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Abstract.  The current literature review of second-language learning (SLL) 
views second-language (L2) development as a complex system comprised of 
ecological interactions between multi-faceted agents that fluctuate over time, 
in constantly changing environments. This concept is in contrast with two 
dominant theories that have framed many existing studies in the field of SLL: 
the cognitive theory that sees cognition as the nucleus of SLL, and the socio-
cultural theory that maintains that SLL occurs as a result of social and cultural 
forces. However, little research has been done to explore the dynamic nature 
of SLL in a deeply comprehensive manner, in order to explain the 
phenomenon. Therefore, this study aims to fill this gap of knowledge via a 
detailed investigation of how Business students at a Malaysian public 
university developed their English-speaking abilities in an L2 classroom 
context. A group of 31 undergraduate Business students (30 females and one 
male), as well as their English teacher, were involved in this case study, 
collecting data through classroom observations, interviews, a survey, as well 
as relevant curriculum documents, including academic records. The findings 
from the qualitative analysis via a unique model proposed in the study, based 
on a socio-cognitive theory, have revealed that learning to speak English is a 
complex process involving the ongoing physiological activities of adaptation 
and alignment. The notion of co-dependency exists between individual 
learners and their physical and conceptual resources, constituted in the social 
environment of the classroom, in order to perform the appropriate learning 
actions.  
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1. Introduction  
The spread of English as the world language, has resulted in the need for people 
to be well-versed in that language; and this includes those involved in the 
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Business sector, to help them manage their business as effectively as possible. 
Following this, Business English has received considerable attention, particularly 
within the field of education, in order to find ways to improve learners’ English 
skills and the competencies that are required in the business world (Tratnik et al., 
2017; Xu et al., 2021). 

In Malaysia, Business English is often described as a branch of English for Specific 
Purposes (ESP) that focuses on developing learners’ communication skills, such 
as presenting ideas, making suggestions, and negotiating (Baharum, 2013; Khamis 
& Wahi, 2021). As such, teaching and learning materials are typically centred 
around enhancing productively spoken English, where learners are put in real-
life situations and expected to converse in that language throughout the activities 
(Baba, 2013). 

Although this situational syllabus, in some manner, manages to promote learners’ 
active experimentation with the target language, the goal to produce graduates 
with business communication skills is unfortunately yet to be achieved (Abdul 
Hamid, 2014; Ganeson, 2018; Khamis & Wahi, 2021). There are many factors that 
have been found to contribute to this problem. Baharum (2013), for instance, 
reported that teachers’ difficulty in conforming to contemporary teaching 
methods often leads to many other problems, such as inadequate teaching and 
learning materials, and learners’ poor motivation.  

While this may be true, this study believes that there must be more to the 
explanation. Driven by intellectual curiosity, this present study intends to 
investigate the situated process of learning-spoken English in an L2 classroom at 
a public university in Malaysia, in order to apprehend the underlying 
complexities of the said phenomenon.  

2. Literature Review 
There has been an intense debate going on in the field of SLL pertaining to 
ontological and epistemological matters. The former is concerned with what 
embodies the notion of SLL, while the latter focuses on how researchers perceive 
the issue (Block, 2003). There are two major stances that seem to lead the way 
researchers interpret and understand the SLL phenomenon: 1) the cognitive 
stance, which theorises that SLL is a process that occurs inside the individual 
heads of learners (Ortega, 2013; Suzuki et al., 2019) and 2) the socio-culturalist 
stance, which posits that SLL as the outcome of social and cultural activities 
(Lantolf, 2000a, 2000b; Lantolf et al., 2018). 

The cognitive perspective postulates that L2 learners’ mental operations are vastly 
conceptual, computational and amodal (Harnish, 2002; Van Patten & Benati, 
2015). This implies that learners are genuinely individualistic, in the sense that 
they autonomously regulate their own L2 acquisitional process; and, even if there 
are any external forces that come to play, they are only secondary (Atkinson et al., 
2018; Ortega, 2013). This theoretical bias that refuses to acknowledge the fact that 
cognition is environmentally embedded has led to broad criticism across the field, 
especially from the more socially driven theorists --- the socio-culturalists.  

Unlike the cognitive view of “supreme” thought processes, the socio-cultural 
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approach concerns the involvement of social and cultural interactions in L2 
learners’ processes of meaning-making (Lantolf et al., 2018). This holds that the 
collective activity of learning always precedes learners’ individual development, 
that is, it is through socio-culturally mediated artefacts that learners restructure 
their own cognitive operations; and thereafter, they internalise the learnt language 
(Lantolf, 2000a). Thus, as opposed to the cognitive notion, which believes that L2 
learning occurs primarily in learners’ private minds, the socio-cultural perspective 
presumes that the construction of L2 language in learners is cross-functional and cross-
cultural.  

Even though the socio-cultural approach is rather successful in offering a wider 
perspective of the cognitive domain in language learning, it has also come into 
criticism for being too externally focused, and, thus, it pays little heed to individual 
learners’ differences (Atkinson et al., 2018; Lee, 2015). This has called forth a more 
recent argument among SLL scholars about the necessity to revisit the role of both 
the cognitive and the socio-cultural constituents in  these SLL theories.  

2.1 The dynamic approach of second-language learning 
The growing view that there is a loophole in SLL theories, whereby they fail to 
simultaneously address both the internal and the external variables of L2 learners, 
has opened the door for the consideration of a more dynamic and integrated 
approach to language learning, such as a socio-cognitive perspective. This 
contemporary theory repudiates the concept of “solitary cognition”; and it 
supports the “self-in-context” view instead (Atkinson et al., 2018; Hiver & Al‐
Hoorie, 2016).  

