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Abstract 

 

Tämä tutkimus tutkii kielellisiä kompensaatiostrategioita kielenoppimistilanteessa. Jokainen kielenkäyt-

täjä hyödyntää kielenoppimisstrategioita sekä äidinkieltä käytettäessä, että vierasta kieltä opittaessa. 

Aiemmassa tutkimuksessa on kuitenkin keskitytty enemmän kielenoppimisstrategioihin ja suhteellisen 

vähän kompensaatiostrategioihin, joita oppijat käyttävät, kun kohtaavat kohdekielessä sanan tai ilmaisun, 

jota eivät joko ymmärrä tai eivät osaa itse tuottaa. Tässä tutkimuksessa observoidaan ja raportoidaan, mitä 

kompensaatiostrategioita suomalaiset seitsenluokkalaiset käyttävät autenttisessa vieraan kielen oppimis-

tilanteessa, tarkemmin kommunikatiivisessa paritehtävässä.  

Data kerättiin jakamalla oppilaat pareihin, joita ohjeistettiin käymään vaatteisiin liittyvä keskustelu eng-

lanniksi suomenkielisten vihjeiden avulla. Jokaiselle parille jaettiin tabletti, jolla kuvata tehtävän suoritus. 

Audiovisuaalinen videointi tallennustavaksi valikoitui, jotta oppijoiden ilmeet, eleet, sekä muu ei-kielel-

linen viestintä olisi ovat havaittavissa, jonka lisäksi videotiedostot ovat helposti tallennettavissa ja niihin 

on helppo päästä käsiksi. 

Tutkimuksessa ilmi tulleet havainnot ovat linjassa aiemman tutkimuksen kanssa, esimerkiksi sen suhteen, 

miten tytöt ovat valmiimpia käyttämään enemmän kompensaatiostrategioita kuin pojat, ja hyödyntävät 

niitä huomattavasti enemmän oppimistilanteissa. Tutkimus pyrkii avaamaan keskustelua siitä, voisiko 

kompensaatiostrategioiden opettamisesta olla höytyä kielenopetuksessa/oppimisessa, ja toteaa, että lisä-

tutkimusta aiheesta tarvitaan.  

Tutkimuksen aikomuksena on olla astinlautana jatkotutkimukselle, jonka johdosta dataa kerättiin tar-

peeksi, jotta aihetta voisi jatkaa tulevaisuudessa pro gradu - tutkimuksen muodossa. 
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This paper focuses on linguistic compensation strategies and how they are used by 

Finnish EFL learners and secondary school students within the context of a commu-

nicative language learning task. 

Language learning strategies are a set of cognitive tools that every language 

learner uses. They are conscious processes and efforts to learn, control and construct 

the target langue one is learning, or as Cohen (2011:7) puts it, they are: “Thoughts and 

actions, consciously chosen and operationalized by language learners, to assist them 

in carrying out a multiplicity of tasks from the very onset of learning to the most ad-

vanced levels of target-language performance”. It is, however, important to make a 

distinction between language learning strategies and linguistic compensation (some-

times: compensatory) strategies.  

Language learners tend to use linguistic compensation strategies whenever there 

is an information gap between what the learner knows and the target langue. In other 

words, learners become aware of their limitations in the target language when they 

encounter a form or an utterance they cannot either understand or produce. The learn-

ers then utilize these strategies to overcome their limitations.  According to Oxford 

(1990:46) “Compensation strategies enable learners to use the new language for either 

comprehension or production despite limitations in knowledge”.  These strategies in-

clude for example guessing intelligently, asking for help, using mime or gesture 

among other ones. 

The present study aims to identify which compensation strategies are used most 

among the students that were observed when performing the task, and to report any 

other points of interest there may arise. The students were audiovisually recorded 

conducting the task so that both linguistic and non-linguistic compensation strategies 

would be observable.  

