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The main objective of this study is   to explore how students of the English Education 
Study Program at the Faculty of Education of the University of Lampung, Indonesia 
perceive learning, involving an unfocused task and focused task. The participants of this 
study were grouped in 3 pairs; high-high (H-H), high-low(H-L) and low-low(L-L) pairs. 
In the unfocused task, each pair was given a topic. They selected 5 from 24 available 
personality traits with a reason for each. While in the focused task, the discussed topics 
were the linguistic problems (grammar and vocabulary) coming up during the 
unfocused task.  An adapted open-ended interview method aimed at measuring 
perceptions of unfocused and focused tasks served as the research instrument. The 
results revealed several facts about the two tasks including that the unfocused task was 
enjoyable to all the three types of pairs, but they failed to get input for the good of the 
development of their language quality because during the negotiation of meaning they 
focused more on meaning. Secondly, the focused task was enjoyable to H-H and H-L 
pairs for different reasons, and too difficult and stressful for the L-L pair. In other 
words, focused task was not appropriate for L-L pair.  It is recommended that further 
studies involving more categories should investigate this field further. 
 

Contribution/ Originality: This study contributes to the existing literature of negotiation of meaning to reveal 

what perceptions foreign language learners have about unfocused and focused tasks, particularly in acquisition of a 

language. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

There have been abundant studies on how learners put effort to understand and get understood by their mates 

while interacting in the target language, both offline (Azkarai & Agirre, 2016; Baharun, Harun, & Othman, 2018; 

Farangis, 2013; Nurazizah, Agustien, & Sutopo, 2018; Yufrizal, 2007) and online  (Arslanyilmaz & Pedersen, 2010; 

Bower & Kawaguchi, 2011; Castrillo, Monje, & Bárcena, 2011; Thio, 2005; Yazigi & Paul, 2005; Zhu & Carless, 

2018). Taking the terms used by Ellis (2003) i.e. unfocused task and focused task, it seems the above mentioned 

studies applied unfocused tasks, which were loosely bound to certain tenses. The results of their studies 

demonstrate that during a discussion, the learners were engaged in negotiation of meaning (NoM) in order to 

understand each other, and the studies also attempt to find whether this NoM benefits the learners in terms of their 
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language development, since they are highly active in the discussion. Contradictory to this idea, Foster and Ohta 

(2005) believe that NoM does not contribute to learners’ language development. Concurrently Nurazizah et al. 

(2018) report that Malaysian learners use Malay when they encounter any problem in expressing their ideas in 

English. 

To the authors’ best knowledge, in spite of the various studies concerning NoM, not a single study has looked 

into how learners perceive the discussions in unfocused and focused tasks. For this reason, this research requires to 

focus on the perceptions of two tasks so that deep insights into the quality of a learning model involving these two 

tasks can be obtained. Tavakoli (2009) and Awwad (2019) point out that it is of importance to know learners’ 

perceptions in order to acquire deep information on the effectiveness of a learning model. Mouly (1973)  had earlier 

affirmed that two persons with the same experience might not share the same perception. 

Based on statements made by Tavakoli (2009); Awwad (2019) and Mouly (1973) on the importance of learners’ 

perceptions and the existence of controversy over the benefit from NoM in English learning, as mentioned above, 

this research attempts to understand the quality of the learning involving unfocused and focused tasks from 

learners’ point of view. Learners’ perceptions may be modified with the instruments used by Mahpul (2014) in his 

research on learners’ perceptions of the learning model of Task-based language teaching (TBLT). The perceptions 

were classified into five categories, i.e., Level of Difficulty, Degree of Stress, Confidence, Interest, and Motivation. 

In this research, there is one more category, i.e., Learning Outcomes. It was added in order to answer the 

controversy described above, which is over the contribution of NoM to learners’ language development when they 

are engaged in the discussions in unfocused and focused tasks.  

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

With all the studies above in mind, the authors decided to take on this research, which concerns how learners 

perceive a learning process when they are engaged in NoM in the discussions of unfocused and focused tasks. The 

research questions for this study are: 

1. How do the students of the English Education Study Program at the Faculty of Education of the University of 

Lampung perceive the learning involving an unfocused task? 

2. How do the students of the English Education Study Program at the Faculty of Education of the University of 

Lampung perceive the learning involving a focused task? 

 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1. Unfocused and Focused Tasks. 

Ellis (2003) infers unfocused tasks are arranged without being bound to certain tenses. This inference is in 

accordance with the essence of Natural Approach pioneered by Terrell (1977) which embraces the idea that in an 

approach of English learning, it is the natural communication skills which should be focused on and learners should 

be facilitated with tasks that give them chances to use the language as a means of communication in real life. 

