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ABSTRACT

To date, the notion of communicative competence is deemed “fuzzy” and limited in its
operational definition from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective in oral communication
literature. An understanding of communicative competence requirements in technical
oral presentations stems from the lack of linguistic and rhetorical competency studies
required among ESL learners in a Malaysian setting; employer discontent over
graduates’ apparent lack of communication skills and limited literature on linguistic and
rhetorical features necessary in scientific and engineering oral presentations (Dannels,
2009; Hafizoah Kassim & Kassim Ali 2010; Morton, 2009). The notion becomes more
complex when selected stakeholders from various communities of practice (COP) are
required to provide their perceptions on such a notion in a workplace related
communicative event, the technical oral presentation. Technical oral presentations are
project presentations delivered by final year engineering students to a panel of
examiners comprising selected members from the academic and professional
engineering community. Drawing on the theoretical principles of communicative
competence, this study initially investigates the notion based on five sub-sets of
communicative competence constructs namely strategic, socio-cultural, interactional,
linguistic and discourse competence. In this study, these sub-sets are termed as
presentation skills and attribute construct (strategic and socio-cultural competence),
behavioral skills and attribute construct (strategic and interactional competence),
content construct (linguistic and discourse competence), language competency construct
(linguistic competence) and non-verbal skills construct (interactional competence). The
notion is further investigated within critique sessions of technical oral presentations
from the linguistic and rhetorical dimension as used by ESL learners in a Malaysian

setting, an area deemed lacking in scientific and engineering technical oral presentations



in the Malaysian setting. A mixed methods design (which encompassed two phases)
was utilised. In the quantitative phase, 240 final year engineering students (as
participants from the academic community) and 66 engineers (from the professional
engineering community) who as end users of the said communicative event, were
required to respond to a questionnaire based on the above mentioned constructs. The
analysis revealed that there are no significant findings except for the content construct
(introduction stage). Inferential tests however, revealed that slight differences exist on
the level of importance accorded to various items listed within each construct. The
interpretive stage necessitated selected members of the academia (26 students; 13
lecturers; and 6 language lecturers) and 12 engineers from the professional engineering
community to comment on linguistic and rhetorical features considered necessary to
create that “magic” or “interaction and engagement” in critique sessions within
technical oral presentations. Thematic analysis revealed the prevalence of five linguistic
(technical competence, disciplinary competence, meta-cognitive competence, linguistic
competence, and structural competence) and two rhetorical (rhetorical competence and
interpersonal and interactive competence) themes. This study addresses the linguistic
and rhetorical competence required of ESL engineering students as perceived by ESL
practitioners in the Malaysian tertiary education setting as well as those from the
science and engineering profession. A suggested linguistic and rhetorical framework is
proposed in an attempt to enhance the communicative competence requirement in
critique sessions within technical oral presentations to enable today’s ESL graduates to

speak like engineers in tomorrow’s future.



ABSTRAK

Sehingga kini, tanggapan terhadap kemahiran berkomunikasi dianggap “kabur"
berdasarkan takrifan sedia ada dalam kajian literatur komunikasi lisan. Tanggapan ini
menjadi lebih kompleks apabila pihak-pihak berkepentingan yang terdiri daripada
pelbagai komuniti pengamal yang juga dikenali sebagai “Communities of Practice”
(COP) dikehendaki untuk memberikan persepsi mereka terhadap acara berkaitan
komunikasi atau pembentangan lisan teknikal di tempat kerja. Kefahaman terhadap
keperluan kemahiran berkomunikasi dalam pembentangan lisan teknikal di sesebuah
universiti teknikal Malaysia adalah relevan bagi mendalami keperluan komunikasi di
antara kalangan pelajar “ESL” dalam konteks Malaysia dengan lebih lanjut (Hafizoah
Kassim & Kassim Ali, 2010). Malahan, aduan daripada pihak majikan yang tidak
berpuas hati dengan kemahiran graduan berkomunikasi menunjukkan kekurangan
kemahiran aspek linguistik dan ciri-ciri retorik dalam sesi kritikan pembentangan lisan
teknikal (Dannels, 2009; Morton, 2009). Pembentangan lisan teknikal atau “Technical
Oral Presentation” (TOP) merupakan pembentangan projek oleh pelajar tahun akhir
projek kejuruteraan kepada para panel pemeriksa yang dipilih daripada kalangan ahli
akademik dan profesional komuniti kejuruteraan. Berdasarkan teori kemahiran
berkomunikasi, kajian ini mulanya menyelidik konsep kemahiran berkomunikasi dalam
pembentangan lisan teknikal daripada lima subset konstruk kemahiran berkomunikasi
laitu kemahiran strategik, sosio-budaya, interaksi, linguistik dan kecekapan wacana.
Dalam kajian ini, subset konstruk telah diistilahkan sebagai kemahiran pembentangan
dan keupayaan pembentang (kemahiran strategik dan sosiobudaya), kemahiran tingkah
laku dan keupayaan pembentang (kemahiran strategik dan interaksi), kecekapan struktur
(kemahiran lingusitik dan bertutur), kecekapan bahasa (kemahiran lingusitik), dan

kemahiran bukan lisan (kemahiran berinteraksi). Konsep kemahiran berkomunikasi
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telah diselidik dengan lebih lanjut daripada sudut linguistik dan retorik di antara
kalangan pelajar “ESL”; ahli akademik serta ahli jurutera di Malaysia kerana
merupakan satu bidang yang kurang dikaji di Asia Tenggara. Kaedah rekabentuk
campuran telah digunakan. Pada peringkat kuantitatif, 240 para pelajar tahun akhir
kejuruteraan (sebagai pembentang lisan teknikal dan ahli komuniti akademik dari
universiti) dan 66 ahli jurutera daripada komuniti kejuruteraan (yang merupakan
pemeriksa luar untuk pembentangan projek) terlibat dalam soal-selidik. Kedua-dua
kumpulan mempunyai tanggapan sinonim terhadap kepentingan item yang dipilih
daripada setiap konstruk kecuali bagi konstruk kecekapan struktur (peringkat
permulaan). Namun, ujian inferensi menunjukkan terdapat perbezaan yang wujud dalam
kalangan pelajar dan jurutera mengenai tahap kepentingan yang diberikan kepada
pelbagai item yang disenaraikan dalam setiap pembinaan konstruk. Oleh yang demikian,
kajian lanjutan dengan ahli akademik (26 pelajar; 13 pensyarah aliran jurutera; dan 6
pensyarah Bahasa Inggeris) dan 12 ahli jurutera diminta untuk memberikan komentar
daripada perspektif linguistik dan retorik bagi menghasilkan suatu "keajaiban” atau
“interaksi” dalam sesi kritikan pembentangan lisan teknikal. Analisis tematik
mendedahkan kepentingan lima tema linguistik (kemahiran teknikal, kemahiran bahasa
dalam sesuatu bidang, kemahiran metakognitif, kemahiran linguistik dan kemahiran
struktur) dan dua tema retorik utama (kemahiran retorik dan kemahiran interpersonal
dan interaktif) untuk berkomunikasi dengan baik dalam sesi kritikan pembentangan
lisan teknikal. Hasil daripada penyelidikan tersebut, kerangka kajian berdasarkan aspek
linguistik dan retorik yang disyorkan dalam kajian ini bertujuan untuk meningkatkan
ciri-ciri linguistik dan retorik dalam sesi kritikan pembentangan lisan. la juga bertujuan
untuk memenuhi keperluan kemahiran berkomunikasi di antara ahli akademik dan
professional dalam pembentangan lisan teknikal serta membantu para graduan ESL

dapat bertutur sebagai jurutera yang “interaktif” di tempat bekerja dan di COP.

vi



DEDICATION

For my Dad,
Ranjit Kumar Bhattacharyya, A.B.S., MIPR (London)
An irreplaceable father
from the shores of Chittagong
to the fiery island of Borneo
your charisma and zest for life
will forever be an imprint to us all.

Mum & Beloved Family for their unfailing support and encouragement.

My three children,
Shorolipi Emma, Arvind Kunal and Ashwin Kunal Chaudhury
who at such tender ages
toiled unquestioningly without Mum
You have all been such courageous and inspirational trio
This is for you!

&

The Almighty for His strength, guidance and direction
every single step of the way

vii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Dr. Azlin Zaiti Binti Zainal, Dr. Evelyn Khor (rtd) and Assoc. Prof. Rajeswary
Sargunan (rtd) have been the ideal thesis supervisors at each stage of the thesis. Their
insightful critigue and patient encouragement aided the writing of this thesis in
innumerable ways. Special mention is particularly expressed to the Dean, Professor Dr.
Zuraidah Mohd Don, and Deputy Dean of Postgraduate Studies, Dr. Tam Shu Sim, of
Faculty of Language and Linguistics, University of Malaya, who provided doctoral
students fantastic opportune sharing sessions with visiting Professors Ken Hyland,
Christopher Candlin and Srikant Sarangi. | am particularly indebted to the internal
examiners, Dr. Ng Lee Luan and Dr. K. Karunakaran, who provided valuable comments
in the completion stage of the study. | would also like to express my sincere thanks to
the insightful panel of viva-voce examiners, Professor Emmanuel Manalo, Associate
Professor Dr. Sarjit Kaur and Dr. Baljit Kaur for their meticulous comments and
suggestions. Sincere thanks to the librarians of both University Malaya and Universiti
Teknologi PETRONAS who were instrumental in bridging my quest for knowledge.
Profound thanks is also expressed to all scholars who shared their literary work and
research participants who assisted in the study. My sister, Bina Bhattacharyya, who
deliberated on ontology, epistemology, methodology and research framework. These
keywords reveberate in my mind and shed light to the doctoral study. Finally, heartfelt
thanks to my former Head of Department of Management & Humanities Department,
Assoc. Prof. Dr. Azrai Bin Hj Abdullah in granting me the Staff Development Program

(SDP) and the Management of Universiti Teknologi PETRONAS for funding the study.

viii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ettt ettt e h bt et san e b e bbb e e i
ABSTRAK e %
DEDICATION ...t ne e vii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt s viil
TABLE OF CONTENTS ... IX
LIST OF FIGURES ... .o XXI
LIST OF TABLES ...ttt et podl
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ... XXViii
LIST OF APPENDICES ... .o s XXX
CHAPTER 1 ..ottt ettt b ettt s e e sbe e b e re e seneens 32
INTRODUCGTION ...t 32
1.0 INEFOAUCTION. ...t 32
1.1 SCOPE OF the STUAY ......eeiiieiiiee e 34
1.2 Problem STatemMENTt ..........ooveiiiieeeie e 36
1.3 Objectives 0f the StUAY ........cccveiiiieiice e 39
1.4 ReSearch QUESTIONS ......cciuiiiiieiie sttt bre e srae e nbeesrne s 41
1.5 Background Of the STUAY ........cccveiiiiiiecece e 44
1.5.1 Global Engineer of the 21 CENtUIY ........c.covveveeieeeeeeeeeeeeee s, 45



1.5.2 Skills in Technical Oral CommMUNICALION.........vveeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 46

1.5.3 Outcome Based EdUCALION...........cccoviiiiiiiiieieescse s 47
1.5.4 National Higher Education Action Plan 2007 — 2010 ........ccccccceeviiiieeieecnnen, 49
1.5.5 Malaysia — ViSioN 2020 ........ccceuiueiierieeieiiese e see e seesee e see e sae e srae e anes 50
1.5.6 The 9™ Malaysia P1an 2006 — 2010 ..........ccovveeeeeeereeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseseeseeeseenns 51
1.5.7 The Bleak Unemployment SCENANO .........covueririeeiiiie e 52

1.5.8 Competency Gap between Academia and Workplace:

CommuUuNICAtION SKIlIS........ccvoiiiiiieiie s 54
1.6 The Rationale of the StUAY .........cccoeiiiiiiice s 55
1.6.1 Background of the UNIVErSItY ........ccociiiiiiiieiiesieeee e e 55
1.6.2 University’s Vision and Mission of Graduate Attributes ..........c.cccceevvvvenenne. 57
1.6.3 Well Rounded Graduate Skills and Attribute ...........cccoovvviiiiniiiincn, 58
1.6.4 Communication Skills Requirement COMPONENt ...........ccoeerveneereninneeniennns 58
1.6.5 Technical CoMMUNICALION...........ccoiiiirieiieiee s 59
1.6.6 Technical Oral Presentation (TOP).......ccccoueveiieieene e 60
1.6.7 Final Year ProjeCt 2 (FYP 2) ..ot e 61
1.7 Definition Of KEY TEIMS .....cviiieece et nneas 62
1.8 The Significance 0f the STUAY ........cccovieiiiiicee e 64
1.9 The Limitation of the StUAY ..o s 66
1.10 The Organisation of the TheSIS.........cccviiiiiieiice e 67



CHAPTER 2 ..o s 70

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE ... 70
2.0 INEFOTUCTION ...ttt bbbt 70
2.1 Communicative competence: Origins and interpretation...........c.cccocevvveververnenne 72
2.2 Components of communicative COMPELENCE........ccvevverieeie e ee e 76

2.2.1 Oral communicative competence performance/task descriptor...................... 88
2.3 Communicative competence in Communicative Language Teaching.................. 90

2.4 Communicative competence within the Common European Framework (CEF)/

Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) Model...........c.ccevveveivennnne 97
2.5 Communicative competence in Technical Oral Presentation...............ccccoveeuneee. 101
2.5.1 Communicative competence in Presentation: Critique session.................... 103
2.5.2 Communicative competence iN FYP 2 ....ovviiiiicececeee e 104

2.5.3 Communicative competence requirement in Technical Oral Presentation... 105

2.5.4 Presentation criteria in Technical Oral Presentation............cc.ccocvvvvnevienienn. 106
2.6 Communicative competence: Linguistic and presentation requirement ............. 107
2.6.1 The Linguistic and Rhetorical DIMenSioN .........ccccooviieiiiinienie e 108
2.6.2 Content or Structural DIMENSION ........ccviviiiiiiiiieeee e 110
2.6.3 Presentation SKillS Criteria.........ccooviiiiniiieniiisieee e 110
2.6.4 Non-Verbal Skills and ALtribULES .........ccoiiiiiiiie e 111
2.7 Stakeholders in Technical Oral Presentation.............ccoovvevenenenenenenceeee e, 112

xi



2.8 DISCOUISE COMMUNILY ....vveiveeieeiesieeiesie st ste e e ettt ste e sraeste s e sneesreeneennees 112

2.8.1 THE STUTENES ...t 113
2.8.2 THE LBCIUIEIS ..t 113
2.8.3 The Language 1ECTUIEIS. .......vive et 114
2.8.4 TNE ENQINEEIS ..ottt e ettt sta et et e et sae e esteenaesneesaeaneennes 114
2.9 Gap in communicative COMPEtENCe STUAIES .......ceeruerierieriiiie e 115
2.10 Related STUIES .....c.civiieieiiiieeeee e 120
2.11 Competency skill requirement of eNQGINEEIS........cccvvvveiieiieie i 121

2.12 Communicative competence: The apparent academia-industry

PraCtitioNer QIVIAR.......co i ettt sb e nneas 123
2.13 Conceptual FrameWOrK ..........cccoiveiiiiieiieie e 124
2.14 Theoretical Framework ...........ccoiiiiiiiiee e 126
2.15 SUMIMATY ..ottt ettt b et e be e et e e sie e e beesneeenee e 129
CHAPTER 3 ..ot re e 130
METHODOLOGY ...ttt n e 130
3.0 INTrOAUCTION ... 130
3.1 ReSEarch ODJECLIVE........ccieie e 131
3.2 Mixed Methods DESION .....ceeiieiiieie ettt nneas 133
3.2.1 Mixed Methods Design: Two-phase explanatory design ..........ccccccevveienenn 134
3.2.2 Ethical CONSIAEIAtION.........cvivireiiirieiees e 141

xii



3.3 Multiple Methods OFf EVIAENCE ........coveiiecieieece e 142

B.3.L INEEIVIBWS. ...t 143
3.3.2 Technical Oral Presentation Evaluation Task Sheets...........c.cccovvviiienenn. 145
3.3.3 Critique presentation SESSION ........ccvcueieerieeiereeie e see e see e eeesee e eeesnees 146
3.4 INtErVIEW PrOtOCON ..o 147
3.4.1 Method of Analyzing Interview Data RESPONSE........ccceevvviiriiniienieiieienens 152
3.5 RESEAICH SHE ... 165
3.6 Research PartiCIPANTS .........c.eiveiieieiiese et nnees 168
3.6.1 THE STUABNTS ... 170
3.6.2 THE LECHUIEIS ...t 175
3.6.3 The Language IECTUIEIS. ........vcue et 178
3.6.4 TNE ENQINEEIS ...ttt sttt nae e nneas 180
3.7 Instruments used iN the STUAY ......ccovveiiiieiece e 184
3.7.1 QUESTIONNAITE ....veiiiveeitiecie ettt ettt et e et e e sbr e e be e saeeesbeesbeeeree e 184
372 INTEIVIBWS. ...ttt 195
3.7.3 Observation of student presentation .............cccocveveriieiieeresiee e 197
3.7.4 Written Document: Students’ evaluation task SNeets .............ccoceovvvvrircnnn. 198
B8 PHOL STUAY ...ttt nb e nneas 201
3.8.1 THE STUTENES ...t 201
3.8.2 TNE ENQINEET ...ttt nbe e nneas 208