Another factor in selecting this topic was that my aim in future research is to 

analyze if compensation strategy instruction (CSI) could be taken into account and 

1 INTRODUCTION 
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used in advantage among language teachers or language learners. Not very much re-

search on this topic exists, especially in the context of the Finnish school system. 
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This study focuses on language learning strategies and especially on linguistic com-

pensation strategies. In this chapter I shall discuss language learning strategies first 

and then focus more on the compensatory strategies. 

 

2.1 Language learning strategies and compensatory strategies 
 

Language learning strategies are usually divided into two main categories; for exam-

ple Oxford (1990) talks about direct strategies which have to do more with linguistic 

tools and all the mental factors that are needed for using them, such as cognitive strat-

egies and using one’s memory, whereas indirect strategies have more to do with so-

cial, affective and metacognitive aspects not directly tied to the learners’ target lan-

guage. Oxford (1990) described the direct strategies as tools “needed to overcome any 

gaps in knowledge of the language“.  These gaps in knowledge are of special interest 

in this study, since they were deliberately produced within the students’ interaction 

in order to provoke them to use any compensatory strategies they chose.  

Further study is needed in determining whether or not knowledge and instruc-

tions concerning language learning strategies and compensation strategies could be 

something that teachers and learners could take advantage of in their second language 

teaching and learning, and if so, which methods would be most advantageous for 

teachers and/or learners. The present study only touches on which compensatory 

strategies the students used the most, however, the idea is to expand this topic in my 

future research, and study if and how students feel their use of compensation strate-

gies has helped them in learning a second or foreign language, if at all.  

Not a lot of research on this topic has been made, but Gül Peker. & Erdemir (2021) 

have studied and discussed compensation strategy instruction (CSI) and according to 

them the results suggest that “learners can be taught how to use compensation 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
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strategies and that CSI may be useful for improving learners’ communicative compe-

tence in a speaking class.” (Gül Peker. & Erdemir 2021). 

Returning to the subject of examining language learning strategies, Oxford (1990) 

has developed a taxonomy of language learning strategies to further illustrate differ-

ences between them and separating them, including mnemonic strategies, cognitive 

strategies, metacognitive strategies, compensatory strategies, affective strategies and 

social strategies. These strategies are often overlapping and one or more of them can 

be used at the same time.  

However, it should be noted that Dörnyei (2005) argues that compensatory strat-

egies have more to do with the way people communicate with language rather than 

with language learning and thus should not be necessarily included in language learn-

ing strategies:  

 

“This division raises further questions inasmuch as (i) “compensation” (i.e., communication) 

strategies are primarily related to language use rather than language learning (and were included on 

the basis that language use leads to language acquisition).” (Dörnyei 2005) 

 

However, this argument does not seem to take into account the possibility that, 

as discussed above, compensation strategy instruction (CSI) can be beneficial to sec-

ond or foreign language learners if instructed properly. 

Whenever second language learners process the target language and come 

across with an information gap, where they either do not understand an utterance 

they read or hear, or when they do not know how to produce one in the target lan-

guage, the learners take advantage of linguistic compensation strategies (or compen-

satory strategies), thus trying to overcome their limitations in using the target lan-

guage. In other words, compensation strategies refer to the strategies and means learn-

ers use when encountering an information gap, finding help and linguistic clues from 

the context of a learning situation as well as relying on social interaction and non-

verbal communication such as mime or gesture to communicate and negotiate mean-

ing when learners are unable to understand or produce the exact meaning of a form 

or an utterance . 
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There exists quite a few of these compensation strategies, and similarly to lan-

guage learning strategies, they can also be divided into different categories. In contrast 

to language learning strategies, Oxford (1990) has divided compensation strategies 

into two subsections, namely, (A) guessing intelligently in listening and reading and 

(B) overcoming limitations in speaking or writing. The former consists of two subsec-

tions; 1) using linguistic clues and 2) using other clues, and the latter consists of the 

following eight subsections, more specifically, 1) switching to mother tongue 2) get-

ting help 3) using mime or gesture 4) avoiding communication partially or totally 5) 

selecting the topic 6) adjusting or approximating the message 7) coining words 8) Us-

ing a circumlocution or synonym.  