This present study is specifically inspired by a socio-cognitive approach, as 
proposed by Dwight Atkinson. Unlike other socio-cognitive frameworks that 
focus on human interactions, Atkinson considers both the human and the non-
human elements in the environment, which  determine the overall interactions 
(Atkinson, 2010; Atkinson et al., 2007); making it thereby more comprehensive to 
investigate the process of learning L2 speaking in the study. There are three 
fundamental principles of Atkinson’s socio-cognitive approach: 1) the 
inseparability principle, 2) the learning-as-an adaptive principle, and 3) the 
alignment principle.  

2.1.1 The inseparability principle 
This principle maintains that the social and the cognitive aspects of language 
acquisition, learning and use are inseparable; and consequently, separating them 
for a careful investigation is irrelevant. This is because human brains are an open 
system that incessantly and complicatedly adapt to worldly circumstances on a 
moment-by-moment basis (Atkinson, 2011). With reference to Gee’s (1992) 
principle of the social mind that believes wisdom (cognition) is both “in the head” 
and “in the world”, Atkinson (2010) described the concept of integrated cognition 
by using two terms: extended and embodied cognition. 

Extended cognition is situated in activity bound to social, cultural and physical 
contexts, while embodied cognition is grounded in bodily states and actions 
(Atkinson, 2010, p.599). In essence, Atkinson suggests that SLL is an intricate 
system that is neither wholly socially driven nor cognitively driven, but rather it 
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is multi-dimensional and multi-directional, in which learners’ mind, body and 
world operate together (Atkinson, 2002, 2010, 2011; Atkinson et al., 2018). 
 
2.1.2 The learning-is-an adaptive principle 
This principle is based on the idea that humans are social animals; and 
consequently, cognition assists humans to adapt to their environment, in order to 
survive and thrive (Atkinson, 2010). Although this concept of adaptation is 
relatively novel in SLA/SLL, it has been long established in the field (though it 
may not always be represented by the same term) to denote individuals’ natural 
reliance on their socio-cultural resources, when communicating their wants and 
needs. 

Baldwin et al. (1996), who studied language development in young children, for 
example, found that infants that are continuously mediated by meaningful social 
cues, such as toys and the parental gaze, are more likely to be able to name the 
objects around them. This shows that infants innately learn relevant cultural 
knowledge, as a part of their adaptive actions, in order to achieve joint 
understandings via language.  

2.1.3 The alignment principle 
This principle signifies humans’ involuntary capacity to automatically co-ordinate 
their interactions with other people and the material world around them, for their 
collective benefits (Atkinson, 2010, 2014; Atkinson et al., 2007). Atkinson (2010) 
construed alignment as being the major engine of SLL as it reflects the primary 
state, whereby learners become unconditionally engaged in the complex process 
of learning. The manifestation of alignments in individuals is caused by the 
mirror-neuron system in the human brain that is responsible for making sense of 
other people’s actions and intentions (Fogassi, 2011).  Alignments can be 
embodied in various forms, such as language, emotional states, body 
positionings, joint attention and thought, as well as paying attention to distinctive 
socio-environmental cues and artefacts (Atkinson, 2010, 2014; Atkinson et al., 
2018). 

In conformity with the socio-cognitive principles, this current study takes the 
view that the complex phenomenon of learning spoken English can be fully 
comprehended, when the social and cognitive determinants of the learning 
process are concurrently explored. As such, this study seeks to delve into the 
intricate nature of how business students at a public university develop their L2 
speaking abilities in a situated classroom context, investigating the synergy 
between the individual and external factors. Based on the said objectives, the 
following research question has been formulated: 

In what ways do the internal and external factors affect Business students’ 
learning of L2 speaking?   
      

3. The Methods 

This study employed a qualitative case study, which, according to Yin (2009, 
2014), is a useful medium to investigate a phenomenon of interest in an all-
inclusive manner, within its real-life context. The ability of case studies to capture 
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the socially constructed dynamic realities (Stake, 1995; Yilmaz, 2013) may help this 
study to describe in detail the intricate connection between the learners’ internal 
and external factors during the process of learning L2 speaking.  
 

3.1 The study context and the participants 
This study was conducted at a public university in the north-eastern corner of 
Peninsular Malaysia, involving a group of 31 second-year undergraduate 
Business students undertaking the English for Business Communication course and 
their respective teacher. These participants were carefully selected by using 
purposive sampling to gain information-rich cases related to the phenomenon of 
interest (Palinkas et al., 2015, p.533). Thus, after some discussions with the 
university administrators and English teachers, the researchers decided to 
observe this group of students, based on the nature of the course that focused on 
speaking skills, as well as their willingness to participate in the study. 
Furthermore, focusing on a single group of students can help researchers to delve 
into the subtleties and peculiarities of the individual cases better (Gustafsson, 2017). 
The teacher was a 29-year-old female Malay, who had more than six years of 
teaching English experience at the tertiary level. The students, on the other hand, 
consisted of 30 female students and one male student, with 28 of them Malay, and 
three Chinese. Their ages ranged from 20 to 23 years. Since the students’ English 
proficiency was gauged, according to their results in the Malaysian University 
English Test (MUET)1. The classroom was, therefore, of a mixed proficiency, 
comprising Band 2 (limited), 3 (modest) and 4 (good) students. Table 1 below 
provides the summary of the participants’ profile in this study, based on the 
questionnaire that they answered before the data collection started.  
 