3.8.3 THE LBCEUIETS .ottt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ees 211

3.8.4 The Language 1ECTUIEIS. ........vcie ettt 212
3.9 MAIN SEUAY ettt sttt re bt nneas 213
3.9.1 THE STUTENES ...ttt 214
3.9.2 TNE ENQINEEIS ....eeveeie ettt ettt e s ta et e e e e ste et e sneenaaaneennees 217
3.9.3 THE LBCHUIEIS ...t 219
3.9.4 The Language 1ECTUIEIS. .....c.icueieee e 220
3.9.5 Written comments: Students’ evaluation task sheets............c.ccoccoviniiinn, 222
3.10 Data ANAIYSIS ...ouviiiiiiieeieeie ettt nneas 222
3101 Pre-teSHING ..cveeeeeiieeieeieseesieeee e ettt ste et e et e e e e ste e tesneenneannennes 223
3.10.2 Validity and @CCUMACY .....ecoveereerieeieeiesieesieseesteeseesseesiae e sreesanesaesseesaeaeesnees 226
3.11 Data Administration ProCeAUIE ...........cccooiriiiiiiieiecee e 232
3.11.1 Students’ survey questionnaire adminiStration .............cccoeeveveresieereereennnnn 233
3.11.2 Students’ interview questions administration ............cccccvevvevivevesieeseeriesnnnn 233
3.11.3 Engineers’ survey questionnaire administration............ccccceevveeiieiiieennennn, 234
3.11.4 Engineers’ interview questions administration.............cccccceveveverieereeriennnnn 235
3.11.5 Lecturers’ interview questions administration...........cccceveviveveiiennereennnnn 235
3.11.6 Language lecturers’ interview questions administration ...............c.cceeve.e. 236
3.12 Overview of Quantitative and Qualitative Phase and Research Questions....... 237
313 SUMMEANY <.ttt ettt e e st e e sb e et e e ent e e nbeesneeenee e 239



CHAPTER 4 ..o 240

FINDINGS OF THE QUANTITATIVE DATA ..o 240
4.0 INTFOAUCTION ..t 240
4.1 ReSEAICH ODJECHIVE .....eivieiice et 241
4.2 Research QUESLIONS 1 aNd 2.......ccviiieeiiieiieeirec ettt ere e 241

4.3 Perceptions of Students and Engineers’ on the sub-sets of communicative

competence constructs in Technical Oral Presentation............ccccccevvieiiieieeiinecinnnnn, 243
4.3.1 Presentation Skills and Attribute ConStruct............cocoovvineinincnciineen, 246
4.3.2 Behavioral Skills and Attribute CONStruCt...........cocooveiviinciiiscceceee 258
4.3.3 Content Construct — INtroduction Stage .........ccccevveeeieenenie e 267
4.3.4 Content Construct - While Presentation Stage .........ccccccevvevevverivnieseernenn 273
4.3.5 Content Construct — Conclusion Stage .........cccevvevveieieenesie e 283
4.3.6 Language Competency CONSIIUCT.........c.coiiiiiieiie e 291
4.3.7 Non-Verbal SKills CONSLIUCT..........cooiiriiiiircie e 299

4.4 Perceptions of Students” and Engineers’ on communicative competence.......... 309

4.4.1 Students’ perceptions of significant communicative competence

LS (10 0= 0L R 310

4.4.2 Engineers’ perceptions of significant communicative competence

Bl BIMIBINITS ..o e e e e e e et e e e e —— 314

4.5 SUMIMAIY ..ttt ettt ettt bt e a e e e bt e sk b e e be e sae e e beesbneebeesaneebeennneas 317

XV



CHAPTER S .o 321

FINDINGS OF THE QUALITATIVE DATA: STAKEHOLDERS’ PERCEPTIONS

OF LINGUISTIC AND RHETORICAL COMPETENCE ........cccooiiiiiiieieeeeiene 321
5.1 INTrOAUCTION ... 321
5.2 ReSEarch ODJECLIVE........cce e 322
5.3 Research QUESLIONS 3 aNd 4.......c.coouiiiiiiiieiie et 322
5.4 Thematic Analysis of Research Question 3: Communicative Competence........ 324

5.4.1 Presentation Skills and Attribute CONSLIUCT............cccvireneiniiniceeeee 325
5.4.2 Behavioral Skills and Attribute CONnStruct............ccccovviiencinncicnccee, 327
5.4.3 Structural Competence CONSIIUCT ........cccveiiiieiieieree e 329
5.4.4 Language Competence CONSIIUCT ..........ovivvieiiiieiiie e 330
5.4.5 Technical Competence CONSIIUCT.........ccvevveieirerie e 331
5.4.6 Non-Verbal Cues CONSLIUCT..........ccueiieiiiiiiiiiesee e 332
5.5 Methodological framework in Technical Oral Presentation ..............c.cccccvevvennen. 333

5.6 Thematic Analysis to Research Question 4: Linguistic and

RNELOriCal DIMENSION .....c..iieiiiieiiiiiesie e e 339
5.7 Linguistic and Rhetorical Dimension in Technical Oral Presentations .............. 339
5.7.1 Linguistic Dimension: Perception of technical competence......................... 349
5.7.2 Linguistic Dimension: Perception of disciplinary competence..................... 359
5.7.3 Linguistic Dimension: Perception of meta-cognitive competence............... 365

Xvi



5.7.4 Linguistic Dimension: Perception of linguistic competence - oral immediacy

(010] 001 01 (=] oL PO PP PPRRPPPR 374

5.7.5 Linguistic Dimension: Perception of structural competence.........c...c..c....... 385

5.7.6 Rhetorical Dimension: Perception of rhetorical explanatory competence ... 392

5.7.7 Rhetorical Dimension: Perception of rhetorical style competence............... 397

5.7.8 Rhetorical Dimension: Perception of interpersonal and interactive

(010] 001 01 (=] (oL PO P RO UPRR PP 402

5.9 Summary on stakeholders’ perceptions of communicative competence and

linguistic and rhetorical fEALUIES ..........ccooiiiiiiie s 413

CHAPTER 6 ..o 417

FINDINGS OF THE QUALITATIVE DATA: STAKEHOLDERS’ ACTUAL

PRACTICE OF LINGUISTIC AND RHETORICAL COMPETENCE...........c.......... 417
6.1 INEFOAUCTION ...ttt 417
6.2 RESEAICH ODJECLIVE ....c.vi et nnees 418
6.3 ReSearch QUESTION 5.......ccuviiiieiie et sre e ne e 418

6.4 Methodological framework in Qualitative Findings: Actual practice of lecturers

and engineers in critique sessions and written COMMENtS..........cccceevveeviiereeiiieennennn, 419

6.5 Qualitative Findings on Language and Rhetorical Dimension: Critique

S STONIS . ettt e e e et e ettt e et e et eeee et e e e ——teeeeeeeee e ——etaeeeeaae e ————aeeeeaaaaa—————— 426

6.5.1 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of

Meta-cognitive competence: CritiqUe SESSIONS........cueiiveerieeiiieeieeiieeseesreesreesnens 427

xvii



6.5.2 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Technical

COMPELENCE: CritIQUE SESSIONS ....cuviiiieieeieeriesteeiteseesteeeesaesteeee e e e steeseesreesaeaneennes 432

6.5.3 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of

Disciplinary competence: CritiqUe SESSIONS .......ccuververeerieereenieseesieseesreeseesseessens 436

6.5.4 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Structural

COMPELENCE: CrItIQUE SESSIONS ......viivieieeiesiiesteete sttt ettt sae e e 442

6.5.5 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Rhetorical

Explanatory competence: Critique SESSIONS .......ccververeerieeriesiesieerieseesieeseesseeseeens 446

6.6 Overview of lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of linguistic and rhetorical

FINAINGS: CritiQUE SESSIONS. ...c.viiiieiieeieeiesteesieeeeseeste e steeste et ste e e reesaeenaesreeneenes 447

6.7 Qualitative Findings on language and rhetorical dimension: Written

(o701 101 1< ] £ T 448

6.7.1 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Meta-

cognitive competence: Written COMMENTS........ccvveeiierieeiieseere e e see e 449

6.7.2 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Technical

competence: WIItten COMMENTS.........ciiveieiiere et se e 454

6.7.3 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of

Disciplinary competence: Written COMMENTS.........ccvverieerieiieniee e, 457

6.7.4 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Structural

competence: WIItten COMMENTS.........ciiveieiiere et se e 460

6.7.5 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Linguistic

Professional Language competence: Written COMMENtS.........ccocoeeverveneeneninnnnn 463

xviii



6.7.6 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Linguistic

Oral Immediacy competence: Written COMMENTS ........ccovvevvereeieeieeie e 464

6.7.7 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Rhetorical

Explanatory competence: Written COMMENTS.........cccocveeveerenieseeie e, 466

6.7.8 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of Rhetorical

Style competence: WIItten COMMENTS .........cceiviiiiiiiiieieee e 469

6.7.9 Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ practice of

Interpersonal and Interactive competence: Written comments...........c.cccevvenenne. 470

6.8 Summary of lecturers’ and engineers’ practice on linguistic and rhetorical

(o [T g T=T g T] o] IR RRRRR 473

6.8.1 Similarities and differences among lecturers’ and engineers’ on linguistic and

rhetorical dimension: CritiqUe SESSIONS ........ccviiirriierieniesee e 473

6.8.2 Similarities and differences among lecturers’ and engineers’ on linguistic and

rhetorical dimension: Written COMMENTS..........coviiiiiniicisece e, 475
CHAPTER 7 et ne e re e 478
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS. ... 478

7.0 INEFOAUCTION ...t 478
7.1 ReSEArch QUESTLIONS .......ccivieiiieiiie ittt ettt ettt sre e e be e sae e e nbeesneeene e 479
7.2 FINAINGS O the StUAY ......ooiiii s 481
7.2.1 Quantitative Analysis: Phase One (Research Questions 1 and 2) ................ 482
7.2.2 Qualitative Analysis: Phase Two (Research Questions 3, 4 and 5).............. 489

Xix



7.3 Summary of stakeholders’ perceptions and actual practice of communicative

competence from the linguistic and rhetorical dimension............ccccocevevviieiveciennen, 502

7.4 Recommendation of Linguistic and Rhetorical framework for technical oral

[S1EEETCT 4 LA o] o PSSR 505

7.5 Implications of the Linguistic and Rhetorical framework toward the stakeholders

WIthin the ESL CONTEXT .. oo 509

7.5.1 Implication of technical oral presentation theoretical framework to students

WININ T8 ESL CONTEXT ..ttt e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeee e 510

7.5.2 Implication of technical oral presentation theoretical framework to lecturers

WININ T8 ESL CONTEXT ..ttt e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeee e 511

7.5.3 Implication of technical oral presentation theoretical framework to language

lecturers WIthin the ESL CONTEXT.......oeveeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees 513

7.5.4 Implications of the linguistic and rhetorical framework toward engineers

WIHIN T8 ES L CONTEXT ..ttt e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeeeas 514

7.6 Implications of the Linguistic and Rhetorical framework toward CLT Curriculum

IN HIgher EAUCALION..........c.ooiiieec e 515

7.6.1 Implication of technical oral presentation theoretical framework in ESP

language and COMMUNICALION COUISES .......eeuerieerieeiiriiesieeiesieesieeee e sreeee e e 516

7.6.2 Implication of technical oral presentation theoretical framework in critique

sessions of technical oral presentations ...........ccocveveieeie e 517
7.7 CONEIIDULION. ...ttt ettt sttt be et neenneas 518
7.8 Summary and ReCOMMENUALIONS .........c.oiiiiiiieiierie e 520

XX



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 2.1: Components of communicative language ability in communicative language
U ettt etttk R e R £ R R e R e e R e e Rt e e e R n e ne e nn e ne e nes 78
Figure 2.2: Areas of language KNOWIEAQE ..........ccovvveiiiieeiiee e 81
Figure 2.3: Chronological evolution of communicative COMpetence ..........cccoeevvenenne 83
Figure 2.4: Revised schematic representation of communicative competence............... 84
Figure 2.5: Specifying communicative competence descriptors on task specification...88
Figure 2.6: Conceptual FrameWOrK..........cccooviiiiiiiieiieiesie e e 125
Figure 2.7: A Model of Communicative Competence in Technical Oral Presentations
....................................................................................................................................... 128
Figure 3.1: Flow Chart of Sequential Mixed Method Design..........cccccccvvvververiesnenenn, 136
Figure 3.2: Research Tools and Stages in Sequential Explanatory Study .................... 139
Figure 3.3: Analysis as an iteratiVe PrOCESS........cccviveieereeiereeriesiesaeseeseeseeseesseesseens 155
Figure 3.4: Coding process in qualitative reSearch ...........cccvoveveiieiveie s, 158
Figure 3.5: NVivo Screenshot on Language complaint..........cccccovevieiiinienneneenenn, 164
Figure 3.6: Visual Representation of Research Questions and Research Instrument...238
Figure 5.1: Linguistic and Rhetorical Dimension in Technical Oral Presentation ....... 340
Figure 5.2: The sub-sets of Linguistic and Rhetorical Dimension in Technical Oral
PIESENTATION ...ttt ettt ettt sttt e re e be e reenne e 342

XXi



LIST OF TABLES

Table 2.1: The Global SCale..........cccoiiiiiiie e 98
Table 3.1: Written Documents DY Program ..........cceoveveieenesieesieeie e seesee e e 146
Table 3.2: Matrix of Interview QUESLION..........ccoviiiiiiieiee e 148
Table 3.3: Student Enrollment at the University (January Intake 2008)............c..c....... 170
Table 3.4: Technical Oral Presentation students at the University ............cccoccevvernenenn 171
Table 3.5: Students’ according to race and nationality ..........c.ccooveveiirienienienieeenn 171
Table 3.6: Students’ according to gender and Program .........cccceevvereereeieereesieeseeseeseens 172
Table 3.7: Students’ presentation course grade Status ...........ccccevvvererieeieeresieeseeseeneens 173
Table 3.8: Students’ racial demographic (INtErVIEWER) .........ccceieeiiieiiieiesee e 175
Table 3.9: Students’ program details (INtErVIEWEE) ........cccveveiieiieeie e 175
Table 3.10: Lecturers” Demographic and Area of Specialisation...........ccccccccevvirnenen. 177
Table 3.11: Lecturers’ DeSIgNatiON.........ccoveiiiieieeiisee e 177
Table 3.12: Language lecturers’ Demographic and Area of Specialisation.................. 179
Table 3.13: Language lecturers’ DeSignation ...........cccccevvereeiiesieesieseeseesee e sieeee e 179
Table 3.14: Engineers’ Demographic and position held in company ..........c.cccccveevenen. 181
Table 3.15: Engineers’ Area of Specialisation...........cccccevveveiieiiiiie e 182
Table 3.16: Oil Producing UNit..........cccoeiiiiiieeeiie e 182
Table 3.17: ENgINEers’ DeSIGNALION ........c.civeierieiieieeie st 183

xxii



Table 3.18: Summary of Source and Questionnaire ItemMS ..........cccccvvveriveresieeseerennnnn 189

Table 3.19: Expected Written Comments (Program)..........ccceevueriveresieesnereesieesesseesens 199
Table 3.20: Lecturers” Actual Practice of Written Comments............cccccoovvvviniennennen, 200
Table 3.21: Engineers’ Actual Practice of Written Comments...........cccccevevieevvcinennenn 200
Table 3.22: Cronbach Alpha Values of Construct in the Pilot Test...........ccccccevviivenenn 203
Table 3.23: Students’ survey questionnaire administration ..............cccoeeeeviveviecieesinen, 233
Table 3.24: Students’ interview questions administration............cccceevvvevesieesesrennnnn 234
Table 3.25: Engineers’ survey questionnaire administration..............cccocveveeveervernennnnn 234
Table 3.26: Engineers’ interview questions adminiStration .............ccoccevveeveneenenienienn 235
Table 3.27: Lecturers’ interview questions administration..............cccccevvveveiieesvciennnnn 236
Table 3.28: Language lecturers’ interview questions administration ..............c.ccccvee... 236
Table 4.1: Cronbach Alpha Values of Each Construct (Students and Engineers)........ 243
Table 4.2: Mean for Presentation Skills and Attribute Construct ............cccccovvvenienne. 247
Table 4.3: Understanding the Purpose of presentation ............ccccccevvvveiveiesiiesneseennnnn 248
Table 4.4: Understanding the Scope of presentation ..........cccocevveieiinieniesiee s 248
Table 4.5: Possess Analytical ability in presentation..........ccccccevvveieiieiieeve e 249
Table 4.6: Utilise Memorization SKill in presentation...........cccccovevviieiieeiesiieseerennenn 250
Table 4.7: Awareness of Audience Technical Knowledge in presentation .................. 250
Table 4.8: Awareness of Audience Non-technical Knowledge in presentation ........... 251
Table 4.9: Maintaining composure in Presentation...........ccooeveereereseeneeieeseesesseeseens 252



