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Abstract 

Today’s increasingly borderless, transcultural and challenging business world, requires engineers to be 
communicatively competent in the oral and written form. Unfortunately, breakdowns in communication often 
happen, due to linguistic and psychological boundaries. In such conditions, verbal and non-verbal 
communication strategies also known as strategic competence helps to compensate the breakdowns. This study 
seeks to determine whether the Malay bilingual engineering undergraduates, who form the majority in a 
technical university in Malaysia, adopt the avoidance or achievement strategy dominantly in attaining a written 
communication goal. The instruments that were used in the study include survey questionnaires, focused group 
interview and Written Discourse Completion Tasks. The findings based on the Written Discourse Completion 
Tasks reveal that the achievement strategy which includes literal translation manifests as the most dominant 
strategy employed by the undergraduates. The paper concludes with a note on the significant role played by 
language instructors in providing optimal scaffolding. It also points towards directions for future inquiry on the 
need for a rigorous review of the language curriculum in technical universities so that the undergraduate 
engineers are able to improve their strategic competence as well as overcome the momentary inadequacy of their 
second language resources due to the linguistic repertoire of the Malay language which stigmatizes them as 
speakers of the second language.  
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1. Introduction 

Rapid commoditization of education and business in today’s plurilingual and competitive labour market 
necessitates the engineers of today to keep up with the social and linguistic realities of the global workplace. 
Ayokambi (2011) postulates that with the change in the landscape of the engineering and technology profession, 
21st century engineers are required to have competence beyond technical skills. They would no longer work 
solely in monolingual workplaces. They are rather required to work in an increasingly multilingual, borderless 
and competitive workplace. Thus, it is of paramount importance that they are communicatively competent. 
Olubimpe & Mary (2012) define communicative competence as the ability to use the language effectively to 
communicate in whichever setting a person is. They add that communicative competence is not merely 
grammatical knowledge but knowledge of the appropriate use of language and the ability to provide appropriate 
answers in the right language for one’s interlocutor.  

This study examines the issue of communicative competence, specifically on strategic competence, a component 
of communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980) which focuses on the pragmatic function of 
communication. Canale & Swain’s strategic competence refers to both verbal and non-verbal communication 
strategies which are used in situations like request of repetition, slower speech or clarification. According to 
Celce-Murcia, Dornyei & Thurrell (1995) strategic competence refers to a speaker’s ability to exploit verbal or 
non-verbal strategies when communication problems arise, compensating for deficiencies in other areas of 
competence.  
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Faerch & Kasper (1983) claim that a speaker’s choice of communication strategy is influenced by his underlying 
behavior, that is avoidance or achievement behavior. If he opts for avoidance, then the strategies he employs 
would entail a change in or a reduction in the communicative goal. He gives up, omits or avoids communicating 
his intention. On the contrary, a learner uses the achievement strategy when he uses all his language resources to 
convey meaning without taking into consideration as to whether his utterances are grammatically or socially 
acceptable. He revises his alternative plans with the use of strategies like code-switching, generalizing, 
restructuring, literal translation, word coinage, paraphrase and circumlocution. Since this issue has received great 
attention particularly in second language learning, this research is orientated towards examining the strategic 
competencies of the Malay bilingual engineering undergraduates in a technical university. 

Bilinguals are individuals who are able to speak two languages especially with equal or near equal fluency 
(Gaudart, 1996). Grosjean (1999) voices out that although some researchers have defined bilinguals as those who 
have native-like control of two or more languages most others contend that this kind of position is not realistic 
and thus this has led researchers to propose various definitions of bilingualism. Some define it as the ability to 
produce meaningful utterances in two or more languages, the alternate use of several languages or the command 
of at least one language skill like reading, writing, speaking or listening in another language. 

The Merriam Webster Online Dictionary (2013) defines bilingualism as the ability to speak two languages and 
an individual maybe bilingual by learning languages in two different social settings eg. by learning from the 
family or from the second language acquired at school. Psychological studies have found that the brains of 
bilingual people operate differently than single language speakers (Merrit, 2013).  

