
345

e-ISSN  2280-6792

EL.LE
Vol. 9 – Num. 3 – Novembre 2020

Citation  Bier, A. (2020). “On the Interplay between Strategic Competence and 
Language Competence in Lecturing through English. Findings from Italy”. EL.LE, 
9(3), 345-366.

DOI  10.30687/ELLE/2280-6792/2020/03/002�

Peer review
Submitted	 2019-09-01
Accepted	 2020-04-23
Published	 2020-11-07

Open access
© 2020  |  cb Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License

Edizioni
Ca’Foscari
Edizioni
Ca’Foscari

On the Interplay between 
Strategic Competence  
and Language Competence  
in Lecturing through English
Findings from Italy
Ada Bier
Università Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia
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1	 Lecturing in the International University

The Bologna process (1999)1 has pushed forward the internationali-
sation of Higher Education Institutions in Europe (De Wit et al. 2015), 
acting as “a lever for forcing change in higher education pedagogy” 
(Dearden 2014, 24) and contributing to the rapid growth of English 
Medium Instruction (EMI),2 as a global phenomenon (Dearden 2014; 
Macaro 2018). Internationalisation poses a series of challenges with-
in the academic domain, among others the necessity for lecturers to 
teach through a language (i.e. English) in which they are generally 
not as competent as they are in their own L1. In addition to this, their 
students as well are usually non-native speakers of English, a circum-
stance that adds further complexity to the overall picture. As a con-
sequence, the issue arises of the effectiveness of the teaching action 
of such lecturers, who are experts in their discipline(s) but are faced 
with the challenge of having to teach through a language that is not 
their native one, a situation that may turn out to be an impediment 
to good lecturing (Airey 2009, 2012; Vinke 1995).

In agreement with the claim according to which “the distinction 
between what is linguistic and what is pedagogic is a difficult one to 
make” (Björkman 2011b, 961), and under the dual assumption that 
a) lecturing requires communicating effectively, b) communication 
is a linguistic action (but not only), language being the first and most 
important tool a lecturer needs,3 it is hypothesized that the two di-
mensions, language and teaching methodology, do not have precise 
boundaries, neat and well-defined, yet represent two sides of the same 
construct – i.e. the language-teaching methodology interface.

2	 Lecturing through English. A Review of the Literature

The background for the present study is represented by three main 
strands of research:

a.	 studies that have examined situations in which lecturers are 
mainly native-speakers of English and have international au-
diences: in these studies, attention is focused on the prag-

1  http://www.processodibologna.it.
2  English Medium Instruction is defined as follows: “the use of the English language 
to teach academic subjects (other than English itself) in countries or jurisdictions 
where the first language (L1) of the majority of the population is not English.” (Maca-
ro 2018, 19).
3  To this end, let us recall Van Lier’s position, in which education – in general, from kin-
dergarten to university of third age – is described as a “language-saturated enterprise” 
(2004, 21), where the importance of language is paramount: “Language, in a significant 
sense, creates education, perpetuates it, and reproduces it” (2004, 1; emphasis added).

http://www.processodibologna.it
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matic issues related to the discourse of lectures (DeCarrico, 
Nattinger 1988; Allison, Tauroza 1995; Mulligan, Kirkpatrick 
2000; Jung 2003; Crawford Camiciottoli 2004, 2005; Morell 
2004); on the use of questions to stimulate interaction dur-
ing lectures (Thompson 1998; Morell 2004; Crawford Cami-
ciottoli 2005); on the importance of effective informative 
speaking, in general (Rounds 1987; Samovar, Mills 1995);4

b.	 studies that have examined dialogic speech in English as 
a Lingua Franca (ELF) situations (Seidlhofer 2011), where 
speakers make up for their language difficulties by employ-
ing a series of strategies that help them cope with misunder-
standings: strategies for signalling and preventing mis-
understanding (Mauranen 2006), strategies for increasing 
explicitness (Mauranen 2007);5 interactive strategies 
(Kaur 2009); negotiation of meaning through accommoda-
tion strategies (Cogo 2009; Cogo, Dewey 2006);6

c.	 studies that have specifically focussed on monologic speech 
in ELF academic settings, where lecturers employ a series of 
pragmatic strategies to enhance the effectiveness of their 
oral communication (Penz 2008; Ädel 2010; Bjørge 2010; Hel-
lekjær 2010a, 2010b; Björkman 2011a). Starting from the con-
cept of pragmatic fluency (House 1996), according to which 
ELF speakers can be pragmatically fluent without strictly fol-
lowing native speaker norms, and from findings of previous 
studies which contributed to identifying the features of ef-
fective lecturing behaviour (Klaassen 2001, 2008; Helle-
kjær 2010b), Björkman carried out research in a Swedish aca-
demic context (2008, 2009, 2010, 2011b, 2013) and the results 
obtained highlighted the link between the adoption of prag-
matic strategies and effective academic communication, em-
phasizing the blurred nature of the boundary between lan-
guage and pedagogy.