Table 1: Profiles of participants in the study 

 
1 MUET is a high-stakes test run by the Malaysian Examinations Council, in order to measure 
English language proficiency, largely for university admissions (Rethinasamy & Chuah, 2011).  

Participants Gender Race Age MUET 
band 
score 

Number 
of years 
in 
studying 
English 

Previous 
experience 
in the 
English-
speaking 
environment 

1 Male Chinese 21 4 16 Yes 
2 Female Chinese 21 3 16 Yes 
3 Female Chinese 20 4 15 Yes 
4 Female Malay 20 3 15 Yes 
5 Female Malay 20 2 15 Yes 
6 Female Malay 20 2 14 No 
7 Female Malay 20 3 16 Yes 
8 Female Malay 20 2 15 No 
9 Female Malay 21 3 15 No 
10 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
11 Female Malay 21 2 16 Yes 
12 Female Malay 21 2 16 No 
13 Female Malay 21 3 16 No 
14 Female Malay 21 3 15 No 
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3.2 Research instruments 
To enhance the validity of the data analysis and the interpretations, this case study 
employed a triangulated approach; and it collected the data through multiple 
instruments, as follows: 

3.2.1 Classroom observations 
The observations took place in an English-for-Business Communication classroom 
for a period of one whole semester (14 weeks). This compulsory two-credit hour 
course required the students to attend the class twice a week. However, since the 
focus of the current study is on learning speaking skills, only the speaking lessons 
were observed by the researchers, thereby resulting in eight classroom 
observations.  

Considering that observation is an excellent method to explore subjects in their 
naturally occurring context (Driscoll, 2011) the researchers decided to use this 
instrument largely to examine how the students went about their learning 
activities in the speaking classroom, with special attention being given to their 
interaction and behaviour. This information was important, in order to help 
inform the researchers of the instructional practices and all the possible factors 
that contributed to the intricate process of learning L2 speaking. 

3.2.2 Interviews 
There were two types of interviews used in the study:  

3.2.2a Semi-structured interview 
This interview was conducted after the classroom observation, which was 
completed, with six voluntary student-participants and the teacher. All of the six 
students were individually interviewed, in order to get their opinions on their 
personal experiences with the English language, as well as their perceptions of the 
speaking lessons. One focus-group discussion was also conducted with the same 
participants, in order to further investigate the topic. The synergistic effect of 
discussion and debate in a focus group might encourage the participants to 

15 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
16 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
17 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
18 Female Malay 21 3 15 Yes 
19 Female Malay 21 3 15 Yes 
20 Female Malay 21 3 15 Yes 
21 Female Malay 21 3 16 Yes 
22 Female Malay 21 3 16 Yes 
23 Female Malay 21 3 16 Yes 
24 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
25 Female Malay 21 3 15 No 
26 Female Malay 21 2 15 Yes 
27 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
28 Female Malay 21 2 15 No 
29 Female Malay 23 2 17 No 
30 Female Malay 23 2 17 No 
31 Female Malay 23 4 18 Yes 
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produce more comprehensive data, which might not be achievable in the 
individual interviews (Kitzinger, 1994, 1995; Nyumba et al., 2018). 
 
The teacher, meanwhile, was individually questioned to gain background 
knowledge about the teaching and learning practices in the L2 speaking 
classroom, as well as the factors that she believed had contributed to the students’ 
process of learning via L2 speaking.  
 
3.2.2b Unstructured interview (stimulated recall) 
Stimulated recalls were used in the study, in order to explore the possible 
interactions between the individual and the contextual factors, and their influence 
on learning via L2 speaking. The ability of this interview to revive the memories 
and thoughts of the participants (Jamshed, 2014) enabled the students in the study 
to explain their specific actions and behaviours, which had been observed in the 
classroom.  
 
Unlike the semi-structured interview that involved six pre-determined students, 
this stimulated recall interview involved randomly selected student participants 
in the classroom. This is because the researchers had no idea in advance, of which 
participants would demonstrate significant actions or behaviours that could be 
explored to gain further information.  
 

3.2.3 A Questionnaire 
A Questionnaire in the study was conducted to obtain the student-participants’ 
background information. The students were given 15 minutes to answer the 
questionnaire, which was set in both English and in the Malaysian language, prior 
to classroom observations. This demographic survey was instrumental in 
providing a holistic and all-encompassing explanation in the analysis of the 
research data. 

3.2.4 Curriculum documents and students’ academic records 
This study relied on the university policy and course outline, in order to gain 
information about the design of the English-for-Business Communication course. 
The students’ university entrance test results (MUET) and their summative course 
assessment (particularly on their speaking skills) were also analysed, in order to 
examine the student-participants’ linguistic profile. 
 

3.3 The data analysis 
There were three theoretical tools used in the present study to analyse the 
collected data:  

3.3.1 The Activity Theory  
Although the Activity Theory is socio-culturally driven, its view of learning as a 
complex mediated collective activity that gradually involves individuals’ active 
participation, and other people and the artefacts available in situated social 
contexts (Foot, 2014; Hasan & Kazlauskas, 2014), is not only consistent with the 
socio-cognitive concept of the “self-in-context”; but it also confirms a detailed and 
structured examination of the contextual influence over the self in “self-in-
context”. This allows the study to better discern the complexity and the dynamic 
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nature of the learning-speaking activities that occurred in the investigated 
classroom. In addition, the graphical model of the Activity Theory is also practical, 
in order to visually illustrate the relationships between the factors involved. 
Consequently, the Activity Theory was employed within the socio-cognitive 
framework in this study, mainly for the interpretation and the organisation of the 
themes, in order to yield an answer to the research question. 
 
