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Abstract

The present study sought to investigate the effects of meaning-focused input (MFI) and meaning-focused output (MFO)
activities on willingness to communicate (WTC) of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. The study aimed at
exploring learners' perceptions towards the efficacy of MFO and MFI activities for developing WTC. The participants of
study were 70 learners homogenized via an Oxford Placement Test, who were then randomly divided into two groups
of 35. The WTC questionnaire, adopted from MaclIntyre et al. (2001), was used both as pretest and posttest, and a
semi-structured interview was used to probe participants’ perceptions towards MFI and MFO. The first experimental
group received MFO activities and were given a reading text and asked to present a summary in spoken form based on
the notes they took during the reading. In experimental group two, the reading activities were administered in an input
mode. The learners were asked to read the texts and answer some reading comprehension questions. The results of
statistical analyses indicated that the MFO group outperformed the MFI group for WTC. The content analysis of the
interview also revealed students receiving MFO had more positive perception and found it more useful in enhancing WTC
than those receiving MFI. Pedagogical implications are offered to teachers and material developers.

Resumen

El presente estudio buscé investigar los efectos de las actividades de input centrado en el significado (MFI) y output
centrado en el significado (MFO) en la voluntad de comunicarse (WTC) de los estudiantes de inglés como lengua
extranjera (EFL). El estudio tuvo como objetivo explorar las percepciones de los alumnos sobre la eficacia de las
actividades de MFO y MFI para desarrollar WTC. Los participantes del estudio fueron 70 estudiantes homogeneizados a
través de una prueba de ubicacion de Oxford, que luego se dividieron aleatoriamente en dos grupos de 35. El
cuestionario WTC, adoptado de Maclntyre et al. (2001), se utilizd tanto como prueba previa como posterior, y se utilizd
una entrevista semiestructurada para sondear las percepciones de los participantes sobre las MFI y las MFO. Los
primeros miembros del grupo experimental recibieron actividades de MFO y se les dio un texto de lectura y se les pidid
gue presentaran un resumen en forma oral basado en las notas que tomaron durante la lectura. En el grupo experimental
dos, las actividades de lectura se administraron en un modo de input. Se pidid a los alumnos que leyeran los textos y
respondieran algunas preguntas de comprension lectora. Los resultados de los andlisis estadisticos indicaron que el
grupo MFO supero al grupo MFI en WTC. El andlisis de contenido de la entrevista también reveld que los estudiantes
que recibieron MFO tenian una percepcion mas positiva y lo encontraron mas util para mejorar WTC que los que
recibieron MFI. Se ofrecen implicaciones pedagdgicas a profesores y desarrolladores de materiales.

Introduction

For a long time, second language (L2) learning programs were aimed at improving linguistic competence as
well as learning the structure of the language (Brown, 1994). Yet, in recent decades there has been a shift
regarding the aim of English instruction. Language learning programs have distanced themselves from the
mastery of structure, focusing instead on the ability to use language. With communicative competence in
the 1970s, language teachers and educators have emphasized the communication aspect of teaching
English. The goal of language learning is now set as "enabling people with different languages and cultural
backgrounds to have authentic communication" (MacIntyre et al., 2002, p. 559).

In the view of Maclntyre (2007), the purpose of learning an L2 is to acquire linguistic competence, i.e., the
ability to use the language in order to achieve communicative purposes. In the same vein, Maclntyre et al.
(2002) describe language learning as a process whereby one can engage in authentic communication with
people of disparate linguistic and cultural backgrounds. A look at the recent research (e.g., Ahmed Mahdi,
2014; Aliakbari et al., 2016; Bergil, 2016; Fahim & Dhamotharan, 2016; Oz et al., 2015; Rahbar et al.,
2016; Valadi et al., 2015; Yousefi & Kasaian, 2014) reveals that students who have a high willingness to
communicate (WTC) are more likely to benefit from the learning opportunities of a communicative approach
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and to remain more engaged in learning activities inside and beyond the classrooms than those with low
WTC.

