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Meaningful Interaction Providing Input
8 and Output Opportunities for English Use
in EFL Learners’ Social Networks
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Abstract: Most of the language acquisition theories underline the need of exposure to the target
language by providing EFL learners those situations in which English is visible and audible. Thus
learners are able to get greater familiarity with the target language creating more chances for EFL
acquisition. If EFL learning is affected by various variables, the input represents a significant one being
the first side of the language learning process. Among the factors affecting EFL learning and use in
EFL learners’ social networks a significant contribution is that of interpersonal space which connects
learners’ social relations and their interactions, as they are generated by the learners in daily life. In
such contexts their identities can be affirmed and occur generation of knowledge by collaboration, thus
developing linguistic skills.
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1. Introduction

EFLTs are encouraged by Bentley’s (1998) remark “to make full use of the resources
that an information society offers” (p. 3) and to handle the overload of discovering
in learners contexts such capacities which can help learning without screening out
those instruments or situations that can contribute to EFL/L2 learning. OOCCs
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related to EFLLs are represented by those situations in which English learning
happens outside of the school space. Benson (2001) states that out-of-class learning
(OOCL) is “any kind of learning that takes place outside the classroom” and it falls
into three categories: self-instruction, naturalistic language learning and self-directed
naturalistic language learning (p. 62). When students locate available resources and
use them to improve English they are self-instructing, falling into the first category
of OOCL. Second category refers to learning that takes place when EFLLs
unintentionally communicate and interact English speakers, either natives or non-
natives (when English is used as lingua franca - ELF). The third category includes
EFL learning that takes place in a situation searched or intentionally created by
EFLL. In this situation learners use environmental and social tools to generate
learning situation from their initiative.

In order to fully understand OOCCs “we should be drawing in the fullest possible
range of resources from outside the school gate, and create (ing) delivery systems
which can provide individualised packages of support to each young person”
(Bentley, 1998, p. 74). Which is a demanding task as long as EFLTs work with
groups of learners, not with individuals.

Concerned with the same aspect Sundgvist (2009) named English used outside
schools as extramural, where mural stands for walls, including those contexts that
are out of walls. Extramural English is defined by Sundgvist (2009) in his study
regarding the impact of out-of-school English on the oral proficiency and vocabulary
of a group of Swedish ninth graders as “the English that learners come in contact
with or are involved in outside the walls of the classroom” (p. 24). In such situations
of real communication, socializations, gaming and any other activities from EFLLs
life, the four skills are used in tandem. The receptive ones, listening and reading
which are somehow passive, cannot be isolated by the productive skills, speaking
and writing, which are more active.

EFLTs are encouraged to “create an inventory of real-world communication tasks
that ask learners to use language, not for its own sake, but to achieve goals that go
beyond language, for example, to obtain food and drink, to ask for and give
directions, to exchange personal information” (Nunan, 2015, p. 13). The 44 good
learners which participated in Nunan’s (1991) study learnt EFL in Southeast Asian
countries were investigated to identify patterns or personal experiences for their
success in English learning. Participants were surveyed about learning methods that
helped them and what they have done to learn English. All participants agreed that
formal instruction was insufficient and Nunan points out that EFLLS’ success was
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due to learners’ willingness to exercise their language skills out-of-class
participating in activities such as speaking with their friends and with natives in
English, watching TV or reading newspapers.

1.1. Input Opportunities

Most of the language acquisition theories underline the need of exposure to the target
language. By providing EFLLs with situations in which English is visible and
audible, learners are able to get greater familiarity with the target language, which
creates more chances for EFL acquisition. If EFL learning is affected by various
variables, the input represents a significant one being the first side of the language
learning process. Thus input becomes an important factor in the progress of EFLLs.
Classroom with its specific offers consistent grammar, form and meaning occasions
for input by EFLTs contribution, audio materials and classmates. In order to aid
EFL/L2 acquisition input needs to be challenging yet comprehensible. The emphasis
on authentic listening and reading materials represents the interest for EFLTs from
Romania and many other countries from the Expanding Circle, in order to provide
EFLLs texts and audio materials used in real situations (Harmer, 2007; Scrivener,
2005). Leung (1996, p. 26) drawing on Cummins’ BICS and CALP distinction
encourages teachers to provide supportive context for learners in order to bring in
the classroom the benefits of the outer environment. However, such activities are
limited to few minutes per hour or week, depending on the weekly number of classes.