During the analytical phase to answer the research question, the researchers 
continuously linked the recurrent themes and the sub-themes to the theoretical 
lens of the Activity Theory. The identified themes and the sub-themes were 
conceptualised and arranged, according to six different components of an activity 
system, as shown in Figure 1: 
 

Figure 1: The activity-system model (Engeström, 1987, p.78) 
 
Once the activity system of learning L2 speaking was constructed, a more in-depth 
analysis of the interconnections between and within the elements of the activity 
system was conducted, in order to explore their effects on the process of learning 
speaking. This was done by examining the activity structure: the roles of the 
subjects undertaking the activity, the motives of the overall activity, the goals 
associated with the actions of different individual subjects, the use of mediating 
tools, the community of practice, its rules and regulations, and the horizontal 
allocation of the tasks between the community members (Barnard, 2010; Hasan & 
Kazlauskas, 2014). 
 
This present study also used Tae-Young’s (2007) model of motivation, in 
combination with the Activity Theory, in order to further explore the motivational 
dynamics of the students in learning to speak English. According to Tae-Young 
(2007), motivation is derived from the subjects’ need, coupled with the object, to 
develop a motive. This motive, then, merged with the goal and the participation, to 
produce the motivation of the L2 learners (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: The relationship between the motives, goals and motivation (Tae-Young, 
2007, p.37) 

As shown in Figure 2, the motives, goals and motivation are all interconnected in 
forming the learners’ inner drive, which directs them towards the learning 
objectives. The interaction among them is highly complicated; and it is easily 
influenced by the dynamics or tensions that emerge within an element, or between 
other elements of the activity system involved. Consequently, with this additional 
model, the researchers delved into the student-participants’ underlying motives, 
goals and motivation, which constantly modified their learning performance 
throughout the speaking classroom. It should be made clear that, although the 
Activity Theory was used in the study to examine the symbiotic relationships 
between the individual learners and their in-class environment, it is given little 
merit in the subject(s), as idiosyncratic actors in social lives when they are viewed 
as being socially motivated by nature (Battista, 2015). Following this, Bachman 
and Palmer’s (1996) communicative language use model, along with that of 
Chapelle et al. (1997), the COE model were used in the study to respectively 
represent the exhaustive components of individual learners’ cognition and their 
social classroom contexts to gain an undivided socio-cognitive interpretation.  
 

3.3.2 Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) communicative language use model 
Since this model views language use as an interaction between language users 
and their context (Harsch, 2017), it was, therefore, an appropriate mechanism to 
represent the intricate connections between individual and external factors in 
students’ learning of L2 speaking. Figure 3 below demonstrates several of the 
components that this model hypothesises play a role in an individual’s language 
usage.  

 
Figure 3: Components of language usage and language-test performance (Bachman & 

Palmer, 1996, p.63) 
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As displayed in Figure 3, there are several attributes of language users that 
influence their communicative language ability, namely: 1) language knowledge, 
2) topical knowledge, 3) personal characteristics, 4) strategic competence, and 5) 
affective factors. Language knowledge implies the numerous language 
knowledge or skills in a user’s memory (Luoma, 2004; Seong, 2014). Personal 
characteristics refer to individual basic features, such as sex, age and nationality, 
whereas topical knowledge signifies the user’s knowledge of different topics that 
he/she applies to a language-use situation (Luoma, 2004; Zhang, 2018). 
 
When someone uses a language, the two knowledge components (language 
knowledge and topical knowledge) and personal characteristics are facilitated by 
two other components: strategic competence (the user’s meta-cognitive 
organisation and the monitoring of the situation) and the affective factors (the 
user’s emotional responses to the situation) (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Zhang et 
al., 2021). All these five features that define an individual language user’s 
attributes (as represented by the second largest and bold circle) closely 
communicate with the context of language use (as represented by the largest thin 
circle). 
 
While Bachman and Palmer’s model of communicative language ability does 
emphasise the interrelationships of various aspects, which comprise the language 
knowledge stored in a person’s mind with the external surroundings (Luoma, 
2004), it does not explicitly specify the contextual properties of language usage. 
Consequently, to compensate for this limitation, the model of Chapelle et al. (1997) 
COE was used in the current study, in order to further and more clearly define 
the contextual variables in an L2 classroom. 

3.3.3 The model of Chapelle et al. (1997), the COE model 
The TOEFL 2000 Committee of Examiners’ (COE) model was developed by 
Chapelle et al. in 1997; and it was strongly influenced by Hymes (1971), Canale 
and Swain (1980), as well as Bachman (1990) (Chapelle et al., 1997; Luoma, 2004). 
Figure 4 demonstrates the model.  
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Figure 4: The COE working model of communicative language use in an academic 
context (Chapelle et al., 1997, p.5) 

As indicated in Figure 4, the COE model consists of two main parts: 1) the internal 
operations and 2) the context. The internal operations (as illustrated in the grey 
box) refer to language users’ abilities, involving a range of mental-processing 
components that are externally interrelated. It begins with internal goal setting 
(extrinsic/intrinsic motivation), which actively interact with the major internal 
operations that occur in verbal working memory (which views the interactions of 
a verbal processing component, language competence and world knowledge) 
(Piggin, 2012). All this interactive processing then results in internal-processing 
output that can be externally manifested through performance (Chapelle et al., 
1997). 
 