The widespread adoption of communicative approaches regarding L2 pedagogy indicates the importance
attached to developing communicative competence in L2 learners (Green, 2000). In addition, “the
theoretical perspectives and pedagogical developments in the current decade are in keeping primarily with
the important role of using language for the purpose of communicating in L2 learning and teaching” (Gol et
al., 2014; p. 136). Today it is believed that L2 learning is achieved due to the interactive meaningful
communication in a pragmatic setting (Swain & Lapkin, 2002). Swain (2000) asserts that language use and
language learning unfold simultaneously. Thus, the role of input- and output-based activities in language
teaching and their associations with WTC cannot be overlooked.

All these attempts to shift the focus to meaning and communicative approaches to language teaching should
affect the language input and output because the only way language can be taught is through input delivery
and output practice (Toro et al., 2019). The theoretical developments in second language teaching require
that input and output be meaningful and communicatively oriented. Since the 1980s, researchers including
Krashen (1985) and Swain (1985) have dealt with the notions of meaning-focused output (MFO) and
meaning-focused input (MFI). Krashen is known for his input hypothesis that states that L2 acquisition
occurs thanks to sufficient exposure to comprehensible input. Swain proposed her output hypothesis, which
is related to the active (productive) dimensions of language, asserting that to ignore speaking and writing
as L2 language production forms would render the information passive. In the same vein, Nation and Newton
(2009) maintained that an effective language program should include equivalent quantities of MFI
(acquisition of language through comprehensible reading and listening input) and MFO (learning language
through spoken and written output).

According to Krashen (1985), comprehensible input is the primary determinant of success in second
language acquisition (SLA), while others argue that input is not enough because input processing differs
from output processing in language acquisition (e.g., Liu, 2015; Reinders, 2012). Imagining that they affect
SLA differently, the question is to what extent input and output affect WTC. Therefore, this study is an
attempt to scrutinize the role of MFI and MFO activities on English as a foreign language (EFL) learners’ WTC
and their perception of these activities.

Literature Review
The role of input and output in language learning

The linguistic input and its nature in L2 acquisition have always been controversial issues in the field of
second language acquisition (Ghafouri & Masoomi, 2016). From a cognitive perspective, input accessibility
is a prerequisite to developing language (Loewen & Inceoglu, 2016). Evidence shows that linguistic data
supplied by input permits acquisition to occur (Gass, 1997). This emphasis on input is one of the theoretical
improvements in SLA (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996). Based on the linguistic data obtained from L2 learners,
input is a key variable in L2 development (Rahmani, 2016). Language learners do not use all the input that
they encounter, so research has focused on the role of attention, which is a vital part of language learning
(Leow, 2001; Schmidt, 1993; Smith, 1993; Tomlin & Villa, 1994). Schmidt (2001) stated that without a
doubt, attention is essential in all parts of L2 learning.

However, Swain (as cited in Song & Suh, 2008) found that the failure of native-like accuracy and fluency in
French immersion programs was not due to lack of input alone, as input is not sufficient for SLA. What is
required is comprehensible output along with comprehensible input for automatization and accuracy of L2.
From the time Schmidt (1990), in his Noticing Hypothesis, proposed that noticing is a necessary condition
for the conversion process of input into intake, many researchers (e.g., Doughty, 2001; Gass, 1997; Skehan,
1998) have investigated the effects of noticing and have reported that noticing linguistic forms is necessary
for the learning of phonology, vocabulary, and grammar. Schmidt (1990) maintained that input needs to be
noticed by the learners so that it is learned by them.

Output can be produced through either speaking or writing, and it can push the learners to produce and
attend to the linguistic features of the language (Benati, 2005). Meanwhile, negotiation of meaning and
hypothesis testing may take place during the process of language production (Toth, 2006). Johnson and
Johnson (2003) believe that output and interaction and paying attention to the features of both input and
output are all indispensable, interrelated components of the process of language learning. Input provides
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the material for interaction, which can help perceived input convert into comprehended input; hence it
integrates the input into the interlanguage system. Meanwhile, interaction occurs during the process of
language production with an interlocutor.

Output itself is a kind of input, which provides chances for interaction. Interaction is considered an essential
element in communicative language teaching. According to the interaction hypothesis (Long, 1996), the
reason that interaction facilitates language learning is because the negotiation of meaning involved in an
interaction connects input, noticing, and the learners’ mental capacity. In the interaction hypothesis, the
study of interactions between native and non-native speakers suggests that negotiation of meaning,
especially in a work context, facilitates language acquisition (Varonis & Gass, 1985). Not only does it require
native speakers or more competent interlocutors to make interactional adjustments, but it also links input,
learners’ internal capacities, e.g., selective attention, and output in productive ways (Long, 1996).

