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Abstract

Interactional competence (IC) lies at the heart of the communicative skills an EFL learner is supposed to master.
This paper investigates the meanings, assessment methods, and implications of IC in a second/foreign language
setting and particularly in the Saudi context. The first part charts a theoretical background to the study of
language from the early debate of the notions of competence and performance, through the evolution of
communicative competence and the emergence of the term interactional competence. The second part of the
paper outlines how IC has been described in the literature from multiple perspectives; interactional patterns,
resources and strategies, IC authenticity, raters’ interpretations of IC and finally how the term was used in the
Saudi context. However, it was aimed through this paper to draw an advantageous picture that provides a
comprehensive understanding to how the term interactional competence has been taken up in the field of
second/foreign language assessment. Needless to say, IC assessment is still an under-researched field in Saudi
Arabia, and needs further efforts from the teachers, researchers and policy makers to provide thorough insights
into assessing and employing interactional skills in the Saudi EFL classrooms.
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1. Introduction

Communicative skills are essential in learning a foreign language and they are fundamental objectives of
teaching and learning English as a foreign language. Learning a new language sheds light on the presupposition
of the nature of language (Harris, 1981; Heller, 2007). Graham (2007) asserted that students in foreign language
learning have expressed that being able to communicate orally is the ultimate goal. Canale and Swain (1980)
subcategorized communicative competence into four main competencies: linguistic competence (knowledge of
linguistic forms), sociolinguistic competence (the ability to use language appropriately in contexts), discourse
competence (coherence and cohesion), and strategic competence (knowledge of verbal and non-verbal
communication strategies). Recently, this theory has been rejected and interactional competence has been
suggested instead.

In her seminal work on interactional competence (IC), Kramsch (1986) was the first to coin the term
interactional competence to caption the dynamic process of communication. In addition, Galaczi and Taylor
(2018) have also defined it as “L2 learners’ ability to co-construct interaction in a purposeful and meaningful
way, taking into account socio-cultural and pragmatic dimensions of the speech situation” (p. 8). According to
Hall and Doehler (2011), interactional competence reflects “the knowledge of communication rules and the use
of linguistic and interactional resources within a specific context by two interlocutors who engage in a dynamic,
reciprocal process of co-constructing L2 spoken interaction” (p. 4). In fact, IC can be regarded as the use of
required linguistic and interactional resources (e.g., turn-taking and task-related management) to contribute to
the context-specific conversation.

According to Hall (2018) who investigated the emergence of the term interactional competence in SLA, this
concept existed around the same time in two different fields: linguistic anthropology and sociology. Moreover,
she asserted that in each field it was employed for a different meaning. According to her, the source of
interactional competence “as used in studies of L2 learning in the field of linguistic anthropology and in
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particular in the work of Dell Hymes” (p. 26). Firstly, Hymes (1962, 1964) posited a theory of language in
response to the theory of language proposed by Noam Chomsky (1957, 1966) who postulated that linguistic
competence refers to the rules any speaker of a language knows implicitly; language according to him was a
fixed, universal property of the human mind containing a set of abstract principles, common across all languages,
from which language-specific syntactic rules were generated (Chomsky, 1966). Conversely, communicative
competence was coined by Hymes to refer to the individual capacity to acquire and employ this social
knowledge in various social contexts. Hence, Hymes regarded Chomsky’s view of competence to be insufficient
in that it could not account for the social knowledge that is essential for individuals’ understanding and
employment of language.

At about the same time that Hymes was developing his theory of communicative competence, Harvey Sacks and
his colleagues, Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson, were working on a theory of social action that resulted in
what is known as conversation analysis (CA). Sacks (1992), followed Chomsky’s approach in the way it
accounted for a universal competence, yet while Chomsky’s interest in competence was in its abstract system of
generative rules of language, Sacks was interested in the basic, universal techniques by which social life is
arranged. Additionally, instead of a theorized competence premised on intuition, Sacks was concerned with the
actual, publicly witnessable, common sense knowledge, i.e., an interactional competence (Maynard, 2012; Sacks,
1992). Hutchby and Wooffitt (2008) stated that “competence is a value-laden construct in education and perhaps in
a wide range of workplace environments more broadly, where an individual can be located on an assessment rubric
as more or less competent” (p. 60). Accordingly, they demonstrated that such a view of competence contradicted
the emphasis of conversation analysis on describing, rather than evaluating, and the techniques and procedures
adopted by participants in order to understand each other and make themselves understood as well.

