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1 Introduction

Fluent speaking skills are often the goal in second language (L2) learning.2 As Thornbury 

(2012: 198) notes, in common language use knowing a language often means the same 

as speaking a language. The importance of speaking skills, including oral presentations 

in academic and professional # elds, is brought up in The Common European Framework 

of References for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2001: 14). Moreover, according to 

CEFR (Council of Europe 2001: 27, 58), pro# cient users of a language (on levels C1 and 

C2) are able to present clear, detailed descriptions or arguments of complex subjects 

with a logical structure and using an appropriate style in their spoken language. Many of 

these features also apply to oral presentations. Addressing audiences or giving speeches 

at public meetings is a language task or genre which is often taken into account in 

language teaching (e.g. Goh & Burns 2012 or Nowicka & Wilczyńska 2011: 37). 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate how the L2 aspect emerges in advanced 

learners’ narratives on public speaking and personal development. We particularly aim to 

discover whether using a foreign language makes the speech situation more demanding 

or not. In the latter case, public speaking would be viewed more as a universal, generic 

skill, that is, independent of the language used but clearly linked to a particular speech 

genre. In addition, we also intend to examine how the di" erent levels of language are 

associated with learner performance: which levels do students identify and discuss 

when distinguishing between L2 speaking and native language (L1) speaking? As a 

public speaking situation can be challenging in itself, even advanced learners may # nd 

controlling all linguistic levels of L2 speech di%  cult under the demanding circumstances.

 Studies focusing on public speaking have demonstrated that many people # nd 

giving speeches demanding, even frightening (a state known as glossophobia), which 

may lead to communication apprehension, but there also seems to be a lot of variation 

in attitudes towards speaking situations (Daly 1991; Robinson 1997; Bodie 2010). For 

example, in a recent student health survey of # ve thousand Finnish university students, 

over a quarter of the students considered performing in front of people, including oral 

presentations (presumably in L1, although language was not speci# ed in the survey 

questionnaire), a distinct or severe problem (Kunttu & Pesonen 2014: 165). However, as 

just under a third reported positive experiences and almost as many were neutral and did 

not view public speaking as a cause of particular concern, it is evident that the student 

body was and is divided on this issue. It is likely that there are similar opinions towards 

L2 public speaking. L2 oral presentations are, nevertheless, both good language practice 

2 In this paper, ‘foreign’ and ‘second’ language are used synonymously to refer to a language additional 
to the mother tongue.
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and preparation for future language use at work, and therefore commonly employed in 

language classes (cf. Johnson & Szczupakiewicz 1987, Crosling & Ward 2002 and Kassim 

& Ali 2010 for other working-life speaking needs). 

 While many people today use additional non-native languages at work or in other 

social situations, very few studies have focused on how language learners evaluate their 

performance when practising public speeches in L2 (cf. Salo-Lee & Tuokko 1996). Mostly 

the focus of studies on oral presentation skills has lain on foreign language anxiety (e.g. 

Horwitz 2010) or intercultural communication needs (e.g. Kim 2006). Overall, L2 public 

speaking situations are interesting from a linguistic point of view as they combine a 

challenging language task with the use of a non-native language.

 In order to investigate how learners view public speaking in L2, we collected 

learning journals written during a practical course on L2 English oral presentation skills 

at the university level. Learning journals and autobiographical narratives have become 

common sources of data in second language acquisition (SLA) studies (e.g. Kalaja, 

Menezes & Barcelos 2008). Narrative studies have a relatively long history in applied 

linguistics: they have been conducted since the late 1960s (see, for example, Benson 2004 

and Pavlenko 2007 for a brief survey of the key studies), and the term ‘autobiographical 

studies’ has been adopted quite widely among researchers. Following Benson (2004: 12) 

and Kalaja (2011), we understand autobiographical narratives as learners’ self-authored 

stories, written in the # rst person, of their development and experiences as language 

learners (and users). Typically, these have a long-term perspective on learning, and they 

focus on the learners, their experiences and learning processes instead of the learning 

outcomes. In SLA studies, narratives can be used to explain individual learner di" erences 

or learner diversity (Benson 2004: 4).

2 Oral presentation in L2

Oral presentation is a type of talk where talk is seen as performance (e.g. Richards 

2008: 27–28).3 This type usually refers to the genre of monologues which focus on 

both the message and the audience, and the language is written-like with predictable 

organisation and structure. Oral presentations are an activity which language learners 

encounter during their education in L1 and many of the other languages they study. 

Naturally, in a school context, presentations are also used in other subjects, which place 

more emphasis on content than language. The L2 dimension does alter the speaking 

3 This is a reinterpretation of Brown and Yule’s (1983) original idea of talk as interaction and talk as 
transaction. One could certainly argue that public presentations also include features of talk as 
interaction and transaction.
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situation: as pointed out by Bailey (2003: 48), “[a]lthough speaking is completely natural, 

speaking in a language other than our own is anything but simple”. L2 learners have 

a dual task: they have to learn the language and be able to perform in that language 

(Foss & Reitzel 1988). According to L2 speech production models, formulation and 

articulation processes become more automatic with higher levels of pro# ciency (e.g. 