Table 4.10:

Table 4.11:

Table 4.12:

Table 4.13:

Table 4.14:

Table 4.15:

Table 4.16:

Table 4.17:

Table 4.18:

Table 4.19:

Table 4.20:

Table 4.21:

Table 4.22:

Table 4.23:

Table 4.24:

Table 4.25:

Table 4.26:

Table 4.27:

Table 4.28:

Table 4.29:

Application of organisation pattern in presentation.............ccccoeeevveriennnn 253
Presenting within time limit in a presentation ...........ccccccoevvvvevv i ieeeiene 254
Anticipatory Skill on questions in presentation............ccoccevevvereenceineneens 254
Ability to clarify technical terms in presentation.............c.cccevvvieriveriennn, 255
Incorporate humor in PreSentation ...........cocveoeeveieereeieseese e 256
Acceptance of Criticism in presentation ...........ccoceevveieieenenie e 257
Mean for Behavioral Skills and Attribute Construct ............ccocevvvvvniennen. 258
Providing analytical responses to questions in a presentation................... 259
Providing courteous response in a presentation.............ccccvevvevveeneesneenne 260
Incorporating flexibility in a presentation ..........c.cccccvevevieeriesiesieeseeie s 261
Allowing Audience to Reflect in a presentation...........ccccceeeveveiieiveriennn, 262
Inviting Audience to participate in a presentation ...........ccoceeeeveenesennnns 263
Listening to questions by the audienCe ..........ccccvveveerecce v 263
Incorporating audience feedback in a presentation..............ccccceevvevveinnenn 264
Providing response to sudden queries in a presentation .............cccccevenee. 265
Defend ideas when questioned in a presentation .............ccccceveeivenvereennnn 266
Mean for Content — Introduction Stage CONStruct...........cccccvevevververinnnenn 267
Indicate introduction/lead-in statement in a presentation ...............ccccee.... 268
Identifying problem statement in a presentation............ccccoceveveiveneeieennen, 269
Indicate relevance in a preSentation...........ccooceveerieieeieseese e 270



Table 4.30: Provide title in @ Presentation ...........ccccocvevieirenesieesie e 270

Table 4.31: State research methodology in a presentation...........ccccceeevvereiiienveiennnnn 271
Table 4.32: Clarify research objective in a presentation............c.ccoccvveeienienieenenieenennn 272
Table 4.33: Clarify literature review in a presentation ..........c.cccocvevevveiivevesieesnsseesennn 272
Table 4.34: Mean for Content — While Presentation Stage Construct...........c.c.ccceveuen. 274
Table 4.35: Ensure coherence in a presentation..........oceveererienieeiesee e 275
Table 4.36: Ensure correct delivery style in a presentation ...........ccccoeevveveiiienverennnnn 276
Table 4.37: Use of supporting material for elaboration in a presentation..................... 276
Table 4.38: Check visual presentation of all slides in a presentation ................cccce..... 277
Table 4.39: Ensure visually appealing materials in a presentation..............c.cceevevvenenn 278
Table 4.40: Use gantt charts for explanation in a presentation...........c.cccceecvevverviinennnn 279
Table 4.41: Selection of right color for wording in a presentation ............ccc.ccevveiennenn 280
Table 4.42: Selection of right font size in a presentation.............ccccceevevvevesiieseesennnnn 280
Table 4.43: Limit the number of words used for each slide of a presentation.............. 281
Table 4.44: Use analogy for explanation in a presentation...........ccccoeeveeveneenenieenennn 282
Table 4.45 Mean for Content — Conclusion Stage CONStruct ...........cccceovveveiieerveinennnn 283
Table 4.46: Include cost factor analysis in a presentation ...........cccceeeeveeresiieseesennnnn 284
Table 4.47: State key milestones in a Presentation ...........ccoccevveieereninieeiesieesesee e 285
Table 4.48: Apply creativity in a preSentation...........ccccevvereeiesieere e 286
Table 4.49: Discuss the findings in @ PreSentation............ccoceveiieieiinieeie e 287



Table 4.50:

Table 4.51:

Table 4.52:

Table 4.53:

Table 4.54:

Table 4.55:

Table 4.56:

Table 4.57:

Table 4.58:

Table 4.59:

Table 4.60:

Table 4.61:

Table 4.62:

Table 4.63:

Table 4.64:

Table 4.65:

Table 4.66:

Table 4.67:

Table 4.68:

Table 4.69:

Restate the purpose in a presentation............cccevveeevieenesiesieeseeresee e 288
Provide closing statement in a presentation...........cccocevvevesieeseereseereeenns 289
Restate the relevance in a presentation ...........ccooveeveenenieeseenesiee e 290
Propose suggestions in a presentation ..........cccceeveeveeresieseesessieseeseeens 291
Mean for Language Competency CONStIUCE .........c.cccvevvveiriveresieneeieenens 292
Articulate words in a presentation ..........cooeeveeiereenenie e 293
Enunciate words in a preSentation ..........cccocveveevveiesieese s 294
Use correct grammar in a preSentation .........ccccoevvevevivenesiesieesesieseesee s 295
Appropriate language use in a presentation..........ccccveceveenenieenieenesieeneens 295
Ensure language is easily understood in a presentation............ccccceeevenenne. 296
Avoid complex language in a presentation...........ccccceevevevereeriesieeneerenenns 297
Ensure clear pronunciation in a presentation.............ccoocevveieenesieseeniennns 298
Ensure appropriate word choice in a presentation ...........cccocevvevevvennennn 299
Mean for Non-Verbal SKills CONSIIUCE............ccooviiiiiiiineseeeee, 300
Use appropriate volume in a presentation...........ccccceeveeiieeiecsneeseesneee 301
Use vocal fillers in a presentation............cccceevvevveievieesesie s e 302
Use pauses in a PreSentation ...........ccvevvereeieesieeseseeseese e see e eeesree e ens 303
Speak at an appropriate rate in a presentation ..........c.ccecveveiennenieneennen, 304
Utilise vocal variety in a presentation............ccceecveeeveeresieseesesreeseeseeenns 304
Non-verbal gestures in a presentation...........ccevevereene e e 305



Table 4.70: Stance iN @ PreSentation .........cccevveieiieeieeie e 306

Table 4.71: Use facial expressions to reinforce a message in a presentation ............... 307
Table 4.72: Appear extemporaneous in a PreSentation ..........c.cceovvereeirnenieseenesieeseens 308
Table 4.73: Culturally observant in a presentation ...........cccoceeveviveiesiesieesesie s 308

Table 6.1: Actual Practice of lecturers’ and engineers’ in linguistic and rhetorical

dimension: Themes, sub-sets and number of referenCes.........oovveeevceee e 420

Table 6.2: Similarities and differences in lecturers’ and engineers’ actual practice of

linguistic and rhetorical dIMeNSION ..........cco i 423

XXVii



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

ABET: Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology

APEX: Accelerated Program for Excellence

BEM: Board of Engineers Malaysia

CAQDAS: Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software

CC: Communicative competence

CEFR: Common European Framework of Reference for Languages

CLA: Communicative Language Ability

CLT: Communicative Language Teaching

COP: Community of Practice

DC: Discourse Community

EC: Engineering Criteria

EFL: English as a Foreign Language

ESL: English as a Second Language

ESP: English for Specific Purposes

FYP 1: Final Year Project 1

FYP 2: Final Year Project 2

ICT: Information and Communication Technology

LPP: Legitimate Peripheral Participation

MOE: Ministry of Education

XXviii



20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

MOHE: Ministry of Higher Education

MQR: Malaysian Qualifications Framework

NNS: Non-Native Speaker

NS: Native Speaker

OBE: Outcome Based Education

OPU: Qil Producing Unit

PRCA: Personal Report of Communication Apprehension

QAD: Quality Assurance Division

QSR: Qualitative Software Research

SAP: Strategic Action Plan

SLA: Second Language Acquisition

SLT: Situated Learning Theory

SRCC: Self Rated Communicative Competence

SPSS Part A: Social Performance Survey Schedule Part A

SPSS: Statistical Package for Social Science

TOP: Technical Oral Presentation

XXiX



LIST OF APPENDICES

LIST OF PUBLICATIONS AND PAPERS PRESENTED ......c.ccooiiiiiiiiicie 524
APPENDIX A: FYP2 Part 1l Final Oral Presentation Task Sheet..............cccccvevennne. 527
APPENDIX B: Student QUESLIONNAITE. ........ccveiiieeiiieciee et 528
APPENDIX C: Engineer QUESLIONNAITE .......cc.couerierieeieseenieeeesiee e e see e 532

APPENDIX D: Interviewee details of Students, Lecturers, Language lecturers and

ENGINEErS (IN COUE) ...ocvveiieii ettt e e ee e nne e 536
APPENDIX E: Interview Consent FOMM ........ccooeiiiririiinincseseeese e 539
APPENDIX F: Interview Questions with Student..............cccoovviviiiiii i 540
APPENDIX G: Interview Questions With LECIUIer.........c.cccvvevvveeiieiie e 542
APPENDIX H: Interview Questions With ENQINEEr.........c.cccvvveviereeiieieere e 544
APPENDIX I: Interview Questions with Language lecturer...........ccccoovvvvniniienenne. 546

APPENDIX J: Excerpt of Follow-Up Interview Session Conducted with a

IS0 11 ] =] 548

APPENDIX K: Technical Oral Presentation Observation Sheet..........cccccccovvveevennnn... 549

APPENDIX L: Sample 1 of Examiners’ Written Comments in Students’ Technical

Oral Presentation Evaluation Task SNEET...... ... 550

APPENDIX M: Sample 2 of Examiners” Written Comments in Students’ Technical

Oral Presentation Evaluation TasK SNEET.......oooee oo 551

APPENDIX N: Sample 3 of Examiners’ Written Comments in Students’ Technical

Oral Presentation Evaluation Task SNEET...... ... 552



APPENDIX O: Excerpt of Students' Presentation Critique SeSSioN...........cccccevveruenne. 553

APPENDIX P: Mapping Research Items to Research Instrument .............c..ccccovennne. 555

APPENDIX Q: Mapping Quantitative Construct And Qualitative Themes................ 558

APPENDIX R: Sample of Letter for Request to Conduct Research in the

TN €] USSR 562

BIBLIOGRAPHY ..o 564

XXXi



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction

Typical of any oral project presentation assessment session, a student may most likely

face a barrage of questions by multiple examiners as depicted below:

An Engineering lecturer asks,

What are the steps involved in obtaining this result? Why did you use this
product? Is there a difference in the results if you adjusted the temperature to XX
Celsius?

An engineer from the industry questions,

What is the difference with existing competitor products? Is this product
workable in the industry? How much does it cost? Is it effective for the
community?

A language lecturer may comment,

What do you mean when you mention this term...? Please explain...

The above scenario denotes a familiar evaluation session of any technical oral project
presentation assessment performance conducted in any institution of higher learning.
The scenario revolves around a series of questions posed by the panel of examiners who

most likely are individuals from technical and non-technical fields of specialisation.

Based on the scenario provided, similar evaluation sessions can occur in the classroom.
Different questions are posed by members of the evaluation panel who comprise
professionals from different professional backgrounds. Although in cases where areas of

specialisation may be similar, the community of practice (COP) may differ. In this case,
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the scenario indicates that engineering lecturers and language lecturers are members
from the academic community while engineers represent industry practitioners from the

industry.

In relation to the scenario provided, it is evident that students are queried on various
issues during a project presentation. Various questions are posed. Some questions are
content matter related while some are contextual or real world application based.
Language lecturers on the other hand, may emphasise language related elements in a
presentation. Thus, a student can be queried from content, context, linguistic or even

societal relevance.

Such a scenario is mirrored in real life workplace related presentations. Students can be
queried by a panel of professionals from different professional discourse communities.
This study seeks to investigate the stakeholders’ notion of communicative competence
in one of the many workplace related communicative events, i.e. technical oral
presentations. In this context, stakeholders are selected participants from the academic
and professional engineering community involved in technical oral presentations. The

central research question posed is,

“What are the stakeholders’ perceptions of communicative competence in a technical

oral presentation?”

This central research question lends support to the possible communicative competence
requirement of various stakeholders involved in the business of technical oral

presentations. Answers to these questions would be angled from a linguistic and
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rhetorical perspective as language is deemed as the “main ingredient of a presentation”

(Alemdar Yalcin & Nursel Yalcin, 2010, p. 481).

1.1 Scope of the Study

From the point of view of a Language and Communications lecturer and from the
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) perspective, | was captivated to understand
the purpose and intentions of questions posed by the professionals during similar oral

presentation sessions i.e. technical oral project presentations held in my university.

I was curious to know what questions were posed during such presentation sessions in
order to understand what mattered to these professionals. In other words, the attempt to
shed some light on the type of questions posed by the examiners would provide
language and communication lecturers (like myself) an insight of the perception and

actual practice of communicative competence.

Inadvertently, such knowledge is utilised to possibly shed light on the “academia-
industry practitioner divide” of communication skills among graduates (Nguyen, 1998;
Norback & Hardin, 2005). Knowledge of such competency features from a linguistic
and rhetorical dimension will also add linguistic and rhetorical input on to a less
explored area in ESP (English for Specific Purposes) and oral communication related

courses i.e. oral presentations (Hyland, 2002; Morton, 2009).
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For the purpose of this study, communicative competence centers on the linguistic and
rhetorical dimensions necessary in critique sessions within technical oral presentations.
Critique sessions refer to the question and answer session within the technical oral
presentation. Linguistic dimension looks at how the presentation is structured with
focus on linguistic accuracy and appropriacy, syntax, grammar, language use and
language expressions in oral text (Dannels, 2009; Schleppegrell, 2001; Telebakovic,
2009). Rhetorical dimension focuses on the genre required to create that interactive

element within a presentation (Morton, 2009; Thggersen & Airey, 2011).

In addition, | was also interested to comprehend the “judgment values” held by these
stakeholders on communicative competence and its effects on CLT. What are the
implications of selected stakeholders’ views on communicative competence in technical
oral presentations in the epistemology of engineering education? What linguistic and
rhetorical competencies are expected of graduates of the 21% century to communicate

competently during critique sessions within technical oral presentations?

I was keen to identify if the stakeholders’ beliefs and value judgments of
communicative competence in technical oral project presentations are reflective of the
COP legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) as advocated in the situated theory of
learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Are there similarities and/or differences in the way
these stakeholders’ identify the notion of communicative competence in technical oral
presentation? Stakeholder description is described in a later section of this chapter (see

Section 2.7).
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Basically, 1 am interested to identify the linguistic and rhetorical dimension and its
theoretical implication of communicative competence requirement in technical oral
presentations as perceived by various stakeholders in a technological university. Such
findings attempt to bridge the academia-practitioner divide and provide linguistic and
rhetorical input necessary for the teaching and learning of communication skills in
technical oral presentations. This, in a nutshell, illuminates the parameters and interest

of my study.

1.2 Problem Statement

Resounding engineer complaints over graduates’ lack of communication skills indicate
disparity in imparting the relevant communicative competence for graduates to
communicate effectively in a professional setting. Local studies have indicated that
engineering communicative competence remains much to be desired (Fatimah Ali, Noor
Raha Mohd Radzuan, & Hafizoah Kassim, 2006; Hafizoah Kassim & Fatimah Ali,
2010; Noor Raha Mohd Radzuan, Fatimah Ali, & Hafizoah Kassim, 2008; Noor Raha

Mohd Radzuan, Fatimah Ali, Hafizoah Kassim, et al., 2008).

Employers voice their discontent over engineering graduates lack of communication
skills. In addition, local studies indicate stakeholders’ perceptions and the construct of
communicative competence in technical oral presentations (Bhattacharyya, 2014 ;
Hadina Habil & Nur Afigah Bt Ab Rahman, 2010; Mariana Yusoff, 2008). Thus,

concerted efforts on the part of language and communication lecturers need to be
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addressed to enhance ESL learners or engineering students’ apparent lack of

communicative competence in the Asian region.

In addition, the emphasis on communication skills is stated in the Engineering Criteria
(EC) 2000 and Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET)
requirements where knowledge on non-technical competency skills such as
communication skills, teamwork and lifelong learning to students are stressed by the
educators (Martin, Maytham, Case, & Fraser, 2005). Despite such pedagogical efforts,
engineers continue to convey discontent over graduates’ inability to communicate

(Venkatesan & Ravenell, 2011).

Thus, such disparity if left unchecked in the global and Asian region will impede human
capital necessary for nation building efforts (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007).
Notwithstanding this gap on communication skills requirement, literature also mentions
that 60% of engineers’ time is spent on communicating (Tenopir & King, 2004). In fact,
oral presentations denote one of the many oral communicative events expected of
engineers (Crosling & Ward, 2002; Myles, 2009). This means that language and
communication lecturers as well as curriculum decision makers need to re-look at the
communicative competence requirement among engineering students in technical and
scientific oral presentations. Pedagogical efforts in this direction will enhance ESL
learners or engineering students’ participation in the professional engineering

community.
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In this context, the communicative event investigated is the Final Year Project 2 (FYP
2) delivered by final year engineering students in the university. The FYP2 mirrors a
workplace related oral communicative event. During such sessions, professionals from
the academic and engineering community who are appointed as examiners, convene to
critique the technical aspects of the presentation. During such sessions, the presence of
language lecturers is optional as this is not a mandatory practice in the university. Such
is the practice in my university. Language lecturers, like me, if invited to such

evaluation sessions, focus on the non-technical aspect of the presentation.