Besides unfocused tasks,  focused tasks in learning (which are bound to certain tenses) can also be involved, but it is 

rather difficult to arrange them (Ellis, 2003). In order to understand what Ellis (2003) asserts related to focused 

tasks, we arranged them based on the linguistic problems (of grammar and vocabulary) which had been 

encountered by the learners during the unfocused tasks while they were having discussions. In this way, the 

principle of Natural Approach crystallized by Terrell (1977) which provides learners with chances to express their 

ideas naturally is required and could be fulfilled. Concurrently, the principle of communicative language teaching 

Richards (2006), whose center is the information gap, could also be accommodated.  
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3.2. Previous Studies on Learners‟ Perceptions 

Ample studies on teachers’ and learners’ perception in the process of English learning have been conducted by 

several researchers. For instance, Tavakoli (2009a) researched on task difficulty in learning from the viewpoint of 

teachers. Ardasheva and Tretter (2012) conducted a research on English teachers’ and learners’ perceptions and 

communication strategies used in the ESL learning process. Hussain and Shiratuddin (2017) dealt with the research 

on teachers’ perceptions of the qualities of instructional media with a digital storytelling concept. Studies on the 

perception of the application of Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) have also been commonly carried out. For 

instance, Révész and Gurzynski-Weiss (2016) studied how fifteen highly experienced teachers applied TBLT in 

their teaching. Awwad (2019) revealed that ESL teachers have different perception of task difficulty. The same 

applies to learners’ perceptions as well due to cognitive task complexity. Lim and Hwang (2019) performed a study 

on Korean grown-up learners’ perceptions. They found out that learners do not share the same perception of 

grammar accuracy. Tavakoli’s (2009) study concerns task difficulty, while Fang (2015) focuses on learners’ 

perceptions of metaphor; King and Rothman (2018) focused more on students’ perception on communicative 

language teaching. They found that the learners like to have group work.  The researchers did what they did in 

order to acquire in-depth information about the effectiveness of a learning model or certain teaching material.   

What Ellis (2003) deduces on unfocused tasks has actually been applied and looked into by earlier researchers, 

by way of giving learners topics to discuss and the learners were free to express their ideas without being too much 

attached to certain tenses. The results lead to the understanding that during interaction, the learners were engaged 

in the process of NoM (Baharun et al., 2018). However, if learners find it too difficult to express their ideas in the 

target language, they normally use their first language, or even gestures (Nurazizah et al., 2018). This is congruent 

with the findings of Castrillo et al. (2011); Cook (2015); Azkarai and Agirre (2016); Hartono and Ihsan (2017) that 

during a discussion, learners make the effort to understand each other despite the abundant linguistic problems they 

produce. In other words, the learners have enough chance to practice the language, and it benefits them to develop 

their language (Mahpul & Oliver, 2018).  

Learning the results and findings in relation to unfocused and focused tasks above, it is safe to infer that the 

studies were concentrated on the researchers’ perceptions, not the learners’, while this research focuses on the 

learners’ perceptions. So, it is beyond doubt reasonable to consider this research unprecedented. 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1. Participants 

The population of this study comprised 34 students of the English Education Study Program at the Faculty of 

Education, University of Lampung, Indonesia. Six out of these 34 students, who were in the fourth semester, were 

chosen as participants of this research.  The information on their English skills were obtained from the lecturer 

teaching Speaking skills. Out of the 34 students, 9 fell into the category of high proficiency learners, while 11 fell 

into that of low proficiency ones. As for the rest, they were of medium proficiency. The students with high levels of 

English were those who were able to express their ideas without any considerable problems and be understood by 

good listeners, while the ones with low levels were those who had trouble in expressing their ideas and made it 

difficult for listeners to understand them by using lengthy sentences (Heaton, 1991). The selection of six students 

as sample of the study considered these characteristics as the pairing was to be done based on High and Low 

proficiency levels.  

The sampled six students had been classmates for four semesters. It was assumed that they were close friends, 

and during the time they spent together, they were highly engaged in discussions several times in every subject, 

either in groups or in pairs. Nonetheless, their levels of English varied. They were divided into three pairs for this 

study but before pairing, they were each given a questionnaire about which classmates were closest to them. They 

were asked to write five classmates’ names. It was done in order that during discussions, they should feel free to 
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express their ideas. The pairing was done with reference to their English proficiency and close friends. The first 

pair was composed of two high-proficiency students (H-H), the second comprised one high-proficiency student and 

one low-proficiency student (H-L), and the third had two low-proficiency students (L-L)). 

 

4.2. Instruments and Data Collection 

In the unfocused task, each pair was given a topic. They were required to select 5 from 24 available personality 

traits with a reason for each. The fundamental basis of the arrangement of the focused tasks in this research not 

only lay in form (meaning) which would potentially develop, but also in forms (aspects of linguistics) since the 

learners would get input from their output (Swain, 1985; Swain & Lapkin, 1995). Each pair had 15 minutes for this 

task. While in the focused task, the discussed topics were the linguistic problems (grammar and vocabulary) 

coming up during the unfocused task. Following the discussions, open-ended interviews using Indonesian language 

were carried out so that what the students experienced in the discussions in the unfocused task was still fresh in 

their minds (Creswell, 1988; Creswell, 2008).  All the utterances in the interviews were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. Table 1 presents samples of open-ended interview protocol, adapted from Mahpul (2014). 

 
Table-1.  Open-Ended Interview Protocol. 