Dörnyei & Kormos 1998: 355–356). The more experienced and advanced the L2 learners, 

such as university-level students of English in Finland, the better and more automatised 

are also their L2 speaking skills.4

 By giving academic monologues in L2, learners practise their academic 

competence in the target language instead of improving their interactive or interpersonal 

competence. Saville-Troike (2012: 143–145) suggests that for general academic 

competence, reading, listening and writing are higher priorities than speaking. In foreign 

language departments at the university level, training future professionals (including 

teachers and researchers) in the language in question, speaking skills are emphasised 

more as they re! ect overall language skills and are relevant for students’ prospective 

professions. In SLA studies, speech is often described as a process which requires online 

planning and constant interaction with the interlocutors. Nevertheless, as Saville-Troike 

(2012: 176) also notes, non-reciprocal spoken communication may be considered easier 

with respect to these characteristics, as speakers can prepare their speech before the 

speaking situation. Reading a written text aloud, however, is not normally encouraged 

in explicit presentation skills teaching.

 The oral pro# ciency of Finnish L2 learners has been studied by, for example, 

Pietilä (1999). Her subjects were university students of English who, among other things, 

gave oral presentations. Pietilä (1999: 51) observed that some features more typical of 

written language (such as noun phrase complexity and lexical density) were found in 

student presentations, where the speaker mostly relied on written notes rather than 

spoke freely. However, her results also suggest that the most pro# cient speakers used 

structurally more complex language even when speaking freely. Pietilä (1999: 6–7) also 

notes that some spoken language forms, such as spoken conference papers, may not 

be completely speech-like, but also not “written language spoken aloud” as suggested 

by Brown and Yule (1983: 7).5 Hence, when our subjects attended a course on oral 

presentation skills, it was emphasised that while the register of the presentations is to 

be quite formal, the speaker should also take the audience into account and make the 

possibly complex subject-matter accessible and listener-friendly.

4 Ringbom (1993: 302) would refer to such students as near-native speakers who can potentially sound 
very nativelike in many contexts.

5 For characteristics of oral language see also Bygate (1987; 2009: 405–407).
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 Oral presentations have also been used in SLA research as contexts of language 

use when studying (foreign) language anxiety. Woodrow (2006), for example, discovered 

that giving oral presentations and performing in English in front of classmates were the 

activities that caused most anxiety in an L2 class. MacIntyre and Gardner (1994b) showed 

that language anxiety a" ects L2 performance negatively, but not L1 performance. 

Young (1990) suggested that the source of anxiety might, in fact, be speaking in front 

of a class and not speaking in a foreign language. Moreover, MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1994a) demonstrated how anxiety caused by the use of a video camera a" ected 

language learning and production negatively. These studies show that oral presentation 

performance as a language classroom exercise can be a" ected by many contextual 

variables, such as the audience and group dynamics. Finally, Horwitz, Horwitz and 

Cope (1986) identi# ed communication apprehension, test anxiety and fear of negative 

evaluation as the main factors in language learning anxiety. These factors can a" ect L2 

spoken performance. Generally, anxiety and self-evaluation are linked and intertwined 

with willingness to communicate in either L1 or L2. L2 con# dence, which has an e" ect 

on presentations in L2, is understood to consist of a cognitive component (speakers’ 

evaluation of their pro# ciency level in L2) and a" ective component (discomfort 

experienced in L2 situations) (MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 1998). The questions 

of con# dence and (dis)comfort are prominent in section 4 below.

3 Methodology

The narratives used in this study were collected during a course focusing on oral 

communication skills. The course was an obligatory pro# ciency course o" ered during 

the second or third year of the student’s BA degree, and subsequent to the primarily 

pronunciation-oriented spoken English course in the # rst-year programme (see further 

Pietilä 1999, 2001: 103–104). The objective of the course was and is to develop the 

student’s skills in preparing and giving presentations, especially academic ones, and 

participating in discussions. The syllabus contains a very short impromptu talk, a short 

presentation on a non-academic topic (which is recorded on video) and a full 20-minute 

paper on a topic related to university studies (i.e. an academic monologue), by each 

student, and some exercises. Often the course is taught in one quarter of the academic 

year, which means two 90-minute classes each week for six weeks. In addition, each 

student has to keep a learning journal in English and attend a personal feedback session 

with the teacher at the end of the course.

 There are written instructions for the journals, including content-related issues, 

such as topics to discuss and questions to answer, as well as the recommended length 
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and format of the journal. For example, the suggested # rst topic deals with the ‘speaking 

history’ of the student and his/her attitude towards public speaking; this makes up the 

most autobiographical section of the journal, which is otherwise a re! ection on what 

happened in and between classes. The speaker autobiographies reveal that students 

have quite di" erent backgrounds and experiences as regards spoken English, including 

their formal education before university. Memories of school and thoughts about public 

speaking are often expressed quite explicitly, which is more typical of “[e]licited journals” 

than of entirely private diaries, which allow greater implicitness (Pavlenko 2007: 178).

 As this is not an academic writing class, the language of the narratives may be less 

formal than in most other written coursework, which is expected to promote a personal, 

re! ective style of writing. Overall, students have a fair amount of freedom to compose 

the journal in a way that best suits them. The narratives examined in this paper were 

written in their authors’ L2, which may be re! ected in their contents and the quality of 

language; the learner’s vocabulary skills, for instance, may have in! uenced the choice 

and treatment of some topics. Also the instructions given can in! uence the way learning 

and experiences are described (see Pavlenko 2007, Kalaja 2011: 126).