Recent research into the neurocognition of language suggests that bi- and multilinguals are different from 
monolinguals in terms of brain activation in language tasks, brain anatomy and general cognitive functioning and 
the differences are mainly due to the need for bilinguals to switch between languages and needing to select one 
language at a time while suppressing the language that is not in use (Utrecht University, 2013). Nair (2000) and 
Gill (2002) too exclaim that most Malaysians are bilingual and multilingual and thus bilingualism as a 
phenomenon is widespread in Malaysia and since the Malaysian Educational phenomenon has paved a way 
towards bilingualism, a research of this kind is deemed necessary. This research thus focuses on the Malaysian 
Malay engineering undergraduates who lay claim to a bilingual identity. These undergraduates come from 
schools where Malay is the official medium of instruction. The role of English in their schools is only as a school 
subject. 

At the tertiary level, these students are required to be legitimate speakers and writers of the English language. 
The global domination of English within the frameworks of linguistic imperialism (Skutnabb-Kangas & 
Phillipson, 2001), has indeed overlooked struggles faced by learners of English as a second language. These 
students who desperately need to use English in the outside world need to genuinely master the language. In this 
study, the bilingual Malay engineering undergraduates are often found to be influenced by the linguistic 
repertoire of their native language, the Malay language and the impact is that this sort of experience is often 
found to vilify them as speakers of the second language.  

1.1 Statement of Problem 

The researcher’s interest in this study stems from the ongoing concern about local graduates low employability 
and failure to meet the demands of employers in terms of effective communication skills and English proficiency 
(Khaled, 2009). Business environments today are highly turbulent and dynamic and have caused labour markets 
to be increasingly competitive (Yusoff & Indra Devi, 2012) but are these undergraduates fully equipped to 
persevere at their future workplace? 

As observed by the researcher, despite numerous practice and exposure to writing reports, assignments, 
presentations and lots of other activities throughout their language courses in the university a majority of them 
still seem to be less-than-adequate in writing and speaking in the second language. It is often found that their 
reports are rife with redundancies and errors and incomplete in sentence structure and meaning. This makes their 
work incomprehensible. As such, there is an urgent mandatory need to investigate the matter from the root so 
that the skills gap can be reduced. This problem is indeed intense among Malay bilingual engineering 
undergraduates who form the dominant group in public higher learning institutions and specifically in technical 
universities.  

Nor Azmi (2002) states that a major factor that is identified as contributing to low overall performance of Malay 
students compared to other ethnic groups is their perceived weakness in English as a second language. 
According to Royal Professor Ungku Aziz, the former vice-chancellor of University of Malaya, it is a 
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disappointing fact that the Malay students’ command of English is poorer compared to other races (The Star, 
2000). 

Isarji et al., (2009) state that based on scores in the English proficiency Test (EPT) and perceptions of business 
leaders, government officials and academic staff, Malaysian university students, in general are considered 
limited users of English in the productive skills namely writing and speaking. Interference of culture which 
includes norms, conventions and rules governing discourse is another problem faced by L2 learners. If this issue 
is left unchecked, the transition of these undergraduates to entry-level engineering professionals will not be 
worthy. Thus, it is imperative that a research of this kind which focuses basically on the writing skill is 
conducted. 

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

Specifically, this study aims to investigate the kind of strategy, avoidance or achievement strategy that is 
dominantly used by Malay bilingual engineering undergraduates in attaining a communication goal in a written 
discourse, Beides the study also intends to get some insights on viable measures that can be taken to improve 
bilingual undergraduate engineers strategic competence. 

1.3 Related Literature 

Communicative competency refers to the ability to use language effectively and to communicate in whichever 
setting a person is (Adekunle & Aina, 2012) and the earliest concept of communicative competence was 
introduced by Dell Hymes (1972) who opposed Chomsky’s concept of linguistic competence. Hymes propagated 
that instead of teaching grammar per say, language learners should be taught extensively on how to communicate 
correctly and accurately. He maintained that the notion of competence should be viewed from the sociocultural 
aspects of language and speakers need to be aware of the appropriate language that is to be used in the 
communicative events that they are involved in any particular speech community. In short, it is an ability to 
know when, where, how, what and in what manner to communicate (Hymes, 1972). Since then, his notion of 
communicative competence has been widely acknowledged, revisited and revised by English educators and 
scholars like Canale & Swain (1980); Bachman (1990) and Peterwagner (2005). 