Zarei et al. (2016) examined the impact of form-focused and meaning-focused input-oriented and output-
oriented instruction on vocabulary comprehension and recall, focusing on elementary Iranian EFL learners
in a quasi-experimental study. The results revealed that meaning-focused tasks were more effective than
form-focused tasks. Azari Noughabi (2017) investigated productive vocabulary learning via meaning-
focused listening input, both quantitatively and qualitatively. The quantitative results showed the
effectiveness of MFI and MFO instructions employed in the research on the experimental group; however, it
qualitatively displayed that such type of instruction is unfeasible because of time limitations and the
teachers’ insufficient vocabulary size. Rouhani et al., (2017) examined the impact of input versus
collaborative output tasks on Iranian EFL learners’ grammatical accuracy and WTC. Their investigation
evinced the positive effects of both tasks on grammatical accuracy; however, the impact of MFO was more
than MFI.

Namaziandost et al. (2019) studied the effects of both output- and input-based activities on productive
knowledge of vocabulary. The study showed that the two experimental groups outperformed their control
counterpart on both post-test and delayed post-tests. Noroozi and Siyyari (2019) examined MFI and MFO
modality in relation to its effectiveness on active and passive vocabulary learning and revealed a positive
and significant effect on these two modes of vocabulary learning. Furthermore, MFI and MFO were not
significantly different in terms of their effects on active and passive vocabulary learning. However, they did
not investigate the participants’ perception towards MFO and MFI.

The above shows that input and output are both important in the process of second language learning;
however, they should be meaning oriented. Within the theoretical framework of communicative language
teaching, the goal of language learning is communication and meaning, and any language activity should
assist the learners in moving closer to the given goal. The terms MFI and MFO have been adopted in the
current study to help language learners focus on the communicative sides of input and output.

Willingness to communicate

The construct of WTC (Willingness to Communicate) was initially introduced by McCroskey in the
communication-studies literature and first language (L1) use (McCroskey & Baer, 1985; McCroskey &
Richmond, 1987). Whether or not a person is inclined to speak depends on several variables that pertain to
the specific situation (Katsaris, 2019). According to Katsaris (2019), the factors may be the individual’s
momentary feelings, perceptions about the interlocutor, and the interlocutor’s preferences, which show that
willingness to speak may be affected by features of the situation. However, people have a general willingness
to communicate orally (McCroskey, 1997). Such a personality trait was called WTC by McCroskey and Baer
(1985). WTC was defined as “an individual's predisposition to initiate communication with others”
(McCroskey, 1997, p. 7). This definition of L1 WTC is constant among situations and people and resulted
from such constructs as Unwillingness to Communicate (Burgoon, 1976), Predisposition toward Verbal
Behaviour (Mortensen et al., 1977), and Shyness (McCroskey & Richmond, 1982).

According to Maclntyre and Doucette (2010), willingness to communicate can be interpreted as the
willingness to use the L2 at a particular time in a dialogue with a specific person and the last psychological
step in initiating L2 communication. To create a WTC context, the teacher needs to consider variables
associated with the construct, including motivation (Kang, 2005), learner involvement (Walsh, 2002), and
an anxiety-free learning environment (Aydin & Zengin, 2008). Learners’ WTC depends on how motivated
learners are in foreign-language learning and how much they feel safe and relaxed in the language learning
environment.
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Motivation is considered a well-established and studied variable contributing to students’ learning and is
regarded the beginning reasons of success or failure in any enterprise. Dornyei (2009) held that a high
significance is attached to this psychological construct which can lead to success and failure in the learning
process. Motivation is a construct which has been discussed in human behavior and education in particular
(Breslawski, 2011). It is, from the Piagetian perspective, an inner force which may lead to developing mental
structures (Azizi, 2015). Researchers contend that motivation cannot be examined in isolation but should
be studied in a broader dynamic system (e.g., Dérnyei & Ushioda, 2009; Dérnyei, 2009; Dornyei & Ushioda,
2011). Dornyei and associates developed a model named the L2 motivational self-system (Dérnyei, 2009;
Csizér & Dornyei, 2005).