 Although both of the authors have taught the course with the same syllabus for 

many years, the material examined for this article came from one teacher’s groups only. 

The practical reason for this was that they were the only ones available in electronic 

form; moreover, this meant that there was less variation in the input received from 

the teacher by the students in the class. The data for the present paper consist of 83 

learning journals submitted between October 2007 and October 2011. These came 

from ten di" erent groups, with # ve to eleven journals included per group.6 The required 

length of the journal varied little over the years; in the last year of data collection it was 

four to eight pages. On average, the journals were 2,435 words (median: 2,340; range: 

from c. 1,300 to c. 4,000 words; 41 (=c. 49.4%) were 2,000 to 3,000 words). Seventeen of 

the journals were submitted by male students (c. 20.5%), who on average wrote nearly 

500 words shorter journals than the female students. On the whole, the journal corpus 

contained c. 202,000 words. 

 The journals were analysed in their entirety, but as mentioned, the autobiographical 

topics most important for our research were typically discussed in the # rst few 

sentences or paragraphs of the journals, which made working with the corpus easier. 

The journals were gone through systematically, and themes were identi# ed following 

qualitative content analysis. We need to acknowledge that the researchers’ subjective 

interpretations may a" ect the analysis in these kinds of studies (see e.g. Dörnyei 2007: 

6 Only those journals were used whose writers gave permission. In addition, students who did not have 
Finnish as their L1 were excluded from the data. For this reason student numbers in the examples go 
above 83, as the total number of our students was higher.
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38–42, 245–246). In a similar manner, when using journals and asking learners to analyse 

themselves, the limitations of introspective methods must be taken into account (e.g. 

Mackey & Gass 2005: 77–79, 176–177).

 In order for autobiographical data to be studied thoroughly and systematically, 

Pavlenko (2007: 174–180) recommends analysing three interconnected and 

interdependent aspects of the narratives: their content, context and form.7 Having 

already introduced the form of the learning journal and the context in which they were 

elicited and written, we now primarily focus on the contents of the narratives and the 

subject-reality information they provide. Subject-reality refers to the learners’ views on 

their experiences in the process of learning an L2, as opposed to life and text realities, 

which relate to common events or sociolinguistic settings of language learning and 

ways of constructing identities through narratives (Pavlenko 2007: 165–171). These 

types of reality are not mutually exclusive as objects of scholarly interest.

4 Analysis and discussion

In the following section we focus on two aspects of oral presentations in L2 which 

were salient in the narratives produced by the learners. First, we examine similarities 

and di" erences between public speaking as a native speaker on the one hand and as 

a language learner on the other; as will become evident, some features can be either 

positive or negative, and relate to generic public speaking skills according to some 

learners but to L2 speech according others. Our second concern is the interplay of 

di" erent levels of language and their in! uence on presenting in a foreign language.

4.1 Performing in L1 and L2 

As the students had not been explicitly instructed to compare giving presentations in 

L1 and L2, it is hardly surprising that the narratives did not consistently refer to this 

distinction. In fact, in their autobiographical sequences most students clearly wrote 

about presentations given in Finnish at school without necessarily specifying either the 

language used or the class in which they had performed. Finnish was thus understood 

as the default language, requiring no further speci# cation, which occasionally made it 

di%  cult to distinguish between L1 and L2 in the journals. It was also conspicuous that few 

students mentioned anything about giving presentations in foreign language classes 

in secondary school; oral communication teaching may rely on other types of tasks, 

7 Pavlenko (2007: 174) also recommends examining the choice of language for writing life histories, but 
this is not relevant here, as all written coursework was set in English as standard practice.
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or the relatively small role of spoken language in the Finnish upper secondary school 

may re! ect the washback e" ect of the matriculation examination, which does not yet 

have a compulsory speaking component.8 Preparing and giving a proper presentation 

in English was a new experience for many, and this was frequently mentioned in the 

narratives, as in Example 1.

(1) In upper secondary school, the lack of practise started to make me more nervous 
in front of an audience. We rarely had to do presentations and when we did, people 
made a big deal out of it. [...] This [English department speech] was also the # rst 
presentation that I had to give in English completely on my own. (subject-number 
73)

In Example 1, the student reported that presentations had rarely been practised at 

school, which made them unsure about speaking to an audience. The anxiety level of 

the speaking task may be reduced by acquiring a routine through more practice.

 The many students who did not distinguish between L1 and L2, but wrote about 

their weaknesses and strengths (as instructed), seem to have been thinking of oral 

presentation not as a language pro# ciency task but, instead, as an exercise towards 

acquiring a non-language-speci# c skill, which many felt they had not (yet) mastered. 

Public speaking anxiety was thus identi# ed as a universal, generic feature (Example 

2). Some learners also associated certain personal traits with their performance in any 

language (Example 3).