Waring (2018) noted that the concept of interactional competence (IC) in applied linguistics lacks clarity in terms
of the precise constituents of such competence. Part of the controversy of the term “competence” is attributed to its
association as the opposite of Chomsky’s performance, which is the actual usage of language. In addition, Waring
(2018) clarified that the idea of interactional competence is grounded in different intellectual habits that stress both
changeability and universality to produce more confounding descriptions of what it implies. A greater
specification of such a concept is required in order to benefit from such theoretical arguments in actual teaching.
Furthermore, a promising venue proposed by Waring (2018) is to shift the debate from interactional competence to
its visible incarnation such as the practices of turn-taking, sequencing, overall structuring and repair. Furthermore,
Waring noted that a small number of studies were conducted to tackle the issue of assessing interactional
competence more or less directly; much of the work was devoted to pragmatics competence. For instance, Young
(2015) equated pragmatic competence in interaction with interactional competence and was able to establish some
standards for assessing such competence including content delivery, language use, sensitivity to the situation, and
turn organization. Moreover, Tkeda (2017) in her study for the assessment instrument for L2 pragmatics
performance in university settings, also equated discourse-oriented L2 pragmatic ability as interactional
competence.

In her distinguished publication, Hall (2018) proposed the term interactional repertoires “as a more empirically
useful term to refer to the objects of L2 learning” (p. 26). While some researchers called for reconsidering the
notion of IC, Hall suggested replacing the concept of IC with inferactional repertoires. She argued that it is
beneficial to apply this term as it reflects the changing nature of the various resources that learners employ and
develop in their own contexts which accordingly can reinforce the studies of L2 learning as well as second
language acquisition.

Clearly, while scholars struggled to identify the exact meaning and components of IC, practitioners such as
teachers and exam raters struggled with assessing L2 IC. In fact, language assessments and practices are among
the most significant arenas to comprehend language competence. Clearly, our understanding of the field of IC
assessment is just “partial if not rudimentary” says Waring (2018, p. 60). He even argued that a problem exists in
measuring IC constituents and in establishing standards. However, content knowledge and language proficiency
were the major focus of researchers in terms of assessing their second/foreign language as shall be seen in the
next section.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Interactional Patterns, Resources, and Strategies

The term interactional patterns refer to the types of interaction (collaborative and asymmetric) interlocutors create
in a conversation from two aspects of a conversation: mutuality and equality. On the one hand, mutuality is related
to how interlocutors engage in the conversation and contribute to making meaning. On the other hand, equality is
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concerned with the way the conversation is well managed and distributed between them (Van Lier, 1996).
Interactional patterns were defined in English as a second language (ESL) written discourse as collaborative,
dominant/passive, expert/novice, and dominant/dominant (Storch, 2002). In the oral discourse perspective, a
discourse-based study on test-takers’ interaction in a paired speaking test (PST) by Galaczi (2008) revealed four
interactional patterns. A collaborative pattern is one in which interlocutors cooperate and extend their own voice
and their partner’s and it is characterized by a high level of mutuality and equality. The other pattern is the parallel
pattern, which involves interlocutors developing their own topics, but they do not extend each other’s. In addition,
if the course of conversation manifests imbalance because one of the pairs is dominant and the other is passive, it
will be the asymmetric pattern. Lastly, the blend pattern occurs when the interlocutors concurrently construct two
different patterns within the same conversation.

A study conducted by Artung and Hart (2019) at a Turkish state university, was aimed at exploring the degree to
which using interactional resources such as taking turns or managing a task, as well as the interactional patterns
of EFL learners in paired speaking tests (PSTs) once EFL examinees who had the same vs. different levels of
proficiency were combined together. The findings of this study clearly suggested that interactional competence
was measured best when two high-level examinees are matched together as opposed to low-high level test takers.
Likewise, Niederauer (2014) investigated the use of communication strategies in face-to-face interaction of the
Celpe-Bras Exam. The results revealed that the employed strategies do not provide the optimum capacity of
these interactional resources. Furthermore, inconsistencies were evident with regard to proficiency levels and the
use of communication strategies during the interview for the assessment of oral proficiency.