4  Rounds (1987) and Crawford Camiciottoli (2004) included both native speaker and 
non-native speaker lecturers in their studies.
5  Mauranen states that “they [ELF speakers] expect comprehension to be hard to 
achieve in purely linguistic terms, and engage in various strategies to offset the prob-
lems that might ensue. Misunderstandings are not common because speakers prevent 
them: they try to converge towards a shared middle ground on account of the uncer-
tainties involved” (2007, 245-6).
6  Cogo and Dewey, emphasizing the link between form (i.e. lexicogrammar) and func-
tion (i.e. pragmatics), claim that changes made to lexicogrammar are mainly explained 
by pragmatic communicative needs such as “efficiency of communication, added prom-
inence, reinforcement of position, increased explicitness, redundancy” (2006, 87).
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This research aims at offering some new insights into the exist-
ing literature both by providing a comparison with findings from 
an influential study (i.e. Björkman’s) carried out in a similar set-
ting (i.e. an international university in Sweden), and by reporting 
findings from a country – Italy – where, by comparison with north-
ern and central European countries, lecturing through English is 
a relatively recent phenomenon (Costa, Coleman 2013; Wächter, 
Maiworm 2014). Moreover, the novelty of this research project con-
sists in trying to merge two different yet complementary perspec-
tives: on the one hand, a distinctly linguistic perspective, repre-
sented by the aim of describing and analysing the oral production 
of lecturers who employ English as the academic lingua franca to 
teach their subjects. To our knowledge, few studies on this top-
ic have been conducted in Italy so far, one of these being that by 
Basso (2012) at the Venice International University. On the other 
hand, a pedagogic perspective, characterized by a dual interest 
in 1) understanding whether and how the use of vehicular English 
in the academic context impacts on lecturers’ teaching methodolo-
gy, and 2) identifying ways to improve the effectiveness of lectures 
carried out in English. Research conducted in Italy on these issues 
is, once again, relatively little and the questionnaire survey seems 
to be the favourite format (Francomacaro 2011; Costa 2016; Helm, 
Guarda 2015; Guarda, Helm 2016, 2017). Two studies, Francomac-
aro’s (2011) and Costa’s (2016), matched survey and lecture obser-
vation: while in the latter the descriptive component of lecturers’ 
language production is secondary with respect to questionnaire 
data,7 the former is of particular interest as it combines the anal-
ysis of lecture structure with that of pragmatic strategies. Follow-
ing Francomacaro’s conclusions, according to which

it is necessary to improve the standard of the English-medium 
lecture […]. The improvement might start by raising awareness, 
among all the participants to the lecturing event, of the fundamen-
tal function that language plays in any learning process. (2011, 157; 
emphasis added)

The overall aim of the present contribution is to explore the inter-
play between the use of pragmatic strategies and non-standardness 
at the morphosyntax level in lectures conducted through English 
(Björkman 2008, 2009, 2011b, 2013) as a preliminary step towards 
the definition of the construct of language-teaching methodology in-
terface where, in our view, awareness of language as a tool for teach-
ing is thought to play a pivotal pedagogic role (Bier 2019).

7  This is most likely because Costa’s research is at the national level.
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In order to identify a point of departure from where to start and 
in keeping with the literature that has been briefly presented so 
far, it may be hypothesized that the language-teaching methodolo-
gy interface in academic lecturing exists and its preliminary def-
inition could be formulated as follows: all those actions in which 
language – as well as being the main vehicle for transmitting infor-
mation – is employed as a teaching tool to support learners in the or-
ganization and cognitive management of subject-matter content, rep-
resent evidence of the ‘activation’ of such interface.

3	 Research Aims and Research Questions

In the present research project, our overall goal is to work towards 
a comprehensive definition of the language-teaching methodolo-
gy interface, providing both evidence of its existence and a thorough 
explanation of what is underneath such an interface, as ‘switched 
on’ (or off) by subject lecturers teaching through English in academ-
ic contexts.