2.2 Previous research 

 

 

According to Peker & Erdemir (2021), language learning strategies have been studied 

quite a lot since at least the 1980’s, after which there has been a growing interest in 

these strategies and the possibility of improving language learners’ linguistic compe-

tence, their comprehension and learning with the help of language learning strategies 

and compensation strategies. However, as Kesen, Solhi & Gokhan (2019) say, where 

language learning strategies have been studied extensively, compensation strategies 

have “not been thoroughly touched upon”. This seems to be a common theme, and 

there really has not been very much research done on compensation strategies. Gen-

erally, it seems those studies that have focused on linguistic compensation strategies 

have been mostly focused on reporting and identifying which strategies students and 

very little on anything else. According to Kesen et al. (2019): “studies investigating 

CSs have dealt generally with defining, identifying and classifying the CSs, while the 

rest has concerned with the effect of different variables on CSs use and teachability 

issues.”  

Furthermore, Peker and Erdemir (2021) argue that the research of compensation 

strategies has “mainly focused on either the relationship between language learners’ 
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frequency of use on their academic achievement or the relationship between fre-

quency of use and level of proficiency”. Moreover, according to Gallardo‐del‐Puerto, 

Basterrechea & Martínez‐Adrián (2020) previous research has focused on factors af-

fecting the frequency and choice of compensation strategies. To summarize, compen-

sations strategies have not been studied as much as language learning strategies, and 

most research on compensation strategies focus on reporting which strategies learners 

use and little else.  

However, when previous research has been done on compensation strategies 

that seeks to do more than just report the frequency of the compensatory strategies 

the learners have used, the research shows that, according to Kesen et al. (2019) there 

can be seen “a significant relationship between proficiency and compensation cate-

gory of strategies” and according to Gallardo-del-Puerto et al. (2020): “TL proficiency 

exerts an influence on the frequency of CSs, a lower proficiency being associated with 

a higher use of CSs because lower proficiency learners typically exhibit a more limited 

command of the L2 than higher proficiency”. 

Gallardo-del-Puerto et al. (2020) continue that more proficient learners tend to 

use more L2 – based compensation strategies such as paraphrasing, and less proficient 

learners tend to use more L1 - based compensations strategies, such as mime and ges-

ture. A similar view is also supported by Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020) when they 

state that there seems to be a “relationship between strategy use and proficiency: more 

proficient language learners employ more learning strategies and in a greater number 

of situations than less proficient learners”. 

Next, I shall briefly focus firstly on which compensatory strategies learners have 

been reported to use in previous research, and secondly I will be comparing and con-

trasting how those results correlate with the present study. I chose the survey studies 

by Kesen et al. (2019) and Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020) mostly for practical reasons; 

both studies clearly report the use of compensation strategies, after which it is easy to 

compare results and correlations with the present study. I also chose Do ̈rnyei (2005) 

to further expand on my findings, however I shall focus on that more in the analysis 

section.  
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Kesen et al. (2019) report that the most frequently used compensation strategies 

in their study were non-verbal signals (such as mime or gesture) and approximating 

the message, and that the least used strategies were word coinage and avoidance. The 

participants were Turkish University students using English as a foreign language.  

Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020) studied young English learners in a CLIL setting 

that were divided into three different proficiency groups.  They report the learners 

using a lot of compensation strategies and further explain the following: 

 

“In terms of types of CSs used, they reported using some CSs (paraphrasing) which are typical 

of more advanced learners. However, more proficient learners were found to draw on some non L2‐

based strategies (avoidance, foreignising, miming) to a lesser extent than less proficient learners.” (Gal-

lardo‐del‐Puerto et al. 2020) 

 

Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020) reported “appeal for assistance” being the com-

pensation strategy the students used most frequently, followed by paraphrasing, dic-

tionary and borrowing. 
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3.1 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this thesis was to conduct a qualitative content analysis with the intention 

to observe and report which compensation strategies EFL learners use in a communi-

cative learning situation when encountering an information gap, where the learner 

does not either comprehend or is unable to produce a certain word or utterance, with 

the added intention of reporting any noticeable observations such as variation within 

compensation strategy use between different sexes. Furthermore, the intention is to 

elaborate on those results in future research. In other words, my aim is to answer the 

following question: which compensation strategies do native Finnish EFL learners 

make use of in a communicative, task-based learning situation?   

  

3.2 Participants and data 

Because the nature of the thesis is a qualitative content analysis and because the aim 

is to observe and report specific compensation strategies in an authentic learning sit-

uation, it was necessary that the data represents authentic language the learners pro-

duce without any help or outside influence. Therefore, the data was decided to be 

gathered through audiovisual recordings where the learners record themselves con-

ducting the chosen communicative task. More specifically, the subjects were a class of 

comprehensive school students (7th graders) who spoke Finnish as their mother 

tongue. The task that was used was an existing oral test taken from the course 

3 THE PRESENT STUDY  
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materials, which was then modified to specifically fit the purpose of the study (appen-

dix 1). 

To further illustrate how the task was conducted, there was a class of 18 students 

that were divided into pairs. Those pairs were then given iPads, with which they rec-

orded themselves carrying out the task. The students were instructed to be visible and 

to speak clearly, so that both verbal and non-verbal strategies would be recorded and 

observable, and to use as much English as possible as well as trying to have a real, 

genuine conversation instead of just carrying out the task and going through the an-

swers. Permits for participating in the study were acquired from the guardians of the 

students and the data collected was stored safely and immediately deleted from the 

iPads as soon as they were collected and stored elsewhere. 

Next, I shall illustrate what the task was like and what kinds of vocabulary and 

phrases it required the students to use.  

3.3 Method of analysis 

As mentioned, the intention was to collect authentic data and to observe and report 

the compensation strategies that were used, as well as analyze the results in an induc-

tive way. According to Denscombe (2021), inductive analysis of qualitative data means 

that “analysis tends to work from the particular to the general. From the detailed 

study of localized data the analysis attempts to arrive at more abstract and generalized 

statements about the topic” (Denscombe 2021). This was the goal of the present study 

and its analysis, where the data was first gathered, after which compensation strate-

gies were observed, identified and categorized. The aim of the present study was then 

to focus on the five most commonly used compensation strategies found in the data 

and attempt to find observations that could be then compared and contrasted with 

previous research. Examples of the five most commonly used strategies - as well as 

the results and the generalized statements - can be found in the analysis section.  

The reason why it was chosen to focus on these five specific strategies is because 

those were the ones that were easy to observe and seemed to occur most frequently. 
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It was also found that if one tried to report all the strategies the students used, there 

would simply have been too much data to report and analyze for a bachelor’s thesis. 

However, I might use those data in further studies such as my master’s thesis and take 

a deeper dive into that later on.  

 

 

 

3.4 Procedure 

 

As mentioned, the task was a pair discussion. The aim was for the learners to use 

authentic English and to carry out a normal conversation using English, or as normal 

as possible under the circumstances. It was not without structure however, since in 

the task there were given questions in L1, which the learners were supposed to ask 

their partner using L2. Those questions were open-ended, so the partner gave their 

own answer using only L2, if possible. If they were not able to give the answer in L2 

they hopefully solved it by using one or more compensatory strategies.  

Furthermore, they were allowed to use all sorts of compensation strategies like 

code-switching and asking for help, but they were not explicitly told about different 

compensatory strategies or instructed to use them, and neither were they told what 

exactly would be observed in the study. Each pair was handed two different sets 

of questions they were supposed to ask their partner.  One was “A” and one was “B” 

with their own sets of questions in L1, which each one then asked the other using L2, 

and to which they answered in their own words using L2.  In order to make sure that 

these strategies were to be used by the students, the task was planned out in collabo-

ration with their own teacher who knew the students well and their individual levels 

of linguistic competence, as well as the differences in proficiency within the students. 