(2) I have # nally realized that I’m not the only person in this world who gets nervous 
when speaking in public: that’s only human! (22)

(3) Something I have noticed by myself while speaking is my tendency stutter, regardless 
of the topic or the language I use. (72)

Such observations thus focused on the nervousness or anxiety raised by public speaking 

situations instead of concerns over language skills. We can consequently attempt to 

distinguish between generic speaking skills and language-speci! c speaking skills, the 

former associated with personality, general self-con# dence and routine, the latter with 

pro# ciency and L2 con# dence. Example 2 also helps to corroborate Foss and Reitzel’s 

(1988) observation that speaking anxiety is reduced when the speaker realizes that 

others are also anxious in the same situation.

8 This situation is bound to change soon because of the restructuring of the # nal examination in upper 
secondary school. For more on washback, see, for example, Pietilä, Taanila-Hall and Vainio (2009: 220–
225).
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 Closely linked to generic speaking skills are public speaking anxiety and the 

ability to cope with it. Many students wrote about being nervous before or during their 

presentations in class, and many also mentioned nervousness in their life stories about 

earlier presentations. Public speaking situations were usually described as making the 

learner “nervous” or, less commonly, “anxious”.9  Some learners also mentioned that they 

were shy, which had had a negative impact of them in the past (Example 4), but this was 

discussed in the narratives only occasionally. 

(4)  I’ve always been really shy and therefore horri# ed of public presentations. We’ve 
always had quite many of them at school and I have skipped my turn intentionally 
more than once. (30)

If “shy(ness)” was rare, its antonyms were even more so; see, however, Example 5.

(5)  I think myself to be a brave and active communicator. I have always been able to 
perform in front of audience when needed. I do not feel myself threatened when in 
front of people but I do feel nervous. I think that to be somewhat normal. (28)

In Example 5, the learner discussed how easy public speaking is for them in general and 

also mentioned that nervousness did not diminish their self-con# dence as a speaker 

as they had realised that this state was natural in this type of task. Moreover, “shy” may 

have been a near-synonym used for something else at times, such as “uncertain” or 

“self-conscious”. Example 6, associating anxiousness with language-speci# c pro# ciency 

and not with generic speaking skills, is reminiscent of Horwitz’s (2010) idea that foreign 

language anxiety is a situation-speci# c state and not a personal trait.10 

(6)  In addition, I really am a shy speaker when it comes to English. I am afraid of making 
both grammatical and pronunciation mistakes when talking, and it does not make it 
any better that after the Basic Studies I am more conscious of my own mistakes and I 
also recognize them scarily often. (24) 

In our search for explicit references to our research question, comparing L1 and L2 

performance, we found that some students contrasted oral presentations in di" erent 

languages quite overtly, contemplating on the L1/L2 distinction in their narratives. 

9 Although the word choice was likely to depend on the greater familiarity of “nervous(ness)”, the word 
“anxious” or “anxiety” may have been consciously avoided. As Pavlenko (2007: 177) observes,“speakers 
use linguistic and narrative resources to present themselves as particular kinds of individuals”; with its 
multiple connotations which even include a medical condition, “anxiety” may have been a potentially 
misleading word or, if not completely inaccurate, di%  cult to admit to a teacher. “Nervousness” and 
“anxiety” refer to states, whereas “shyness” can be considered a personal trait (but cf. Example 6). 

10 The example also refers to the fear of making errors. Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope (1986) refer to this 
phenomenon as test anxiety.
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Although the students were very advanced learners of English, many felt that L2 

speaking was more di%  cult than L1 speaking and considered the L2 situation an 

additional challenge for their performance (Examples 7, 8 and 9).

(7)  Further anxiety factor is speaking in public in a foreign language. When I started 
studying English at the University I was horri# ed at the thought of giving a 
presentation in English. (45)

(8)  I am not afraid of making presentations or speaking in public but when it comes to 
speaking English I get really nervous. (31)

(9)  I have a monitor inside my head that reacts to every mistake I make. This happens 
especially when I perform on another language. (40)

Presenting in L2 was thus identi# ed as frightening and stressful, which corresponds to 

results from foreign language anxiety studies. The notion of errors was also mentioned 

(Example 9), implying that fear of errors makes L2 performance a more demanding 

task than giving a speech in L1 (e.g. Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope 1986). We can also see 

a re! ection of Krashen’s (1981) notion of a monitor through which consciously learnt 

foreign language rules can be used. 

 A further cause of L2-speci# c stress may have been the video camera used to record 

the shorter presentations (Example 10), which corresponds to MacIntyre and Gardner 

(1994a). The learners acknowledged both the foreign language and the recording 

situation as extra challenges in the speaking task. This shows how, in addition to the use 

of L2, the speaking task and the situation-speci# c variables can a" ect performance. This 

observation was also supported by many comments on how successful group dynamics 

and a friendly audience made the task easier and the presentation more successful on 

a general level (see also Pertaub, Slater & Barker 2002). However, not everyone was 

discouraged by the camera but found it useful (Example 11).

(10) This was my # rst presentation in English and on tape. The fact that the presentation
 was videotaped had an e" ect on me and not in a good way. (44)

(11) Watching a part of the presentation on # lm afterwards was very useful. I paid 
attention to my habit of repeating certain linking words and other tri! es, only to 
# nd out that nobody else had even noticed. This was very encouraging and probably 
boosted my con# dence. (18)

As an opposite tendency to the stressfulness of performing in L2, we discovered that 

the use of L2 in public speaking situations may not always be considered as an extra 

challenge but may, in fact, be described as a positive feature. Some students wrote about 
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overcoming communication apprehension and in this context described speaking a 

foreign language as easier than giving a speech in one’s L1 (Example 12).