During such evaluation sessions, as universally concurred, no two examiners will
provide similar feedback in an evaluation session (Dannels, 2003). Thus, the notion of
communicative competence construct from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective may
differ between the examiners (Graaff, Reed, & Shay, 2004; Shay, 2004). What is
considered crucial element to one examiner may not necessarily be similarly perceived
by another. What then is expected of students who may be faced with myriad of

questions from examiners of varied backgrounds during such a presentation?

Recognising the multifaceted complexity and “fuzziness” of assessing a complex
linguistic notion such as a “communicative competence” when perceived by participants
of a COP in CLT, I was interested to explore the notion in technical oral presentations
from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective. The said investigation is conducted in view
of the limited studies in the linguistic and rhetorical dimension in technical oral
presentations and lack of research necessary to create that “magic” or interactivity and

enagagement needed in technical oral presentations (Morton, 2009).
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Eventually, the study seeks to provide a possible linguistic and rhetorical framework
required for critique sessions within technical oral presentation, an area considered least
explored in language and oral communication studies (Hyland, 2002; Morton, 2009).
An off-shoot of the study is to ascertain pedagogical implications in CLT and
understand if theoretical underpinnings of situated theory of learning (SLT) are

reflected in such presentation sessions (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

1.3 Objectives of the Study

The objectives of this study are to understand the differing stakeholder perceptions of
communicative competence from a linguistic and rhetorical dimension with regard to
critique sessions within technical oral presentations. Perceptions refer to the way human
beings organise and interpret certain views into experiences which is tied to one’s past
experiences, beliefs and expectations (Jung, 2003). As the notion of communicative
competence is deemed fuzzy among linguists, it is the intention of the researcher to
understand the construct of communicative competence as perceived by the students,
lecturers, language lecturers and engineers involved in the business of technical oral

presentations.

The study also attempts to identify the similarities and differences of the stakeholders’
perceptions and actual practice of communicative competence, i.e. linguistic and
rhetorical competence, in technical oral presentations. An understanding of the construct
from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective enables stakeholders from both the academic
and professional engineering community (i.e. ESL learners, students, language and
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communication experts, curriculum designers and professional engineers) to understand
the construct from different COP perspective. It aims to lessen the academia-industry
practitioner divide on communication skills ability of engineering students
(Bhattacharyya, Sivapalan, & Hairuzila Idrus, 2007; Eisner, 2010; Norback, Leeds, &

Kulkarni, 2010).

Moreover, current communication studies emphasise the need to relook at students’
disciplinary and interactive competence (Fraile et al., 2010; Morton, 2009). Thus, the
aim of this study is to identify the linguistic and rhetorical sub-sets of communicative
competence in technical oral presentations set in an ESL context within a Malaysian
setting in the Asian region. As aptly pointed out by Morton, students need to
“demonstrate confidence, assuredness, competence and artistic exuberance” (Morton,
2009, p. 227). Thus, the investigation into the sub-sets of communicative competence,
i.e. the linguistic and rhetorical dimension, is aimed at creating presenter-audience
engagement and interactivity within technical and scientific engineering oral

presentation sessions.

This study also contributes to the notion of communicative competence in the
Malaysian setting, i.e. ESP, ESL language and communication experts, curriculum
designers in the Malaysian tertiary education context, and more widely in the promotion
of communicative competence among tertiary students involved in technical oral
presentations. Language and communication experts as well as curriculum designers
can include the linguistic and rhetorical competency features as the grading criteria in

technical oral presentation evaluation sessions.
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At the same time, it is undeniable that the study promotes the study of communicative
competence in the scientific and engineering profession where technical oral
presentations are a norm of the said professional work culture. Thus, this study
contributes to the stakeholders’ understanding of the communicative competence
construct from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective in technical oral presentations
within a Malaysian context; language and communication experts and curriculum
designers’ notion of communicative competence as an added component in the
evaluation criteria of technical oral presentations in the Malaysian tertiary education and
lessen the academia-industry practitioner divide on the communicative ability of
engineering students in technical oral presentations. At the same time, the study
provides an insight of the engineers’ notion of communicative competence as held by

the professionals within the engineering community in the Malaysian context.

1.4 Research Questions

The findings discussed are aimed at providing feedback to the central research question,

“What are the selected stakeholders’ perceptions of communicative competence in a

technical oral presentation?”

The research questions that attempt to identify the stakeholders’ communicative
competence gap requirement in perception and actual practice of technical oral

presentation include:

1.  What are the students’ perceptions of communicative competence requirement in

technical oral presentation?
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a. What are the students’ perceptions of presentation skills required in
technical oral presentation?
b.  What are the students’ perceptions of attributes required in technical oral

presentation?

What are the engineers’ perceptions of communicative competence requirement in

technical oral presentation?

a. What are the engineers’ perceptions of presentation skills required in
technical oral presentation?

b. What are the engineers’ perceptions of attributes required in technical

oral presentation?

What are the lecturers’ and language lecturers’ perceptions of communicative

competence requirement in technical oral presentation?

a. How similar are they in their perceptions of presentation skills and
attributes required in technical oral presentations?

b. How different are they in their perceptions of presentation skills and

attributes required in technical oral presentations?

What are the stakeholders’ perceptions of linguistic and rhetorical features
necessary for successful technical oral presentations?

a. How similar are the selected students’, lecturers’, language lecturers’ and

engineers’ perceptions of linguistic and rhetorical features necessary for

successful technical oral presentations?
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b. How different are the selected students’, lecturers’, language lecturers’
and engineers’ perceptions of linguistic and rhetorical features necessary

for successful technical oral presentations?

5. In practice, what do lecturers and engineers consider as essential linguistic and
rhetorical features necessary for successful technical oral presentations?

a. In practice, how similar and different are the selected lecturers’ and
engineers’ critiqgue on linguistic and rhetorical features necessary for
technical oral presentations?

b. In practice, how similar and different are the selected lecturers’ and
engineers’ written comments on linguistic and rhetorical features

necessary for technical oral presentations?

The research questions aim to provide feedback on stakeholder perception of
communicative competence in technical oral presentations. Findings from the study aim
to identify stakeholders’ (students, lecturers, language lecturers and engineers)
perception on the importance of relevant sub-items associated to the notion. Knowledge
of such salient features enables stakeholders to achieve their own goals and be effective
participants in their own COP. Such findings contribute to the linguistic and rhetorical
dimensions based on the existing theoretical framework of communicative competence
by Celce-Murcia (2007) (see section 2.14). Findings from the study aim to bridge the
academia-industry practitioner divide on linguistic and rhetorical competence necessary

in critique sessions within technical oral presentations.
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In addition, the study aims to relate the importance of communicative competence in the
study of technical oral presentations in an ESL context within a Malaysian tertiary
education setting. The study highlights the importance of incorporating the notion of
communicative competence in the evaluation of technical oral presentations. The study
promotes the use of communicative competence as envisaged in among stakeholders in
an ESL context in the South East Asian region, i.e. Malaysia. It adds emphasis to the

significance of communicative competence in scientific and engineering discourse.

Findings to the first two research questions are exemplified in the quantitative phase
while the qualitative phase is intended to provide suggested findings to the remaining
three research questions. The findings aim to enhance the operational definition of
communicative competence from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective. The findings
provide feedback to 21% century graduates on essential linguistic and rhetorical
competencies necessary to create that “magic” missing in technical oral presentations.
The “magic” in this context essentially refers to speaker-audience interactivity and

meaningful engagement during an oral presentation session (Morton, 2009).

1.5 Background of the Study

The following sections provide an overview of engineering graduate communication
skill requirement as advocated in the engineering education curriculum. It also provides

a snapshot of global and national communication skills requirement of an engineer.
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1.5.1 Global Engineer of the 21° Century

The intent of the study is a result of global competency requirements expected of 21%
century engineering graduates. With globalization and industrialization in the new
millennium, engineering graduates competency skills and attributes far defer from that
of the 1980’s and 1990’s (Lucena, Downey, Jesiek, & Elber, 2008). With increased
mobility of engineers, a re-look at existing “country-based systems of engineering
education” is required as prospective graduates need “valuable competencies recognized
by other countries or by other international engineers” to increase workplace mobility

(Crawley, Malmgqvist, Lucas, & Brodeur, 2011; Lucena et al., 2008, p. 433).

Engineers need to be equipped with a combination of engineering (hard), professional
(soft) and global skills to work within a global context (Patil, 2005). Engineers need to
be constantly equipped with relevant competencies required for 21% century workplace
communication and participation needs (Norback & Hardin, 2005; Tilli & Trevelyan,

2008).

Such concerns are similarly echoed on local shores. Studies reveal the need for
engineers to communicate their knowledge effectively in the workplace (Bhattacharyya,
Shahrina Mohd Nordin, & Rohani Salleh, 2009; Noor Raha Mohd Radzuan, Fatimah
Ali, & Hafizoah Kassim, 2008). Despite such awareness of graduate skills requirement,
industry practitioners continue to voice dissatisfaction over graduates’ communication

skills (Bernama, 2010; Gray, Emerson, & MacKay, 2007; Tan, 2009).
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The study of communicative competence from the linguistic and rhetorical dimension
requirement is thus timely as it allows greater understanding of the notion so that each
participant can attain their goals and participate effectively in the said COP. The study
is aimed at providing CLT educators and curriculum designers a linguistic and
rhetorical framework of CC in technical oral presentation embedded within ESP and

communication related courses.

1.5.2 Skills in Technical Oral Communication

Oral communication output is part of an engineer’s everyday activity. Studies identified
presentation as one of the various workplace oral communication activities
(Bhattacharyya, Shahrina Mohd Nordin, et al., 2009; Tenopir & King, 2004). Engineers
spend almost 60% of their time in various communicative events (meetings,
discussions, presentations, advice) at both formal and informal settings in the workplace

(Tenopir & King, 2004; Trevelyan, 2009).

Engineers need to possess “knowledge, skills and attitude” for effective participation
and function in the professional community (Rugarcia, Felder, Woods, & Stice, 2000, p.
20). Hissey (2002) goes a step further by saying that engineers require “specialized
skills to be independent, capable and resourceful in the organisation and society”
(Hissey, 2002, p. 1367). Whiteside augments the need for scientific and business
acumen knowledge in “business operations, project management, problem-solving skills

and scientific and technical knowledge” (Whiteside, 2003, p. 303).
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Clearly, engineers need to have a mix of technical and non-technical skills for effective
workplace participation. Thus, what skills augment communicative competence?
Knowledge of such salient features act as a catalyst for enhanced oral communicative

competence in various professional and workplace setting.

1.5.3 Outcome Based Education

The importance and need for engineers to communicate effectively is intensified with
the implementation of the Outcome Based Education (OBE) by the Engineering Criteria
2000 (EC 2000) of the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) in
the engineering curriculum. The ABET Engineering Criteria 2000, requires that
prospective graduate students become aware of the social impacts of their professional

work as well as be able to “communicate effectively” (Hovde, 2005, p. 1).

In Malaysia, the certification and accreditation of higher education programs initially
handled by the National Accreditation Board or “Lembaga Akreditasi Negara” (in
Malay language), in 1996 was subsequently managed by a Quality Assurance Division
(QAD) of the Ministry of Education (MOE) in April 2002 to manage and coordinate

quality assurance system in public universities (Ministry of Higher Education, 2011).

In 2007, the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA), a statutory body was set up
under the Malaysian Qualifications Act (2007) to accredit academic programs proposed
by institutions of higher education for various degree, master or postgraduate program.
Essentially, the MQA implements the Malaysian Qualifications Framework (MQR) and
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acts as a reference point and accreditation center for national qualifications where issues
such as learner outcomes and credit outcomes based on student academic load are

scrutinized (Ministry of Higher Education, 2011).

The implementation of OBE coincides with the review of the engineering curriculum
syllabus which requires a global address of enhancing institutions of higher learning to
that of Accelerated Program for Excellence (APEX) university status. According to
Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) Action Plan (2007 - 2010), apex universities
reflect the “nation’s centers’ of academic distinction” which eventually entrusts
independent decision making, planning, selection and direction to leaders academic
institutions of higher learning in the governance of the institution (Chapman & Simrit

Kaur, 2008).

With such agenda in place, Apex universities will be given the “autonomy to select the
best students based on academic merit and other holistic criteria” and “focus on
becoming the best” within the 9" Malaysia Plan (2006 - 2010) period (Ministry of
Higher Education, 2007, pp. 34-36). In line with Apex university student criteria
requirement, higher education authorities such as educators and curriculum designers
need to realign and improvise OBE student performance or learner outcome where
learning is “learner-centered, result-orientated education system where individuals have
the capacity to learn, as well as to demonstrate learning after having completed an

educational activity” (Fakier & Waghid, 2004, p. 55).

Learner outcomes reflects the learner’s ability to carry out expected roles and functions

in the society such as the ability to “demonstrate communication skills” (Malaysian
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Qualifications Agency, 2011). One such outcome stipulated in ABET EC 2000 is
learner’s ability to communicate effectively (Rajala, 2012). The said learner outcome on
effective communication is resounded in Board of Engineers (BEM) Malaysia, as one of
the necessary attributes of would-be professional engineers (M. M. N. Megat Johari et

al., 2002; M.Johari, M.R.Osman, & A.Abdullah, 2004).

Thus, the investigation on communicative competence requirement in technical oral
presentation from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective is timely to understand and
provide communicative competence input as stipulated in OBE and ABET

requirements.

1.5.4 National Higher Education Action Plan 2007 — 2010

To ensure that the nation is able to keep up with globalization and technological
advancement, the National Mission and Ninth Malaysia Plan of Malaysia (2006 - 2010)
stipulated various national development measures where one of its main thrust was “the
development of first-class human capital” to ensure the nations’ advancement from that
of a “developing nation to a knowledge based economy” (Ministry of Higher Education,

2007, p. 3).

As reiterated by the former Prime Minister of Malaysia, The Honorable Datuk Seri
Ahmad Abdullah Badawi, the success of attaining a “first class human capital” lies as a
shared responsibility of all concerned parties with the government and nation to

spearhead an effort to “transform the national education system at all levels, from pre-
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school through higher education” to “create a first-class human capital and realize the

national education agenda” (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007, p. 3).

Thus, to encapsulate government efforts in enhancing human capital as resounded in the
Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) National Higher Education Action Plan (2007-
2010), the study on communicative competence is timely as communication skills is

deemed necessary for effective workplace participation.

1.5.5 Malaysia — Vision 2020

Vision 2020, which takes its cue from two major national development plans of
Malaysia (the First Industrial Master Plan 1986 -1995 and Second Industrial Master
Plan, 1996 - 2005) saw its inception with the launching of the Third Industrial Master
Plan (IMP3), 2006 - 2020. Vision 2020, the brainchild of one of the former Prime
Ministers of Malaysia, Dato Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad, saw the need for economic
nation building and advancement from that of a developing country with agricultural
reliance to that of a technologically advanced competitive nation (Ministry of

International Trade and Industry, 2006, p. 12).

As reiterated in the National Higher Education Plan, Vision 2020 seeks to establish “a
scientific and progressive society that is innovative and forward looking — one that is
not only a consumer of technology but also a contributor to the scientific and
technological progress” (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007, p. 10). Vision 2020

aspiration for a nation stipulates the need for
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“a diversified and balanced economy with a mature and widely based industrial
sector;... an economy that is technologically proficient,...technology intensive;...
strong and cohesive industrial linkages...; an economy driven by brain-power,
skills and diligence in possession of a wealth of information, with the knowledge

of what to do and how to do it...”
(Mahathir Mohamad, 1991, p. 23)
Thus, the most important resource for a nation lies in its workforce equipped with
necessary skills needed to handle and develop high-tech industries and capability to
produce required research and development necessary for nation building. For a
research and technology driven economy to succeed, the pivotal factor lies in human

capital equipped with the right expertise and skills.

1.5.6 The 9™ Malaysia Plan 2006 — 2010

The importance of marketable skills such as communication skills is stressed and
highlighted in Malaysia’s 9th Malaysia Plan (2006 - 2010). The governmental
awareness to enhance soft skills among graduates is mirrored in two blueprints by the
Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in September 2007 which was launched by the
then Prime Minister of Malaysia, Datuk Seri Ahmad Abdullah Badawi. The government
blueprints such as the National Higher Education Strategic Plan and National Higher
Education Action Plan (2007 - 2010) accentuated the need to instill and enhance soft

skills among undergraduates of today.

As stated in the National Higher Education Action Plan (2007 - 2010), the seven thrusts
of the said plan are broadly based which includes widening access and enhancing
quality, improving the quality of teaching and learning; enhancing research and
innovation;  strengthening  institutions of  higher  education; intensifying
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internationalization; enculturation of lifelong learning; and reinforcing the ministry’s

delivery system.