As far as the present contribution is concerned, two preliminary 
aims are pursued. First, an exploration of lecturers’ strategic com-
petence, operationalized in terms of frequency of pragmatic strate-
gy use, is carried out: we identified these strategies, verified wheth-
er and to what extent our research participants adopted them while 
teaching, and compared our results with those obtained by Björk-
man (2010, 2013). Second, an investigation of lecturers’ language 
competence, operationalized in terms of frequency of non-standard 
morphosyntactic features in their spoken production, is conducted: in 
line with findings from the ELF literature, wherein the native-speak-
er norm is rejected in favour of a less rigid benchmark8 – thus making 
the adoption of the CEFR of little use when wishing to assess lectur-
ers’ performance (Pilkinton-Pikho 2013) – we both ascertained the 
frequency of non-standard morphosyntactic features characterizing 
our research participants’ spoken production and compared our find-
ings with Björkman’s (2013).

This paper aims at answering the following questions.

Do lecturers make use of pragmatic strategies to enhance their com-
municative effectiveness while lecturing in English? What are the most 
frequent ones? Are non-standard morphosyntactic features common 
in lecturers’ spoken production? What are the most frequent ones? 

8  Cogo refers to the alternative of considering “a bilingual proficient speaker as an 
empirically based alternative to native norms” (2008, 59).
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Do these findings differ from those reported by the Swedish scholar? 
Finally, overall, is there any correspondence between lecturers’ adop-
tion of pragmatic strategies and deviation from standard morphosyn-
tax when lecturing?

4	 Research Setting and Method

The present investigation has been carried out in a public university 
in northern Italy, where the number of English-taught programmes 
is gradually increasing at all levels (BA, MA and PhD). Eight lectur-
ers, all Italian, who were involved in English-medium teaching, were 
contacted personally via e-mail by the researcher and were asked 
whether they wished to participate in this research project on the 
use of English as a medium of instruction: seven out of eight agreed 
and gave their permission to be observed and audio recorded while 
lecturing, and to be interviewed. A concise description of our group 
of participants is provided below [tab. 1].9

Table 1  Research participants

ID Gender Age range Academic field
FL_01 F 50-60 mathematics
FL_02 F 40-50 mathematics
FL_03 F 40-50 computer science
FL_04 F 30-40 management
FL_05 F 50-60 economics
ML_01 M 40-50 chemistry
ML_02 M 40-50 computer science

The whole corpus of collected data comprises lectures (20 lectures,10 
27 hours and 36 minutes) and semi-structured interviews with lectur-
ers (7 interviews, 2 hours and 53 minutes). As far as lectures are con-
cerned, the researcher herself attended all of them as a non-obtru-
sive observer, audio recorded them and took notes on the non-verbal 
behaviour of participants (e.g. students’ non-verbal backchannelling, 
gesturing and use of ICTs by the lecturer, etc.). For both lectures and 

9  To guarantee lecturers’ anonymity, their names have been substituted with iden-
tification codes.
10  Three lectures for each participant were attended. The only exception to this is 
lecturer FL_01 of whom two lectures, instead of three, were attended.
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interviews, the ELFA (2008) transcription guidelines11 were followed.
The analytic approach that has been adopted is characterized by 

the distinction between extensive and intensive, as the whole cor-
pus has been investigated extensively whereas only a small portion 
of it has been analysed intensively; this is explained by the fact that 
the present research has been managed by a single researcher, which 
made it practically impossible for all the lectures recorded to be whol-
ly transcribed. Therefore, a combination of an extensive exploration 
of the whole corpus and an intensive analysis of a subset of it was 
thought to be more manageable. However, for the purposes of the 
present contribution, reference will be made to the intensive analy-
ses of transcribed lectures only (i.e. one lecture for each participant): 
the main figures of the corpus subset that has been considered are 
summarized here [tab. 2].

Table 2  Corpus of transcribed lectures

Period 25 September-18 December 2017
No. of lectures 7
Total time 9h 41′ 18″
Total no. of words 69,581

The corpus subset that has just been described was carefully inves-
tigated with a view to identifying types and frequencies of both the 
pragmatic strategies adopted by the seven lecturers and the non-
standard morphosyntactic features characterizing their oral deliv-
ery. As already mentioned, Björkman’s study (2013) served as the 
main point of reference for the present research, as it functioned as 
a useful blueprint to conduct a thorough exploration of those dimen-
sions – i.e. strategic competence and language competence – which 
are of paramount importance to better understand the English-medi-
um teaching phenomenon: it was thought therefore that starting this 
research endeavour with an investigation of such dimensions might 
contribute to our overall goal of uncovering and defining the con-
struct of the language-teaching methodology interface (Bier 2019).

