The English passive is formed by . . .”) or the kinds 
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  Figure 1  What is this man indicating with this gesture and facial expression? 

of prescriptive rules given by teachers and language purists (e.g., “don’t 
use double negatives”). Mental representation is difficult to describe in 
simple terms. 

 Different from language is communication, although many people 
tend to confuse the two. Communication is one of the things that people 
do with language, although people can communicate with each other 
without language (e.g., all adult North Americans know what the man 
in Figure 1 above is indicating) and species that don’t have language are 
very good at communicating a wide variety of messages (e.g., every dog 
can read every other dog’s tail position). Before we contrast language 
with communication, let’s create a working definition of communication. 

  The Nature of Communication 

 Definitions of communication abound, and experts might argue about the 
specifics of a definition. But what is clear about communication is that 
it involves some kind of meaning exchange between two or more people 
(or, to be precise, two animate beings). For this exchange to occur, there 
has to be  expression  and  interpretation of meaning . That is, one entity 
must express a meaning and another entity must understand what the 
other entity is attempting to convey. Communication is never a one-way 
venture in which the entire burden is on the person who is attempting 
to express something. As you read these words, you are the interpreter 
of meaning; I, as the author, am attempting to express meaning. Thus, 
expression can be either oral or written—or signed, if we’re talking about 
language used among the deaf. We shouldn’t fall into the trap of thinking 
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that communication is only oral. Likewise, interpretation can involve lis-
tening to or reading something—or watching signing, if we’re talking 
about language used among the deaf. 

 But what is meaning? Minimally, there are two levels to meaning. The 
first is the face value of words or phrases. I can say, for example,  It’s rain-
ing . And indeed, if you look out the window, you will see precipitation. I 
am merely stating a fact. Now imagine that my partner gets ready to leave 
the house, kisses me goodbye, and then heads for the door. I shout out, “It’s 
raining!” He then stops by the front closet and grabs an umbrella. In this 
case, although indeed there is precipitation outside, my utterance had the 
additional intent of making a suggestion:  you’d better take an umbrella . 
What this scenario demonstrates is that a string of sounds (or gestures) 
can have either “factual” information or some other hidden “intent,” or 
both. These “hidden intents” are called  speech acts  and include such things 
as suggestions, recommendations, compliments, insults, and requests. (For 
detailed discussion of speaker intent and what are called speech acts, see the 
module on the nature of language, specifically the discussion of pragmatics.) 

 But the expression and interpretation of meaning is not always success-
ful on the first go-round. In face-to-face communication (or even in chat 
rooms),  negotiation of meaning  occurs if what was expressed was not 
what was interpreted. We communicate non-comprehension by a variety 
of means, such as asking for clarification, using some gesture or expres-
sion, or by saying something that clearly shows we did not understand or 
misinterpreted what the person just said. This in turn triggers the other 
person to do something: repeat, state another way, ask a question about 
our comprehension, and so on. Following is an example: 

 TIM: She’s getting married. 
 NICOLE: LIC. 
 TIM: I know. It licks. 
 NICOLE: Licks? No, L—I—C. LIC. Like I Care. 
 TIM: Oh. 

 In this interchange, Nicole’s use of the acronym LIC (pronounced like 
“lick”) is misinterpreted by Tim, who thinks it’s a verb. Nicole realizes 
this by Tim’s response and enters into a repair sequence in which she clar-
ifies her intended meaning. A good deal of native-speaker negotiation of 
meaning happens when there is a lack of lexical knowledge, a difference 
in cultural knowledge, or the intent of a sentence is misinterpreted—and 
there probably isn’t a reader of this module that hasn’t experienced this 
kind of negotiation of meaning recently, if not sometime today. 

 To be sure, there are situations of communication in which negotiation 
of meaning may not be present. This happens, for example, when one 
reads, when one listens to the radio, when one watches a movie or TV. In 
short, whenever there is no interaction involved. And yet, the idea that 
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communication is fundamentally both the expression and interpretation 
of meaning is present even in non-interactive situations. Let’s illustrate 
with an example from writing. As I write this module, I am imagining an 
audience of largely non-experts. This does not mean that an expert in lan-
guage teaching and communication may not read this module; it simply 
suggests that I am tailoring my writing for a particular group of people. I 
am casting the net as wide as possible to make what I write comprehen-
sible. This affects the way I write, the examples I use, the length of my 
sentences, terminology and jargon, and so on. Why? Because, as a writer, 
I am anticipating the reader’s interpretation. I am asking myself con-
stantly, “Will the reader understand what I have just written? What can I 
do to make it fully accessible?” Thus, although it may seem that only the 
expression of meaning is involved, I cannot write without contemplation 
of the interpretive side of things. To be sure, whether I am successful is 
another matter. Indeed, the reader may re-read, ask him or herself, “Did I 
just understand that correctly?” and engage in other behaviors indicative 
of the reader’s role of interpreter in this particular act of communication. 
No matter how the act of reading unfolds, the point to underscore here is 
that even in a situation in which it appears that only expression of mean-
ing is involved, the expresser may fully consider how something may be 
interpreted. And, ultimately, the goal of the written expression of mean-
ing is that someone will read it—that is, interpret it. In short, there is no 
expression of meaning without interpretation at some level. 

 The Importance of Context 

 Communication never happens in a vacuum. There is always a  context for 
communication . By context we are not referring to linguistic context (e.g., 
an article such as ‘the’ is normally followed by some kind of noun phrase), 
but instead social or situational context. A variety of factors help to shape 
situational context, but the main factors are the participants and the set-
ting. Regarding participants, how communication is effected depends on, 
for example, the participants’ relationships to each other, their ages, gen-
der, social status, whether one is human or not, and so on. Setting refers to 
the physical context of the communicative event and, to some degree, its 
purpose (we will examine the purpose of communication in the next sec-
tion). Although other factors may also affect context, the point to under-
score here is that how people communicate may change depending on the 
context. Let’s take a fictional 19-year-old named Jake who is attending 
college. Let’s see how he asks questions in the following situations. 

 [talking with his best friend at lunch in the student union] 
 JAKE: Hey. Here’s a question only you can answer. 
 FRIEND: Shoot. 
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