One particular area of interest to academicians as outlined in the Strategic Action Plan
(SAP) is the need to address graduate unemployment which stems from the lack of
cohesiveness education and training imparted to the nation. It is mentioned in the
strategic plan that “while education should provide general skills and a good orientation
towards work, particularly in the context of building positive attitudes, specific skills
fall within the range of training” (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007, p. 13).
This indicates that better cohesiveness is required among various stakeholders involved
in the education and training programs to mold prospective undergraduates’

marketability and competitiveness in the future workplace.

1.5.7 The Bleak Unemployment Scenario

Despite the importance of communication skills, employers continue to lament over
graduates’ communicative competency (Hafizoah Kassim & Fatimah Ali, 2010). Global
concerns on unemployment are mirrored in the local scenario. Deputy Prime Minister of
Malaysia and Malaysian Education Minister, Tan Sri Muhyddin Yassin, voiced the need
to improve the use of English Language despite the 13 years exposure to the language at

Malaysian primary and secondary school (Benjamin & Mohd Farhaan Shah, 2011).
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Statistical records from the Economic Reports of the Prime Minister’s department
clearly show the alarming rate of unemployment in 2000 from 3.5% to 3.6% (Abdullah
Bin Haji Ahmad Badawi, 2008). Subsequently, in 2004 and 2005, unemployment rate
was 3.5% with majority new graduates and diploma holders lacking in soft skills such
as English language proficiency. In fact, the Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015) recorded
youth unemployment range from 10.5% to 10.9% in 2001 to 2008. This accounted for

62% of total unemployment in 2008.

The Economic report indicated the 3.5% rate for unemployment in 2011 with an
estimated unemployment rate of 3.1% in 2015 (The Economic Planning Unit Prime
Minister's Department, 2010). A debate on the actual number of unemployed graduates
ensued. In November 2006, the ministry revealed that nearly 60,000 graduates were
unemployed (Wong, 2008). Unemployment reports by the Malaysian Institute of
Economic Research (MIER) mentioned that Malaysia’s rate of unemployment could

even surge to 4.2% in 2010 (Hunt, 2010).

Clearly, unemployment rate if left unchecked would affect nation building plans like the
Third Industrial Malaysia Plan (2006 - 2020) and Vision 2020. Thus, the study on
understanding the notion of communicative competence is timely as it will eventually
lessen the academia-industry practitioner divide over communicative competence
among prospective graduates. Such insight is necessary to groom prospective graduates
for effective workplace participation and add to the pool of manpower capital necessary

for nation-building.
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1.5.8 Competency Gap between Academia and Workplace: Communication Skills

Existing communication studies indicate discussion on various generic workplace skill
requirements like communication skills and the need to innovate engineering education
curriculum to bridge the disparity between academia and industry practitioners’ divide
on communication needs and challenges (Borrego & Bernhard, 2011; Hafizoah Kassim

& Fatimah Ali, 2010).

Continued concern over technical and soft skills mismatch is reported (Bernama, 2010,
2011) despite efforts by the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) directive in 2007 to
incorporate “finishing schools” to conduct soft skills courses in all public universities
(Yagin Ching Abdullah, 2009). Despite such measures, soft skill competency issue

continues to be a national concern on Malaysian shores.

Left untapped, the continued lack of research on communicative competence will leave
a gap in the teaching and learning of communication skills in language and
communication classrooms in an ESL context within a Malaysian setting. In addition,
the lack of input over the sub-sets considered necessary in communicative competence
will continue to impede the knowledge on communicative competence among tertiary
students in the Malaysian tertiary education context and in the science and engineering

profession.
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1.6 The Rationale of the Study

The following sections provide an overview of the rationale of the study and its
significance in contributing to an understanding of communicative competence in
technical oral presentation from a linguistic and rhetorical dimension. The study is
essential as the findings can aid different stakeholders, such as tertiary students,
lecturers, language lecturers as well as professional engineers from the South East Asian
region, in particular, Malaysia, toward an understanding of the notion of communicative
competence and its linguistic and rhetorical features required in technical and scientific

presentations as used in the Malaysian tertiary education and ESL context.

Such a study contributes to lessening the gap between academia-industry practitioners’
communication skills requirement expected in professional technical oral presentations
at the workplace (Nguyen, 1998; Hafizoah Kassim & Fatimah Ali, 2010). At the same
time, the study is worthy as it contributes to the understanding of communicative

competence as perceived by professionals in the science and engineering profession.

1.6.1 Background of the University

The study is located at a private technical university located at Bandar Seri Iskandar,
Perak Darul Ridzuan, Malaysia. The university, a wholly-owned subsidiary of a national
oil company, was established on January 10, 1997. The university was invited by the
Malaysian government to set up a university to meet government national requirement
of developing an educational hub.
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Initially, the university started as an Institute of Technology in April 1995 in response to
the government’s call to provide workforce to meet the government’s initiative of
attaining a developed nation by year 2020. The institute was established for the purpose
of providing education at the tertiary level to contribute to developing a strong and

technically skilled workforce in the country via active participation of the private sector.

With an initial intake of 65 students, the first academic session commenced in July 1995
in rented premises. In July 1996, the institute relocated its operation to Perak Darul
Ridzuan, (some 250 km north of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia) at the newly acquired
campus after building temporary offices, hostels and laboratories. It co-existed with a

local university for five years prior sole ownership in 1997.

With the enactment of the Private Higher Learning Institution Act in December 1996,
the Government officially invited the national oil company to set up the university on 10
January 1997. The university has been in operation since 1997 and continues to strive

for educational excellence.

At the time of the study, the university had a population of about 6000 students
comprising selected local and international students who focus on engineering and
business and information technology programs. All the degree programs offered are
technically inclined to meet future workplace needs. In the said university, various
engineering and technology courses are offered at foundation, undergraduate and

postgraduate level.
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For the purpose of this study, the focus is on final year engineering students as they
form the bulk of the student intake. Details are provided in Chapter 3 (section 3.6 on

research participants).

1.6.2 University’s Vision and Mission of Graduate Attributes

The University’s Vision themed as “A Leader in Technology Education and Centre for
Creativity and Innovation” is aligned toward attaining a creative, innovative workforce
to meet the nation’s call of “world-class human capital” (Ministry of Higher Education,
2007). In accordance with the University’s vision, the university orchestrates its mission

to support the vision of the university.

As a provider of advanced technology and center of education for creativity and
innovation, the university is committed to provide opportunities for the pursuit of
knowledge and expertise for the advancement of engineering, science and technology to
enhance the nations’ competitiveness. The university’s vision and mission is in
accordance with meeting the Strategic Plan thrust of the providing “creative, innovative

and competitive” workforce to the nation (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007).

As indicated in the university’s homepage, the university’s mission is “to produce well-
rounded graduates who are creative and innovative with the potential to become leaders
of industry and the nation”. In meeting the vision of the university, the aim is to
“nurture creativity and innovativeness and expand the frontiers of technology and

education for betterment of society”. The vision and mission of the university clearly
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sets forth the direction and leadership of all stakeholders (academic and
business/professional community members) involved in the administration of the

university.

1.6.3 Well Rounded Graduate Skills and Attribute

In emerging as one of the university provider of efficient workforce for the nation, the
university worked within certain guidelines provided by the university Research &
Development (R & D) Master Plan to ensure the quality and effectiveness of graduates

who enter the future workplace.

In line with the university’s vision and mission, the seven attributes stressed in the
academic curriculum include “communication skills, lifetime learning capacity, solution
synthesis ability, business acumen, critical thinking and practical aptitude” (L.ittle,
1997). The deliverables of the said attributes are delved through all programs
implemented via the Outcome Based Education (OBE) learning outcomes in the
university. The present study contributes to the notion of communicative competence in

workplace related event, the technical oral presentation.

1.6.4 Communication Skills Requirement Component

With emphasis on the university’s graduate attribute and with the inclusion of OBE

approach in the engineering curriculum, communication skills is accentuated in all
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programs at all levels (foundation, undergraduate and postgraduate) offered in the
university. At the university, an English language oral presentation course is offered by
the English Language unit to undergraduate students’ prior entry to student Industrial

Internship Program at selected companies.

Learning outcomes of all courses as approved by the National Accreditation Board
stipulate the need for students to “...communicate confidently, accurately, fluently and
effectively in a variety of professional and business settings...” (LAN document, 2009).
The said language course provides students language input and practice on individual

and group presentations.

In addition, students need to participate in various oral presentation sessions specified
within the degree requirement. In this context, final year students are required to present
their project findings to a panel of examiners from the academic and professional

engineering community who evaluate the students’ presentation.

1.6.5 Technical Communication

Technical communication, an offshoot of English for Specific Purpose (ESP) pedagogy,
can be defined as a process “of gathering, organizing, presenting and refining
information” (Collier & Toomey, 1997, p. 1). DiSanza & Legge (2002) define technical
communication as “scientific, engineering, technological, business, regulatory, legal,

managerial, or social scientific information” (DiSanza & Legge, 2002, p. 198).
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Technical communication includes various forms of internal and external written and
oral communication information like correspondence, short reports, long reports
(feasibility study, project report on field or laboratory work) and others (proposals,
abstract, summaries, technical article, technical presentation, operation manual or
website). In this context, the final year project presentation is noted as a technical
presentation, a sub-set of technical communication. The final year project presentation,
undertaken in the first semester of a students’ final year engineering program,
encompasses technical and scientific findings obtained from the students’ research. The
student is expected to deliver the findings to a panel of examiners during the final

semester in the final year of the engineering graduate degree program.

1.6.6 Technical Oral Presentation (TOP)

Engineering professions while highly technological, are highly communicative in
practice as engineers are engaged in various communication practices such as
presentations (Danilova & Pudlowski, 2007; Tenopir & King, 2004). Oral presentations
can be classified into two types - informal and formal where although both presentations
differ in “scope, complexity, style, and format”, both types of presentations require
effective communication and the desire to respond to the audience’s needs (Dobrin,

Weisser, & Keller, 2008, p. 665).

Workplace presentations can occur as informal, formal or a combination of both types
of presentations presented to a varied audience comprising either experts, non-experts or

a blend of both. For the purpose of the study, focus is centered on formal presentations
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as engineers’ accord high importance to such communicative activity (Bhattacharyya,

Shahrina Mohd Nordin, et al., 2009).

Formal presentations are longer and more complex. Examples of such presentations
include “briefings, sales meetings, product demonstrations, training seminars,
workshops, panel and conference discussions, and speeches” which utilise set-aside
spaces like “offices, auditoriums, conference rooms, training rooms, science labs or

even outdoor amphitheaters” (Dobrin et al., 2008, p. 665).

A variety of presentations that fit under the rubric of technical communication, include
“laboratory presentations, feasibility reports, progress/status reports, survey
presentations, training lectures, and business reports” (Dobrin et al., 2008, p. 665). The
final year engineering project presentation denotes a formal technical presentation
embedded with specific technical and engineering genre utilised in technical

communication.

1.6.7 Final Year Project 2 (FYP 2)

All final year engineering students in the university are required to register for the final
year project presentation. The students are required to participate in the final year
project 1 (in semester 1) and final year project 2 (in semester 2) which are both three-
credit hour courses. The final year project 1 (FYP 1) includes project selection,
preparation and literature review. The final year project 2 (FYP 2) centers on
implementation, experimentation, testing, evaluation and analysis of the project. It is

this presentation that becomes the focus of investigation in the study.
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During FYP2, students present their project findings to a panel of examiners from the
academic community (lecturers) and professional engineering community (engineers).
The FYP 2 captures “real time” authentic technical workplace formal presentation of
companies and organisations which mirrors similar workplace environment. The FYP2
iIs an apt academic platform to capture the various stakeholders’ notion of

communicative competence.

1.7 Definition of Key Terms

The key terms used in this study include Communicative Competence, Linguistic
Competence, Rhetorical Competence, Technical Oral Presentation (TOP), Community
of Practice (COP), Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP), Critique sessions,
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), Situated Learning Theory (SLT),

Stakeholder and Perception.

Communicative Competence — Seen as a “ relative and dynamic, interpersonal construct
among individuals with focus on functionality and adequacy of communication,
sufficiency of knowledge, judgement, and skills in linguistic competence, operational
competence, social competence, and strategic competence. Linguistic and operational
competencies refer to knowledge and skills in the use of the tools of communication;
social and strategic competencies reflect functional knowledge and judgement in

interaction” (Light, 1989).
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Linguistic Competence — Linguistic competence refers to the tacit knowledge of
language structure used in an ideal speaker-listener context. Such forms of competence

posits ideal objects in abstraction from sociocultural factors (Hymes, 1972b).

Rhetorical Competence — Ability of a presenter to deliver the message that creates
meaning, understanding and impact to an engaged and captivated audience (Morton,

2009).

Technical Oral Presentation (TOP) — A final year engineering project presented by final
year engineering students to a panel of examiners during the final year of the

engineering program.

Communities of Practice (COP) — Members of a community are informally bound by
what they do together and by what they have learned through their mutual engagement
in common activities. A community of practice defines itself along three dimensions, i)
what it is about — its joint enterprise as understood and continually renegotiated by its
members; ii) how it functions mutual engagement that bind members together into a
social entity, and iii) what capability it has produced — the shared repertoire of
communal resources (routines, sensibilities, artifacts, vocabulary, styles, etc.) that

members have developed over time (Wenger, 1998).

Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) — is an analytical perspective on learning in
communities of practice provided by the situated learning perspective (Lave & Wenger,

1991).
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Critique sessions — Question and answer sessions within the Technical Oral

Presentation. In this study, the critique session is the unit of analysis.

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) — Refers to the ability to negotiate meaning
to successfully combine a knowledge of linguistic, sociolinguistic and discourse rules in

communicative interactions (Savignon, 1972).

Situated Learning Theory (SLT) — How social engagements provide the context for
learning to occur rather than cognitive processes. Focus on the relationship between

learning and the social situation on how it occurs (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Stakeholder — Stakeholders include “students, society, and government participating in

or benefiting from the provision of education” (Campbell & Rozsnyai, 2002).

Perception — Perception deals with the state of “consciousness”, a mental image and

concept: direct or intuitive or cognitive” (Jung, 2005, p. 12).

1.8 The Significance of the Study

The study seeks to provide some input useful to the teaching and learning of technical
oral presentation, a workplace related event, left much unexplored due to its finite
nature in workplace oral communication context. The study is useful as it addresses the

current global concern of graduates’ and engineering professionals discord over
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graduates’ apparent lack of communication skills (Bhattacharyya, 2014 ; Louhiala-
Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011; Rusinaru, Popescu, & Nistorescu, 2010; Whitcomb &

Whitcomb, 2013).

Communication skills among graduates if left unchecked, affects the nation’s aspiration
to attain a “world-class human capital” as envisioned in a country’s nation building
plans. The study contributes to a relatively unexplored area in engineering
communication studies in identifying stakeholder perceptions on communicative
competence of technical oral presentation unique in its technical setting from a social-
practice perspective. In addition, the study is significant as it endeavors to bridge that
academia-industry practitioner divide and provide relevant input on the construct of
communicative competence in engineering education practice and to the workplace

community.

Firstly, the study aims to uncover the construct of communicative competence from a
linguistic and rhetorical dimension in CLT of technical oral presentations in the Asian
region, specifically in Malaysia. Next, the study is significant as it aids in the teaching
and learning of communicative competence in technical oral presentations among
tertiary engineering students, engineering lecturers and language lecturers in the
Malaysian ESL context. In addition, the study also contributes to the promotion of
communicative competence among the science and engineering professions in

Malaysia.
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The study contributes to literature on the teaching and learning of communicative
competence in ESL and ESP context and language communication related course(s)
prior to the students’ entry to the workplace. The findings are also significant to
language and communication curriculum designers to enhance the linguistic and
rhetorical dimension in the teaching and learning classrooms as well as adapt such

criteria in the evaluation task sheets.

In addition, the study is significant as it contributes to the linguistic and rhetorical
framework of Technical Oral Presentation evaluation task sheets. Examiners from both
the academic and professional engineering community involved in the business of
evaluating engineering students communicative competence can now consider the
linguistic and rhetorical competency features in such oral presentation sessions (Morton,

2009, 2012).

1.9 The Limitation of the Study

In terms of limitation, language lecturers are not directly involved in the evaluation of
the presentation. The study does not compare within groups (such as distinction
between female and male participants) but only between groups of stakeholders
(academic and professional engineering community). The findings of the study are not
conclusive but provide an insight to the notion of communicative competence from a

linguistic and rhetorical perspective.
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1.10 The Organisation of the Thesis

This thesis has seven chapters in entirety. Chapter 1 is about the significance, scope,
rationale and background of the study. It also addresses the research questions of the
study. In addition, it briefly describes the notion of communicative competence in
technical oral presentations, its relevance and contribution to the promotion of
communicative competence to the ESL context, Malaysian tertiary education in the
South East Asian region, the discourse community from both the academic and

engineering profession and limitations of the study.