A recent co-teaching study in a foreign language classroom by Alcala et al. (2020) was conducted to measure the
consequences of an experience by four teachers to analyze whether co-teaching and using Classroom
Interactional Competence (CIC) tactics nurture the quality of L2 interactional competence. The findings of this
study manifested that co-teaching is beneficial for both teachers and students because of the professional growth
teachers can gain whereas students can obtain more attention and security, and consequently they can produce
more L2 output. Obviously, the use of various conversational strategies in the ESL/EFL classroom will ensure
more understanding and will contribute to promote student involvement and participation.

2.2 IC Authenticity

Ensuring the authenticity of interactional tasks is one of the challenging issues in language assessment. Various
studies have been conducted to reveal the complexities of such procedures. Paired speaking tests (PSTs) are
considered more valid and authentic as opposed to individual interviews; as Brooks (2009) argued paired testing is
more authentic because it further reflects the students’ oral interaction types and the sort of classroom commonly
used speaking tasks. Oral interviews on the other hand can reflect an asymmetric interactional pattern with
“unequal rights and responsibilities between the examiner and test-taker” (Galaczi & Taylor, 2018, p. 4).

Lam’s (2015) study was intended to explore whether the group interaction task, in the way it is implemented,
elicits authentic oral language use in a school-based speaking assessment (SBA) in Hong Kong. It aimed to assert
the significance of flexibility and sensitivity to students’ needs in its implementation. Data were collected via
students’ discourse in the assessed interactions, stimulated recall with students and teachers, and a mock
assessment. It was shown through the test discourse that there were some features that likely suggest interaction
authenticity, yet it has questionable authenticity of engagement by students. Moreover, a closer look at students’
pre-task planning activities detected the artificial interaction. Hence, it was concluded that “what can be observed
in the SBA assessed interactions is often not students’ in situ execution of interactional competence in L2, but a
‘canned’ product of students’ execution of the competence prior to the assessed interaction in L1 during pre-task
planning” (Lam, 2015, p. 8). This study suggested significant recommendations to be considered for the
assessment methods on task implementation. Preparation time can be given to students to allow for adequate
brainstorming of ideas and language vocabulary, rather than pre-scripting the interaction, which can only be
permitted at the initial stages of the upper-secondary curriculum in order to elicit spontaneous interaction in the
graded assessments.

2.3 Raters’ Interpretations of IC

It has been detected in previous literature that different research methodologies have been employed to explore IC
in order to approach an inclusive description of the construct. One of these methods was to explore raters’
interpretation of IC during paired or group oral exams. Furthermore, such studies will enrich the field in terms of
the development of rating scales, materials, and guidelines. Undoubtedly, raters’ understanding of assessment
criteria for IC is an essential aspect of testing and assessing IC. The context of assessment can definitely offer us
some insights into how IC is conceptualized in association with specific conduct. May’s (2009) research of the
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perspectives of trained raters towards interaction in a paired speaking test contributed to raising awareness of the
significance of this aspect in IC assessment. She noted that raters included irrelevant items such as test-takers’
body language and social behaviors in their ratings, which verifies and the urgent need for clear descriptors to
guide the raters.

Ducasse and Brown (2009) used verbal protocol analysis to collect data from 12 teachers who examined 17
paired speaking tests of a Spanish beginner-level course at an Australian university. Results had three parameters:
namely non-verbal interpersonal communication, interactive listening, and interactional management skills.
Additionally, a study by Orr (2002) investigated raters’ perspectives of IC in Cambridge English speaking tests.
The study referred to diverse facets that were not stated in the rating criteria, namely, non-verbal communication
and comparison feedback of candidates’ performances. Similarly, May (2011) reported on notable IC features of
four raters who assessed 12 paired speaking candidates in an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) university
context. It was observed in this study that interaction was performed through mutual achievement. A recent study
by Borger (2019), investigated qualitatively the features of IC in a paired speaking test from raters’ perceptions in
a Swedish national test of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Using the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR) scales, 17 EFL teachers from Sweden and 14 raters from Finland and Spain
rated six audio-recorded paired performances and submitted their written feedback to interpret their scores and
account for prominent features. Findings from this study revealed three interactional resources: topic
development moves, turn-taking management, and interactive listening strategies. The interactional role of
test-takers was also reported by the raters. Another study by Sandlund and Sundqvist (2019) targeted raters’
perceptions of learners’ IC in Sweden. The findings from this study indicated that an “examination of raters’
interaction in assessment can reveal weaknesses in scoring criteria that leave too much room for interpretation,
and as such, rater interactions also serve as important sources of information for the development of tests and
assessment criteria on IC” (p. 37). This affirms the fact that tasks and rating rubrics must be concise enough to
create the sorts of interaction and rater interpretations that the construct is designed to capture.