The model maintains that learners decide on how to act according to their ideal self. They spend much more
effort on this if they are professional L2 users. Multiple taxonomies of motivation have been suggested by
established scholars in this field (e.g., Dérnyei, 2001; McDonough, 2007; Oxford & Shearin, 1994). In the
view of Doérnyei (2001), most researchers claim that motivation by definition is concerned with the
orientation and magnitude of human behavior as manifested in the following three items: the reasons behind
people’s decision to do something, the duration of their willingness to sustain the activity, and how seriously
they are going to follow it. Motivation in the words of Kang (2005) is a significant contributor to WTC in L2
learning situations.

Activities conducted in the course of the L2 classroom play a major role in enhancing students’ participation
in communication. Bloom (1976) conducted a study to investigate the relationship between learners'
engagement and their L2 achievements. The results showed a positive relationship between the two
variables. Likewise, Walsh (2002) maintains that involving learners in classroom communication prepares
them for real communication situations.

To be successful, L2 learners need a stress-free, low-anxiety classroom climate. Anxiety is another factor
researched in the quest to determine what prevents some L2 students from performing acceptably while
studying a L2 (Aydin & Zengin, 2008; Brown, 2007b). Anxiety, as Horwitz (1986) contends, is an individual-
specific feeling of tension, fear, and agitation, originating in the nervous system.

The impact of anxiety on students’ WTC has been investigated by researchers such as Yashima (2002), who
showed that anxiety can considerably influence students’ WTC (Mohammad Hosseinpur & Bagheri Nevisi,
2017; Manipuspika, 2018). Reviewing the variables influencing the degree of WTC leads us to the notion of
shyness as described in Maclntyre et al.’s (1998) WTC model as a persistent factor influencing one’s WTC.
Accordingly, Chu (2008) investigated shyness and EFL learning in Taiwan, with the results showing a positive
correlation between shyness and EFL classroom anxiety. This resulted in a lower degree of WTC among EFL
learners.

By reviewing the literature on the notion of anxiety in L2 classrooms and its relationship with WTC, it can
be said that providing the students with a stress-free atmosphere in the classroom plays an important role
in enhancing learners” WTC. Bukhari et al. (2015) sought to examine Pakistani undergraduate students’
perceptions of WTC across four contexts and three types of interlocutors. Their WTC was found to be partially
high when they were with friends rather than strangers, and they initiated communication in private rather
than in public. In a mixed-methods study, Ghahari and Piruznejad (2016) examined the impact of recast
and explicit feedback on grammar uptake and WTC among young language learners. Their study showed
the positive effect of recast on grammar uptake in the quantitative phase, but WTC was higher for the
implicit feedback condition in both the quantitative and qualitative phases. Al Amrani (2019) investigated
Omani EFL learners’ perceptions toward their WTC in English. The results showed the learners’ low WTC in
English and variations of this personality factor (shyness) depending on the interlocutor and the context.
Sarani and Malmir (2019) studied the effect of language teaching using the Dogme method on L2 speaking
and WTC among different proficiency levels of learners and revealed that the method had a high impact on
advanced learners’ speaking and WTC. Marashi and Eghtedar (2021) scrutinized the impact of flipped
classroom instruction of EFL learners’ motivation and WTC. The study revealed that the instruction had a
positive effect on motivation and WTC.

Although the literature is replete with studies on MFI and MFO, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge,
none of the previous studies has explored the comparative effect of MFI and MFO instruction on EFL learners’
WTC, which is the focus of the current study. Since experimental designs in social sciences have their own
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pitfalls, the researchers also probed the perceptions of the participants towards the efficacy of MFI and MFO
activities for developing their WTC. Therefore, the following research questions were addressed:

1. Is there any significant difference between the effect of meaning-focused input and meaning-focused
output on the WTC of Iranian EFL learners?

2. What are the EFL learners' perceptions towards the efficacy of meaning-focused input and meaning-
focused output activities for developing their WTC?