Chapter 2 describes the theoretical underpinnings of the notion of communicative
competence from Hymes (1972c) to Celce-Murcia’s (2007) definition of
communicative competence in CLT and communication studies from a linguistic
perspective. Although various communication experts focus on various sub-sets of
competence (i.e. linguistic, pragmatic, socio-cultural and discourse), the studies remain
inconclusive as to the salient linguistic and rhetorical features that define the notion in

technical oral presentations.

It is this lack of definition that propelled the focus of the study to contribute an
understanding of the notion from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective from an ESL
context within a Malaysian setting. It sheds light to the notion of communicative
competence and its importance among the various stakeholders involved in technical
oral presentations. The chapter concludes with a suggested conceptual and theoretical

framework for the study.
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Chapter 3 provides an insight of the research methodology from a communicative
approach framework with focus on critique sessions in technical oral presentation as the
unit of analysis. The chapter discusses ethical considerations as well as the two-phase
sequential explanatory design involved in mixed method as the methodology to explore
the research questions. This chapter discusses the multiple research tools employed at

different phases of the study.

Chapter 4 describes the quantitative data collection on essential communicative
competence requirement from both the academic and professional engineering

community. It seeks to provide response to Research Questions 1 and 2.

Chapter 5 describes the qualitative findings on stakeholder perceptions of
communicative competence and linguistic and rhetorical features in technical oral
presentations. It mentions the similarities and differences (if any) on the perceptions as
held by respective groups of stakeholders. It seeks to provide responses to Research
Questions 3 and 4. The findings can possibly be theoretically indicative of the learning

theory.

Chapter 6 discusses the actual practice of linguistic and rhetorical features deemed
necessary for successful presentations. It seeks to provide feedback to Research
Question 5. The chapter aims to gauge possible similarities and differences between
these stakeholders. The findings accentuate the emphasis on different sub-sets of
linguistic and rhetorical competence by the practitioners. It also lends possible support

to the learning theory.
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Chapter 7 presents an overview of communicative competence construct as viewed by
the stakeholders involved in technical oral presentation. It suggests recommendations
and provides conclusions of the research findings on communicative competence in
technical oral presentation. The study concludes by proposing a linguistic and rhetorical
framework necessary to address the communicative competence in technical oral
presentation. This framework is intended to provide that “magic” or interactivity so
necessary for prospective graduates of today to converse as engineers of tomorrow in
the 21% century. The chapter also provides suggested recommendations to enhance the
linguistic and rhetorical framework and concludes by providing suggestions for future

researchers to further the study.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

2.0 Introduction

This chapter provides a review of communicative competence studies within the
engineering curricula according to Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology
(ABET) and university requirements. The chapter also discusses the significance and
role of communicative competence in Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and English as a Second Language (ESL) studies.

Incorporating the theoretical underpinnings of the Celce-Murcia’s communicative
competence model (Celce-Murcia, 2007), the study initially attempts to investigate the
notion of communicative competence in technical oral presentation based on five sub-
sets of communicative competence constructs namely strategic, socio-cultural,

interactional, linguistic and discourse competence to achieve a unified coherent text.

Celce-Murcia’s model (2007) is selected as it represents one of the current contributions
to the notion in CLT. Communicative competence from the CLT perspective is viewed
as a “way of communicating with people in a variety of settings and situations” (Hedge,
2000, p. 45). Subsequently, the notion is investigated from the linguistic and rhetorical
dimension required in critique sessions within the technical oral presentation, an area

deemed lacking in research (Morton, 2009).
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Thus, in line with the paradigm shift toward CLT, communicative competence cannot
be solely considered from a linguistic frame of reference but as a communicative or
speech activity situated in the flux and pattern of communicative activities, settings and
situations as originated in Hymes SPEAKING framework on communicative
competence (Hymes, 1977). Thus, it is consistent that the notion incorporates linguistic
and rhetorical elements to depict an oral communicative event delivered by a presenter

to an audience in an interactive context.

The focus of communicative competence has shifted away from “a narrow focus on
language as a formal system to the socio and cultural context knowledge of language
use in communication” (Hedge, 2000, p. 45). To Hymes, one must consider
communicative competence “as context of a community, or network of persons,
investigating its communicative activities as a whole” (Hymes, 1977, p. 4). It is through
communication that forms of reference within which language, culture and society is
assessed (Hymes, 1994). In other words, communicative competence embodies

language, context, persons, event, situations and setting.

The discussion provides a brief glimpse of several definitions and models associated
with the term communicative competence in the sociolinguistic and second language
acquisition context spanning from the 1960°s to the present day. The study seeks to
summarize the evolution of the term “communicative competence” starting from its
original source through contributions of Chomsky (1965), Hymes (1964, 1972b),
Canale and Swain (1980), Canale (1983), Bachman (1990) and Celce-Murcia (2007). In
addition language assessment studies on performance in oral presentation sessions are
also discussed (Roe, 1994). In tracing the historical development of communicative
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competence, the study seeks to identify the different communicative competence criteria
applied to the context of communication skills in the field of general and applied

linguistics.

The chapter also discusses existing communicative competence research findings in
presentation classrooms within the language and communication discipline. Prevalent
literature indicates the lack of research in language and rhetorical features necessary for
communicative competence in critique sessions within technical oral presentations. It is

this gap that the study seeks to fulfill.

2.1 Communicative competence: Origins and interpretation

“Communicative competence” or “the competence to communicate” remains a
controversial and fuzzy term in the field of general and applied linguistics (Jablin &
Sias, 2001; Leung, 2005). To date it lacks definitional consensus in its construct and
theoretical underpinning (Lailawati Mohd. Salleh, 2007). The said construct becomes
even more debatable in its definition when used within a speaking context such as the
technical oral presentation, a workplace related technical communicative event. Despite
the lack of operational definition, a theoretical analysis of its content and boundaries in
language use is provided in order to enhance language and pedagogical implications in

language and communication classrooms.
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In 1965, Chomsky published Aspects of the Theory of Syntax where he suggests the
linguistic knowledge an ideal presenter has of his or her language. His most over-quoted

statement states,

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal presenter-listener, in a
completely homogeneous speech-communication, who know its’ (the speech
community's) language perfectly and is unaffected by such grammatically
irrelevant conditions as memory limitations, distractions, shifts of attention and
interest, and errors (random or characteristic) in applying his knowledge of this
language in actual performance.

(Chomsky, 1965, p. 3)

Chomsky was interested in the abstract knowledge of the ideal presenter-listener
communication within a homogeneous society. He termed this knowledge as linguistic
competence. To Chomsky, linguistic competence refers to the perfect, unconscious,
abstract rules of grammar in mind of an ideal presenter or listener. He was more
concerned with knowledge as a mental abstract. In this framework, the ideal presenter is
unaffected by memory limitations or distractions that usually arise when a presenter

performs the language.

In Chomsky’s notion, linguistic competence (or tacit knowledge) and performance
(language in use) were distinct. Performance or the *“actual use of language in concrete
situations” is an imperfect reflection of linguistic competence and therefore not
considered as part of linguistic competence (Chomsky, 1965, p. 3). Chomsky’s concept
of language was a mental, abstract, scientific attribute and he ignored the socio-cultural
significance of any human interaction. In fact, Chomsky’s structural interpretation of
language knowledge caused tension among the sociolinguists who defined language

from a structural (grammatical) and functional (communicative aspect) role in society.
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The Chomskyan notion of linguistic competence was refuted by American
anthropologist and sociolinguist, Dell Hymes who coined the term communicative
competence (Hymes, 1964, 1972b). Hymes went a step further and translated
Chomsky’s notion of linguistic competence into “systemic potential” and took it “as the
most general term for the capabilities of a person”(Hymes, 1972b). To Hymes,
appropriacy of every grammatically correct utterance is taken into consideration as

human interaction occurs in a heterogeneous speech community.

Hymes in his collaboration with Gumperz (1964) expanded the Chomskyan notion of
linguistic competence in a study of communication from an ethnographic slant. In
Hymes’ study of communication, communicative competence is analyzed as a
communicative event complete with its communicative components particular to the
communicative habits of a community within a particular setting (Hymes, 1964). In
Hymes Ethnography of Speaking, the notion of communicative competence is perceived
as a communicative event which embodies several components in the context of
communication (Hymes, 1964). The Ethnography of Speaking integrates multiple

factors such as patterns of linguistic form, pragmatic usage, and social function.

Among the ethnographic components listed in the SPEAKING anagram include Setting
(as environment), Participants (presenter and audience involved in a speech), Ends
(outcome of the speech), Act sequence (order of events of the speech), Key (overall tone
or manner of the speech), Instruments (the form and style of the speech being given),
Norm (socially acceptable at the event) and Genre (type of speech that is given). These
key components are crucial to the formulation of rules of language use and to the

analysis of social meaning of utterances (Hymes, 1967). It is for this reason that the unit
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of analysis investigated is the critique session within the technical oral presentation. The
critique sessions reflect interactive sessions between participants in a particular setting

who share a common knowledge and interest in the said event.

Hymes considers communicative competence “as the interaction of grammatical (what
is formally possible), psycholinguistic (what is feasible in terms of human information
processing), socio-cultural (what is the social meaning or value of a given utterance),
and probabilistic (what actually occurs) systems of competence” (Hymes, 1972b, p.
286). This implies communicative competence as an investigation of language use that
is systematically possible, feasible, appropriately produced, linked and interpreted

within certain socio-cultural context.

In the context of this study, for presenters to be considered competent, presenters need
to exhibit knowledge of the syntax and appropriate language use required in the context
of a presentation integrated within socio-cultural boundaries. In other words, presenters
need to exhibit both knowledge of presentation competence, mastery of presentation
language exhibited with socio-cultural awareness of the audiences’ needs. In fact,
Hymes’ notion of communicative competence (1972b) is mirrored in Celce-Murcia’s
(2007) model of communicative competence which restates the need for linguistic,

strategic and socio-cultural competence.

From Hymes’s (1972c) conceptualization of communicative competence as both
linguistic competence and performance, the notion of communicative competence was

later expanded by Canale and Swain (1980), Canale (1983), Bachman (1990) and Celce-
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Murcia (2007) which included other components of communicative competence.
Moreover, in Roe’s (1994) communicative competence descriptor the inclusion on
testing a learner’s ability language performance assessment is also discussed. This
component is deemed necessary as an essential criterion in the evaluation of

communicative competence in an oral presentation.

2.2 Components of communicative competence

Canale and Swain (1980), Canale (1983) expanded the notion of communicative
competence to incorporate other components to meet the communicative needs of
learners in the early stages of second language learning. For the said linguists,
communicative competence comprised two levels the linguistic and psycholinguistic

competence. Within the said competence, different competence features existed.

The linguistic competence includes four competencies such as grammatical,
sociolinguistic, strategic and discourse competence. Grammatical competence refers to
knowledge of the language code while sociolinguistic competence is the knowledge of
the socio-cultural rules of use in a particular context. It takes into account the contextual
factors such as participants, norms of interaction and purposes of interaction. Strategic
competence or verbal and non-verbal communication strategies refers to knowledge of
how to use communication strategies to handle breakdowns in communication while
discourse competence is knowledge of achieving coherence and cohesion in a spoken or

written text.

76



The psycholinguistic competence level included two constructs of communicative
competence namely a knowledge and skills component. Knowledge denotes what one
knows (consciously and unconsciously) about language and other aspects of
communicative language use. Knowledge in this aspect is in line with Chomskyan
notion of competence as an innate ability of individuals. Skills on the other hand, refer
to how well one can apply one’s theoretical knowledge in everyday situations (i.e.
speaking, listening, reading and writing). Clearly, this aspect relates closely to the
Chomskyan notion of performance. Suffice to say that despite the identification of the
different types of sub-sets of competence by the said linguists i.e. Canale and Swain
(1980) or Canale (1983), there is limited literature on construct of communicative
competence from a linguistic and rhetorical dimension in technical oral presentations as

used by engineering students in the Malaysian setting.

To Canale and Swain (1980a) “communication competence resides in the human
cognitive domain, but both the process and product is demonstrated through the use of
skills in the expression of verbal and non-verbal behavior” (Michael Canale & Swain,
1980a, p. 29). The communicative notion of language competence therefore identifies
the knowledge and skills component as an integral part of competence. This implies that
there is the interaction between the theories of human action with the systems of human

knowledge and skills.

In the context of presentation, the notion implies that learners of the language are
expected to integrate and exploit second language use through communicative strategies
coupled with knowledge and skills on grammatical, socio-cultural and discourse
competence based on the learners’ experience in the first language. Communication
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results when there is a balance between the knowledge and skills components of

competence.

Following Canale and Swain’s (1983) definition of communicative competence, other
models like Bachman’s (1990) model of communicative competence ensued. Bachman
(1990) used the term “Communicative Language Ability” (CLA) instead of
communicative competence with language assessment rather than language teaching in
mind. In the said model, the components include language competence, strategic
competence and psychological mechanisms. Figure 2.1 on Bachman’s Model on

“Components of CLA in communicative language use” is illustrated below:

Compnunicative Language Ahility-

Enowledge Structures
(Enowledge of the world)

Language Competence
(Knowledge of Language)

Strategic Competence-

Psycho physiological Mechanisms

Figure 2.1: Components of communicative language ability in communicative

language use

(Bachman & Savignon, 1990, p. 95)

In Bachman’s (1990) model of communicative language ability, language competence
comprises organisational and pragmatic competence. Organisational competence

consists of grammatical and textual competence (parallel to Canale’s (1983) discourse
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competence). Pragmatic competence includes illocutionary competence and
sociolinguistic competence. Illocutionary competence refers to speech acts and language
functions while sociolinguistic competence refers to the knowledge of how to use
language functions appropriately in a given text. This definition echoes Hymes notion

of communicative competence as a functional role in a social context.

Strategic competence refers to a set of meta-cognitive strategies that enable language
users to engage in goal setting, assessment and planning to implement language
competence appropriately in task related situations. Psychological mechanisms imply

neurological and psychological processes that are involved in language use.

In the context of this study, the said components within the theoretical framework
provide language and communication users the ability or capacity to create and interpret
responding tasks on measurement, development or theoretical perspective of language
tests or even discourse performances. This implies that the components are utilised for
presentation assessment or performance purposes. To Bachman and Palmer (1996),
communicative language ability essentially deals with language ability in language test
performances. The said theoretical model of language ability provides a valuable
framework for guiding the definition of constructs for any language testing development

situation.

In Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) model of communicative language ability, language is
assessed according to the areas of knowledge. Language ability tested is dependent on

the knowledge tested. Language knowledge is categorized to organisational and
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pragmatic knowledge which takes into account the structural and interactive component
of language performance. Bachman and Palmer’s (1996) model of communicative

language ability is illustrated in Figure 2.2 titled “Areas of language knowledge”.

80



LANGUAGE
KNOWLEDGE

]

1
[ ORGANISATIONAL ]

KNOWLEDGE
1

1
[PRAGMATIC KNOWLEDGE]

GRAMMATICAL
KNOWLEDGE

[ TEXTUAL KNOWLEDGE ]

1
[FUNCTIONAL KNOWLEDGE] [

SOCIOLINGUISTIC
KNOWLEDGE

vocabulary
| J
( 1
syntax
(& J
( )
Phonology/graphology

| J

cohesion

Rhetorical and

conversational

( . . . 0
Imaginative functions

ideational functions

s - - — )
manipulative functions

(S J

heuristic functions

( )
cultural references and

figures of speech

( . )
Dialects and language

varieties
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natural and idiomatic

expressions

Figure 2.2: Areas of language knowledge

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 68)
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Although the model provides cues on the types of knowledge necessary to communicate
competently, it however, does not provide specific examples that can be utilised to
accentuate the language component in technical oral presentations. What exactly entails
“vocabulary” or any other sub-items listed? Thus, despite the clarity provided on the
possible linguistic dimension, specific details grounded in a particular context are
required to describe the notion of communicative competence from an ESL context

within a Malaysian setting.

Moving on from Bachman’s model of communicative language ability, the components
within the said construct were maintained in the pedagogically motivated model of
communicative competence proposed by Celce-Murcia, et. al., (1995). Among the
components proposed in this model include linguistic, socio-cultural, strategic,

discourse and actional competencies.

Celce-Murcia et al. (1995) recommended changes to the Canale-Swain model where
sociolinguistic competence be modified to socio-cultural competence (the cultural
background knowledge needed to interpret and use a language effectively) and that
grammatical competence be re-labeled as linguistic competence to include the sound
system and the lexicon as well as the grammar (Celce-Murcia et al., 1995, p. 11).
Celce-Murcia’s (1995) study accounts for competence from a cultural perspective and
includes the phonological details in linguistic competence features. The study, however,
does not address the notion of communicative competence in technical oral presentation

within a Malaysian ESL context.
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Discourse competence was concerned with the selection and sequencing of sentences to
achieve a unified whole. This means it deals with syntax, coherence and cohesion of a
text. It also includes turn taking as part of discourse competence feature. Actional
competence included the performance and understanding of speech acts while strategic
competence indicated the knowledge and application of communication strategies
within a communicative event. However, details are not provided on the sub-items that

constitute these competency dimensions.