2.4 IC Assessment in the Saudi Context

Compared to the rapid growth of IC assessment studies in ESL contexts over the past decades, less attention has
been devoted to this topic in the EFL counterpart. Moreover, no specific reference to the Saudi context was found.
However, most of the studies that have examined this context were conducted from different perspectives, such as
IC development, usage, sources, and features. Al-wossabi (2016) highlighted that studies of interactional
competence of conversations are still under-researched in the Saudi EFL classroom. He described the current
situation of teaching in Saudi Arabia as teacher-dominated where students are merely passive receptors of
knowledge. To this end, he conducted a study to explore the importance of involving Saudi EFL students in the
process of understanding the flow and structure of spontaneous and interactive conversation via following a
conversation analysis (CA) approach. The findings suggested raising learners’ awareness of the interactional
functions in the native speakers’ speech in real life contexts before examining a particular pragmatic and
interactional function in learners’ discourse as “learners would rather value learning a second language through
observed features of natural behaviors rather than specified parameters of teacher and learners talk in class analysis”
(p. 40). It was noted throughout this study that interactional practices must be vital components of the EFL
curriculum in Saudi Arabia if we are to improve Saudi students. Al-wossabi further proposed that the application
of CA in Saudi EFL classrooms is not an easy task but rather a dramatic change for both teachers and students from
“how language is prescribed in textbooks to how it is actually used in native speakers’ talk” (p. 40).

Another study by Jawhar (2018) showed how the appropriate use of L1 as a source of humour yielded an
immense amount of interaction from Saudi students at a language institute. She investigated the effect of “the
teachers’ competent use of the first language (L1) as a source of humour on classroom interaction and,
consequently, learning” via using the micro-analytical approach of conversation analysis (CA). Furthermore, she
confirmed that this approach provided a friendly atmosphere and raised interactional competence in the
classroom. It is worth noting that the students manifested their interactional competence and grasp of the
“Interactional routine by obtaining the teachers’ attention verbally and non-verbally, taking unsolicited turns and
initiating humour” (p. 307). Such interactional features are substantial components of IC as Young (1999) stated.
The findings have, indeed, shed light on an overlooked aspect of interactional practices, which will induce the
low achiever to get involved in the classroom without the fear of losing face.

3. Conclusion

The foregoing discussion has provided a summarized background to the notion of IC and the ways it has been
interpreted and employed by various scholars. The literature review of IC in second/foreign language contexts was
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referred to in order to indicate, in more concrete terms, the processes and constituents of IC. Moreover, it was
aimed throughout this paper to draw an advantageous picture that provides a comprehensive understanding of how
the term interactional competence has been taken up in the field of second/foreign language assessment. However,
it is not possible to tackle all aspects and issues pertaining to IC assessment in this paper. Needless to say, IC
assessment as shown above is still under-researched in the Saudi context and needs further effort from teachers,
researchers, and policymakers to bridge the existing gap in the literature. A major shift in the teaching
methodology should take place in the Saudi EFL classrooms, as Al-wossabi (2016) highlighted that in order to
prepare Saudi EFL students to communicate successfully with the interconnected world, interactional tasks must
be vital components of the Saudi EFL speaking curriculum.

Undoubtedly, IC studies in Saudi classrooms will lead the way to improving more sustainable solutions before the
contemporary challenges of EFL pedagogy. Thus, it is recommended for researchers to carry out further studies
on IC assessment in the Saudi context and to investigate the various approaches and modes to best assess it.
Finally, this review highlighted a major pedagogical implication which is the lack of IC studies in Saudi Arabia
as well as the necessity to further explore the various interactional tasks which involves written, oral and online
communications.
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