As for types of pragmatic strategies, in keeping with Björkman’s 
study,12 the following have been contemplated: comment on terms 
and concepts, prospective and retrospective signalling of discourse 
structure, signalling importance, comment on intent, labelling a 

11  https://www.helsinki.fi/sites/default/files/atoms/files/elfa_transcrip-
tion_guide.pdf.
12  As for pragmatic strategies, Björkman used Penz’ taxonomy (2008) as the main 
point of departure for her research.

https://www.helsinki.fi/sites/default/files/atoms/files/elfa_transcription_guide.pdf
https://www.helsinki.fi/sites/default/files/atoms/files/elfa_transcription_guide.pdf
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speech act, comment on details and on content of task, comment on 
common ground, backchannelling, self-repair (language form vs. con-
tent), other-correction, repetition for emphasis (vs. caused by disflu-
ency), repetition of other’s utterances, head and pre-dislocation, tail 
and post-dislocation. To these, a few others have been added: enu-
merating, involving the audience, immediate reformulation of con-
cept/key-term/question, use of questions and rhetorical questions, 
repetition of problematic item with question.

The non-standard morphosyntactic features that have been 
investigated are these: not marking the plural of the noun, article 
usage, double comparatives/superlatives (noun phrase level); sub-
ject-verb agreement, tense and aspect issues, passive voice (verb 
phrase level); non-standard question formulation, word order, nega-
tion (clause level); non-standard word forms, non-standard analyt-
ic comparative, non-standard plural forms/countability (morpholo-
gy). The only feature that was not found in Björkman’s study and has 
been added here is dropping subject pronouns (verb phrase level).

As far as data analysis is concerned, each lecture transcription 
was examined twice: first, pragmatic strategies were identified, 
highlighted and counted; then, the same procedure was followed 
for non-standard morphosyntactic features. To ensure reliability of 
results,13 the following procedure was adopted: both analyses – prag-
matic strategies and non-standard forms – were repeated two weeks 
apart, without making any reference to the results previously es-
tablished. This procedure had the double advantage of 1) allowing 
a close check of discrepant instances, and 2) stimulating careful re-
flection on the same instances.

5	 Results. Pragmatic Strategies and Non-Standard 
Morphosyntax in Lecturing

Prior to presenting and describing findings related to pragmatic 
strategy use and frequency of non-standard morphosyntactic forms, 
rate of speech, which is a feature that has a bearing on comprehen-
sibility and therefore on lecturing effectiveness, will briefly be illus-
trated. As can be seen in the table below [tab. 3], the average rate of 
speech has been calculated dividing the total number of words by the 
total duration (in minutes) of each transcribed lecture. These results 
will be commented on later, in the discussion section.

13  Reliability indicates the “degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to 
the same category by different observers [inter-rater reliability] or by the same observ-
er on different occasions [intra-rater reliability]” (Silverman 2005, in Dörnyei 2007, 57).
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Table 3  Rate of speech

ID TOT. no. 
of words

(in transcribed 
lecture)

Duration of 
transcribed 

lecture
(secs / mins / hrs)

AVERAGE RATE 
OF SPEECH

(whole lecture *)
in words/minute

RATE OF SPEECH
(extract 1**)

in words/minute

RATE OF SPEECH
(extract 2**)

in words/minute

FL_01 8,741 4,744 / 79 / 1.32 110.65 112.8 116.4
FL_02 10,330 5,054 / 84 / 1.40 122.98 135.6 117
FL_03 12,427 4,996 / 83 / 1.39 149.72 149.4 145.2
FL_04 10,378 4,937 / 82 / 1.37 126.56 143.4 108
FL_05 6,606 4,676 / 78 / 1.30 84.69 91.8 93.6
ML_01 9,781 4,835 / 80 / 1.34 122.26 147 124.2
ML_02 11,318 5,516 / 92 / 1.53 123.02 128.4 138.6
*   From beginning to end of lecture.
**  Stretch of talk comprised between two interruptions (by students). The only exception to this is FL_01 
whose lecturing flow is never interrupted and therefore the two extracts represent the opening and the 
closing of the lecture.

As for pragmatic strategies and non-standard morphosyntactic fea-
tures, since, as has just been shown, there are differences in rate of 
speech among the lecturers, all figures indicating frequency in the 
tables below [tabs 4-5] have been normalised by 10,000 words; com-
parison with Björkman’s findings is therefore allowed.