Methodology
Participants

The original pool of the current study was 97 intermediate female EFL learners. Having taken the Oxford
Placement Test (OPT), 70 participants meeting the criterion of being intermediate formed the final pool of
the study. The participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 34, their first language was Persian, and they were
studying English at an English language institute in Tehran, Iran

Instrumentation

Oxford Placement Test

To make sure that participants were homogeneous in terms of their L2 proficiency, they took the OPT, which
is a flexible test constructed by Oxford University Press and Cambridge ESOL. It was also a convenient
method to assign the participants to a specific level of proficiency (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Its administration
is easy, quick, and ideal to place students in an appropriate level. The test, which is a multiple-choice format,
requires roughly 30 minutes to give, and it can be corrected with the overlay provided. Those participants
who scored from 28 to 47 were deemed intermediate and were selected for the study sample. Hamidi et al.,
(in press) asserted that the test enjoys high reliability (a = .87) based on Cronbach’s alpha. Its construct
validity is reported to be high as well (Motallebzadeh & Nematizadeh, 2011; Wistner et al., 2009).

Willingness to Communicate Questionnaire

A Willingness to Communicate in the Classroom Questionnaire, developed by Maclntyre et al. (2001), was
adopted to measure the participants’ WTC (in L2). The questionnaire was originally developed to gauge the
WTC of immersion students and consists of items targeting all four language skills (speaking: 8 items,
listening: 5 items, writing: 8 items, and reading: 6 items). In this regard, it provided a comprehensive
picture of both receptive and productive aspects of communication and was deemed appropriate for the
purpose of the present study. The questionnaire consists of 27 Likert-type items ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). To make sure of the reliability of the questionnaire, it was piloted on 30
learners having similar characteristics to the participants. The reliability estimate using Cronbach’s alpha
turned out to be .87, which shows an acceptable index.

Semi-structured interviews

As a means of collecting qualitative data, open-ended interview questions can be used to gain in-depth
insight into participants' perceptions towards a specific topic (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, to seek
out the learners’ perceptions towards the efficacy of MFI and MFO activities for developing their WTC, five
participants in each group were selected randomly for an interview. The nature of the interview questions,
the participants' availability, and the qualitative analysis of the collected data led the researchers to select
five participants randomly in each group for an interview. They were explained the difference between MFO
and MFI in Farsi, their mother-tongue. The participants were interviewed face-to-face and individually; the
following five questions were asked about the efficacy of MFI and MFO activities in terms of their contribution
to WTC:

1. Do you think that meaning-focused input/output has made you more motivated to communicate
through English?

2. Do you think that meaning-focused input/output has made you more interested and willing to
communicate through English?

3. Do you prefer meaning-focused input/output or regular English instruction?

4. Do you think that through meaning-focused input/output you are more engaged and involved in the
language teaching exercises and activities?
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5. Did meaning-focused input/output make you less anxious for speaking English?

All the interviews were recorded using a cellphone. Analysis of the interviews was done on the transcription
of the recorded interviews by focusing on how MFI and MFO made participants less anxious and willing to
communicate and if they preferred such types of instruction.

Data collection procedure

Twenty participants whose characteristics bore resemblance to the target group were piloted on the OPT.
Ninety-nine participants forming the original pool took the OPT to ensure homogeneity, based upon which
70 participants were chosen in terms of their intermediate level of proficiency. Those who obtained a score
ranging from 28 to 47 were deemed intermediate, based on the rubric provided by OPT (1-17 Beginner, 18-
27 Elementary, 28-36 Lower intermediate, 28-47 Intermediate, 37-47 Upper intermediate, 48-55 Advanced,
56-60 Very advanced). These participants were randomly divided into two equal groups of 35. Next, both
groups were given the WTC questionnaire as the pretest.

The first experimental group of the study received MFO in line with Swain’s (1985) output hypothesis.
Relying on Swain’s output hypothesis, the activities should lead to producing the language under instruction
and if language learners do not produce enough output, the intake will soon turn into passive knowledge
such that it will not be readily accessible. To this aim, the participants in this experimental group were
exposed to a reading text for five to six minutes each session and were asked to present a summary in
spoken form of the text based on the notes they could take during the reading. The reading passages were
about nursing homes, at an intermediate level, and between 250 and 300 words. They were also asked to
put aside the written text they had read so that they could present a summary on their own.

In experimental group II, the MFI group, the reading activities were carried out in a receptive input mode.
To do so, the learners were asked to read the same texts, but they were required to answer some reading
comprehension and true/false questions. The MFO/MFI treatment consisted of ten sessions and at the end,
the learners in both groups were given the WTC questionnaire as the post-test. Five participants in each
group were interviewed regarding their perceptions towards the efficacy of the MFI and MFO instruction.