Canale and Swain’s notion of communicative competence (1980) model includes a modular framework of three 
components comprising grammatical, socio-linguistic, and strategic competence. In 1983, Canale & Swain made 
some adjustments to the original model of 1980 by including the fourth component that is the discourse 
competence. Canale and Swain’s (1980, 1983) communicative competence framework is the most influential 
work among other works in communication studies. Grammatical competence includes knowledge of 
grammatical language use like lexical items, rules of morphology, syntax, sentence grammar, semantics and 
phonology. Sociolinguistic competence refers to knowledge of how to use socio-cultural rules in different social 
settings and communicative functions. Discourse competence is concerned with knowledge on how to achieve 
cohesion in communicative situations. Finally, Canale & Swain’s strategic competence refers to both verbal and 
non-verbal communication strategies that are called into action to compensate breakdowns in communication 
and in situations where former competences fail e.g. as in request of repetition, slower speech, clarification or 
due to other performance variables or insufficient competence.  

Tarone and Yule (1989) mentioned that strategic competence is not merely gauged by the degree of correctness 
but rather by the degree of success or effectiveness. This is an indication that strategic competence enables 
writers to select a specific communicative strategy to convey the message successfully to the reader. The present 
study investigates on the strategic competence as well as the type of communication strategy that is most 
dominantly employed by the respondents in authentic writing situations. 

Cho and Clarke (2010) investigated whether repair strategies were employed by primary grade elementary 
students, one Indian, two Chinese and Koreans in different conversation breakdowns in an L2 classroom in 
Texas. Their findings indicate that various repair strategies were observed in the students’ conversations. The 
three common strategies used by the students include specific initiation types like understanding check, partial 
repeat and unspecified checks. Besides, they were also found to use a wide range of non-verbal actions. Thus, 
Cho and Clarke (2010), elucidate that there is a need for language teachers to be aware of the types of 
conversational problems so as to solve their communication breakdowns.  

In the context of written communication, Yarmohammedi and Seif (1992) investigated on the communication 
strategy of intermediate Persian learners of English. In this study, they administered three types of tasks that 
include writing a composition on a series of pictures, translation and the narration of a completed picture story. 
These tasks encompassed both the written and oral productions of the informants. The findings indicate that 
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achievement strategies were employed more frequently than avoidance strategies in both the written and oral 
tasks. It was also found that there was greater use of the literal translation strategy in the written production of 
the story than in the oral production. 

2. Method 

2.1 Setting and Samples 

The subjects involved in the study comprise 50 second year Malay bilingual engineering undergraduates each 
from the Faculties of Manufacturing Engineering, Mechanical Engineering, Electrical Engineering, Electronics 
and Computer Engineering as well as the faculty of Information and Communication Technology in a technical 
university, thus forming a total of 250 respondents.  

2.2 Instrumentation 

The sources of data for the research are derived primarily from the instruments as stated below: 

a) Adapted version of The Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP-Q): Assessing Language 
Profiles in Bilinguals (Marian, Blumenfeld, & Kaushanskaya, 2007) 

b) Adapted version of Written Discourse Completion Tasks (Miura, 2008) 