No Categories Questions 

1 Level of Difficulty What do you think about learning activity?  Was it  easy? Why? 

2 Degree of Stress 
How did you feel when you were expressing your ideas  
during the discussion? Relaxed or stressed? Why? 

3 Confidence 
Did you feel confident while sharing your ideas during 
the discussion? Why? 

4 Interest 
What do you think of the learning process, was it 
interesting? Why?  

5 Motivation Does such activity motivate you to learn English? Why? 

6 Learning outcomes 
Does such activity give you any benefits from learning English? Can you give 
the example(s)? 

Source: Adapted from Mahpul (2014). 

 

4.3. Data Analysis 

The interview transcriptions were read repeatedly and manually analyzed on the basis of the descriptive and  

NVivo coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2009). In this research, the students’ answers to the question of 

each perception category (Table 1) were coded and then given symbols. A tick (✓) means that the corresponding 

answer agreed with the statement of the given coding and a cross (X) means that it did not agree with it. This will 

be illustrated in detail later in the Results section. 

 

5. RESULTS 

The results of this research are described in accordance with the aforementioned research questions. The first 

RQ stated: 

RQ 1. How do the students of the English Education Study Program at the Faculty of Education of the 

University of Lampung perceive the learning involving an unfocused task?  

The students’ perceptions of learning involving an unfocused task for each category, i.e., Level of Difficulty, 

Degree of Stress, Confidence, Interest, Motivation, and Learning Outcomes, are shown in Table 2. This data was 

obtained from the open-ended interview protocol, as described in the methodology. For the sake of validity of data, 

the interviews were conducted in the Indonesian language. 

 

5.1. Unfocused Task 

5.1.1. Unfocused Task: Level of Difficulty 

Q: What do you think about the learning activity? Was it easy? Why?  
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As seen in the Table 2 below, some students indicated that the unfocused task was easy. The rest indicated the 

contrary. 

 
Table-2. Unfocused Task: Level of Difficulty. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 The task was easy: Reasons       

1 Familiarity with the topic ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Doing it with a friend ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 The task was difficult: Reasons       

1 Problems with the language X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Note: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

All the pairs said that the unfocused task had been easy since it was related to their field as prospective 

teachers. It concerned the personality traits that every teacher should have. They also said that they had expressed 

their ideas spontaneously and had not been afraid of making mistakes because they were having discussions with 

their own friends. The students with low levels of English emphasized that the difficulty did not lie in the material, 

but in how to express their ideas in English. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (It was easy to get ideas since it suited us as prospective teachers). 

 H2: (It was not difficult, ma‟am, since the material was about choosing 5 from 24 personality traits a teacher should 

have. So, I had a lot of reasons for them.) 

H-L Pair 

 H: (Easy, ma‟am, and the topic was nice, about personality traits a teacher should have) 

 L: (The material was nice, ma‟am, although it was rather difficult to express ideas in English. Sometimes, I mixed it 

with Indonesian.). 

L1-L2 Pair 

 L1: (It was not the material which was difficult, but expressing ideas in   English. We used Indonesian a lot.) 

 L2: (It was a bit difficult, ma‟am. The material was nice, but it was just hard to express our ideas in English.) 

 

5.1.2. Unfocused Task: Degree of Stress  

Q: How did you feel when you were expressing your ideas during the discussion? Relaxed or stressed? Why? 

 
Table-3. Unfocused Task: Degree of Stress. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

1 Doing it with a friend ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 The material was interesting ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

3 Using code-mixing X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 3 shows that all the pairs pointed out that during their discussions in the unfocused task, they had felt 

relaxed and not found the discussions stressful at all because of two reasons: first, they were having discussions 

with their own friends; second, the material was interesting. Besides, the low proficiency students mentioned that it 

was easy for them because they used the Indonesian language when they faced trouble (code-mixing). Those were 

the three reasons for which the pair felt relaxed during the discussions and did not find the task stressful. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (It was not stressful, ma‟am, because we had a discussion with our own friends and the material was interesting.) 

 H2: (I was happy with it, ma‟am. We each put forward a lot of reasons. The topic was interesting.) 
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H-L Pair 

 H: (It was not stressful, ma‟am, because we discussed it with friends. It was also because the topic was engaging. We 

had plenty of ideas to express.) 

 L: (It was nice, ma‟am. I found it pleasant to have a discussion about personality traits. I had a lot to talk about, 

though sometimes, it was too hard to say what I wanted to say in English. That was why I mixed  

English with Indonesian.) 

L1-L2 Pair 

 L1: (I did not find it stressful, ma‟am. The topic was pleasant. What was rather difficult was to express our ideas in 

English.) 

 L2: (It was just enjoyable, ma‟am. We expressed our ideas to each other. The topic was pleasant but it is true that it 

was rather hard to express our ideas in English. So, we mixed English with Indonesian.) 

 

5.1. 3. Unfocused Task: Confidence 

Q: Did you feel confident while sharing your ideas during the discussion? Why? 