The class was then divided into pairs with whom it would be probable that one stu-

dent would be slightly more proficient in using the second language than the other, 

and the less proficient student would be more likely to use compensation strategies 
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(for example asking for help).   Indeed, this was the case, and the students produced 

enough data to yield results within the present study, as well as for intended future 

research within this topic.  
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In my analysis, I shall mainly focus on five specific compensation strategies that the 

students used the most. The analysis showed that the most commonly used strategies 

were 1) asking for help 2) code switching or switching to mother tongue 3) approxi-

mating the message 4) using mime or gesture, and 5) literal translation.  

Next, I shall focus on each of these strategies, discuss each strategy in more detail, 

elaborate on them and describe the situations and contexts where and when the stu-

dents used one or more of these strategies as well as explaining in greater detail why 

I chose to focus on these specific strategies in particular. 

     According to Oxford (1990:47), compensation strategies can be divided first 

into two main categories. Those categories are: 1) guessing intelligently and 2) overcom-

ing limitations in speaking or writing. While guessing intelligently is a big part of these 

strategies, I chose to focus mainly on the latter, since guessing intelligently consists of 

only two subsections, namely, using linguistic clues and using other clues, whereas 

overcoming limitations in speaking and writing consists of, in total, the following eight 

subsections: 1) switching to the mother tongue 2) getting help 3) using mime or ges-

ture 4) avoiding communication partially or totally 5) selecting the topic 6) adjusting 

or approximating the message 7) coining words 8) using circumlocution or synonym.  

I feel that my topic and the task related to it has a lot more to do with the strate-

gies listed under “overcoming limitations in speaking and writing”, and I found them 

to be more easily observable and analyzed. I should mention here that many more 

compensatory strategies do exist and this list is not by any means exhaustive. I shall 

include other compensatory strategies in my analysis as well that I observed the stu-

dents using and will elaborate on each strategy; their meanings and functions. 

     Another reason why I chose the strategies under the category “overcoming 

limitations in speaking and writing” is that I wanted to see students using conscious 

cognitive compensation strategies in an authentic language learning situation instead 

4        ANALYSIS 
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of just guessing intelligently. I also felt I needed to narrow down my field of analysis 

to make the thesis into a more coherent and focused study.  

Next, I shall illustrate each of these strategies that I chose and found, beginning 

from those that I observed the students using the most. The first compensation strat-

egy I shall focus on is the one that the students used the most, namely, adjusting or 

approximating the message. I observed five pairs using this strategy for a total of 13 

times, with only one pair who didn't use this strategy at all. According to Oxford 

(1990:50), adjusting or approximate message can be described in the following way:  

“Altering the message by omitting some items of information, making ideas simpler or 

less precise, or saying something slightly different that means almost the same thing, 

such as saying pencil for pen” (Oxford 1990). 

     An example of adjusting the message can be found when the students were 

supposed to ask each other’s opinions of school uniforms and what their parents think 

about their clothes. Pair one omitted some information and altered the message by 

making it less precise when they formed the question as follows: “What your parents 

think your clothes” and “What you think school uniform?”. Interestingly, the same 

person was able to use prepositions and auxiliary verbs perfectly fine elsewhere but 

here they left them out. 

     Pair three used approximation quite a lot, for example when they omitted ar-

ticles or prepositions, as in here: “Do you use new clothes or do you buy them second-

hand shop”, and when asked what kinds of shops they usually buy their clothes from, 

the answer was: “I don’t know… sports. I like sports.” when they wanted to say they 

like to buy their clothes from sports shops. Usually, the students omitted a lot of prep-

ositions and articles but interestingly used them elsewhere without any problems 

whatsoever. Therefore, this strategy was clearly used whenever they were unsure or 

unconfident and wanted to make ideas simpler or less precise. 