Table 4 displays the frequency of use of each pragmatic strate-
gy by each lecturer, and a comparison with figures from the Swed-
ish setting.14

Table 5 displays the frequency of each non-standard form by each 
lecturer. As can be seen, pre- and post-dislocation – included in Ta-
ble 4 as well, given their pragmatic contribution to lecturing effec-
tiveness – are also present, being themselves non-standard syntac-
tic features.15

Table 6 shows a comparison with average per hour figures ob-
tained in the Swedish setting.16

14  Figures from the Swedish setting are those reported in Björkman (2013, 124). The 
only exception to this is the figure regarding questions, which was reported elsewhere 
(Björkman 2010, 80). Instances of repetition because of disfluency are not regarded as 
pragmatic strategies: they are just identified and then removed from instances of rep-
etition. Therefore, they are not contemplated in the summation. Another note on Björk-
man’s figures: although the summation was obtained adding up figures normalized by 
10,000 words, it refers to 4 lectures only, whereas the present study has considered 7. 
To make figures at least roughly comparable, a proportion was computed and Björk-
man’s figures were multiplied by the ratio 7/4 (figures in parentheses are the original 
ones, referring to 4 lectures).
15  Corresponding standard features are heads (for pre-dislocation) and tails (for 
post-dislocation).
16  Figures from the Swedish setting are those reported in Björkman (2013, 95).
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Table 4  The pragmatic strategies used by the seven lecturers and a comparison with 
Björkman’s findings (figures are normalized by 10,000 words)

PRAGMATIC 
STRATEGIES FL_01 FL_02 FL_03 FL_04 FL_05 ML_01 ML_02 ∑ Björkman’s

∑
comment on 
terms and 
concepts

46 29 56 63 33 42 34 303 33 (19)

prospective 
signalling 14 39 55 22 17 14 27 187

58 (33)
retrospective 
signalling and 
summarizing

9 15 24 16 8 12 17 102

enumerating, 
making a list 1 2 6 3 3 1 8 24

signalling 
importance 67 14 8 13 83 18 23 226 47 (27)

comment 
on intent 30 6 11 4 3 7 4 64 42 (24)

labelling 
a speech act 26 10 35 13 26 30 9 149 137 (78)

comment on 
details and on 
content of task

1 32 24 7 5 1 23 93 152 (87)

comment on 
common ground 
(we)

119 73 86 53 74 65 86 556 511 (292)

involving the 
audience (you) 46 109 117 121 129 130 183 835 -

backchannelling 0 17 11 11 48 14 25 127 28 (16)
self-repair 
(language form) 16 22 16 60 35 34 47 230

35 (20)
self-repair 
(content) 18 12 12 16 3 17 36 115

other-correction 
(content) 0 0 0 0 3 0 3 6 0

immediate 
reformulation 21 17 23 32 45 14 80 232 -

repetition 
for emphasis 11 29 16 16 23 13 12 121 82 (47)

repetition because 
of disfluency 31 49 74 109 86 79 152 580 294 (168)

repetition of 
other’s utterances 0 27 5 17 51 6 12 119 11 (6)

head (fronting) 0 0 0 2 5 2 2 10 -
pre-dislocation 0 0 9 8 51 17 4 90 -
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PRAGMATIC 
STRATEGIES FL_01 FL_02 FL_03 FL_04 FL_05 ML_01 ML_02 ∑ Björkman’s

∑
tail 1 0 8 13 11 4 4 40 -
post-dislocation 5 3 6 8 3 3 4 30 -
questions 0 56 15 48 145 27 14 306

75 (43)

rhetorical 
questions 174 263 60 141 118 287 61 1104

of which 
“ok?”/“right?”

105 
(60%)

218
(83%)

11
(18%)

120
(85%)

82
(69%)

270
(94%)

51
(84%)

857
(78%)

without 
“ok?”/“right?”

69
(40%)

45
(17%)

49
(82%)

21
(15%)

36
(31%)

17
(6%)

10
(16%)

247
(22%)

repetition of 
problematic item 
with a question

0 0 0 3 5 1 1 9 -

∑ 605 775 606 689 926 762 717 5080
ranking 7 2 6 5 1 3 4

Table 5  The non-standard morphosyntactic features produced by the seven 
lecturers (figures are normalized by 10,000 words)

NON-STANDARD FORMS FL_01 FL_02 FL_03 FL_04 FL_05 ML_01 ML_02 ∑
not marking plural
of noun

113 6 15 37 80 73 20 344

article usage 32 11 6 47 157 81 20 354
double-comparatives/
superlatives

0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2

subject-verb agreement 66 6 10 22 42 11 10 168
tense and aspect issues 33 24 24 32 88 33 17 251
passive voice 7 0 1 3 12 1 0 24
dropping of subject pronoun 64 16 25 35 42 12 31 226
non-standard
question formulation

9 7 2 13 64 4 2 100

word order 22 6 6 18 21 17 7 98
negation 9 1 0 0 4 2 1 17
non-standard word forms 0 0 1 1 20 2 0 23
non-standard analytic 
comparative