 
Table-4. Unfocused Task: Confidence. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for being confident       

1 
Giving the reasons for the chosen 
personality traits 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Giving the reasons for disagreement ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 4 reveals that all pairs agreed that their understanding of the topic made them confident about 

themselves when putting forward their ideas in discussions. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (I had the discussion with my own friend, ma‟am, and the topic was the five characters we had each chosen from 

those on the worksheets, so     I just found it easier to find reasons because I had many ideas of the topic.) 

 H2: (The topic was interesting, so a lot of ideas to convey crossed my mind. When I disagreed to my friend‟s idea, I 

just put forward the reasons. I was not hesitant about it since the partner was my own friend.) 

H-L Pair 

 H: (It suited us, as prospective teachers. We shared our ideas with each other freely, spontaneously.) 

 L: (Yes, I gave a lot of ideas because of a nice topic with a friend of mine. The topic was really nice and the discussion 

took place with a friend.) 

L1-L2 Pair 

 L1: (I was confident, ma‟am. I put forward plentiful reasons since the topic was familiar to me.) 

 L2: (I expressed abundant ideas since the topic had once been discussed in the subject Studying and Learning.) 

 

5.1.4. Unfocused Task: Interest 

Q: What do you think of the learning process, was it interesting? Why? 

Table 5 shows that all the students’ reasons centered on the suitability of the topic for them as prospective 

teachers. The other reasons given by the L-learners were that the reasons they had put forward were spontaneous 

and they had sometimes used Indonesian expressions (code-mixing) when they had trouble in expressing their ideas 

in English.  
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Table-5. Unfocused Task: Interest. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for being interested       
1 The topic was suitable for the 

learners 
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Code-Mixing X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

5.1.5. Unfocused Task: Motivation 

Q: Does such activity motivate you to learn English? Why? 

 
Table-6. Unfocused Task: Motivation 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for being motivated       

1 Trying to express ideas in 
English 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 6 expresses that all the pairs said that they had been highly motivated in the unfocused task since they 

had chances to put their English knowledge into practice. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (Yes. I tried my best to practice my English while putting forward ideas.) 

 H2: (Yes, I was happy because I had a lot of time to practice my English in the discussion.)  

H-L Pair 

 H: (Yes, I made considerable attempts to express my ideas in English.) 

 L: (I tried desperately to be like my partner in terms of using English although, sometimes, I mixed it with Indonesian 

without realizing it.) 

L1-L2 Pair 

 L1: (Yes, ma‟am, we kept trying to use English.) 

 L2:(Though I sometimes encountered difficulty, I kept making attempts to use English.) 

 

5.1.6. Unfocused Task: Learning Outcomes 

Q: Does such activity give you any benefits from learning English? Can you give the example(s)? 

 
Table-7. Unfocused Task: Learning Outcomes. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for having good learning outcomes       
1 Getting help or corrections from the friend ✓ X X ✓ X X 

 Reasons for not having good learning outcomes       
1 No help or corrections from the friend X X X X ✓ ✓ 

Source: The results of open-ended  interview. 

 

In this unfocused task, as illustrated in Table 7, all the students, either H-learners or L-learners, said that 

during the discussions, they had kept their minds focused on the messages conveyed by their friends. They also 

responded and expressed their ideas spontaneously. Their friends helped them only when they asked for it. 

Although they had been instructed to ask for help when they had trouble in expressing their ideas, it only took 

place at the beginning of the discussions and the help they needed centered on vocabulary only. However, in the 
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case of the L-L pair, requests for help existed, but since neither was able to provide it, they eventually had to 

practice code-mixing. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (There was, ma‟am, one word. On a worksheet, there was the word “generous”. I did not know what it meant 

and then, I asked Ervina what it was, and she told me.) 

 H2: (No, ma‟am, because I just used the vocabulary I know and I know all the vocabulary on the worksheet.) 

 

H-L Pair 

 H: (No, ma‟am, I just expressed my ideas and it seemed that my friend understood what I said.) 

 L: (I asked questions in relation to the English vocabulary, like “what was „fair‟ in English?” My friend told me by 

saying “fair”. But I did not ask all the questions I had in mind. I also mixed English with Indonesian.) 

L-L Pair 

 L1: (I asked several questions, like “how to say someone has a talent for being a teacher,” but my friend did not know 

either.) 

 L2: (Well, we just focused on the discussion, ma‟am. We mixed English with Indonesian when we had trouble with 

the vocabulary. So, there was no correction or help with regard to how to say something in English.) 

 

5.2. Focused Task 

This section discusses the findings related to RQ2 which stated:  

RQ2: How do the students of the English Education Study Program at the Faculty of Education of the 

University of Lampung perceive the learning involving a focused task?  

The steps taken in the analysis of the students’ responses in the focused task were the same as those taken in 

the analysis of their responses in the unfocused task. The following are the results of the analysis of the data 

relating to their perceptions in relation to each category mentioned at the beginning of the methodology. 

 

5.2.1. Focused Task: Level of Difficulty 

Q: What do you think about the learning activity? Was it easy? Why? 