c) Focused-Group interview questions 

2.3 Procedure 

Basically, Faerch and Kasper’s (1983) Taxonomy of Communication Strategies was adapted as the framework of 
this study. According to Faerch and Kasper (1983), communication strategies include potential conscious plans 
that an individual undertakes when there is a problem in reaching a particular communicative goal and this 
include avoidance or achievement strategies. The respondent is identified as opting for the avoidance strategy 
when he is found to avoid the topic, revise his original plan or replace the intended meaning. In contrary, 
attempts to attain the achievement strategy are identified when they are demonstrative of achievement behavior 
like language transfer which includes code-switching and literal translation, besides other strategies like word 
coinage, paraphrase and circumlocution (Faerch & Kasper, 1983). According to Faerch and Kasper’s (1983) 
Taxonomy of Communication Strategies, avoidance strategy include formal reduction in terms of phonological, 
morphological, syntactic, lexical elements and functional reduction which includes topic avoidance, message 
abandonment and meaning replacement. Meanwhile achievement strategies include compensatory strategies like 
code-switching, interlingual or intralingual transfer, cooperative strategies, non-linguistic strategies like retrieval 
strategies and interlanguage-based strategies that encompass generalization, paraphrase, word coinage and 
restructuring. For the purpose of this study, the use of avoidance strategies that include topic avoidance, message 
abandonment and meaning replacement were investigated. As for achievement strategies, the use of code 
switching, paraphrasing, word coinage and interlingual strategies that include literal translation and 
circumlocution  

The study adopts both quantitative and qualitative approaches in seeking answers to the research questions. In 
the first phase of the research, the adapted version of the LEAP questionnaire was distributed to the respondents 
to obtain information about their language experience and their proficiency. Quantitative analysis of the data was 
tabulated. In the second phase of the research, students were required to read written descriptions of four 
situations based on the adapted version of the Written Discourse Completion Tasks (WDCT) by Miura (2008). 
They were required to write spontaneously on how they would respond to the four given situations. In total, the 
250 respondents submitted 1000 responses. This task was conducted to elicit the kind of strategy, avoidance or 
achievement strategy that they employ in responding to the situations (based on the framework by Faerch & 
Kasper, 1983).  

2.4 Data Collection 

In this study, only eight communication strategies, namely, topic avoidance, message abandonment, meaning 
replacement, code switching, literal translation, word coinage, paraphrasing and circumlocution are investigated. 
Every identified strategy is plotted on a table and the percentage of each strategy is calculated based on the 1000 
responses. This is followed by the calculation of the total percentage of the avoidance and the achievement 
strategies based on the 1000 responses. Qualitative data was obtained by interviewing a group of four language 
instructors for suggestions on viable measures that can be taken to improve the undergraduates’ strategic 
competence.  
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3. Results 

The data based on the adapted version of The Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire (LEAP-Q) 
revealed that 98% or 245 of the respondents are exposed to their first language in comparison to their second 
language which is English. 95.2% (238) of them preferred to read texts in Malay in comparison to English and if 
given a choice to communicate with a person who is equally fluent in all languages, 72% (180) preferred to 
communicate in the first language. 95.2% (238) of the respondents affirmed that they often speak in the first 
language and 79.6% (199) of them found that the English language writing skill is very challenging. The above 
data implies that a majority of the bilinguals favor the first language in comparison to the second language.  

The findings based on the 1000 responses in the Written Discourse Completion Tasks indicated that 97.1% (971 
responses) were inclined towards the achievement strategy and 2.9% (29 responses) towards the avoidance 
strategy. It is also evident that 91.4% (914 responses) out of the 1000 responses on the WDC tasks included the 
literal translation strategy which according to Paramasivam (2009) involves a condition where the learner 
translates his intended meaning from one language to another. A fact to be taken note of is that the respondents’ 
responses to some of the tasks fall under more than one strategy. The breakdown of the findings is as tabulated 
below: 

 

Table 1. Number of responses and percentage of avoidance and achievement strategy employed 

Avoidance Strategy Achievement Strategy 

 Responses Percentage  Responses Percentage 

Topic Avoidance 3 0.3% Code Switching 46 4.6% 

Message abandonment  11 1.1% Literal Translation 914 91.4% 

Meaning Replacement 15 1.5% Word Coinage 24 2.4% 

   Paraphrase 57 5.7% 

   Circumlocution 233 23.3% 

 