2 0 1 0 8 8 0 19

non-standard plural forms/ 
countability

1 0 0 1 5 0 0 7

pre-dislocation 0 0 9 8 51 17 4 89
post-dislocation 5 3 6 8 3 3 4 32

∑ 364 79 106 225 599 264 116 1753
ranking 2 7 6 4 1 3 5
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Table 6  Non-standard morphosyntactic features: comparison with Björkman’s 
findings

NON-STANDARD FORMS per hour figures Björkman’s 
per hour figures

not marking plural of noun 32.78 3.30
article usage 31.97 3.80
double-comparatives/superlatives 0.11 0.20
subject-verb agreement 15.91 3.00
tense and aspect issues 23.77 3.00
passive voice 2.05 0.30
dropping of subject pronoun 22.36 -
non-standard question formulation 8.48 0.40
word order 9.57 0.80
negation 1.71 0.30
non-standard word forms 1.85 0.10
non-standard analytic comparative 1.72 0.40
non-standard plural forms/ countability 0.54 0.70

6	 Discussion

Do lecturers make use of pragmatic strategies to enhance their com-
municative effectiveness while lecturing in English? What are the most 
frequent ones? Do these findings differ from those reported by the 
Swedish scholar?

Results reported [tab. 4] reveal that the seven lecturers make use of 
a variety of pragmatic strategies to enhance their communicative ef-
fectiveness. On the whole, questions and rhetorical questions are 
by far lecturers’ most favourite pragmatic tool to involve the audience 
and receive feedback, being used in the attempt to improve the chanc-
es that the message delivered be understood by students. In a similar 
vein, the second and third most frequent strategies are involving the 
audience (you) and commenting on common ground (we), a find-
ing that seems to confirm the importance attached to referring to the 
audience as a discourse participant and co-constructor of meaning.

A comparison with the Swedish results reveals interesting find-
ings. To begin with, the same strategies investigated by Björkman 
were indeed observed in the Italian setting as well, thus allowing 
us to respond negatively to the scholar’s question and confirm her 
speculation:

A question that may emerge from the discussion in the present 
study is whether the pragmatic strategies discussed here are in 
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any way sui generis [Author’s emphasis]. There is little reason to 
think that the pragmatic strategies observed in the present cor-
pus should be absent in other types of high-stakes interaction in 
other academic settings where speakers strive to get the message 
across. (Björkman 2011b, 961)

In general, however, the frequency of pragmatic strategies found in 
our corpus is much higher [tab. 4]: in one case only (i.e. commenting 
on details and on contents of task) the Swedish result is slightly high-
er than ours; in a couple of cases (i.e. labelling a speech act and com-
menting on common ground) there is only a tiny difference between 
the two settings; in most cases, notably in questions and rhetori-
cal questions, self-repair (both language and content), and com-
menting on terms and concepts, our figures are strikingly higher 
than those obtained by Björkman.

Are non-standard morphosyntactic features common in lecturers’ spo-
ken production? What are the most frequent ones? Do these findings 
differ from those reported by the Swedish scholar?

Our findings [tab. 5] show that the non-standardness characterizing 
the seven lecturers’ oral delivery is varied and frequent. The most 
numerous deviant cases are found at noun phrase level, namely in 
article usage and not marking plural of noun. Second, non-stand-
ardness at verb phrase level follows, with tense and aspect issues 
and dropping of subject pronoun. Finally, non-standard question 
formulation is also quite frequent, and this finding goes parallel to 
what was found for pragmatic strategies (cf. supra): since questions 
are by far the most frequent pragmatic tool used by lecturers, there 
is ample reason to think that a considerable degree of non-standard-
ness could be found in questions themselves.

Our figures, compared to the Swedish ones, are substantially high-
er [tab. 6]. The only non-standard morphosyntactic features for which 
our results are slightly lower are double-comparatives/superlatives 
and plural forms/countability, whereas all the others are much more 
frequent: article usage is eight times more frequent, not mark-
ing plural of noun almost ten times, and non-standard question 
formulation is twenty-one times more frequent than in the Swed-
ish setting. As far as this last result is concerned, a quick revision of 
Björkman’s findings is in order: in her analysis of communicative ef-
fectiveness in academic settings, it was found that non-standard syn-
tax in question formulation can be a critical factor, leading to overt 
disturbance and communication breakdown (Björkman 2008, 2009, 
2013). This seems to sound warning bells for the context investigat-
ed, since numerous instances of non-standard questions were found 
in the lectures analysed here.
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Is there any correspondence between lecturers’ adoption of pragmatic 
strategies and deviation from standard morphosyntax when lecturing?

To answer this research question, a comparison between the seven 
lecturers is needed. Results are summarised here [graph 1].
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Graph 1  Comparison between lecturers

After a careful examination of results, three situations stand out: 1) 
the case of lecturer FL_05; 2) the case of lecturers FL_01 and FL_02; 
3) the case of all the others.