 
Table-8. Focused task: Level of difficulty. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 The task was easy: Reasons       
1 Being able to identify the mistakes and make 

the corrections 
✓ ✓ ✓ X X X 

 The task was difficult: Reasons       
1 
 

Being unable to identify the mistakes and or 
correct them 

X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 No help was provided X X X X ✓ ✓ 
Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 8 reveals that all H-learners pointed out that the focused task had been easy since the material was 

familiar to them, which was a discussion of grammatical mistakes. While the L-learners stated that the task had 

been difficult since they were not able to correct the mistakes. The L-L pair also described their difficulty in their 

discussion. They also complained that neither of them had been able to provide the necessary assistance in the 

correction of the wrong sentences so that they did not feel relaxed during the discussion. 

H1-H2 pair 

 H1: (It was not difficult, ma‟am. After having a look at the sentences, I knew they were wrong and could put them 

right.)  
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 H2: (I corrected an error right after I saw it, and my friend totally agreed. We shared (our ideas and knowledge to 

put the sentences right.) 

H-L Pair 

 H: (, It was not difficult, ma‟am. It is true that the sentences were wrong. I also explained to Yuni why they were 

wrong and I made the corrections.) 

 L: (Well, it had been difficult, yes, but after Nabila explained why they were wrong, I understood it.) 

L-L Pair 

 L1: (Yes, ma‟am, it was. There were many sentences which were still too complicated for us.) 

 L2: (It was difficult, ma‟am. It is true that I am still weak in English.) 

 

5.2.2. Focused Task: Degree of Stress  

Q: How did you feel when you were expressing your ideas during the discussion? Relaxed or stressed? Why? 

 
Table-9. Focused Task: Degree of Stress 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for not being stressed       
1 Doing it with a friend ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X X 

2 Being able to correct the mistakes ✓ ✓ ✓ X X X 

3 Getting explanations from the friend ✓ ✓ X ✓ X X 

 Reasons for being stressed       
1 The material was difficult X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 No help was provided X X X X ✓ ✓ 
Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 9 exhibits the following results of all three pairs: 

H-H Pair (This pair felt exciting during their discussion as they shared ideas with each other and were able to 

explain and make corrections to the wrong sentences.) 

 H1: (Discussing the wrong sentences with a friend was nice, ma‟am. We could complete each other.) 

 H2: (The discussion was enjoyable, ma‟am. We both thought alike of the corrections.) 

 H-L Pair (This pair found the discussion enjoyable as the H-learner was able to explain the corrections of the 

errors and the L-learner was enthusiastic about the explanations since they were so eager to understand the 

reasons.) 

 H: (It was enjoyable, ma‟am, as Yuni enthusiastically listened to my explanations.) 

 L: (I found it enjoyable, ma‟am. I got what Nabila explained to me. Her explanations were accompanied by other 

examples.)  

L-L Pair (This pair felt that the focused-task discussion was stressful and uninteresting.) 

 L1: (There were many errors we couldn‟t correct, ma‟am, and in actual fact,  we were doubtful of the corrections we 

made. None of them we were sure of.) 

 L2: (It was a bit stressful, ma‟am. The discussion was not nice enough, ma‟am. It was complicated. Neither of us was 

able to explain confidently.) 

 

5.2.3. Focused Task: Confidence  

Q: Did you feel confident while sharing your ideas during the discussion? Why? 

 

 

 
 



International Journal of English Language and Literature Studies, 2021, 10(2): 185-201 

 

 
194 

© 2021 AESS Publications. All Rights Reserved. 

Table-10. Unfocused Task: Confidence. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for being confident       
1 Doing it with a friend ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X X 

2 Being able to explain ungrammatical sentences ✓ ✓ ✓ X X X 

 Reasons for not being confident       

1 Feeling doubtful X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Not knowing how to correct some ungrammatical 
sentences 

X X X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 10 presents the findings of all three pairs: 

H1-H2 Pair (This pair expressed their ideas confidently as they understood the material well and were friends.) 

 H1: (I was just confident, ma‟am. I just needed to explain why the sentences were wrong, right? It was okay to be 

wrong. After that, she put forward her ideas.)             

 H2:  (I looked at the sentences, then…ooo…this should be like this, then I told  it to her. She did the same. So, we 

completed each other.) 

H-L Pair (This pair emphasized that they had expressed their ideas confidently during the discussion for different 

reasons. The H-learner said that they had been confident about themself since they were able to explain why the 

sentences were wrong, while the L-learner said they had been confident enough to ask a question when they were 

doubtful of their understanding.) 

 H: (I explained them to Yuni and she understood. She could also give other examples immediately when I confirmed 

her understanding.) 

 L: (Right after Nabila explained them, I understood them all. If I had still been doubtful, I would have asked her 

further.) 

 L1-L2 Pair (This pair pointed out that they had not confidently expressed their ideas as they had not been sure 

about them.) 

 L1: (As a matter of fact, there were quite many I didn‟t know, ma‟am. There were also those I was doubtful of.) 

 L2: (Neither of us was actually sure of our ideas and we didn‟t even know how to correct some of them.) 