Celce-Murcia, et al.,, (1995) continued further improvements on the existing
communicative competence construct in 2007. As indicated in Figure 2.3 on
Chronological evolution of communicative competence, Celce-Murcia, et. al., (1995)
illustrated the chronological evolution from that of a linguistic focus to the inclusion of

other competency skills and attributes (from Chomsky 1972 until Celce-Murcia, et al.,

1995).

Chomsky Hymes Canale and Swain Canale Celce-Murcia et al.
(1957, 1965) {1967, 1972) (1980} (1983} (1995)
Linguistic Linguistic Grammatical Grammatical Linguistic
Competence Competence | Competence Competence Competence

Sociolinguistic .| Strategic Strategic Strategic
Competence Competence Competence Competence
Sociolinguistic Secielinguistic Sociolinguistic
Competence Competence Competence
Actional
Competence
Discourse .| Discourse
Competence Competence

Figure 2.3: Chronological evolution of communicative competence

(Celce-Murcia et al., 1995, p. 12)
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In the revised version (Figure 2.4), discourse competence takes the central focus while
five other competencies radiate from and interrelate to discourse competence. Both
Figures 2.3 and 2.4 indicate the chronological development and revision of the
communicative competence construct from the perspective of language teachers (2007).
Formulaic competence is an added new component in this model. The revised model
proposed by Celce-Murcia (2007) is indicated in Figure 2.4 titled “Revised schematic

representation of communicative competence”.

S0CI10-
CULTURAL
COMPETENCE

'

LINGUISTIC DISCOURSE FORMULAIC
COMPETENCE#f=+ COMPETENCE <=—4#COMPETENCE

{

STRATEGIC '
COMPB{ENCE

NTERACTIONA
"OMPETENCE,

Figure 2.4: Revised schematic representation of communicative competence

(Celce-Murcia, 2007, p. 45)

In Celce-Murcia’s (2007) revised schematic representation of communicative
competence, socio-cultural competence refers to the presenters’ pragmatic knowledge
i.e. how to express messages within a socio-cultural context and knowledge on language
variations in such contexts. This mirrors Bachman’s (1990) CLA model. This
communicative competence component is acquired through a learners’ immersion in the
target language community. Such experience enables a learner to be exposed to both the

linguistic and socio-cultural competence of a target language.

84



In the said model, discourse competence refers to the selection, sequencing and
arrangement of words, structures and utterances to achieve a unified spoken message.
This component is similar to language knowledge and discourse competence by Celce-
Murcia, et.al., (1995). Four important sub-areas included are cohesion, deixis (use of
personal pronouns, spatial terms, temporal terms and textual reference), coherence and

generic structure.

As for linguistic competence, the four types of knowledge associated with the said
component include phonological, lexical, morphological and syntactic knowledge of
sentence structures and other aspects of syntax in language use. Formulaic competence
includes fixed and prefabricated chunks of language use such as routines (fixed phrases
like of course, or How do you do?), collocations (verb-object: spend the money; adverb-
adjective: statistically significant, mutually intelligible; adjective-noun: tall building),
idioms and lexical frames (See you later/tomorrow etc). All of these forms of syntactic
and linguistic features add to the interactional features of a unified spoken message.
Such phrases may possibly be evident in critique sessions in technical oral

presentations.

Interactional competence includes actional competence where evidence of knowledge
on interactions such as information exchanges, interpersonal exchanges, expressions of
feelings and opinions, problems and future scenarios are expressed. Interactional
competence also includes conversational competence such as turn-taking and other
dialogic genres such as opening and closing a conversation, holding and relinquishing

the floor, establishing and changing topics, interruption. It also includes non-verbal or
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paralinguistic features such as non-verbal turn-taking signals, backchannel behaviors,

gestures, affect markers and eye contact.

Strategic competence incorporates specific behaviors or thought processes that students
use to enhance their own second language learning. Among the language strategies
included are cognitive (logical analysis), meta-cognitive (self-evaluation) and memory
related strategies. Communication strategies include achievement, stalling, self-
monitoring, interacting and social strategies to enhance communicative competence of a

presenter.

Thus, the concept of communicative competence includes language proficiency and the
verbal and non-verbal behaviors required to verbalize the language. Despite the
chronological evolution of the notion of communicative competence as propagated by
Celce-Murcia (2007), the context and linguistic and rhetorical dimension as utilised in
scientific and engineering profession in the South East Asian region remains lacking in

current language and communication studies.

Despite Celce-Murcia’s (2007) limited operational definition of communicative
competence, the model has been selected as the theoretical framework that underpins
this study as it represents the latest contribution to the notion in language and
communication studies. The notion of communicative competence construct indicates
the significance of socio-cultural competence, discourse competence, linguistic
competence, interactional or actional competence and strategic competence to achieve a

unified coherent text. In the context of this ESL study set within a South East Asian
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region, the notion of communicative competence in technical oral presentation is
initially investigated with the five sub-sets of competencies as propagated in Celce-

Murcia’s (2007) model of communicative competence.

This study, aimed at contributing to the notion of communicative competence in
technical oral presentation within the scientific and engineering profession, has worded
the five sub-sets of competencies as i) presentation skills and attribute construct
(strategic and socio-cultural competence); ii) behavioral skills and attribute construct
(strategic and interactional competence); iii) content construct (linguistic and discourse
competence); iv) language competency construct (linguistic competence) and v) non-
verbal skills construct (interactional competence). These competencies are worded
accordingly for ease of participants’ understanding and familiarity with the said terms

for quantitative data collection purposes.

Subsequent to the quantitative findings on communicative competence in technical oral
presentations from an ESL context, the qualitative phase investigated the notion from
the linguistic and rhetorical dimension as perceived by selected participants of the
academic and professional engineering community within critique sessions in technical
oral presentations. This investigation is necessary as it contributes to the notion of
communicative competence from the perspective of end-users such as students,
lecturers, language lecturers and engineers involved in technical oral presentations
within the ESL context which inadvertently is beneficial to the scientific and
engineering profession in the Malaysian setting. An investigation of the notion attempts
to fill the prevalent gap within the ESL context and its users such as tertiary students
involved in such presentations in the South East Asian region.
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2.2.1 Oral communicative competence performance/task descriptor

As part of the communicative competence descriptor, language proficiency and
performance assessment criteria of the speaking component in presentations cannot be
overlooked. Roe (1994) indicates that a stark demarcation of communicative
competence criteria in testing language assessment is identifying the notion to “the
ability to perform a task” (Roe, 1994, p. 10). Figure 2.5 on “Specifying communicative
competence descriptors” indicates competence descriptors in testing language

assessment based on the learners’ ability to perform a task.

+sophistication

With
confidence

-sophistication

Few errors
With difficulty <
Many errors

Ableto performtask

Can do most

In full

TASK SPECIFICATION

Can do parts
Familiar with many elements
At all <
Familiar with few elements

Figure 2.5: Specifying communicative competence descriptors on task specification

Unableto perform
task

(Roe, 1994, p. 10)

Roe’s (1994) model on communicative competence descriptor generates eight notional
levels of communicative competence descriptor. Each task identified can be interpreted
in terms of job-related competence descriptor. The above literature on language

assessment model provides an indication of communicative competence descriptors in
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language assessment performances. A task performance is indicated by a learner’s
ability to perform a speaking task either with confidence or with difficulty. In evidently,
this descriptor on communicative competence indicates a learner’s dependence and
mastery of language proficiency and its contextual usage. Roe’s model indicates the
importance of language proficiency features but does not provide detailed explanation
of items within the said linguistic features. Moreover, Roe’s model does not relate to
specific oral communicative event such as technical oral presentation within the ESL

context.

Once again the said models on language assessment and testing of speaking
performance point toward the need for students to possess required language and
rhetorical competence to complete a particular communicative task. In this context, the
need is targeted toward ESL students’ capability of communicating competently during
technical oral presentation sessions. In addition to the knowledge on components that
form the communicative competence construct, it is also essential to identify the levels
of speaking descriptors that describe and assess language performances. This
framework enables examiners to determine the confidence and speaking ability of

learners to perform a task.

What is implied from the said model is the reliance on language needs to perform and
complete the task with confidence. Roe implies that higher costs are incurred when
higher levels of expertise (with sophistication level) are required to complete a said task.
In particular, the study seeks to identify the linguistic, discourse and pragmatic
competencies in a technical oral presentations in a Malaysian ESL setting, an area

considered less explored in the field of technical communication (Orr, 2005).
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2.3 Communicative competence in Communicative Language Teaching

In addition to understanding the chronological development of communicative
competence construct, it is essential to realize how this construct is viewed within the
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and in English as a Second Language (ESL)
context. CLT, a communicative language teaching approach, emerged as a teaching
methodology as a result of changes from the British Situational Language Teaching

approach dating from the late 1960s (Richards & Rodgers, 1986).

In the said approach, some theoretical characteristics of the language theory include:

I.  language is a system for the expression of meaning
ii. the primary function of language is for interaction and communication
iii. the structure of language reflects its functional and communicative uses
iv. the primary units of language are not merely its grammatical and structural
features, but categories of functional and communicative meaning as
exemplified in discourse
(Richards & Rodgers, 1986, p. 71)

In other words, CLT promotes activities that involve real learning as well as meaningful
tasks. In CLT, the desired goal is communicative competence (i.e. the desire to use the
linguistic system effectively and appropriately). Communicative competence includes

the following aspects of language knowledge:

e knowing how to use language for a range of different purposes and functions

e knowing how to vary our use of language according to the setting and the
participants (e.g., knowing when to use formal and informal speech or when
to use language appropriately for written as opposed to spoken
communication)

e knowing how to produce and understand different types of texts (e.g.,
narratives, reports, interviews, conversations)

e knowing how to maintain communication despite having limitations in one’s
language knowledge (e.g., through using different kinds of communication
strategies)

(Richards, 2006, p. 3)
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In other words, language when investigated from a functional perspective, takes into
account the behavorial and grammatical meaning of language within the linguistic
system (Halliday, 1973). The functional approach founded by Firth (1930,1937) views
language as an interpersonal activity with distinct relationship with the society. Firth
takes into account the “context of situation” which brings together participants, objects
and effect of verbal action (Firth, 1957, p. 182). The functional approach draws itself
away from the Chomskyan concern with linguistic competence and is more concerned
with viewing language as a form of interaction and interpersonal activity with society
(Firth, 1957). However, examples of interactive or interpersonal competence items

required for a speech activity are not specified.

Taking on Firthian view of language as an interpersonal activity within a context,
Halliday views language as a meaning potential construct which serves three broad
functional options - the ideational, interpersonal and textual function (Halliday, 1975, p.
17). The ideational function refers to the physical environment where a linguistic
activity is performed; interpersonal component reflects the social functions of language

and textual function acts an as enabling function in a text or speech act (Halliday, 1975).

To Halliday, a speech act is essentially a complex behavior pattern which combines
both ideational and interpersonal functions within language use. Halliday’s theory of
language learning centres more on content and expression of language learning and
pedagogy. Language is explained in reference to its function in the total linguistic
system (Halliday, 1985, p. xiii). A functional theory of language is a theory about

meanings, not about words or constructions (Halliday, 1973, p. 110).
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What can be inferred from Halliday’s description is that teaching language infers
teaching language as systemic functions within the linguistic system. Language is not
taught in grammatical isolation but as functional units used within a context to be
understood by members of a society. In this context, Halliday does not provide specific
examples of functional units within a speech context. In the technical oral presentation
context, language is to be understood within the engineering education context and
engineering community. Language use in the presentation context is understood by
members who share similar technical knowledge. In addition, laguage used in this study

is based on ESL speakers in a Malaysian setting.

Thus, what can be inferred from the said framework of communicative competence
within the CLT and language context is the need for language knowledge and
proficiency to be utilised in various contexts and situations. With CLT, the teacher is
seen to take a secondary role as “needs analyst and task designer” while students engage
in primary roles as “improviser or negotiator” (Richards & Rodgers, 1986, p. 77). The
teacher is not the focus but facilitates students in discussion and authentic tasks.
Grammar input does not become the main focus of a classroom activity but the focus is

more toward communication.

The shift in teaching paradigm indicates emphasis from that of the audio-lingual or
grammatical approach (1960’s) to a communicative approach (1970°s) where functional
and communicative purposes are exemplified. The notable change implied from such
CLT paradigm shift is the move from positivism to postpositivism and from
behaviorism to cognitivism (Jacobs & Farrell, 2003). This means to say that in the

communicative view of language and language learning principle, learners now are
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encouraged to learn a language through authentic and meaningful communication,
which involves a process of creative construction, to achieve fluency. However, what
remains lacking is specific competency features required in scientific and engineering

oral presentation context.

In tandem with such pedagogical paradigm shift, present day linguists like Spitzberg
and Cupach offer a comprehensive view on the communicative competence construct
from an interpersonal perspective (1989; 1984). They maintain that competence is
manifested in effective and/or appropriate behavior as the basis of communicative
competence. Effectiveness is associated with “successful task accomplishment” while
appropriateness reflects “politeness and avoidance of violating social or interpersonal
norms, rules and expectations” (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989, p. 7). In other words, for a
presenter to communicate competently, certain communication behaviors and choices

are exhibited by the presenter.

To Spitzberg and Cupach stresses the importance of three important themes in
communicative competence literature such as control, collaboration and adaptability
(1989; 1984). Control allows a presenter to be able to handle and accomplish a
communicative task by several presenter traits such as autonomy, creativity, empathy,
intelligence, judgment, self-esteem, assertiveness and others. Skills associated with such
nature include empathy, role-taking, listening, attentiveness, social confirmation and

interaction involvement.
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What can be ascertained from Spitzberg and Cupach’s themes on communicative
competence is the need for presenter composure and interactive competence of the
presenter with the audience. The presenter ensures that some form of communication or
interaction occurs with the audience. This is in line with Hymes' analogy on the
ethnography of speaking (Hymes, 1972b). Presenter composure is associated with the
behavioral flexibility and adaptation of actions by the presenter to fit to a given context.
Presenters must be sensitive and be able to adapt their behavior to audiences needs’ so
that a conducive and non-threatening atmosphere is attained during any communicative

event, situation or setting.

In other words, the concept is associated with a set of appropriate behaviors within a
communicative context. A competent presenter is one who attains a conducive and
cooperative environment which is attained by the presenter’s adaptability to a given
communicative context. Thus, communicative competence is not only a verbal
performance but interplay of behavioral and cognitive skills. It is for this reason that the
present study emphasises on linguistic and rhetorical competence in technical oral

presentations in an ESL setting.

Others like Wiemann and Backlund (1980) denote that cognition and behavior form part
of the communicative competence construct as competence in the communication
literature is mainly situated in the behavioral category. Arguing that competence should
involve both cognition and behavior, Wiemann and Backlund continue to suggest that
one needs to know (have knowledge) and know how (have the skills) to demonstrate the
appropriate behavior to be perceived as communicatively competent. One not only

needs the language competency but the skill to use the language appropriately. It is in

94



this light that the study posits to understand the skills, attribute, linguistic and rhetorical
features required in scientific and engineering technical oral presentations in an ESL

setting.

McCroskey (1984) concurs with Wiemann and Backlund on the importance of
cognition as a sub-set of communicative competence. For McCroskey, a competent
presenter is one who “acquires certain behavioral skill, cognitive understanding of the
communication process, behaves in communicatively competent manner and uses

competent communication behaviors” (McCroskey, 1984, p. 267).

What these theorists essentially confer on the said construct is that communicative
competence essentially refers to appropriate knowledge (cognitive ability) and
appropriate use of behavioral skills adapted to a given situation or context. Said
differently, to be competent, one has to have the communication knowledge in order to

develop the appropriate skills that can be used to adapt to situational demands.

Competence resides in the human cogntive domain but such knowledge is exhibited by
skills expressed through verbal and non-verbal communication behaviors. Simply put,
communication behaviors take the messages beyond the cognitive domain. Yet specific
examples of such communicative competence items in scientific and technical

presentations remain limited in the ESL setting.
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Although limited literature is available to indicate the direct relationship between
cognition and communication, cognition studies on communication identify “cognitive
or behavior factors with effective communication” (Jablin & Sias, 2001). Cognitive
studies  termed communication competence include *“cognition (knowledge of
communication rules, symbols, cognitive complexity) behavior/skill repertoire, and
performance (actual display of communicative behavior)” (Jablin, Cude, House, Lee, &
Roth, 1994, p. 270). This means that communicative competence construct encompasses
a combination of thought processes verbalized in appropriate behavioral skill and

performance such as in technical oral presentations.

What is implied from the findings of these studies is that these definitions seek to
constrict the notion of communicative competence toward a combination of certain
skills and behavior attributes within a certain social context. Communicative
competence entails knowledge, cognitive and behavioral skills to indicate a presenters’

competence in a certain communicative event bounded in certain social setting.

The above sections indicate specific criteria and skill requirement associated with the
notion of communicative competence. Some sources emphasise linguistic competence,
strategic competence, pragmatic competence and even language knowledge or linguistic
competence. The studies indicate the lack of consensus as to the operational definition
of the construct. Hence, the aim of this study is to determine the appropriate
communicative competence features with particular emphasis on the linguistic and

rhetorical dimension necessary for critique sessions within technical oral presentations.
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For this study, Celce-Murcia’s (2007) model of communicative competence was
adapted as it encompasses the necessary features required to ascertain communicative

competence required in oral communicative events.