As can be seen in the table, FL_05 ranks first in all dimensions, 
with a considerable margin with respect to those who rank second.17

‒	 as for pragmatic strategies, she is the lecturer who, on the one 
hand, adopts them much more often than all the others; on the 
other hand, instances of “note that” to signal importance (36% of 
instances) and use of rhetorical “ok?” and “right?” (69%) abound 
in her oral delivery, which hints at both limited variety in com-
municative repertoire and improper use of these formulas as 
routines, resulting in their reduced pragmatic effectiveness;

‒	 as for morphosyntax, she is the lecturer who produces the high-
est number of non-standard forms in her oral delivery, and nu-
merous non-standard questions are among them.

17  As for pragmatic strategies, the difference between FL_05 (first) and FL_02 (sec-
ond) is 151, whereas in all the other cases the difference is much smaller. As for non-
standard forms, the difference between FL_05 (first) and FL_01 (second) is 235, where-
as, again, in all the other cases the difference is much smaller.
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FL_01 and FL_02 identify opposite cases:
‒	 FL_01 is the lecturer who adopts pragmatic strategies the least 

and, in addition to this, instances of “note that” to signal impor-
tance (64% of instances) and use of rhetorical “ok?” and “right?” 
(60%) abound in her oral delivery, again indicating lack of va-
riety and routine use; FL_01 ranks second in terms of frequen-
cy of non-standard features, not marking plural of nouns being 
the most frequent one;

‒	 on the opposite, FL_02 is the lecturer who ranks second for 
pragmatic strategy use, even if rhetorical “ok?” and “right?” 
(83% of instances) are quite abundant in her oral delivery; 
FL_02 ranks last for non-standard morphosyntax, all features 
being infrequent.

The other four lecturers seem to align to the pattern identified for 
FL_05, although in a less extreme way: the more (or less) frequent 
the use of pragmatic strategies, the more (or less) frequent the pres-
ence of non-standard morphosyntactic features. More specifically,

‒	 ML_01 ranks third in all dimensions. As for pragmatic strate-
gies, it is remarkable that, particularly in this case, “ok?” and 
“right?” are very frequent among rhetorical questions (94% 
of instances), again indicating lack of variety and routine use;

‒	 ML_02 and FL_04 share a mid-position in ranking as the for-
mer ranks fourth in pragmatic strategies and fifth in non-stand-
ard forms, whereas the latter ranks fifth in pragmatic strate-
gies and fourth in non-standard forms;

‒	 FL_03 occupies the sixth position both for pragmatic strategies 
and non-standard morphosyntax. As far as the former are con-
cerned, it is noteworthy that, unlike what was pointed out in 
previous cases, FL_03 makes the least use of rhetorical “ok?” 
and “right?” (18% of instances). However, she is the lecturer 
who speaks the fastest.

If ratios are computed between the number of pragmatic strate-
gies used and the number of non-standard forms produced, figures 
show – not surprisingly, after having examined the three situations 
above – that FL_02 ranks first (9.81), as the discrepancy between the 
former and the latter is the widest. On the opposite, FL_05 ranks last 
(1.55), since such discrepancy is much narrower. For the same rea-
son, FL_01 ranks second last (1.66).

Our findings, obtained in a specific academic setting (i.e. a medi-
um-sized public university in northern Italy), indicate that the seven 
lecturers – although showing varying degrees of non-standard mor-
phosyntax in their spoken production, which, in turn, indicate var-
ying levels of language competence – not only are able to use prag-
matic strategies but also adopt them quite often, compared to what 
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Swedish lecturers do (Björkman 2013). On the whole, our findings 
seem to support House’s position, according to which pragmatic flu-
ency does not necessarily require conforming to standard norms, as 
speakers can be pragmatically fluent in their own ways without fol-
lowing standard patterns (House 1996).

The results obtained heretofore – especially those regarding situa-
tions 1 and 3 discussed above – seem to be in line with findings from 
the Swedish context and, more generally, with what the literature 
states (cf. § 2), i.e. the use of pragmatic strategies ‘compensates’ for 
the possible presence of non-standard morphosyntactic features in 
ensuring communicative effectiveness, “form seems to follow func-
tion” (Cogo 2008, 60).