Data analysis

The quantitative data collected from the WTC questionnaire was analyzed using ANCOVA to answer the first
question of the study. To do so, first the assumptions of normality of data and homogeneity of variances
were tested. To investigate the second question, the interview data was analyzed through inductive analysis.
In this data-driven analysis, the researchers started from data and main themes were identified, categorized
and coded. Coder reliability was also checked by the two authors, who analyzed the data and ensured the
identification of the themes in the data.

Results
The effects of MFI and MFO on WTC

The statistical test of ANCOVA was used to compare the effects of MFI and MFO on participants’ WTC. Since
ANCOVA requires that data be normally distributed, relationship between dependent and covariate variables
be linear, regression slopes be homogeneous and variances be equal, first these assumptions were tested.
After ensuring ANCOVA assumptions, the main output of ANCOVA was consulted to find the answer to the
first research question.

Type III Sum of

Source Squares Df Mean Square F Sig.
Corrected Model 2455.904° 2 1227.952 155.183 .000
Intercept 1387.885 1 1387.885 175.394 .000
WTC pre 1327.889 1 1327.889 167.812 .000
Groups 1064.668 1 1064.668 134.548 .000
Error 530.168 67 7.913
Total 382615.000 70
Corrected Total 2986.071 69

a. R Squared = .822 (Adjusted R Squared = .817)
Table 1: The results of ANCOVA on WTC pretest and posttest
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The result of ANCOVA showed there was a significant difference between the two groups in terms of WTC
scores (F=134.54, P=0.00). This means that one of the methods (MFO vs. MFI) was more effective. To
understand which method was more effective, the estimated marginal means were compared between the
two methods.

959% Confidence Interval

Groups Mean Std. Error
Lower Bound Upper Bound
Input 69.744° 479 68.788 70.700
Output 77.547° 479 76.590 78.503

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: WTC
pretest = 45.8571.

Table 2: Estimated marginal for each group

As seen in Table 2, the mean score of the MFO group was larger than the MFI group. Accordingly, the MFO
had a significantly better effect on the WTC of the learners.

Perceptions towards MFI and MFO

The second research question was about students’ perceptions towards the efficacy of MFO and MFI in
enhancing their WTC. The interview data were analyzed using inductive analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018),
in which broad themes were identified and then generalizations were made based on the themes. Based on
the analysis of the students’ answers to the interview questions, it was revealed that students found MFO
more effective than MFI in developing their WTC. This efficacy was reflected in WTC, motivation, preference,
and the anxiety-free effect of MFO. For instance, respondents reported that meaning-focused output affected
their oral competence and made them more confident, but the same did not hold true for MFI as evidenced
by their interview responses.

MFO made me put my self-confidence into my learning procedure while my learning is through speaking. (Excerpt
1, Student 1)

When I read the text, I got familiar with the topic and could speak confidently because I found information through
reading the text. (Excerpt 2, Student 1)

To me, MFI was simply reading a text and marking the statements as true/false. Therefore, it did not play a role in
my speaking so that I might get confident. (Excerpt 3, Student 2)

As I was not allowed to speak in MFI, it did not flourish my confidence to express myself through speaking. (Excerpt
4, Student 3)

Additionally, they mentioned that MFO made them more motivated; between MFI instruction and MFO one,
interviewees preferred MFO (90 %). The students’ perception was in line with results of the quantitative
part of the study, which showed there was a significant difference between MFO and MFI.

After reading the text in MFO, I was planning to organize the content in my mind to summarize and this way interested
me. (Excerpt 5, Student 7)

As my peers in MFO were sometimes commenting on my ideas to neatly express the content made me interested to
speak because they helped me both in grammatical mistakes and content organization. (Excerpt 6, Student 8)

The teaching practice in MFI did not motivate me because no communication occurred in this teaching activity.
(Excerpt 7, Student 9)

MFI was not motivating for me because it looked like the regular instruction we have already been taught. (Excerpt
8, Student 9)

Basically, the interview questions targeted students’ opinions about the motivational aspect of MFO and MFI,
their effectiveness, and students’ preferences for one of the two methods. They also addressed the
engagement factor and anxiety factor of the two methods.