 

5.2.4. Focused Task: Interest 

Q: What do you think of the learning process, was it interesting? Why? 

 
Table-11. Focused Task: Interest 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 

 Reasons for being interested       
1 Having time to put knowledge into practice ✓ ✓ ✓ X X X 

 Reasons for being uninterested       
1 The material was difficult and the partner could not provide 

enough help 
X X X X ✓ ✓ 

Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 11 exhibits the following results of all three pairs: 

H1-H2 Pair (This pair said that they had eagerly engaged in the discussion since it focused on the grammatical 

errors they had made. Apart from it, the material suited them as prospective English teachers.) 

 H1: (The material was interesting, ma‟am, as it was essential for us to know as prospective teachers. We always tried 

to share our ideas.) 
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 H2 :(Well, it was interesting since it concerned grammatical errors. So, my friend and I completed each other during 

the discussion.) 

H-L Pair (The H-learner said that they had chances to apply their knowledge by explaining the corrections to their 

friend (L-learner). On the other side, their partner pointed out that grammar was important and they had got 

explanations from the H-learner.) 

 H: (I found it interesting, ma‟am. I explained to him and gave him other examples. He understood them and could 

make other examples as well.  I had a chance to make someone understand.) 

 L: (I was interested because grammar is important. My friend gave me a lot of explanations and I understood them.) 

L1-L2 Pair  

 L1: (I was actually interested, ma‟am. I wanted to know why they were wrong, but I did not know how to correct 

them. So, the discussion was quite unpleasant.) 

 L2: (It was difficult, ma‟am. There were many errors we couldn‟t put right. Neither of us could.) 

 

5.2.5. Focused Task: Motivation 

Q: Does such activity motivate you to learn English? Why? 

 
Table-12. Focused Task: Motivation. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 
 Reasons for being motivated       
1 Being aware of errors and trying to correct them ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

Table 12 illustrates that all the pairs stated that they had been motivated during their discussions. Looking into 

the wrong sentences they had made in the unfocused task made them acquire language awareness. None of the pairs 

abandoned their attempt to make corrections to the sentences. 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1 :  (We analyzed why the sentences were wrong and then corrected them.)  

 H2 : (We looked at the wrong sentences first and thought of the corrections.) 

H-L Pair 

 H: (With the activity, I paid more attention to the wrong sentences and made a determined effort to fix them.)                    

 L: (After being enlightened by my partner, I understood more and made a concerted effort to apply the knowledge and 

make other examples.) 

L1-L2 Pair 

 L1: (We made a serious effort to make corrections to the sentences while looking at them although we couldn‟t correct 

them all.) 

 L2: (Yes, ma‟am, we were more aware of errors and attempted the corrections.) 

 

5.2.6. Focused Task: Learning Outcomes 

Q: Does such activity give you any benefits from learning English? Can you give the example(s)? 

Table 13 shows that only the H1-H2 and H-L pairs implied that they had acquired something for their 

language development, especially in terms of grammar. They were more aware of the existing errors and could 

remember the material they had learnt in Structure and relate the errors to it. On the other hand, L1-L2 pair 

actually did not get any input for their language development since no input had been obtained during their 

discussion as they had no ability to figure out the solutions to the discussed problems. 
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Table-13. Focused Task: Learning Outcomes. 

No Perceptions H-H H-L L-L 

  H1 H2 H L L1 L2 
 Reasons for having good learning outcomes       
1 Getting help or corrections from the friend ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 Reasons for not having good learning outcomes       
1 No help or corrections from the friend ✓ ✓ X ✓ X X 

Source: The results of open-ended interview. 

 

H1-H2 Pair 

 H1: (When I forgot something, Ervina reminded me of it, like in the case of an adjective. We also discussed several 

things apart from the errors.)               

 H2: (Yes, we shared with each other and it has enriched my knowledge, for instance, in the case of the subject followed 

by the expression “together with”, whether the verb is singular or plural depends on the subject, which is before the 

expression.)             

H-L Pair 

 H: (For me, it has made me more aware of the importance of memorizing the patterns of sentences, for instance, the 

words “boring” and “bored”. It reminded me of the lessons in the Structure class.)                 

 L: (A lot, ma‟am. Nabila gave me a lot of good explanations. I have understood that sentences with an adjective 

require “to be”. I have also understood the patterns and senses of conditional sentences.) 

 L1-L2 Pair  

 L1: (There is, ma‟am, but only a little and I am still doubtful of it. My friend was not sure about his ideas.)  

 L2: (When we were putting effort into doing the assignment, we found out  that we were unable to fix numerous 

sentences. We were so confused.) 