The context in the COE model consists of two interconnecting constituents: 1) 
situation and 2) performance. The situation is a variety of academic circumstances 
that are believed to influence language use–setting (i.e. physical environment), 
participants (i.e. individuals and their roles), task (i.e. activity with a specified 
goal), text (i.e. type of language used to complete a task) and topic (i.e. the content 
information that is being addressed); while the performance demonstrates the 
language user’s response to the context (Luoma, 2004, p.111). 
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As previously mentioned, the model of Chapelle et al. (1997), the COE model  was 
used in the present study, in order to describe in detail the context of language 
usage in Bachman and Palmer’s model of communicative language ability. As 
such, only the “CONTEXT” part was taken from the COE model, since the model 
of Bachman and Palmer was adopted for elucidating the individual process of 
language production.  

4.  Results 
The analysis through the lens of the Activity Theory revealed a dynamic interplay 
between the inner and outer forces that either positively or negatively influenced 
the participating students’ learning from speaking on a moment-by-moment 
basis. The individual factors (subjects) identified in the study were: attitudes, 
beliefs and feelings about English, prior experiences, language proficiency, 
anxiety, self-confidence, strategies for learning from L2 speaking, and the 
subjective purpose of learning (e.g. motives, goals, and motivation). 
 
The external factors that were also identified in the study were the socio-
environmental factors that reside in the classroom, including the explicit object of 
the overall activity (i.e. the course objectives), the tools employed (e.g. teacher, 
peers, classroom activities and technology), the community (e.g. the teacher and 
the peers), the rules (e.g. classroom-activity management, cultural norms and 
practices), and the division of labour (e.g. teacher-led and student-led). These two 
strands of factors (individual and external) did not impact the students’ learning 
of L2 speaking independently, or mutually exclusively; but, rather, they were 
highly inter-related and overlapping in their influence on the students’ learning 
to speak English (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4: The activity system of learning from spoken English 
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4.1 Subjects 
Although all the students in the study showed positive attitudes towards learning 
spoken English, their learning behaviours were, however, varied across the 
individuals. This variance was found to have resulted from their diverse 
underlying motivations, which were largely influenced by their beliefs and 
feelings about English, and their previous experiences.  

The students’ beliefs and feelings about English were found to be highly 
associated with their perceptions on the value of English in their lives. Some 
perceptions were derived from their own life experiences (e.g. using English to 
communicate with friends from other races), while various others came from their 
own needs (e.g. English is important for a better career opportunity).  

The students’ prior life experiences in the study seemed to provoke different 
reactions in them; and these influenced their overall beliefs about English. Those 
who experienced a good use of English in life might think learning it was useful, 
while those who had scarcely experienced the language, might possibly think 
otherwise.  

The students’ language proficiency was found to be intricately interwoven with 
self-confidence, anxiety, the use of the first language (L1), and the strategies for 
learning from another spoken language. Those with limited English proficiency 
were found to be more apprehensive of their language inadequacy, and, 
consequently, they had little confidence to use the language in the classroom; 
whereas those with better English proficiency had a positive influence on their 
confidence level, and, thus, they proactively used the language.  

Anxiety in the study was experienced by most of the students with poor English- 
language abilities. Most of these students were too conscious of people judging 
their grammatical mistakes; and they were afraid of being labelled as uneducated. 
This had consequently caused them to resort to various destructive avoidance 
strategies, such as passively depending on their L1 during the partner discussion, 
and closely reading scripts during the in-class role-playing presentation.  

The students’ self-confidence was found to be highly inter-related with their 
language proficiency and subsequent anxiety. The low-competent students 
displayed low self-confidence, when they were reported to be unwilling to speak 
in English, and by making mistakes throughout the process of learning. The more 
competent students, on the other hand, showed higher levels of self-confidence, 
when they appeared to have a greater control over the learning activities in the 
classroom.  

The students’ strategies for learning speaking were found to be closely 
intermingled with their speaking ability. Students with limited language skills 
used memory strategies, or the act of remembering the language for the sake of 
storing and retrieving information (Oxford, 2013) a great deal during the 
classroom activities. Meanwhile, students with better oral production appeared 
to adopt various other constructive strategies, such as cognitive and 
metacognitive abilities, which involve reasoning, monitoring and voluntary 
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attention (Ma & Oxford, 2014; Oxford, 2013). 

It was revealed that the students’ motivation significantly influenced their 
strategies for learning to speak English. Thus, when the students, regardless of 
their English competence, wished to perform well during the role-playing 
presentation, they turned   to various accommodating strategies that would assist 
them to reach the intended goal (e.g. to memorise the dialogue for the less-
competent students, or to speak as naturally as possible for the better skilled 
students).  

4.2 The tools 
This study found that the students highly utilised their L1 to help them deal with 
the intricacies of the L2. They, however, reported significant differences in terms 
of their intentions in using the L1. Those with lower English proficiency were 
more inclined to use the L1 to help them to accomplish the task in the classroom; 
while those with better English proficiency were more likely to use the L1 to gain 
better understanding of the L2.  

Both the teacher and the peers acted as mediating tools in the study, when they 
provided both intellectual and emotional support to the students. Nevertheless, 
the findings revealed that students with less self-confidence were more willing to 
seek assistance from their peers, than from the teacher. This was different to more 
confident students, who wished to improve their L2, and, hence, opted for a more 
knowledgeable source: the teacher.  

Classroom activities in this study served as a primary tool for learning to speak 
English. It was found that there were two aspects of the classroom activities that 
seemed to exert an influence on the students’ learning process: types and topics. 
Many of the students informed that they were more interested in activities that 
were more interactive (e.g. role-playing) than those who were not (e.g. doing 
vocabulary practices in a textbook). However, their excitement did not seem to 
last long, when they were found to only enjoy the discussion part of the role-
playing (with partners), and not the presentation, about which they were highly 
anxious. For the topics, the students argued that any subject that was well-known 
to them, or important for their future career, would heighten their interest to learn; 
and, consequently, they would make extra efforts to communicate in the target 
language.  