Excerpt 9, Student 5

MFO engaged me both in reading the text to take notes and giving summary orally. Besides, I was anxious during
giving summary because making mistakes would occur.

Excerpt 10, Student 1
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In MFO, I used to take notes while reading the texts and it made me engaged because I needed to pay attention to
the meaning of the texts and writing on a piece of paper. I was anxious while speaking because I feared to make
mistakes.

What really immersed me was MFO allowing me to give lecture which could strengthen my speaking skill but the only
thing made me worry was making mistakes throughout talking; however, it can be a good practice for further steps.
I mean giving lecture in larger contexts. (Excerpt 11, Student 2)

MFO motivated me to talk using the vocabularies in the texts and it alleviated my anxiety to some extent because
the efforts of searching for words in my mind was reduced; however, it engaged me well because I needed to fully
understand the passage. (Excerpt 12, Student 3)

We used to read a text in MFI and mark a statement as true or false. It engaged me while reading plus I got anxious
because my chance of response was 50-50; that is, the answer would be either right or wrong. (Excerpt 13, Student
1)

MFI engaged me when reading the texts because it made me attend to the meaning to answer the questions. The
anxiety was at the level of answering the question in which I had no other chance but right or wrong. (Excerpt 14,
Student 1)

Reading the texts between the line really involved me to heed to the details because I needed to choose an option
which was either true or false and this worried me much. (Excerpt 15, Student 3)

The only positive point of MFI was that it reduced my anxiety to some extent but not to a large extent because it
was easy to answer the questions following the texts through scanning; however, this practice was energy
consuming. (Excerpt 16, Student 5)

With regard to the motivational aspect of MFO and MFI, the identified themes revealed that 80% believed
that the MFO enhanced their motivation to communicate in English language compared to 30% believing in
MFI. This percentage was found through counting the themes in the data. Students in the output group felt
more interested and eager to learn English and be able to communicate through English. Students were also
more positive about the effectiveness of the MFO than the MFI. Eighty-five percent of the learners were
positive about the MFO while 25% were positive about the MFI. Regarding students’ preferences, students
in the MFO group highly preferred MFO (90%) compared to students in the input group (23%) preferring
MFI. The MFO group mentioned that they would like to continue with MFO instead of receiving conventional
language instruction (90 %).

One of the factors that was indicating students’ interest in MFO instruction was that of engagement. Students
(70% in output and 31% in the input group) felt that they were more engaged with language learning
activities. In other words, the output group felt less boredom and tiredness while in the classroom. Finally,
82% of the students in the MFO group expressed that they were more comfortable with the instruction in
comparison to the MFI group students in comparison to the MFI group,27% of whom felt comfort with the
instruction.

Discussion

The present study sought to investigate the possible differences between the effect of meaning-focused
output (MFO) and meaning-focused input (MFI) on Iranian EFL learners' willingness to communicate (WTC).
Moreover, the study aimed at exploring the EFL learners' perceptions towards the efficacy of MFO and MFI
activities for developing their WTC. The results of statistical analysis indicated that the MFO group
outperformed the MFI group in terms of WTC scores. The content analysis of the interviews revealed that
students receiving MFO were more positive toward this strand in enhancing WTC than those receiving MFI.
Such positive perceptions were reflected in motivational, effectiveness, preference, engagement, and
anxiety-reduction aspects of MFO.

The current study has congruity with the previous studies into WTC (Roohani et al., 2017). Based on the
findings of the current study, MFO was more effective in terms of its contribution to WTC. The results are
justified on the grounds that since Output Hypothesis is concerned with language production (Swain, 1996),
in this study only output-based activities were found to enhance the WTC of the learners. Since learners in
the MFO group were involved with language production and WTC is also concerned with productive language,
the WTC of the learners improved as a result of receiving output-based activities. This study parallels Zarei
et al., (2016) who found that MFO was more effective for vocabulary recall than MFI. However, the results
of the present study indicated some inconsistencies with this study because their research found that the
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efficacy of MFI was more for vocabulary comprehension. Nor do the findings of this study support those
obtained by Azari Noughabi (2017) that revealed learners’ productive vocabulary size was affected by MFI.