(12)  The few recent nice experiences communicating with an audience have usually been 
instances where I have played a role. Speaking in English worked as a role for me as 
well, for I felt as if I could somehow hide behind the language. I suspect that I even 
adopt di" erent mannerisms when I switch languages, as my level of comfort varies 
quite a bit between di" erent languages, going so far that I sometimes don’t even 
feel like myself anymore. […] I have come to the conclusion that at least previously, I 
was at my most vulnerable when I had to give a speech in Finnish, as then I would be 
closest to who I truly was on stage, without any barriers between my personality and 
the audience. (50)

In this example the learner wrote that speaking in English resembled playing a role 

which was far from their own personality while using L1. Here, speaking in L2 changes 

from an impediment into a resource: presentation is seen as a performance, and the 

learner constructs a new identity in L2 (e.g. Norton 2000). L1, on the contrary, is directly 

linked with the speaker as an individual and o" ers no disguise or distancing device: 

giving a speech in one’s mother tongue is potentially a source of personal vulnerability, 

and the fear of negative evaluation (Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope 1986) can be even higher 

in L1 than in L2. However, when the same idea of playing a role was discussed in 

another narrative (Example 13), the comparison between oral presentation in front of 

an audience and acting on stage suggests that assuming a “stage persona” may not be 

just an L2-speci# c source of relief.

(13)  I think because of my theater experience I have learned to separate my stage 
persona from me as a person. It’s easier to play a role in front of an audience, and 
sometime during upper secondary school I learned to separate myself from the role 
I play. It’s hard to explain to someone who’s never done theater, but when I’m giving 
a presentation, it’s not me in front of the audience, but at the same time it still is. 
Every performance or presentation is my own, but I hide behind a role of some kind. I 
guess it could be called a defense mechanism; it’s easier to give a 100% performance 
onstage when you don’t have to be worried about losing face. And you can’t lose 
your face if you’re playing a role. If there’s failure of any kind, it happens to the person 
you are pretending to be, not you personally. (86)

Moreover, some of the most experienced learners with previous teaching experience 

also mentioned that it is easier to speak as a teacher in front of a class, that is, in an 

expert role. The speaker’s role in the speaking situation may thus override the language 

used and the type of spoken task.
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 As shown above, we were able to # nd both generic and language-speci# c factors 

in! uencing the learners’ L2 speech performance. While the stress induced by public 

speaking in general, or public speaking in English in particular, was discussed in many 

journals, it was not uncommon that the same feature was language-speci# c to some 

learners but generic to others; the L2 context even made the speaking task easier for 

some learners. Next we discuss language-speci# c speaking skills further, with regard to 

the di" erent linguistic levels of L2. This enables us to analyse which features of English 

are regarded by advanced learners as challenges when performing a demanding 

speaking task.

4.2 Features presenting challenges in L2 speech performance

The narratives discussed some general features of oral presentations, such as logical 

structure, use of visual aids and maintaining eye-contact, which contributed to the 

success of the performance from the perspectives of the speaker and of the audience. 

However, instead of these technicalities of presentation skills, we focus on what the 

students wrote about the levels of language. Although the narratives also included 

many observations about the features of language a" ecting the listener, in this study 

we concentrate on productive activities and the speaker. 

 The medium of communication was often discussed on a general level, as 

in Example 14, contrasting spoken and written language. This suggests an overall 

impression of speaking as a more challenging mode than writing. The student also 

said that, as a consequence, they had avoided speaking situations (cf. Horwitz, Horwitz 

& Cope 1986) or been less willing to speak. Following MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei 

and Noels (1998), we can see here a reduction of L2 con# dence both cognitively and 

a" ectively (see also Council of Europe 2001: 160–161). This attitude may have a negative 

e" ect on L2 skills, as SLA studies have shown that successful language learners use and 

even create opportunities to speak (e.g. Takeuchi 2003: 389–390).

(14) I have always felt much easier to convey my thoughts through writing and refused to 
talk whenever it was possible. (12)

 

It should also be observed that the overall pro# ciency among English students may have 

had an impact on the learners’ opinions, as they were prone to comparing themselves 

with the other students in the same group (Example 15). This may have made the 

students overly critical towards their own skills, as most students were successful 

learners and ! uent near-native speakers of English.



Pekka Lintunen & Janne Skaffari        57

(15)  In Finnish and even in Swedish I can speak without worrying my mistakes all the time 
but in English it is still di" erent. Maybe this is because I know that all of the students 
attending our course are so talented in English that I cannot help comparing myself 
to them. (62)

Interestingly, Example 15 mentions Swedish as another language besides L1 in which 

language errors do not cause much concern. While it is tempting to treat this as a 

re! ection of the di" erent roles of Swedish and English in Finland, and of generally 

di" erent pro# ciency levels in these languages, the motivation behind this comment is 

likely to be this particular student’s experience in studying both of these languages at 

the university. It was also explicitly observed by some students that language students 

and learners may be too critical about their own skills. Some further emphasised that 

university-level learners use the target language very ! uently despite possible minor 

problems in some areas.