On the account of this limitation researchers interested in EFL/L2 learning and
acquisition including Brooks (1992), Cummins (1992), Pickard (1996), Leung
(1996), Suh et al. (1999) and Byrnes (2006) explored opportunities for meaningful
input in out-of-class situations. English books, movies, TV, internet, songs, games
and many other tools that surround the learner represent situations in which input is
provided. EFLLs spend considerable time listening music or radio programs, reading
novels, newspapers, or academic books, watching TV programs, videos surfing the
internet, etc.

From their studies Brooks (1992) and Suh et al. (1999) concluded that watching TV
and cinema movies, listening music and interacting with native speakers represent
the most frequent activities that surveyed learners do in OOCCs. Pickard’s (1996)
study indicates that the highest ranked activities outside the classroom in which they
use English are listening radio and reading newspapers and novels. From these study
cases results that a considerable input is provided to EFLLs without the intervention
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of EFLT. Interaction with native speakers where EFLLS can practice their English
and negotiate meaning by BICS has no chances to be encountered in the classroom,
except the very rare cases in Romania when the teacher is a native speaker. Although
challenging for EFLLSs, such interactions have a significant contribution on language
practice and identity construction.

Cummins (1992) argues that a central reason for failing in developing proficiency in
L2 academic skills represents the focus on context reduced communication. “The
more context-embedded the initial L2 input, the more comprehensible it is likely to
be and, paradoxically, the more successful in ultimately developing L2 skills in
context-reduced situations” (p. 21). Once input provided creates a deposit with
English structures and lexis, EFLLs have chances to use it on their own in context-
embedded situations from OOCCs. And in such contexts “the learner who is willing
to guess, risks making mistakes and tries to communicate in the L2 will tend, given
the opportunity, to be more successful” (Yule, 2010, p. 192). OOCL takes place in
situations that provide support and encourages learners to try as much as possible
their EFL/L2 skills usage in order to successfully communicate. Such naturalistic
contexts are more beneficial than one that emphasizes mistakes, brings many
corrections and generates a feeling of failure to be perfectly accurate during the
classes as EFLLs are expected to be. Indeed, the more EFLLs see and listen, the
more chances are for such comprehensible input to transform into English noticed,
acquired and learnt. What EFLLs see and hear greatly influence what they say and
write.

1.2. Output Opportunities

Meaningful practice of English vocabulary and structures involves language
production. The subject of EFL output in EFL classes represents the interest topic
for EFLTs and EFL researchers (Cummins, 2000; Harmer, 2007). The issue of
English output in OOCCs is also a concern for a considerable amount of studies:
Ellis and He (1999), Pica et al. (1989), Hyland (2004), Cabot (2016), Miglbauer and
Kotikoski (2015) and others. EFLLs have plenty of opportunities in the OOCCs to
produce English on their own from their initiative. Hyland (2004) enumerates such
activities that students do using English including phone conversations, speaking
with people in the stores, talking to family members, friends, colleagues, writing
projects or e-mails and many others.

The output activities in EFL use and learning are mainly characterized by greater

cognitive demand than input activities, as they imply not only receiving the language
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as it is the case of input, but also producing English. Negotiation for meaning and
interaction with L1 or L2 speakers of English, writing short messages, emails, essays
or any other kind of text represent occasions for output where BICS are developed.

By contrast with input, Cummins (2000) considers that both context-embedded and
context-reduced output activities can be at the same extent cognitively demanding,
just as an intellectual discussion with two people requires the same cognitive
processing as it would take composing an article on the same subject. “Similarly,
writing an e-mail message to a close friend is, in many respects, more context-
embedded than giving a lecture to a large group of people” (p. 70).