     The second strategy that students used the most is somewhat difficult to de-

termine, since interestingly, in total, three of the five strategies observed were used 

exactly the same number of times. Those strategies were: 1) asking for help, where the 

students simply express their need for help by hesitating or specifically asking others 



14 

 

 

 

for help  2) code switching or switching to mother tongue, where the students use their 

mother tongue for a word in the middle of a sentence or for a whole utterance, and 4) 

using literal translation, which differs from code switching in that when code switching 

takes place, L1 is used instead of L2, but here a lexical item (a word, a form, an idiom 

or structure) is translated from L1 to L2 , and lastly 5) using mime or gesture, which is 

described by Oxford (1990:95) as “physical motion, such as mime or gesture, in place 

of an expression during a conversation to indicate the meaning”, such as holding one’s 

nose and making a disgusted face instead of being able to use the target language to 

say something smells bad. 

     Where code switching was used by four pairs out of five, asking for help and 

literal translation were used only by three pairs out of the five. That is why I interpret 

code switching or switching to mother tongue to be the strategy that the students used 

the most after approximating the message.  

     Interestingly, both asking for help and literal translation were both used also 

in total nine times. Both of those strategies we used by three pairs out of the five pairs 

observed. Moreover, even more interestingly, each pair who used asking for help or 

literal translation used both of those strategies exactly the same number of times. For 

example, pair one used both of those strategies five times, pair three used both strate-

gies two times, and pair four used both of those strategies two times as well, so both 

asking for help and literal translation were used the exact same number of times.  

 

4.1 Asking for help 

 

Whenever the students wanted to ask help, especially pair one, there was a lot of hes-

itation paired with eye-contact; first they paused and hinted the other non-verbally 

that they might need some help, and most of the times it worked and their partner 

provided them with the information they needed. Only when their partner would not 

automatically recognize or notice that they needed help, or that the other one tried to 
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make eye contact, they expressed their need for help verbally, and most of the times 

it worked as well. This was especially true with pair one, however most pairs hesitated 

first and only then asked for help. There was only one person who did not usually 

hesitate at all but asked right away if there was something they needed help with. I 

suspect that the social relations played a role here, where friends hesitated less and 

those not close to each other used more subtle hints and paused more.  

Another interesting detail that was noticed when analyzing the results is that the 

second most used strategy, asking for help, was mostly used by girls and very little 

by boys. Where girls often took initiative, were ready to ask for help and did not hes-

itate to make eye contact and use nonlinguistic cues, boys were distant, quiet, passive 

and hesitant to make eye contact, did not ask for help (at least directly, they often just 

ignored or skipped a word they did not use or switched to their mother tongue) and 

did not take initiative as much as the girls. It seems the girls’ strategies were more 

embodied than boys’ and they were more willing to accept they had gaps in their 

knowledge and that they needed help.  

    One could assume that at least in this case, that the girls and their readiness to 

recognize their own linguistic limitations and willingness to fix those limitations 

serves them better than the boys’ way of dealing with their shortcomings. It seems the 

strategies the girls used are more efficient when it comes to language learning because 

they do not reject or avoid using all available compensation strategies and thus have 

a wider variety of linguistic language learning tools available to them. The fact that 

girls used more compensation strategies than other sexes did is in line with previous 

research. According to Do ̈rnyei (2005:171) gender differences are regularly observed 

in studies about second language learning, and furthermore, according to Oxford 

(1996): “gender often influences strategy use, with females typically reporting more 

strategy use than males in many different cultures”.  