 The most commonly discussed features of language in the narratives were, not 

surprisingly, pronunciation and intonation, since the tasks involved spoken language 

use.11 Moreover, articulation and the phonemic level of English had been prominent 

in the students’ previous studies, as they had already attended a pronunciation course 

at the university. A common tendency was to link pronunciation and perfectionism 

(Example 16) in a way which would not be applicable to L1 speaking. Example 17 shows 

how pronunciation was associated with being too self-conscious in certain situations of 

this one level of language which caused insecurity. This may again re! ect their previous 

experiences as students or the fact that the speeches were given in connection with 

their studies and in a teacher’s presence. 

(16)  If I make a single mistake with a phoneme, it is all I can think about and I get distracted 
from what I was going to say. (26)

(17)  [A]fter a while of speaking I relaxed a little and stopped thinking of my pronunciation 
that much – the thing about which I am the most unsure while speaking English. (24)

Some students also mentioned that the possible limitations in pronunciation skills were 

actually bene# cial for the speaking task. Students commented on their heightened 

awareness of pronunciation and how that had a positive e" ect on the overall 

performance, for example when it comes to objective speech rate (Example 18). 

11 These features (especially intonation) were also commonly commented on from the listener’s 
perspective as contributing to the clarity of the presentation.
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(18) When speaking Finnish in front of audience I tend to speak too fast but I am still so 
conscious of my pronunciation in English that speaking too fast is impossible for me. 
(62)

Thus students also discussed their unautomatised language skills as contributors to 

success in the speaking task. While nervousness can make people speak faster than they 

usually do, unautomatised L2 skills – lexical (see below) as well as articulatory – were 

considered a balancing factor, helping to achieve an optimal speech rate.

 The second most frequently mentioned linguistic level was grammar. Grammar 

was also discussed in connection with the fear of performing badly. The students often 

gave similar comments on both pronunciation and grammar, which were again linked 

to L2 perfectionism, as in Example 19 (see also Example 6 above), or to being too self-

conscious of those levels of language which had little e" ect on the spoken performance 

on a general level (Example 20).12 In Example 20, the student noticed that only the 

speaker’s attention to a certain linguistic unit made the listeners notice it. Spoken 

communication allows for many inaccuracies.

(19) I am really afraid of making mistakes with the grammar and pronunciation. (43)

(20) After noticing a grammatical mistake or error in pronunciation I might come back to it 
and repeat the sentence until I get it right. I noticed from other people’s presentations 
that this often just hinders comprehension. Listeners probably aren’t even aware of 
the mistake until the speaker highlights it by trying to # x the problem. In addition to 
this I also tend to dwell on these mistakes while the presentation continues. I replay 
it in my head – again I # nd myself analyzing my speech during the presentation. (39)

While there are concerns that pronunciation is a neglected area at school, grammatical 

correctness, on the other hand, is often emphasised in language teaching. These learners 

had also already attended at least one grammar course at the university, which may 

have in! uenced their common comments on grammatical accuracy. 

 Lexical issues were also discussed in the narratives. As with pronunciation, the 

positive e" ect of limited L2 skills or paying extra attention to language was mentioned 

also with reference to vocabulary: the spoken performance can be slower because it 

takes more time to # nd the appropriate words in L2. However, the limited size of active 

vocabulary was also identi# ed as a feature a" ecting spoken performance negatively. 

One student observed that their active vocabulary might be larger for written language 

(Example 21). This re! ects the pressure from online planning during speaking and 

the e" ect of the speed of lexical retrieval. As a communication strategy, using near-

synonyms was found unsatisfactory (Example 22).

12  Following Krashen’s (1981) terminology, these learners could be characterised as monitor overusers.
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(21)  I am very aware of the fact that my vocabulary needs improvement. Especially when 
speaking I am not able to use a wide variation of expressions and vocabulary but end 
up repeating the same phrases. When I write, it is easier to # nd several possibilities to 
express an idea, but orally there is not as much time to plan. (7)

(22)  As for speaking in public, I was again very nervous and forgot even some most 
familiar words in English, so to compensate them I had to use two words that were 
not exactly right ones for the purpose. (77)

In addition, register problems and academic vocabulary were also discussed in 

connection with word choice. Register problems can be partly due to a lack of practice 

with the speci# c task type, as the learner may be more used to informal speaking 

situations. Formal speaking registers can be challenging in L1 and L2 if the speaker 

does not have much earlier experience with di" erent speaking tasks.13 As mentioned 

above, CEFR (Council of Europe 2001: 27, 58) emphasises that ! uent language users 

should be able to use the appropriate style required by the context, that is, speak in 

the appropriate register. The ability to accommodate to various speaking situations is 

therefore important for advanced, university-level learners.

 There was little discussion of pragmatic features of language in the narratives. 

Some students did, however, explicitly point out that the discrepancy between their 

cultural background as a whole and the language used in class made the speaking 

situation more challenging (Example 23). The speaker and the audience shared the 

same cultural background, which was di" erent from the culture of the language used. 

This naturally adds to the di%  culty of the speaking task, as the speaker would have 

to observe the cultural and pragmatic expectations of both L1 and L2. The speaker’s 

identity may approximate L2 culture, but at the same time they have to remember who 

the audience are and possibly adjust their linguistic and cultural choices to serve both 

the target language and the shared L1 needs.