Focused group interview held with four language instructors resulted in several suggestions on measures that can 
be taken to improve the respondents’ strategic competence. It had been suggested that communication strategies 
is made as part of the language syllabus in the university besides devising modules and coursebooks that focus 
on communication strategies. The language instructors have also suggested that students are provided with more 
language exercises, trained in the use of strategies and exposed to a wide range of interaction patterns and 
written dialogues as well as discuss on how these dialogues can be improved. It has also been suggested that 
students are prompted to define, paraphrase, explain situations in written forms, familiarized with meaningful 
expressions, provided language practice via computer-aided facilities like the Internet, exposed to participate in 
social conversations and discussions via social networking sites like Facebook or provide opinions and views in 
the oral and written form either face-to-face or in the online mode. Other suggested measures include the 
construction of a written inventory or key vocabularies that comprise technical, academic and general terms, 
expressions and synonymns as well as sentence building activities via collaborative group work, out-of-class 
activities and learning as well as exposure to exemplary speeches by Toastmasters International and other 
affiliated organisations.  

4. Discussion 

The research results provide a critical reflection on the strategic competence of bilingual undergraduate 
engineers in a technical university. It has also provided valuable insights on the type of strategy that the 
undergraduates dominantly employ in spontaneous written communication. These undergraduates are found to 
be inclined towards the achievement strategy rather than the avoidance strategy with literal translation being 
most popularly used. This echoes Liskin-Gasparro’s report (1996) that intermediate speakers relied mostly on L1 
and L3-based communication strategies which includes literal translation which is also known as foreignising. 
This reflects that there is inadequacy in the undergraduates’ proficiency level which indulges them to seek other 
ways to communicate meaning in written communication. It needs to be pointed out that other achievement 
strategies like code-switching, word coinage, paraphrasing and circumlocution are very minimally employed in 
their written communication thus implying that they should be exposed to these kind of strategies in ESP-based 
classrooms.  
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Paribakht (1985) highlights that speakers may basically employ certain communication strategies to cope with 
the lexical gaps in their target language but most importantly an increase in the learners’ language proficiency 
level will provide the learner with the necessary knowledge, e.g. semantics, that they need to utilize in achieving 
a communication goal. This also implies that their target language proficiency needs to be developed. As 
advocated by Faerch and Kasper (1983), learners will be able to bridge the gap between pedagogic and 
non-pedagogic communication situations if they are exposed to appropriate use of communication strategies. 
According to Peloghitis (2006), the development of communicative competence demands a great deal of 
spontaneity and the ability to cope with the unexpected. Therefore, as advocated by Scarcella and Oxford (1992), 
written communication should not be restricted to basic patterns on prefabricated situations or topics. Instructors 
should rather expose the students to authentic real-life and spontaneous communication so that they have ample 
exposure and practice in compensating their target language deficiencies as well as enhance their written 
communication in the second language.  

This study also shows that a very minimal number of responses (2.9%) are inclined towards the avoidance 
strategy and 91.4% towards the achievement strategy thus implicating a positive note that these bilingual 
undergraduates are motivated to achieve their communicative goals. Herein, lies the role of ESP instructors to 
play a prominent role in developing the bilingual undergraduates’ strategic competence. Evidence for the 
teachability of strategic competence is provided by research, e.g. by O’Malley (1987) which stresses that the 
teaching of these strategies should be embedded in the curriculum and that future research should be directed 
towards refining strategic training approaches. As pointed out by Jiang (2011), instructors can deduce the 
interactional patterns among bilingual learners by designing teaching materials and by exposing them to react to 
communicative situations which provide the learners with the opportunities to initiate, contribute or repair 
conversations. 

5. Conclusion 

As suggested by Corder (1978) and Faerch and Kasper (1983), achievement strategies contribute to successful 
language learning. Johnstone (1989) highlights that strategies related to achievement behavior are more 
frequently used as one’s language confidence grows. Thus, despite the fact that a majority of the undergrads 
manifest on achievement strategies it is envisaged that communication strategies training need to be stressed in 
campuses so that undergraduates are more familiarised and are better prepared for the future workplace. This 
study also points towards direction for future inquiry on determining the type of strategy and skills training that 
can be embedded in the ESP curriculum for undergraduate engineers in technical universities. In essence, this 
implies that language instructors need to be more dynamic and resourceful in creating a natural environment that 
fosters practice in strategic competence. 
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