Linguistic output according to Swain (1985, 1993, 1995) has three main roles in
learning: to notice, to test and formulate hypothesis, and the last one is metalinguistic
function. By the noticing function EFLLSs realise what they understand incompletely
or what they do not apprehend from the linguistic problems encountered. By the
second function of output EFLLs test out words or new structures. The metalinguistic
function of output consists in meaning and form negotiation, as a reflective or
cognitive process. In collaborative dialogues often is negotiated only the meaning.
OOCCs provide a complementary and compensatory function to institutional
learning in terms of these functions of output, either written or oral production.

Cabot’s (2016) study concerning OOCL and formal education evince a difference
among males and females: “out-0f-school learning might be important for oral output
for males, while in-school learning seems essential for oral output for females,
especially for the noticing and testing functions of output” (p. 181). Ellis and He’s
(1999) study analysed what are the implications of the modified output on lexis
learning during their lessons. Pica et al. (1989) mention that clarification or
confirmation requests as part of transactional moves result into post modified output
in a significant cases of learners’ utterances thus contributing to language
acquisition.

According to Gass and Selinker (2001) output in language learning has four
functions: forms and meaning examination, validation by feedback provision, shift
determination from form-focused to meaning-based processing, and development of
automaticity and speech fluency in learners’ production. During the collaborative
interaction EFLLs engage in output production and deliberately help each other,
speculate language structures and acquire language in the process.
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1.3. Social Media

From the debut of Messenger (Yahoo!, MSN) in 1999 and LinkedIn in 2002 as the
first tools for social media, the communicative area has changed over the last two
decades in an unprecedented manner. The widespread of the next social media
applications: Myspace 2003, Facebook 2004, YouTube 2005, Twitter 2006 and
WhatsApp 2009 has also enlarged greatly the number of users of this new and
already became common tool of socialization. In this era of technological progress
social media provides by its products and services an extensive range of means for
online communication such as messaging, chat, blogs, file sharing and many others.
Young learners of the world wide generation are up to date with sites like Facebook,
Google, YouTube, Skype, Snapchat, WhatsApp, or Wiki, and many of them are
often used for various reasons. The prominent factor for using social media among
young and adults alike is for leisure activities or personal reasons. Instead of
considering them as threats for the young generation, there is a severe need to help
them realise that these new connections may become opportunities for EFL learning
and use. Wardhaugh and Fuller (2015) encourage us to look at the virtual networks
offered by the “recent availability of computers, smart phones, and other devices
[that] has produced entirely new types of networking which many people now use
extensively” (71). Such media assisted communications function now as speech
communities where EFLLs can speak with natives or other nationalities people using
English in meaningful situations.

Notwithstanding a relatively new issue, the connection between L2/EFL teaching
and learning and social media use, represented the research topic for studies
conducted by Lamy and Hampel (2007), Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2011), Zourou
(2012), Garcia and Garcia (2013), Erstad (2014) and Salminen (2014). Special
studies regarding the support provided by social media in language learning were
issued by Demaiziére and Zourou (2012), Hrastinski and Dennen (2012), Zourou
(2012), Wardhaugh and Fuller (2015). Their studies underlined that using social
media tools including online games, Facebook, Livemocha etc, endorse language
learning, and proposals for the use of online tools during classes as complementary
to traditional forms of instruction are included in these surveys. To enhance learners’
engagement, interaction or collaborations, internet and computer technologies are
frequently used in language learning as new and attractive devices for instruction.

Cummins (2000a) considers that the range of autonomous and communicative
functions of language that individuals are able and willing to handle is determined
by the degree of socialization within a particular community. “Thus, socialization
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within particular schooling contexts promotes the acquisition of language registers
that are valued within those contexts” (p. 62). EFLTs do not need to control such
registers, or to try to influence them. It is enough to value that some English used by
the EFLLs in their various socializations.

By their nature, the electronic tools, devoid EFLLs by the physical presence of the
partaking people in communication, but exactly this inconvenient turns into the
advantage of offering opportunities for communication with people from various
parts of the country or from abroad. The study of Miglbauer and Kotikoski (2015)
investigates the students’ use of English outside the classroom in education
institutions from Austria and Finland and use of social media in their particular
context. The results of the survey applied to about 160 students show that a high
percentage of students use English in social media with a higher percentage on
receptive rather than on productive language use. This seems natural that dominant
activities to consist in reading and listening, and the less frequent to be speaking and
writing.