(23) I think one major point is that we all have the same cultural background as Finns 
but at the same time we are presenting in English, which usually means that the 
presentation should di" er quite strongly from what we as Finns are used to see. 
What I’m trying to point out is that the culture of ours di" ers quite strongly from the 
culture of the language we are about to give presentations in and that is something 
that makes at least me feel a bit confused sometimes. (78)

Our analysis showed that certain linguistic features and levels were emphasised in the 

students’ narratives concerning their spoken performances and personal development. 

These areas can be partly explained by the spoken task type and the learners’ earlier 

13 This can also be applied to written language skills.
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studies. The comments implied that all areas of language had not become automatised 

for our advanced learner subjects. However, limited language skills could be discussed 

in a positive light by some students.

5 Conclusion

In this study, we examined whether advanced learners of English considered public 

speaking a generic or a language-speci# c skill. Our analysis of learner narratives found 

support for both views. For instance, public speaking stress was discussed as a generic 

feature of presentations in any language. In contrast, some learners speci# cally reported 

that giving a speech in English made them more anxious and that the use of L2 made the 

speaking task more complex. On the basis of these results it seems that public speaking 

is often considered a transferable skill from one language to the other in the sense that 

the experiences, failures and successes with earlier public speeches may a" ect future 

speeches in any language. Therefore, for L2 learning and teaching, it is important to 

note that the skills needed for L2 performance can be practised in L1 contexts as well 

– the a" ective aspect of generic speaking skills applies to both. On the other hand, 

even if practice and routine are helpful, we did not locate any overtly expressed notions 

that learning to give L1 speeches with ease would automatically relieve the discomfort 

experienced in L2 public speaking. Therefore, practice in L2 is naturally needed as well.

 Our analysis of the di" erent levels of language revealed that L2 speakers, even 

at advanced levels, have to invest much e" ort in the speaking situation, which adds to 

the cognitive load of the L2 speaker. The role of pronunciation was discussed in many 

narratives, which implies that this level of language is di%  cult to automatise; it still 

requires attention and control at the university level. This result can be partly explained 

by the task type or by the learners’ earlier studies. Their curriculum followed a traditional 

bottom-up approach with accuracy-oriented activities preceding ! uency-oriented 

ones, which also made them more aware of di" erent linguistic units and more analytical 

in their approach to speaking.

 We do need to remember that the instructions provided for the narratives did not 

explicitly guide the students towards analysing those speci# c features of L2 speaking 

skills and development in which we were interested. With explicit instructions we could 

have achieved a greater variety of di" erent perspectives on public speaking, with a 

clearer focus on the questions at hand. Our goal was, however, to analyse the aspects 

which the learners themselves identi# ed as relevant for their skills and development 

without overtly guiding them into any particular direction. Our next goal is to combine 

these # ndings with learners’ thoughts about the features of successful performers and 
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performances. By combining these approaches, the perspective of the speaker and 

that of the audience, we can accomplish a more comprehensive understanding of 

L2 public speeches. As observed, it is very common that the language of the speech 

or presentation is neither the speaker’s nor the audience’s L1. In order to understand 

e" ective and successful L2 speech performance better, we need more information 

about the relevant features of L2 speaking which L1 studies alone cannot answer.

References

Bailey, K. M. 2003. Speaking. In D. Nunan (ed.) Practical English language teaching. New York: 
McGraw-Hill Contemporary, 47–66.

Benson, P. 2004. (Auto)biography and learner diversity. In P. Benson & D. Nunan (eds) Learners’ 

stories. Di" erence and diversity in language learning. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 4–21.

Bodie, G. D. 2010. A racing heart, rattling knees, and ruminative thoughts: de# ning, explaining, 
and treating public speaking anxiety. Communication Education, 59 (1), 70–105.

Brown, G. & G. Yule 1983. Teaching the spoken language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bygate, M. 1987. Speaking. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bygate, M. 2009. Teaching the spoken foreign language. In K. Knapp & B. Seidlhofer (eds) 

Handbook of foreign language communication and learning. The Hague: Mouton de 
Gruyter, 401–438.

Council of Europe 2001. The common European framework of reference for languages. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Crosling, G. & I. Ward 2002. Oral communication: the workplace needs and uses of business 
graduate employees. English for Speci! c Purposes, 21 (1), 41–57.

Daly, J. A. 1991. Understanding communication apprehension: an introduction
 for language educators. In E. K. Horwitz & D. J. Young (eds), Language anxiety: from theory 

and research to classroom implications. Englewood Cli" s, NJ: Prentice Hall, 3–13.
Dörnyei, Z. 2007. Research methods in applied linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Dörnyei, Z. & J. Kormos 1998. Problem-solving mechanisms in L2 communication: a 

psycholinguistic perspective. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 20, 349–385.
Foss, K. A. & A. C. Reitzel 1988. A relational model for managing second language anxiety. TESOL 

Quarterly, 20, 559–562.
Goh, C. C. M. & A. Burns 2012. Teaching speaking: a holistic approach. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.
Horwitz, E. K. 2010. Foreign and second language anxiety. Language Teaching, 43 (2), 154–167.
Horwitz, E. K., M. B. Horwitz & J. Cope 1986. Foreign language classroom anxiety. The Modern 

Language Journal, 70, 125–132.
Johnson, J. R. & N. Szczupakiewicz. 1987. The public speaking course: is it preparing students 

with work related public speaking skills? Communication Education, 36 (2), 131–137.
Kalaja, P. 2011. Totta vai tarua? Kielenoppijuus narratiivien valossa. In P. Kalaja, R. Alanen & H. 