               

6. DISCUSSION 

6.1. Unfocused Task 

The results of this research lead to the fact that all pairs implied that they perceived the category of level of 

difficulty of the unfocused task as low since the topic had been familiar to them. The perceptions related to this 

category were positively related to those of other categories, i.e., Degree of Stress, Confidence, Interest, and 

Motivation. The pairs felt relaxed since they were engaged in discussions with their friends. They also confidently 

expressed their ideas as the topic was easy and interesting. This goes with the idea that positive perceptions of 

motivation result in positive effects on language learners’ success (Rehman, Bilal, Sheikh, Bibi, & Nawaz, 2014) and 

Weda, Abdul Samad, Patak, and Fitriani (2018). The results also demonstrate that all the pairs did their best to 

understand and to be understood during their interaction. It is in support of what multiple previous researchers 

found out (Arslanyilmaz & Pedersen, 2010; Azkarai & Agirre, 2016; Baharun et al., 2018; Bower & Kawaguchi, 

2011; Castrillo et al., 2011; Farangis, 2013; Nurazizah et al., 2018; Thio, 2005; Yazigi & Paul, 2005; Yufrizal, 2007; 

Zhu & Carless, 2018) that learners make efforts to smoothen up their communication, which they call negotiation of 

meaning (NoM).  

In this research, all the pairs spontaneously expressed their ideas. With reference to their statements on the 

unfocused task, the suggestion put forward by Terrell (1977) and Richards (2006) is proven right that language 

learners should be given some room for naturally expressing their ideas. Nonetheless, it appears that the learning 

process in the unfocused task did not give adequate positive effect on the development of the learners’ language 

quality as they just made use of what they had got. In spite of the instruction that they all should make a correction 

or give help only when there was a linguistic problem, it seems only the H-L pair practiced this, but only at the 

beginning of the discussion. The violation was done by the L-learner. This L-learner asked the H-learner for 

assistance even when they should not. In this case, Swain’s (1985) theory of the output hypothesis, that it is also 
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possible for learners to get input from their own output, was in play. It was what happened to the L-learner of the 

H-L pair. The learners did not make corrections or provide help since they focused on the conveyed messages. The 

L-learner of the H-L pair and the L-learner of the L-L pair involved more code mixing. This result is in congruence 

with what Nurazizah et al. (2018) revealed in the context of Malaysian learners who often used Malay when they 

encountered trouble in expressing their ideas in English.  

Given the fact that the learners practiced code-mixing and there were no solutions to the linguistic problems 

during the discussions, it is of very small chance that there was some development of the learners’ language 

quality in the unfocused task. Hence  it confirms what (Foster & Ohta, 2005) inferred that during interaction, 

learners engage in NoM but this engagement does not make any contribution to their language development. 

Putting the results of the interviews into perspectives, supported by the transcripts of the learners’ dialogues 

in the unfocused task, it is known that only the H1-learner of the H1-H2 pair got something new, which was in 

respect of vocabulary, and it was just one word. It happened since they did not know the meaning of the word 

generous on a worksheet of theirs. The partner (H2-learner) provided the necessary help as the H1-learner asked 

for it. With respect to the H-L pair, the H-learner stated that they had talked spontaneously and only focused on 

the conveyed messages. While the L-learner requested for their partner’s assistance in respect of vocabulary at 

the beginning of the discussion only. In view of this, it is safe to say that the L-learner’s vocabulary developed 

only a bit as they applied code-mixing more than the H-learner provided help or made a correction. 

Despite the L-learner’s, of the H-L pair, low language development, the topic of the unfocused task well 

suited the learners’ characters, which is unarguably highly advisable in a learning process. It probably drives 

learners’ motivation to put effort into expressing their ideas in English a lot higher. Although the learners only 

put into practice the language knowledge they had got, in other words, without learning anything new first, they 

still benefited from the activity since they had ample chances to refresh their minds about what they had got, and 

therefore, to prolong the retention of the knowledge. By repeatedly practicing what they have got, learners will 

be more and more accustomed to using it spontaneously. Therefore, in order to optimize the contribution of the 

unfocused task to learners’ language development, it is of paramount importance to form pairs or groups 

composed of learners with different levels of proficiency. It is noteworthy here to instruct them to request for 

assistance when they have trouble in expressing their ideas is as essential. 

 

6.2. Focused Task 

As described above, the focused task in this research was to discuss the linguistic problems the students had 

produced in their unfocused-task discussions. The result in this respect bears the implication that each pair had 

different perceptions relating to the categories. For the category level of difficulty, all the H-learners stated that this 

task had been easy. This category was not at all contrastive to the other perception categories, i.e. Degree of 

Stress, Confidence, Interest, and Motivation, in terms of how the students perceived them. With reference to the 

transcripts of their dialogues, it was felt that the learners felt relaxed since they had the discussions with their own 

friends, which also caused them to be confident in themselves while expressing their ideas. They also found the 

task easy and interesting. The H-H pair said that they had shared ideas with each other during the discussion. 

They even discussed some material which was actually beyond the subject, “Yes, we shared with each    

 other and it has enriched our knowledge, for instance, in the case of   the subject followed by the expression “together with”, 

whether the verb is singular or plural depends on the subject, which is before  the  expression.) 