In terms of technology, the findings revealed that almost every participating 
student resorted to their smartphone (e.g. to Google word meanings) when they 
were unable to receive help from their teacher or peers in the classroom. This was 
especially true among those students with restricted English competence.  

4.3 The Community 
In this study, teacher and the peers  not only functioned as a tool for learning, but 
also as a classroom community, whereby their collective activities formed a bond 
that in some ways influenced the process of learning to speak English. It was 
found that the teacher had positive relationships with the students when all of 
them expressed their strong liking for her. The teacher’s positive personality, as 
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well as affectionate and humorous attitudes had developed favourable emotions 
in the students, which, in turn, helped them to compensate for their individual 
weaknesses. Unfortunately, the relationships among the students were found to 
be quite the opposite. Many of the students argued that they did not receive 
enough emotional support from their peers, when they showed unsupportive 
behaviours in the classroom, such as refusing to speak in English during the role-
playing discussion and displaying a judgmental look during the presentation. 
  

4.4 The rules 
It was found that the rules set by the teacher for the classroom activities in the 
study defined the students’ learning of the spoken English. The findings showed 
that, when the teacher allocated a short period of time for the discussion activity 
(for the role-playing) and focused more on the presentation, this caused different 
responses from the learners. Those with limited English competence were 
observed writing down their dialogues, while the better students appeared to be 
quite naturally practising their spoken English with their partner during the 
discussion.  

This study also discovered that cultural norms and practices influenced the 
students’ behaviours in the classroom. Living in a society that placed a high value 
on teachers, some students, for example, believed that they had the inclination to 
always respect the teacher. This had resulted in them putting in their best effort 
to participate in the classroom, in order to please their teacher. Having said that, 
not all the students’ actions were socially motivated. This could be seen, when a 
few students argued that it was their personal aspiration to become proficient in 
English that had motivated them to perform in the classroom.  

4.5 Division of labour 
In this study, the ways the classroom activities were divided among the 
community members seemed to have had an influence on the students’ 
motivation. There were two main approaches to the division of labour found in 
the study: 1) teacher-led, and 2) student-led. The teacher-led activities mostly 
occurred during the vocabulary practices, where the teacher controlled the 
learning path and assigned the students some practices from the textbook. Since 
this learning setting placed the students in an individual role, with little 
interaction occurring between them, it might have instilled a sense of boredom in 
the students, when they reported to being less interested in the said activities. 

In contrast, the findings disclosed that most of the students favoured the student-
led activities (partnering), since it gave them the opportunity to take charge of 
their own learning. Being able to work together with their peers afforded them 
the opportunity of developing feelings of security, which then motivated them to 
explore the target language without reservation.  

4.6 The Objective 
There were two types of objective identified in the present study; and they were 
highly complicated; since they were intricately connected with other elements in 
the activity system: 1) the explicit focus of the activity, and 2) the subjective 
purpose of the activity. The former entails the course objectives (i.e. to develop 
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speaking abilities); whereas the latter encompasses the students’ individualised 
drives for learning to speak English (i.e. motives, goals and motivation).  

The findings revealed that the subjects’ motives, or the reasons behind the 
students’ determined urge to achieve the objective of the activity were mostly 
associated with their personal desire to improve themselves, in addition to career 
purposes. However, these students’ motives seemed to have little effect on their 
learning process, when the data showed that the students’ learning behaviours 
were conditionally dependent, and closely driven by their specific missions, or 
goals. To illustrate, due to their deficient L2 knowledge, some students decided to 
read from their scripts during the role-playing presentation (to have a perfect 
performance), although this action could be harmful for their own learning.  

That is to say, the students’ overall effort, or motivation in learning to speak 
English, was extremely vigorous and in a state of constant change. The 
interactions between individual and external factors along the learning process 
could either interfere or stimulate their motivation towards the learning objectives 
on occasions. 

5. Discussion: L2 speaking in the classroom, as an integrated microsystem 
As the core claim of a socio-cognitive approach is that mind, body and world 
function interactively in second-language acquisition (SLA) (Atkinson, 2011, 
p.143), it would be inconclusive to investigate the process of learning to speak 
English, without first considering the whole picture of how cognition is 
embedded in the L2 environments. This is preferrable to  treating the individual 
learners in the researched classroom as an isolated entity. This study viewed them 
and their learning, as a complex situated activity system, in which learning is 
highly distributed – not only across the human community, but also in terms of 
the environmental cues and conventional operations that co-constitute the system 
(Atkinson, 2002). This concept of co-dependency between minds (learners) and 
their socio-material environments in socio-cognitive SLA is termed “the 
inseparability principle” (Atkinson, 2010). 
 
Following this principle, this study presents the Situated Microsystem Model of 
the L2 English-Speaking Classroom, or the SM Model, using a model adapted 
from Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) communicative language usage, along with 
the model of Chapelle et al. (1997) COE, in order  to represent the complexities of 
the system that account for the process of learning spoken English in an L2 
classroom, as shown in Figure 5: 
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Figure 5: A situated microsystem model of L2 English speaking classroom (SM Model) 

 
Figure 5 illustrates the L2 English-speaking classroom as a situated microsystem, 
in which the students are involved throughout in the simultaneous construction 
of their speaking ability, both “in the learner’s head” and “in the world”. The bold 
circle represents the cognitive part of the learner (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; 
Luoma, 2004), or the central mechanism that governs the operations of the five 
elements that shape the cognition: 1) strategic competence, 2) affect, 3) language 
knowledge, 4) topical knowledge, and 5) personal characteristics.  