Swain (1996) affirmed that learners should be provided with an opportunity to produce language if they are
to acquire and use the language effectively with low anxiety. Swain further noted that output can assist
learners in noticing gaps and weaknesses in their linguistic knowledge, which would cause better language
production and thus help learners use the language more smoothly. The rationale behind the superiority of
MFO over MFI might be its nature. MFO deepens the understanding of learners while reading since it engages
the cognitive processes both to understand the text and to produce output.

Another significance of the findings of this study is that when it comes to meaning-focused instruction, MFO
is more effective for WTC than MFI. That is because learners' output provides learners with a more implicit
understanding of the target language. One reason MFO helped in promoting WTC might be participants’
level of proficiency. It lends support to the statement made by Mclntyre et al. (1998) that language learners’
proficiency level affects their WTC. McIntyre et. al. (1998) corroborate the effectiveness of attitude and
confidence on WTC. Cetinkaya (2005) states that the cause of WTC is the low level of anxiety. Therefore,
language learners’ level of proficiency along with affective states should not be neglected.

The study showed the MFO outperformed the MFI on WTC because MFO made the participants active agents
and it made them willing to communicate, pushing them to speak more. The level of confidence in MFO
group was high, as the participants themselves expressed in the interviews, but they were anxious during
the tutorial sessions. The data demonstrated that anxiety was negatively correlated with WTC (e.g., Peng &
Woodrow, 2010).

It should also be noted that in the current study, MFO was carried out through summarizing certain passages
by the language learners, which might be a challenge in large classrooms. However, the summarizing activity
can be practiced in small groups. In this way, summarizing can be done collaboratively by the students and
presented to the entire class. Various students can be called by the teacher to summarize parts of a story
so that more students have the chance to practice summarizing in a big classroom. Additionally, teachers
in the ESL or EFL context can make use of various oral communication activities other than summarizing.
However, it is recommended that such oral communication activities be meaning-focused. The goal of such
activities needs to be conveying meaning in a message rather than simply practicing grammar and sentence
structure.

Conclusion

The results of the study led to the conclusion that MFO may better contribute to the WTC of foreign language
learners. Since WTC is associated with the productive modes of communication, MFO may more readily aid
the learners in becoming willing to communicate in L2. The findings suggest that input does not provide the
adequate condition for proper second-language acquisition.

The current study had some limitations which can be taken into consideration by other future researchers.
Due to availability, all participants of the current study were female learners. The same study can be
conducted targeting male learners as a sample. Moreover, the participants of this study were intermediate
learners within the age range of 19 to 35. Other researchers may be inclined to conduct studies with learners
at other proficiency levels and other age ranges. The findings of the present study have implications for
language teachers and teacher educators as well as materials developers concerning the important role of
output in enhancing WTC. Studies (e.g., De la Fuente, 2006; Izumi, 2002; Song & Suh, 2008) have
suggested that the significance of the output role equals that of input in language acquisition. These claims
are congruent with Swain’s output hypothesis (Swain, 1985), which gives rise to L2 acquisition. The research
on output (e.g., Dekeyser & Sokalski, 1996; De la Fuente, 2006; Izumi, 2002; Song & Suh, 2008) and
formal and informal observations of a Canadian immersion program (Swain, 1985) have shown that
understanding spoken English is not sufficient for the development of learners’ productive skills and
language acquisition and, thus, language teachers are encouraged to employ output activities if they intend
to improve learners” WTC. Moreover, teacher educators can also provide teacher trainees with more
awareness concerning the contribution of the output hypothesis to WTC. Materials developers may also
incorporate more output-based activities in their work.

The findings of the current study have further implications for teachers and material developers. Teachers
should not provide their learners with i+2 input, which is beyond their current level of competence, lest the
learners become discouraged due to a lack of comprehension (Brown, 2007a). In this case, they will receive
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input, but not what Gass (1997) called "apperception.”" In addition, learners’ WTC will decrease. Material
developers can supply English teachers with suggestions and strategies in instructors’ textbook guides for
better utilization of MFO and MFI in order to facilitate EFL learners’ output and WTC. In addition to delivering
MFI and increasing their L2 production, teachers should be cognizant of EFL learners’ cultural barometers in
order to give them input on topics which are appropriate in their own culture. Finally, teacher-education
programs can hold workshops aimed at how to increase EFL learners’ WTC via MFO and MFI.
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