2.4 Communicative competence within the Common European Framework (CEF)/

Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) Model

All of the communicative competence models contribute to the Common European
Framework (CEF) or Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) which
represents the nexus of theories for language teaching, learning and assessment of CLT
in EFL/ESL programs (Longman, 2002). The CEF/CEFR model is an essential criterion
on communicative competence descriptors benchmark for learners and practitioners

involved in evaluating language and communication courses.

The CEF model contributes to the competency framework in assessing a learner’s
competence in listening, reading, speaking and writing skills of the language. Table 2.1
on “The Global Scale” provides a brief description of skill descriptors for
communication and language use. The model divides learners to three broad divisions
(A, B and C) where each division is further sub-divided into two levels each. These 6

levels benchmark the presenters’ proficiency.
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Table 2.1: The Global Scale

Broad Division Level | The Global Scale
C: Proficient Presenter C2 | Mastery
C1 | Effective Operational Proficiency

B: Independent B2 | Vantage
Presenter B1 | Threshold
A: Basic Presenter A2 | Waystage

Al | Breakthrough

(Language Policy Unit, 2001)

In accordance to the model, a proficient presenter is one who possesses a range of
competencies in addition to knowledge on the use of four skills in language learning. A
proficient presenter assessed at the level of “C2” is one who “can understand with ease
virtually everything heard or read, summarize information from different spoken and
written sources, reconstruct arguments and accounts a coherent presentation, express
him/herself spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, differentiating finer shades of

meaning even in the most complex situations” (Language Policy Unit, 2001, p. 24).

An independent presenter is one who has lower threshold levels of reception,
production, interaction and medication. A B2 presenter is decribed as one who, “can
understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics,
including technical discussions in his/her field of specialization; can interact with a
degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers
quite possible without strain for either party; can produce clear, detailed text on a wide
range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and

disadvantages of various options”(Language Policy Unit, 2001, p. 24)
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A basic presenter at A2 level, “can understand sentences and frequently used
expressions related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and
family information, shopping, local geography, employment), can communicate in
simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on
familiar and routine matters, can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background,
immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need” (Language Policy
Unit, 2001, p. 24). Essentially the global scale descriptor includes a learners’ ability to

use the four skills coupled with meta-cognitive, linguistic and strategic competence.

Similar to the CEF model, the CEFR provides its own descriptors on the qualitative
aspects of a spoken language. The CEFR model provides a comprehensive description
of “what language learners have to learn to do in order to use a language for
communication and what knowledge and skills they have to develop so to be able to act

effectively”(Language Policy Unit, 2001, p. 1).

In the CEFR model, communicative competence is conceived as a combination of
various competencies such as strategic, linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic
competence. Strategic competence is described as “part of language communication
use” while linguistic competence indicates “knowledge and ability to use language
resources to form well-structured messages”. Sociolinguistic competence refers to the
“possession of knowledge and skills for language use in context”. Pragmatic
competence which comprises discourse and functional competence, refers to

“interactional and transactional schemata” (Language Policy Unit, 2001, p. 108).
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The CEFR model on communicative task performance exhibit similarities to the Canale
& Swain’s (1983) model. In the CEFR context, communicative competence is indicated
by mastery of linguistic knowledge, interactive and contextual use of language to
perform a particular communicative task. In the CEFR model almost alike the CEF
model, among the descriptors include range, accuracy, fluency, interaction and
coherence. Thus, when describing the communicative competence of a learner, such as
in the case of a C2 learner (mastery level), the descriptors for such a learner includes the

following:

I. range - shows great flexibility reformulating ideas, differing linguistic forms to
convey finer shades of meaning precisely, to give emphasis, to differentiate and to
eliminate ambiguity and has a good command of idiomatic expressions and
colloquialisms

ii. accuracy - maintains consistent grammatical control of complex language, even
while attention is otherwise engaged (e.g. forward planning, in monitoring others’
reactions)

iii. fluency - can express him/herself in spontaneously at length with a natural
colloquial flow, avoiding or backtracking around any difficulty so smoothly that
the interlocutor is hardly aware of it

iv. interaction — can interact with ease and picking up and using non-verbal and
intonation cues apparently effortlessly, can interweave his/her contribution into
the joint discourse with fully natural turn taking, referencing, allusion making

V. coherence - can create coherent and cohesive discourse making full and
appropriate use of a variety of organisational patterns and a wide range of
connectors and other cohesive devices

(Language Policy Unit, 2001, p. 28)

This implies the need for a presenter to possess knowledge and skills in various
linguistic, strategic and pragmatic competences to be considered as having acquired a
mastery level of the language. In fact, the said features are akin to Roe’s (1994) model
of communicative competence descriptors required to perform a task. Research is
required to investigate if these descriptors constitute linguistic elements deemed

necessary in technical oral presentation. In the context of this study, the researcher
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decided to focus on linguistic and rhetorical dimension as required in scientific and
engineering technical oral presentation as used by ESL learners in the Malaysian
setting. The insight into the Malaysian context will contribute to the literature on the
notion of communicative competence used by practitioners from the academic

community and that of the professional engineering community.

2.5 Communicative competence in Technical Oral Presentation

Literature on communicative competence from Chomsky (1965), Hymes (1972a),
Canale (1983) to Celce-Murcia (2007) hinge on the importance of linguistic knowledge,
interaction skills and cultural knowledge as essential features pertinent in effective
communication.  Chomsky associated “competence” with the presenter-hearer’s
knowledge of his language, and performance was described as the actual use of
language in concrete situations”. Chomsky was inclined toward grammatical or
linguistic competence which focused on aspects such as grammar, syntax, vocabulary,
phonology (Danilova & Pudlowski, 2007, p. 7). The issue on *“competence” versus

“performance” was also deliberated by Chomsky (Chomsky, 1965).

However, in the 70’s, the focus included behavioral and socio-cultural factors in a
speech community (Hymes, 1971). The feature of “appropriateness” to the concept of
notion of communicative competence was discussed by Hymes (1980) who argued that
"appropriateness” concerned "shared understandings of rights and duties, norms of
interactions, grounds of authority, and the like” (Hymes, 1980, p. 42). Jablin & Sias
(2001) define communicative competence as “the ability to demonstrate appropriate

communication in a given context” (Jablin & Sias, 2001, p. 820).
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In the 80’s, Canale (1983) added to Hymes interpretation of communicative competence
which included the grammatical and behavioral aspects of competence. To Canale
(1983), communicative competence entails four components namely, grammatical
competence (knowledge of lexical items of morphology, syntax, semantics and
phonology), discourse competence (ability to connect sentences to form meaning out of
a whole series of utterances), sociolinguistics competence (involving knowledge of the
socio-cultural rules of language and discourse) and strategic competence (verbal and
non-verbal strategies that maybe called into action to compensate for breakdown in

communication).

Canale’s inclusion of various types of competence is concurred by Bachman (1990)
who describes CC as a set of multi-faceted skills required for effective use of the
language. Effective use of language requires both “organisational knowledge” (what is
said) and “pragmatic knowledge” (how it is said) in real time conversations (Venema,
2002, p. 3). Although literature highlights the criteria, there is not much discussion on

the linguistic and rhetorical features that embody the criteria.

Hirsch (2003) goes a step further to add “connection”, “flow” and “reinforcement” as
fundamental elements for success in communication. Presenters need to provide a
“connection for communication materials to the audience’s needs, take the audience
effortlessly through the flow of the presentation, and provide solid reinforcement with

the proper planning and right attitude” (Hirsch, 2003, p. 7).
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The chronological account of various studies indicated the subjective interpretation of
the said construct. One is unable to exactly pin-point what essential features constitute
the construct. This study utilises Celce-Murcia’s (2007) model of communicative
competence as the theoretical framework of the study where the focus is directed toward
understanding the notion from a linguistic and rhetorical perspective as perceived by

various stakeholders involved in critique sessions within technical oral presentations.

2.5.1 Communicative competence in Presentation: Critique session

In attributing meaning and knowledge to a communicative event by a speech
community, Hymes, introduced the mnemonic code word “SPEAKING” in
communication. SPEAKING consists of the following components, Setting,
Participants, Ends, Act sequence, Key, Instrumentalities, Norms of Interaction and

interpretation, and Genre (Hymes, 1971) .

In the context of this study, the unit of analysis is the critique sessions within the
technical oral presentation. Critique sessions refer to the 10 minute question and answer
session during the evaluation session of the technical oral presentation where there is an
exchange of views expressed between the presenter and the audience. The critique
session takes into account participants who interact within a particular setting and share
common knowledge on the said event. In this aspect, the critique session fulfills the

SPEAKING components.
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The unit of analysis is investigated as such interactive sessions enables one to
understand the notion of communicative competence as held by varied stakeholders
who share mutual interest in workplace related communicative event. With continued
language and communication experts dilemma over the notion of communicative
competence (Leung, 2005), an insight into the said notion enables educators to realign
language and communication courses on the specific communicative competence input
required in the teaching and learning approach of ESP related communication course(s)

in the engineering curriculum (Dannels, 2002; Kaewpet & Sukamolson, 2011).

In addition, continued debate over the construct of communicative competence and lack
of engineering students’ communication skills ability accentuate the need for the said
study (Bhattacharyya, Patil, & Sargunan, 2009; Mariana Yusoff, 2008; Norback &

Hardin, 2005).

2.5.2 Communicative competence in FYP 2

In this context, final year engineering students are required to complete a final year
project 2 (FYP 2) in the final year of the engineering degree curriculum,
Communicative competence is determined by the presenters’ ability to express
proficiency in the technical content of the project, methodology of the experiment,

explanation and verification of results and exhibit other skills in the presentation.

As indicated in the final year research project guidelines for supervisors and students,

presenters or students should be able to:
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verbally report the outcome of their final year project

demonstrate how well they are able to explain and understand the project that
they have been working on and

c. utilise their skills in oral presentation.

oo

(Adapted: ACA-PROG-FYP-01)

Clearly, communicative competence expectations indicate technical and linguistic
mastery to deliver and explain technical findings of a presentation to a varied audience.
Student presenters need to be able to explain, clarify and justify technical contents

orally to an audience.

2.5.3 Communicative competence requirement in Technical Oral Presentation

Communicative competence in technical oral presentation highlights the importance to
“anticipate audience’s prior knowledge, hold attention, clear and organised presentation
of messages, appropriate pace to accommodate most listeners, media to back up the

verbal message, and to read audience response” (Renfrow & Impara, 1989, pp. 20-21).

Taylor and Toews (1999) add that a presentation framework lists the “context,
presenter, audience, presentation, and response” as elements necessary for presentation
effectiveness (Taylor & Toews, 1999, p. 411). Presentation framework also includes
the structure of the presentation such as the “title, introduction, body and closing” of the

presentation (Taylor & Toews, 1999, p. 412).

In addition, studies on spoken test performances indicate a range of measures like

grammatical accuracy and complexity, vocabulary, pronunciation, and fluency
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(lwashita, Brown, McNamara, & O'Hagan, 2008). Thus, literature on communicative
competence indicates a plethora of presentation and linguistic features necessary to
create rapport and interaction in a presentation. These key features contribute to the

effectiveness of technical oral presentation.

2.5.4 Presentation criteria in Technical Oral Presentation

Effective oral presentation entails several elements “technical content, organisation,
presentation criteria, use of visuals or graphics, and group criteria” (Pappas &
Hendricks, 2000, p. 13). Pappas & Hendrick (2000) mention technical content includes
topic mastery, technical correctness, completeness of analysis and interpretation of data,
clarity of purpose and approach, scientific tone/language, statistical analysis and

visualization of results.

Organisation embodies structural coherence among paragraphs, clear technical
transitions, skill in handling questions and clock mastery. Presentation criteria include
eye contact, hand/body movement, overall vocal quality, and appropriate dress. Visual
graphics imply clarity and ease in interpretation, relevance to topic, presents new
information, technical correctness, and appropriate design while group criteria signify

synthesis among presenters (Pappas & Hendricks, 2000, p. 13).

In other words, presentation entails elements of verbal and non-verbal skills structured

within a specific format where points are coherently delivered with transitional ease
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among presenters. Details, transitions from presenter to presenter and overall group

dynamics are items associated with the ABET Criteria 2000 (Williams, 2001).

In the university setting, the assessment elements in FYP 2 include elements like
structural details, methodology, discussion, recommendation, clarity of presentation,
non-verbal communication and question and answer session (see Appendix A on FYP 2

Part Il Final Oral Presentation Task Sheet).

2.6 Communicative competence: Linguistic and presentation requirement

Orr mentions that technical communication remains a “seldom tapped” research area in
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and English Language Teaching in engineering
communication studies (Orr, 2005, p. 51). A clear dissemination of message/content is
required from the presenter(s) to the listener(s) who may or may not have similar
technical background, technical or specialized language of a concept in discussion

(Eunson, 2008, p. 349).

The effectiveness of presentations depends on the techniques and command of the
presenter’s oral communication skills and mastery of presentation contents (Cooper,
2005). In evaluating the effectiveness of students’ presentation, Cooper lists “content
and analysis; structure; equity and team linkages; non-verbal; verbal; outline and visual
aids; and completion of student reflection sheet” as criteria in an oral presentation

(Cooper, 2005, p. 131).
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In the present research study, both linguistic and rhetorical elements were investigated
to bridge the academia-industry divide on communication skills required for
professional workplace environment (Norback & Hardin, 2005). The researcher is of the
prerogative that communicative competence is championed by the mastery of linguistic
and rhetorical competence. Non-verbal cues essentially support the presentation and
rhetorical delivery. It is for this reason that the fundamentals in linguistic and rhetorical
competence are acquired to create that “magic” or “interactivity” lacking in students’

presentations (Morton, 2009).

2.6.1 The Linguistic and Rhetorical Dimension

The linguistic aspect of technical oral presentation deals with linguistic elements such as
genre and rhetoric competence expected of presenters. Linguistic aspect in
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) entails the “focus on the ways in which
language is used in real communication” with variance in written and oral

communication (Gatehouse, 2001, p. 2).

Linguistic aspect according to Telebakovi¢ (2009) entails linguistic accuracy and
linguistic appropriacy. For Telebakovi¢ (2009), linguistic accuracy signifies control of
vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, spelling and punctuation while linguistic
appropriacy refers to the use of language adequate to context, function or
intention/purpose, vocabulary and text structures (Telebakovi¢, 2009, p. 3). This means

that linguistic accuracy infers correct use of language expressions.
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Language requirement in technical oral presentation is the use of clear and concise
language with minimum number of “nominalizations, tautologies and clichés” (Eunson,
2008, p. 660). Eunson (2008) states that language requirement is realized through use of
“technical jargons, specialized language, technical terms, acronyms, slang, idioms, and
figures of speech” in a presentation (Eunson, 2008, p. 660). The use of concrete
language (that is language related to the real world rather than abstracts) enhances the
effectiveness of a presentation. Analogies, metaphors, proportions, percentages and

figures of speech contribute to linguistic competence (Eunson, 2008, p. 662).

Rhetoric implies the use of “audience awareness, sense of purpose, organisation, use of
visuals, professional appearance, and style” in oral presentations (Ford, 2004, p. 302).
This incorporates interactivity and two way interaction between presenter and audience.
Thus, linguistic (linguistic and structural) and rhetorical (interactive) element are crucial
communicative competence sub-sets in technical oral presentation. However, studies
indicate the lack of research and pedagogical materials on specific language and oral
communication from a linguistic perspective (Hyland, 2002; Morton, 2009). As such the

research is intended to fill this void.

Mastery of such competency elements enable prospective graduates to overcome and
handle challenges posed by examiners during the critique sessions. It is essential that
prospective graduates are exposed and be able to apply the wide pool of genre and
interactive elements in various contexts as expected in the workplace. Such knowledge
and application enables the graduates to eventually participate and speak the language

of engineers as practiced in the industry.
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2.6.2 Content or Structural Dimension

Literature on content refers to the explanation and analysis of all concepts linked to the
topic (Cooper, 2005; Dobrin et al., 2008; Eunson, 2008). The content indicates the
explanation, definition, development, clarification, description, analysis of an object,

idea, product and mechanism or process to be described.

The effectiveness of content criteria is exemplified through the organisation and
management of a presentation coupled with a presenter’s ability to link and demonstrate
an understanding of all concepts linked to the topic. The emphasis of the content is
determined by the presenter’s intent to “inform, persuade, challenge or sometimes to
entertain” crafted through the organisation of the presentation to pre-empt the audience
of the gist of the presentation (Eunson, 2008, p. 346). Such features must be exemplified

in a presentation.

2.6.3 Presentation Skills Criteria

Presentation skills which centers on the presenter’s visual, verbal and vocal mastery of
the content enhances the delivery and impact of a presentation (Adler & Elmhorst,
2008). A presenter needs to be enthusiastic and confident by getting set physically and
engaging the audience throughout the presentation. This aspect of presentation skills is
probed further through the qualitative phase of the study. In the context of the study,

presentation skills are conceptualized in the linguistic dimension.
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