5.1 Strategic competence 
Strategic competence is the most critical part of cognition; since it demonstrates 
the interaction between learners’ higher-order processing and their L2 
environments (Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Luoma, 2004). This 
competence in the study can be represented by the students’ discernible course of 
actions in the classroom, such as using L1 during the role-playing discussion, 
reading scripts, or speaking naturally during the role-playing presentation. 

5.2 Affect  
The affective part of learners in this study was associated with their attitudes, 
motivation and anxiety. All of these three factors co-influenced the strategic 
competence in mediating the other three components: language knowledge, 
topical knowledge and personal characteristics.  

5.3 Language knowledge 
Both the students’ L1 and L2 knowledge served as a unified cognitive commodity 
in this study, when it allowed them to function in the social space of the speaking 
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classroom. The facility of L1 to promote the shared understanding between what 
language users might have driven the students to go beyond the narrowly defined 
linguistic cues and to transcend culturally defined language boundaries (Wei, 
2018, p.25), so that they could perform well in L2 speaking. 

This was mostly evident among the less-competent students, whose anxious 
minds sought comfort in their L1 to solve problems and to make progress in the 
speaking activities. This showed that language was indeed a part of the system 
that learners strategically employ to enhance their cognitive processing when 
constructing knowledge (Wei, 2018; Wiley & García, 2016).  

5.4 Topical knowledge 
In this study, the students’ topical knowledge demonstrated that human cognition 
is socially extended, when most of the students were inspired to learn to 
communicate in English, due to their situational life experiences concerning 
language usage. Their motivation to improve their quality of life, particularly in 
their future career, may indicate that these students learnt English-,speaking by 
virtue of their ongoing participation in a socially oriented world, rather than as a 
solitary cognitive occurrence (Atkinson, 2011, 2014). 

5.5 Personal characteristics 
The students’ personal characteristics were also actuated throughout the process 
of learning to speak English, when they significantly influenced the students’ 
learning actions. As shown in the findings, most of the less proficient students 
displayed introverted personalities, when they claimed to be shy in the classroom. 
However, when they were found to closely refer to their scripts during the role-
playing presentation, because of their fear of being embarrassed by social others 
(peers); this might indicate that the students’ internal characteristics were indeed 
a twofold construct of collectivity and individuality that would betoken many 
other social actions (Tomasello, 2014). 

Meanwhile, the thin circle outside the bold circle (in Figure 5.1) denotes the 
contextual factors that co-interacted with the learners’ cognition throughout the 
learning process of L2 speaking. There were five consequential elements in the 
classroom context,  according to Chapelle et al. (1997): 1) setting, 2) participants, 
3) task, 4) text, and 5) topic.  

5.6 Setting  
In this study, the setting referred to the present syllabus of the business 
communication course; since it formed an overall structure of learning to speak 
English. As informed by the findings, the existing course syllabus did not seem to 
profoundly afford the cognition-action complexes that scaffold learners’ cognitive 
development (Atkinson, 2010, p.602), when it provided the students with few 
opportunities to productively experience the target language. The focus on 
teacher-led activities not only prevented the students from actively executing 
their metacognitive strategies, but it also created a learning trajectory that  
mirrored the complexities of real-life communication (Goh, 2017).  
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5.7 The participants 
The teacher and the peers comprised the in-class community that largely 
contributed to the students’ cognitive operations in the study. Since the teacher 
was a leading social actor in the classroom, she had full authority to control the 
students’ learning experience, in a manner that might facilitate, or possibly inhibit, 
their cognitive activities. Hence, when the teacher decided to traditionally teach 
vocabulary through mechanical language exercises from a textbook, the 
decontextualised language input might have interrupted the students’ 
neurological operation for negotiating the social world (Mislevy, 2018), which 
may then have resulted in the students’ inability to perform actual communication 
outside the classroom. 

Nevertheless, the findings showed that the teacher managed to develop a positive 
learning atmosphere, when her engaging personality largely satisfied the 
students’ psychological needs. This constructive relationship was, however, 
lacking among the students, when they reported feeling demotivated by their 
peers’ unsupportive actions in the classroom. This may suggest that in-class 
communities are not just other beings that share similar social activities; but they 
are also a group of people, whose emotions are internally attached to function 
rationally (Damasio, 1994).  

5.8 The Task 
The task in this study was defined as an activity that involves learners’ active 
engagement in complex thinking, and which focuses mainly on the notion of 
meaning, rather than merely on form (Ellis, 2012). As such, the form-focused 
exercises that took place during the vocabulary learning cannot be regarded as 
tasks, when they put the students in an idle mood almost every time. This 
indicates the inert structuring of knowledge in an isolated cognitive space 
(Atkinson, 2014), which can put the whole process of learning at risk; since 
intelligence is acquired through performance (Atkinson, 2002; Barrot, 2013). 

Notwithstanding the foregoing, there were still tasks available in the observed 
speaking classroom, when the students were asked to perform role-plays. These 
activities, were, however, rather unsatisfactory when the role-playing 
presentation left many students, especially those with restricted proficiency, 
feeling uneasy. These unpleasant feelings can be very destructive to their learning 
of spoken English; since emotions affect one’s cognition/learning (Damasio, 
1994). 