However, if we take a closer look at FL_05 (i.e. many strategies, 
many non-standard forms) and FL_01’s (i.e. few strategies, many 
non-standard forms) profiles, the following questions arise: is such a 
‘compensation relationship’ between pragmatic strategies and non-
standard morphosyntactic features always in place? Even when non-
standard forms are many (cf. FL_01, FL_05)? Even when critical non-
standard question formulation is persistent (cf. FL_05)? Or does a 
‘tolerance level’ exist, in terms of frequency of non-standard features, 
beyond which the effect exerted by pragmatic strategies is limited? 
To this end, we shall recall the results of some studies, carried out 
in the Italian (Clark 2017) and international (Suviniitty 2012; Gun-
dermann 2014) contexts, which indicate that students generally hold 
strict views on their lecturers’ language competence in English, and 
often assess them negatively based on the language competence they 
perceive: these findings might support the hypothesis that a ‘tolerance 
level’ actually exists, beyond which lecturers ought not to venture, as 
they would run the risk of reduced communicative effectiveness – per-
ceived and, most likely, effective as well. Our line of reasoning seems 
to be supported by Macaro’s hypothesis too, according to which “EMI 
teachers need to have stepped over a certain threshold of proficiency 
before they can teach successfully” (Macaro 2018, 81).

From an educational linguist’s point of view, as for practical impli-
cations deriving from the first part of our wider research, it is noted 
that lecturers – who teach in non-language-teaching contexts, and 
whose L1 is not English – need support in becoming aware of the role 
of language as a teaching tool. This should be done through a sys-
tematic reflection on:

a.	 usefulness of pragmatic strategies as tools to enhance com-
municative effectiveness (thanks to increased comprehensi-
bility of speech, higher transparency in lecture structure, 
possibility to interact with students, receive feedback and 
check their understanding);

b.	 critical effects produced by non-standard formulations, pay-
ing special attention to the ways in which questions are posed.
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The research that has been presented in this contribution is limit-
ed in two main ways. First, results obtained (all from the lecturers’ 
side) have not been matched with the students’ point of view: since 
lecturers’ communicative effectiveness, as perceived by their stu-
dents, has not been investigated, we are not able to give definite an-
swers to the questions on the relationship between pragmatic strat-
egy use and non-standard morphosyntax that have been touched 
upon above. Furthermore, rich qualitative data from field notes (col-
lected during lecture observation) and semi-structured interviews 
with lecturers have not been contemplated in the analyses present-
ed here: such data offer detailed information on lecturers’ teaching 
experience (through English but not only) and their perceptions on 
English-medium teaching related issues (e.g. role of language profi-
ciency, relationship with students) (Bier 2020). Only after a triangu-
lation of findings will it be possible to make more accurate claims on 
those issues, about which we have just begun to scratch the surface.

7	 Conclusions

If lecturers did not use pragmatic strategies and non-standard mor-
phosyntactic features abounded in their oral delivery, given the com-
plexity of the content provided (difficult and new for students) and 
given the added complexity deriving from the language used (which 
is neither the lecturers’ nor the students' L1),

lectures may be potential minefields where students do not get the 
opportunity to negotiate meaning and check their understanding. 
ELF settings are by nature challenging settings for all speakers 
involved, and without opportunities to negotiate meaning, there 
is an increased risk of disturbance in communication. (Björkman 
2011b, 961)

The main reason for which pragmatic strategies are used, in ELF in 
general, not only in the academic context, is to prevent possible com-
munication breakdowns and increase the explicitness and compre-
hensibility of one’s speech (Mauranen 2006, 2007; Mauranen, Ranta 
2009). In academic non-language-teaching contexts, communicative 
failure may be caused by the language of instruction or by the con-
tent taught or, more realistically, by a blend of both. Language-re-
lated obstacles may hide in the language of the discipline – i.e. 
subject-specific terminology, genre(s) and academic discourse char-
acterizing the discipline itself – but also in the language compe-
tence of both the lecturer, who uses English as the academic lingua 
franca (and whose oral morphosyntax may show a degree of devia-
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tion from the standard), and the students, who have different L1s and 
use English as the language of and for learning. Discipline-related 
difficulties, instead, reside in the highly specific and complex content 
provided, the full understanding of which requires that students de-
velop competence in the language of the discipline as well: we can 
thus understand that separating content from language, and vice 
versa, is not an easy task, either in theory or in practice.

Based on the results presented in this contribution, we can for-
mulate a first, tentative confirmation of our preliminary definition 
of the language-teaching methodology interface, evidence of its 
activation being found in those situations where the lecturer strives 
to be clear, to make him/herself understood by students, by means 
of the adoption of those strategies whose main objective is neither 
the quantity of content provided nor adherence to native-speaker 
English but comprehensibility on the students’ part: language is 
thus both a vehicle for information/facts/content and a tool to offer 
students the scaffolding of such content, the focus being on the in-
strumentality of language, on the role of language in mediating the 
construction of knowledge, rather than in the mere transmission 
of it (Halliday 1978).
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