      One needs to ask why do the boys then reject (or at least are less willing to 

use) some of these tools or strategies available to them? Further study is needed, but 

if this is indeed the case, that cis males in aggregate are not willing to use all the avail-

able strategies available to them, one reason could be that perhaps it is in part the way 
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school as an institution encourages the students not to take initiative and be active 

learners. For example, one could ask if learning situations in schools still require the 

students to be passive and quiet, obedient and “well behaved” instead of encouraging 

the students to be active and more embodied in regards to their schoolwork? If this is 

the case, perhaps the students and boys should be encouraged and allowed to express 

themselves more freely and to become more aware of all kinds of language learning 

strategies, and to notice that they do not need to be ashamed of not knowing some-

thing. Perhaps there is an affective aspect as well, where boys have been socialized 

into a very narrow image of a traditional man who does not need help, is capable and 

if anything suggests that this is not the case, it is something that they need to feel 

ashamed of and something they feel they need to hide from others. In this case the 

students should be taught that not knowing is not a weakness, but that finding out 

about one’s limitations and being able to recognize and fix those limitations is a won-

derful thing and an absolute strength, and, above all, that it is also ok to be weak and 

to have weaknesses, as everyone has the right to be weak.  

 

 

4.2 Code switching 

 

Code switching was used mostly to replace unfamiliar L2 words with L1 counterparts, 

like pair one did when they said: “sometimes but not niinku yleensä” (they were look-

ing for the word usually).  There were occasions when structures or phrases were re-

placed with L1 as well, like with pair one when they Switched to L1 when they were 

supposed to ask which clothes their partner has bought most recently: “what clothes 

have you niinku viimeks ostanut”, or pair four when they switched to L1 when asking 

if their partner goes to flea markets or second hand shops: “do you go flea market or… 

niinku käytettyjen vaatteiden liikkeessä”.  

One could have perhaps expected code switching to occur more frequently, how-

ever the students were quite proficient in English and they had recently practiced 
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vocabulary about clothes and talking about shopping, which may at least in part ex-

plain why code switching did not take place more. 

 

4.3 Using mime or gesture 

 

Interestingly, there was a somewhat surprising lack of the students using mime or 

gesture given that the task included a non-verbal aspect which was to be observed 

(meaning the audiovisual element of the videos instead of just observable text or ver-

bal language). For the purposes of the present study, one can only speculate why a 

lack of using gestures and mime was so noticeable. Perhaps it is that the targets were 

Finnish seventh graders and the pairs usually consisted of different sexes; the students 

were perhaps nervous or tired, or not comfortable with expressing themselves non-

linguistically. Perhaps they were a little bit shy or maybe the fact that the conversa-

tions were being recorded and analyzed made them stiff up and non-expressive, or 

maybe on average, Finnish youngsters just do not express themselves non-linguisti-

cally by gestures and mime that much. This is another point of interest where further 

study would be both interesting and needed, and a questionnaire could have shed 

some light on some of these points. 

Keeping that in mind, this data is very much inconclusive when it comes to these 

kinds of things and no conclusions can be drawn from a small data set such as this. In 

fact, using mime or gesture was the strategy that the pairs used the least out of the 

reported strategies here. Using mime or gesture was only used by two pairs for a total 

of three times. As an example, when discussing clothes one person wanted to say they 

like mostly black or gray clothes, however, for whatever reason they seemed to mo-

mentarily forget the word “gray”, so they pointed to a gray part on their shirt. Another 

example of mime or gesture was when a student wanted to say that their siblings are 

taller than they are (and therefore they don’t use their clothes), instead of using the 

word tall, they made an upwards motion with their hand, keeping the palm of their 
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hand horizontal. Interestingly, immediately after the students had used mime or ges-

ture, either they themselves or their partner uttered the correct phrase in the target 

language.  

 

4.4 Literal translation  

 

Literal translation was interesting and sometimes surprising to notice. For example, 

one pair used literal translation when they said: “What clothes do you usually keep at 

school” when they were supposed to ask what they wear to school. In Finnish one 

“keeps” clothes (on), so here “wear” was translated directly from L1 to L2.  Another 

example where literal translation happened was when one pair was discussing donat-

ing or selling their old clothes, one student used literal translation from L1 to L2 when 

they said “in the net” instead of saying “online” or “on the internet”. 