From the research of Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2011) resulted that social media use in
higher education enables PLES empowering learners to bring their personal agency
in the process of learning. They also mention that for a successful leverage of social
media on the generation of PLEs, learners should be able to manage their activities
to balance creativity, communication and knowledge management. Students should
be encouraged to select from the social media tools those activities that develop their
EFL skills and confidence in the use of English. They also need to organize and
customize their own PELEs from the social media in order to self-aware and self-
direct their socialization into opportunities of English learning.

2. Enhancing EFL Learning and Use

OOCCs offer fantastic opportunities for learning which deserve proper attention for
the benefit of both EFLLs acquisition and EFLTs activity. Expending the area of
interest beyond the classroom walls where EFLLSs encounter plenty of opportunities
to expand their learning process, we are placed on the complex ground of
establishing the relevance of learners’ realistic context in English learning and use.
We ventured to do this because “a better understanding of how learning takes place
across settings, and of the possible synergies and barriers between them, may help
educators find ways to supplement school based opportunities” (Barron, 2006, p.
194). Romanian EFLLs being situated in the Expanding Circle where they have least
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chances to encounter it compared with English learners from Inner and Outer Circles
according Kachru (1985), they need most motivation to use all learning situations
from their social networks within OOCCs. The impact of L2/EFL use in proficient
language learning was explored in several studies conducted in recent decades.
Martinsen et al. (2010) focused in their study on language learning progress from
three learning contexts: studying abroad, service learning abroad and foreign
language housing. This study evinces a positive correlation between English use with
L2 speakers and the progress in language proficiency. However, Romanian EFLLS’
context is determined by Romanian particular social and interactional conditions
where input and output opportunities vary from English learners’ contexts within
other countries.

Theories of L2/EFL learning mentioned in this paper apply better to OOCCs where
informal learning is experienced in real life situations. Situated learning from Sefton-
Green’s (2006) perspective demands understanding learning as a social process, and
to make sense of learning we are encouraged to look closely at the sociocultural
context of the learner. By this approach the nature of real experiences in EFLLs
contexts are emphasised. From this perspective learning provided by social and real
OOCCs through social interaction where EFLLS’ identity is negotiated and
developed, games, films, and any other activities learners do every day, represent a
more contextualized learning compared to context-reduced learning often
encountered in English textbooks in classes. If there are some concepts whose
grasping can be difficult to achieve in the class, there is a complementary chance
provided by the EFLLs’ social context. This is the place where creativity and
imagination are nurtured without any intervention and by agentic moves within
PELESs they develop as English users. Learners’ minds are free to explore the outer
world and they contract daily networks within their communities of practice as part
of natural social life.

Nunan (2015) recognizes that encouraging EFLLs to use English outside the
classroom can be challenging because some EFLTSs think that using a language
means speaking that language and many learners are not able to do this at early
stages. But there are many other ways to use English in OOCCs. “Making a pen pal
can be a solution to encourage learners to interact and communicate — it also
increases their motivation to learn the language. Also, I suggest watching a lot of
movies without subtitles, writing a diary every day, and extensive reading” (Nunan,
2015, p. 13). In other words, EFLLs can make significant progress in English
learning directing their activities from OOCCs by proper motivation in language
learning opportunities.
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Finally, it should be pointed out that EFLLs need to be encouraged to depend less on
EFLT and take charge of their EFL/L2 learning by sensitizing them about the
learning process. When learners are encouraged to sensitize the environment and
context where EFL learning occurs, they will be able to discover how actually they
learn English. It is possible that shy EFLLs will not prefer to have face-to-face
conversations in English with native speakers, but they also may have benefits from
expanding practising English online through social media, listening or reading
materials, and so on. Among the factors affecting EFL learning and use in EFLLS’
social networks a significant contribution is that of interpersonal space which
connects learners’ social relations and their interactions, as they are generated by the
learner in daily life. In these social network contexts EFLLs identities can be
affirmed and occur generation of knowledge by collaboration, thus developing
linguistic skills.
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