Dufva (eds) Kieltä tutkimassa: tutkielman laatijan opas. Jyväskylä: Finn Lectura, 116–130.
Kalaja, P., V. Menezes & A. M. Barcelos (eds) 2008. Narratives of EFL teaching and learning. 

Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Kassim, H. & F. Ali 2010. English communicative events and skills needed at the workplace: 

feedback from the industry. English for Speci! c Purposes, 29 (3), 168–182.



62 L2 ENGLISH LEARNERS AS PUBLIC SPEAKERS 

Kim, S. 2006. Academic oral communication needs of East Asian international graduate students 
in non-science and non-engineering # elds. English for Speci! c Purposes, 25 (4), 479–489.

Krashen, S. 1981. Second language acquisition and second language learning. Oxford: Pergamon.
Kunttu, K. & T. Pesonen 2013. Korkeakouluopiskelijoiden terveystutkimus 2012. Ylioppilaiden 

terveydenhoitosäätiön tutkimuksia, 47. Helsinki: Ylioppilaiden terveydenhoitosäätiö.
MacIntyre, P. D., R. Clément, Z. Dörnyei & K. A. Noels 1998. Conceptualizing willingness to 

communicate in a L2: a situational model of L2 con# dence and a%  liation. Modern 

Language Journal, 82, 545–562.
MacIntyre, P. D. & R. C. Gardner 1994a. The e" ects of induced anxiety on three stages of 

cognitive processing in computerized vocabulary learning. Studies in Second Language 

Acquisition, 16 (1), 1–17.
MacIntyre, P. D. & R. C. Gardner 1994b. The subtle e" ects of language anxiety on cognitive 

processing in the second language. Language Learning, 44 (2), 283–305.
Mackey, A. & S. M. Gass. 2005. Second language research: methodology and design. New York: 

Routledge.
Norton, B. 2000. Identity and language learning: gender, ethnicity and educational change. 

Harlow: Pearson.
Nowicka, A. & W. Wilczyńska 2011. Authenticity in oral communication of instructed L2 learners. 

In M. Pawlak, E. Waniek-Klimczak & J. Majer (eds) Speaking and instructed second language 

acquisition. Bristol: Multilingual Matters, 24–41.
Pavlenko A. 2007. Autobiographic narratives as data in applied linguistics. Applied Linguistics, 28 

(2), 163–188.
Pertaub, D.-P., M. Slater & C. Barker 2002. An experiment on public speaking anxiety in response 

to three di" erent types of virtual audience. Presence, 11 (1), 68–78.
Pietilä, P. 1999. L2 speech: oral pro! ciency of students of English at university level. Anglicana 

Turkuensia 19. Turku: University of Turku.
Pietilä, P. 2001. Speaking skills in a foreign language: re! ections on the teaching of 

conversational skills. In M. Gill, A. W. Johnson, L. M. Koski, R. D. Sell & B. Wårvik (eds) 
Language, learning, literature; studies presented to Håkan Ringbom. English Department 
Publications 4. Åbo: Åbo Akademi University, 101–110.

Pietilä, P., L. Taanila-Hall & S. Vainio 2009. Instructional writing on English: what guides the 
textbook writer? In M. Peikola, J. Ska" ari & S-K. Tanskanen (eds) Instructional writing in 

English: studies in honour of Risto Hiltunen. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 211–232.
Richards, J. C. 2008. Teaching listening and speaking: from theory to practice. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.
Ringbom, H. 1993. Near-nativeness and the four language skills: some concluding remarks. In H. 

Ringbom (ed.) Near-native pro! ciency in English. Åbo: Åbo Akademi University, 295–306.
Robinson, T. E. II. 1997. Communication apprehension and the basic public speaking course: 

a national survey of in-class treatment techniques. Communication Education, 46 (3), 
188–197.

Salo-Lee, L. & E. Tuokko. 1996. Learning oral communication skills in L2: a process approach. In 
K. Sajavaara & C. Fairweather (eds) Approaches to second language acquisition. Jyväskylä: 
University of Jyväskylä, 215–219.

Saville-Troike, M. 2012. Introducing second language acquisition. 2nd edition. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Takeuchi, O. 2003. What can we learn from good foreign language learners? A qualitative study 
in the Japanese foreign language context. System, 31 (3), 385–392.



Pekka Lintunen & Janne Skaffari        63

Thornbury, S. 2012. Speaking instruction. In A. Burns & J. C. Richards (eds) The Cambridge guide 

to pedagogy and practice in second language teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 198–206.

Woodrow, L. 2006. Anxiety and speaking English as a second language. RELC Journal, 37 (3), 
308–328.

Young, D. J. 1990. An investigation of students’ perspective on anxiety and speaking. Foreign 

Language Annals, 23 (6), 539–553.