To summarize my findings: the strategy the students used the most was adjust-

ing or approximating the message, followed by asking for help, code switching and 

literal translation. Interestingly, the strategies that were most commonly used in 

Kesen et al. (2019) were non-verbal signals (such as mime or gesture) and approximat-

ing the message, and in Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020) asking for help (or as they 

call it: “appealing for assistance”) followed by paraphrasing. 

The present study also found that girls used a wider variety of strategies than 

boys, and this is something where further study could be useful.  I shall revisit these 

themes in the next segment.  
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The present study was conducted to study and discover which linguistic compensa-

tion strategies Finnish 7th graders and ESL students use when they cannot produce or 

do not understand something in the target language. It was a qualitative content anal-

ysis with just one class of students who worked in pairs and filmed themselves con-

ducting the oral exercise assigned to them. The original goal was to analyze the results 

and even interview the students in order to understand if there would have been 

something that the students or the teacher could have taken advantage of when learn-

ing or teaching a foreign language.  However, for practical reasons and because of the 

limitations of this study, I chose to focus on just five strategies the students used the 

most and report my findings. To summarize my findings: the strategy the students 

used the most was adjusting or approximating the message, followed by asking for 

help, code switching and literal translation. These results seem to somewhat correlate 

with the findings of previous research, since the compensation strategies that the stu-

dents were observed using most (approximating the message and asking for help) 

both of which were also present in the study by Kesen et al. (2019) as well as in the 

study by Gallardo‐del‐Puerto et al. (2020). Another observation was that Girls used a 

wider variety of strategies than boys, and this is something where further study would 

be useful.    

     Based on the results, one can say that the findings were interesting and note-

worthy. Some of the results were somewhat surprising as well, and it can be said that 

most likely the age and cultural background of the students has an influence on the 

results. Girls were observed to engage more, ask for help more and overall use com-

pensatory strategies more than boys. This raises a question if girls have an advantage 

in foreign language learning because of this, and how boys could be made aware of 

compensation strategies, the role of compensatory strategies in language learning and 

how boys could be encouraged to use them more. Furthermore, the students’ aware-

ness of compensation strategies could give them more linguistic tools to observe and 

5         CONCLUSION  
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use when learning and using a foreign language, and the benefits and usage of com-

pensation strategies should be discussed and practiced in language learning situations 

in order to broaden the students’ spectrum of linguistic tools in order to make learning 

more effective. However, this is something where further study is needed, and I am 

thinking about continuing to research this in my master’s thesis.  The results of 

Peker&Erdemir (2022) about compensation strategy instruction (CSI) seem to point to 

a possibility that learners could indeed benefit from CSI, however, further study is 

needed.  

Collecting the data for the present study worked very well. As mentioned, the 

target group was a class of 7th graders who were presented with an oral task in the 

form of a pair discussion. They worked in pairs and (video)recorded their work on 

iPads, so there was a lot of audiovisual data to process. All pairs could be seen and 

heard well in their recordings, and they did not get to practice the task beforehand, so 

the results are authentic and reliable. Plenty of data was gathered intentionally, since 

my idea is to use the same set of data as a part of my master’s thesis or other research 

in the future.  

For further study, however, more data from a wider variety of sources could be 

needed. The present study and its findings were carried out with just one class of stu-

dents of one school, with just one oral exercise, conducted within just one day. This is 

very limiting, since it represents only a very small sample of people from one, mostly 

heterogeneous cultural background and is limited to one place at one time.  Ideally 

data for a larger study of this kind would be gathered from a variety of physical or 

virtual learning environments with people of different age groups and cultural back-

grounds, conducting a number of different linguistic tasks requiring a spectrum of 

different kinds of linguistic compensation strategies.  
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Appendix 1: Page 1 of the oral exercise 
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Appendix 2: Page 2 of the oral exercise 
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Appendix 3: Page 3 of the oral exercise 
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