5.9 The text 
This study described text as the types of language the students used throughout 
the learning activities. Since there was little interaction that had occurred during 
the form-focused exercises, there was no significantly spoken text produced 
during this event. On the other hand, there were two forms of text recorded 
during the role-playing tasks: 1) an informal conversation with a partner during 
the discussion, and 2) a formal conversation with the partner during the 
presentation. While these two texts were produced in the same activity of role-
playing, the difference in the task formally evoked different emotional reactions 
in the students. 
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The higher degree of public attention gained during the presentation  caused the 
less-proficient students to feel highly anxious; and, thus, they adopted some 
measures that would accommodate their restricted language abilities (i.e. to read 
scripts). This illustrates the complex neural mechanisms of learners that are 
situationally and emotionally determined (Perlovsky, 2011).   

5.10 The topic  
As depicted in the findings, the topics of speaking activities had the capacity to 
reinforce learning, when they so often led to better learner engagement. This is 
probably because meaning/knowledge is latent in human cognition; and it would 
only be activated following some input stimulus and former experiences 
(Atkinson, 2002). Hence, when the students were asked to speak about something 
that was knowledgeable to them, a set of previously socialised neural connections 
might have been prompted to mediate meaning-making; and this thereby helped 
them to actively fit into the L2 system.  
 
The largest dotted circle in Figure 5.1 signifies the cultural context that this study 
did not set out to investigate, but nevertheless appeared in the findings. The 
students’ positive behaviours in the classroom, to respect the teacher, might reflect 
their conformity to the norms of Malay Islamic society that highly values good 
manners (Chuchu & Mahali, 2014). However, since the susceptibility of neural 
schemas to one’s personal experiences of the world can sometimes turn the 
idiosyncratic mind against the dominant ideologies (Atkinson, 1999, p.642), some 
students seemed not to be culturally conditioned when their similar executed 
actions were found to derive their own interests, rather than those of society.  
 

5.11 The underlying forces of adaptation and alignment 
According to the socio-cognitive theory, the symbiotic interdependence between 
cognition and the socio-material world denotes the socio-cognitive process of 
alignment, or the complex means by which human beings effect co-ordinated 
interaction and maintain the interaction in dynamically adaptive ways (Atkinson 
et al., 2007, p.169). Following this, the students’ embodied learning actions in this 
study, depicted their continuous and progressive drives to be aligned with the 
various opportunities available in the L2 classroom environment.  

The meta-analysis of the findings revealed that the students’ goal-directed actions, 
or strategic competence varied, according to their L2 abilities. Students with 
restricted English knowledge were likely to use the L1, rather than the L2 during 
the discussion activities, in order to help them complete the task. Their intention 
to use the L1 to create meanings showed the students’ attempt to align with the 
assigned task procedures; and since their L2 abilities were insufficient to perform 
such actions in the L2, their intuition must have been prompted to allow them to 
invoke their L1 properties for a shared cognition, or for intersubjective reasons 
(Atkinson, 2002). 

The students’ low self-confidence also made it difficult for them to naturally align 
their L2 with that of their partner, when they decided to read from their scripts 
during the role-playing presentation. This move could be harmful; as it not only 
left the students with few opportunities to negotiate meanings with their local 
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counterpart, but it also failed to represent the social reality of language – to 
respond to other social beings via turn-taking, gaze and bodily positionings 
(Levinson, 2006).  

The situation with the more proficient students, was, however, quite the reverse, 
wherein they displayed a more promising strategic competence.  Their privileged 
access to L2 acquaintances might have enhanced their self-confidence to swiftly 
align their target-language use with that of their partner.  This enabled them to 
substantially adapt to and become a part of the situated L2 system (Atkinson, 
2002, 2011), and, thus, to survive  in the emotionally threatening presentation 
activities.  

All in all, it is, therefore, reasonable to draw a conclusion that the existing L2 
microsystem was rather ineffective in scaffolding the less-skilled students’ 
cognitive development. The presence of nerve-wracking classroom events (e.g. 
role-playing presentation in an unsupportive environment) had noticeably put 
the less-competent students under stress, resulting in them focusing more on 
adapting to immediate circumstances that were highly necessary in the classroom. 
Given that their nervous minds had always forced them to resort to many 
detrimental learning actions, these students might well have missed their 
opportunity to grow in the real L2 world outside the classroom. 

6. Conclusion 
Following the socio-cognitive perspective of SLL, the entire process of learning to 
speak English exemplified a default state of human affairs within a complex 
integrated system. As shown by the SM model proposed in the study, the learners’ 
capacity as intellectual social individuals obliged them to impulsively interact 
with the multi-facetted external constituents, as part of their adaptive efforts to 
align with the demanding L2 classroom environment, irrespective of the 
intertwined interactions that occurred in the researched system. Furthermore, it 
was found that the in-class L2 surroundings were tactically inept at mediating 
learners’ cognitive operations, when a strong sentiment of worry constantly arose 
in less-competent students, resulting in their harmful adaptive behaviours. 

Accordingly, this study emphasised the necessity for ESL teachers to 
acknowledge the all-embracing constructs of socio-cognition, as the core factors 
that determine the pedagogical process of learning spoken English; and making 
sure that that all social agents and properties in the classroom environment are 
supportive of learners’ “higher-order” cognitive activities, are a must. Although 
this case study, at some points, managed to provide a rich, contextualised 
understanding of some aspects of L2 learners’ learning experiences, it is still 
bounded by the limitations of those qualitative findings, which cannot be 
generalised beyond the specific learners and the immediate context of the 
research. Consequently, a mixed-methods approach that combines the findings 
from both quantitative and qualitative studies, is perhaps warranted for such 
studies in the future. 
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