The sentence having together with after its subject was produced by the H1-learner and then elucidated by the 

H2-learner. Considering the existing data, it is a sound inference that the output hypothesis proposed by Swain 

(1985) played a role here as the H1-learner got knowledge (input) owing to their own utterance (output). In line 

with this, Kung (2013) stated  that Taiwan learners who have moderate English proficiency like to have English as 

a medium instruction since it can motivate them to learn more English. 
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The H-learner of the H-L pair stated something similar, saying that the focused task had been easy. He could 

even provide explanations and example sentences which eventually resulted in the partner’s (L-learner) right 

understanding of the matter. This result is particularly in favor of Petraki and Gunawardena (2015) who stated in 

the case of Sri Lankan learners  that they liked  explicit grammar teaching. 

As for the L-L pair, they shared the perception that the focused task (in the form of the discussion about the 

linguistic problems that they had produced during their unfocused-task discussion) was difficult. The pair admitted 

that they had not been able to correct the mistakes. It was this fact which caused this pair to admit that they had 

been stressed, unconfident, and had found the material dull. They, nonetheless, affirmed that they had been 

motivated to make corrections to several sentences though they were still doubtful about the corrections.  

In view of the results of the interviews and the transcripts of the students’ utterances, it is plausible to believe 

that the L-learner of the H-L pair acquired a lot of input as the H-learner gave such clear explanations and 

examples that the L-learner had adequate comprehension of the related points. 

L: (A lot, ma‟am. Nabila provided me with a lot of splendid explanations. I now understand that we need a verb to be for a 

sentence containing an adjective. Her explanations also concerned the patterns and meanings which conditional clauses bear.) 

In the H1-H2 pair’s case, they were motivated to be engaged in the learning activity with the focused task at its 

core as it contributed a good deal to their language awareness, as implied by the following excerpt: 

H1: (We tried to analyze why the sentences were wrong and then made the corrections after we found out the reasons.) 

H2:    (We first looked into the wrong sentences and then figured out how to correct them.) 

All the students confirmed that the focused task drove them to better awareness of English grammar. Hence, it 

is not baseless to say that this task is capable of intensifying learners’ language awareness. This result is downright 

supportive of Ellis’s (2002) deduction that one of the ways of heightening learners’ awareness is to provide them 

with sufficient time to analyze linguistic problems in various forms. Concurrently, Saenz (2016) believes that 

education occurs when learners have awareness of the language they are learning, and it is expected that they also 

have curiosity about the language. In this research, the L-L pair said that they had been curious about why the 

sentences were wrong, yet they were not able to figure out the answers since they had no knowledge of it. Concisely 

speaking, this confirms that awareness alone is not enough for learners’ language development. It needs to be 

accompanied by the ability to find out solutions to problems. For this reason, for the good of learners’ language 

development, making pairs or groups of students with various levels of proficiency is at par with other fundamental 

steps. 

From the interviews and transcripts, it is known that only the H1-H2 pair used English to the full during their 

discussion. As regards the H-L pair, their discussion was dominated by the Indonesian language. The H-learner 

confirmed that they had spoken Indonesian most of the time with the intention of being understood better by their 

partner (L-Learner) when elaborating on why the sentences were wrong and what the right ones were. The L1-L2 

did something similar, but they communicated in English much less than the previous pair. They, nevertheless, still 

regarded the discussion as frustrating since they could not satisfy their curiosity about why the sentences were 

wrong. 

By and large, from the perspective of the learning outcomes, the focused task was favorable to the H1-H2 and 

H-L pairs. For the former, they were able to be more aware of linguistic problems and find the solutions. 

Considering what they stated, the H-learner of the latter pair got such benefits as well. With regard to the third 

type of pair (L1-L2), it is fair enough to gather that during the focused task, they tended to feel stressed because the 

material was too difficult for them and neither provided assistance in the process. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

Unfocused and focused tasks in English learning both have advantages and weaknesses. In this research carried 

out in Indonesian perspective, as befitted the learners’ characters, the topic of the unfocused-task discussion was 
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personality traits, so that the pairs, though their levels of proficiency were different, were all achingly enthusiastic 

about the expression of their ideas. They confidently expressed their ideas in English in a spontaneous manner, 

though some of them had to involve code-mixing using the Indonesian language. However, they did not pay enough 

attention to linguistic problems. The L-learners did code-mix so often that they acquired almost no input for the 

good of their language development from this task. Apropos of the focused task (which comprised the discussions 

about the linguistic problems they had produced in the unfocused task), it was of high suitability for the H-H and H-

L pairs. The H-learners had such decent language awareness that they could solve or explained the linguistic 

problems. The L-learner of the H-L pair acquired considerable input for the development of their grammar quality 

as their partner (H-learner) provided explicit explanations, which were also accompanied by code-mixing. On the 

contrary, the focused task was ill-suited for the L-L pair since it drove them to stress. In consideration of the 

interview, the learners of this type should be paired or grouped with learners of, at least, decent proficiency. 

The researchers strongly recommend further studies be conducted in relevance to these findings. It is our 

expectation that researchers for whom this sphere is of interest will be engaged in deeper and more holistic 

approaches to these factors for better comprehension. As apparent as it seems, more studies are also paramount to 

in-depth understanding of to what extent these two types of tasks can benefit learners in fields other than those 

included in this research. 
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