
STUDY ABROAD AND ITS EFFECT ON THE PRAGMATIC  

PERFORMANCE OF ENGLISH REQUESTS BY HONG KONG 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE STUDENTS 

By 

Misty So-Sum WAI-COOK 

A thesis 

Submitted to the Victoria University of Wellington 

in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in Linguistics 

Victoria University of Wellington  

(2012) 



 

 

 



Abstract 

i 

 

Abstract 

This thesis investigates the study abroad experience and its effect on the pragmatic 

development of second language learners.   

The research first describes affective and environmental dimensions of the study abroad 

experience as undertaken by a group of Hong Kong learners over a nine-month period of 

study at an Australian university. Second, it investigates changes in the way these learners 

performed requests in English over the duration of the study abroad experience. This data 

provides insights into their pragmatic development in English. Comparisons of request 

devices were made with a matched group of learners who continued their studies in Hong 

Kong and with a group of Australian native speakers. Finally the research examines the 

relationship between affective and environmental dimensions of the study abroad experience 

and changes in the performance of requests across the nine month study abroad period by the 

learners. 

This research takes a quantitative and qualitative approach to data analysis. A quantitative 

approach, using inferential statistics (ANOVA) was used to analyse learner self-report data 

gathered before and during the study abroad period using the Language Contact Profile. This 

data included information on time spent interacting or listening in English, attitudes and 

reasons for learning English, perceptions of the target language community, perceptions of 

Australia, self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence scores. Similarly, inferential 

statistics (ANOVA and chi-square tests) were used to analyse and compare request 

performances obtained through oral Enhanced Discourse Completion Tests (EDCTs) and 

role-plays by three groups: the study abroad learners; an equivalent group of students in Hong 

Kong; and by a group of Australian native speakers. Finally, Spearman’s rho correlation was 

used to analyse the relationship between study abroad learners’ pragmatic performance and 

the affective and environmental dimensions of their experience. Qualitative data in the form 

of interview data and student entries in introspective diaries was collected to provide in-depth 

explanations for responses to the oral EDCTs and role-plays. 
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Three main findings emerged from this study. The first finding relates to the environmental 

and affective dimensions of learners’ study abroad experience. Analyses revealed that, 

unsurprisingly, there was an overall increase in the number of hours study abroad learners 

listened and interacted face-to-face in English. Nevertheless, this increase plateaued after the 

first four months of learners’ sojourn in Australia and their interactions were mostly with 

other English learners who were their classmates, flat mates or friends through the Hong 

Kong Association at the university. These findings suggest learners established their network 

of friends in the first months of their sojourn in Australia, and it was unlikely learners went 

beyond this circle of friends during their stay in Australia. Thus, learners’ contact with 

fluent/native English speakers was limited.  

Additionally, and contrary to the common belief that there is a ‘homestay advantage’, 

learners living with a host family did not necessarily have more face-to-face interaction with 

fluent/native English speakers than those living in a student dormitory. Interaction between 

the host and the learner depended heavily on the individual learner’s attitude towards the host 

family. Furthermore, learners’ English input and face-to-face interaction correlated 

significantly with the increase in learners’ self-perceived confidence in speaking, 

communication and grammar, but not self-perceived proficiency.   

The second main finding concerns the pragmatic performance of English requests by at-home 

and study abroad learners, focusing specifically on three features of requests: request heads, 

softeners and external modifications. Results showed no change in the occurrence of these 

three features in requests made by the at-home learners at the beginning of the data collection 

period and again four months later. Similarly there was no change in the type of request 

heads and softeners used by the study abroad learners by the end of ninth months study in 

Australia. However, they had begun to use some of the request external modifiers that were 

frequently employed by native speakers of Australian English and used significantly more 

request external modifiers. These results lend support to the Complexification Hypothesis 

(Trosborg 1995) because learners first used the more routinised features before developing 

proficiency in the non-formulaic features of request external modifiers.  

More importantly, this study offered further support for the Bulge Theory (Wolfson 1986). 

The results in this study indicated that after nine months of being in Australia, the learners 

used a less familiar structure ‘conventional indirect request’ in close distance situations, such 



Abstract 

iii 

 

as with friends. However, in maximum social distance interactions between higher and lower 

status interlocutors, the learners employed direct requests to reduce cognitive burden to free 

more processing capacity for using external modifiers to express politeness. 

The third main finding relates to the effect of environmental and affective factors on the 

study abroad learners’ performance of English request devices. This study showed the 

number of request external modifiers study abroad learners used significantly increased with 

time. Furthermore, the results showed that by the end of the nine months, the number of 

request external modifiers study abroad learners used correlated significantly with a number 

of environmental and affective factors: learners’ overall English input, learners’ face-to-face 

interaction with English speakers in the living environment, as well as learners’ self-

perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking and communication, but not 

with their self-perceived proficiency in grammar.  

Overall, the research shows that learners can improve their pragmatic performance through 

exposure to English in the target language community in ways that are not seen in the 

language development of learners learning in an English as a foreign language setting. 

However, the results also show that study abroad learners may have quite limited 

opportunities to interact with English speakers during their sojourn abroad.  
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Chapter 1   Introduction 

1.1 Rationale for the research 

With the number of Hong Kong and mainland Chinese students enrolled in schools in 

Australia rising from 69,937 in 2002 to 164,155 in December 2011 in the last decade 

(Australian Education International 2011). The major reasons international students study in 

Australia is because they want to gain experience living and studying in another country 

and/or culture and improve English (International Student Survey 2010: 10). It is, therefore, 

crucial to gain a better picture of learners’ experiences and examine the factors that can 

promote learning in the target language community.  

It is believed that one of the biggest benefits for learners in studying abroad is that they have 

more opportunities for richer and more authentic input and interaction in a target language 

community than learners in an at-home context (Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin 2005; Barron 

2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007a,b; Code & Anderson 2001; Schauer 2006a,b). With this 

in mind, researchers in applied linguistics have predominantly investigated the effect of study 

abroad on learners’ pragmatic competence (e.g., Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007a, 

2008; Bouton 1988, 1994, 1996; Felix-Brasdefer 2004; Kinginger & Belz 2005; Kinginger & 

Farrell 2004; Matsumura 2003, 2007; Olshtain & Blum-Kulka 1985; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 

2008; Shardakova 2005; Takahashi  1996). 

Typically, study abroad learners’ pragmatic growth has been measured by assessing how well 

they can use and realise speech acts like requests. In fact, request devices have been 

popularly used by researchers to assess learners’ pragmatic development as they are 

considered as face-threatening acts by traditional politeness theorists (1978, 1987). Though 

Brown and Levinson’s politeness premises are widely criticised because biases toward 

Western culture have led to problems concerning the equivalence of politeness and 

directness, politeness and universality, and the notion of face, the concept of speech acts and 

politeness has laid the groundwork for both interlanguage pragmatics and study abroad 

research.  
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It is fascinating to examine when and how learners are able to maintain social harmony by 

learning to use and realise appropriate request devices to minimise threat and save face 

between interlocutors of, for example, mutual, higher and lower status. In other words, to be 

pragmatically competent in using requests, learners have to use the appropriate request heads 

to express politeness and then use suitable external and internal modification to minimise the 

imposition of the requests. Language learners must be able to identify what devices are 

appropriate to use depending on social context and culture. Research on requests in the 

interlanguage pragmatics discipline is based heavily on the categorisation of request devices 

coded in the Cross Cultural Speech Act Realisation Project (CCSARP 1989, in Blum-Kulka, 

House & Kasper 1989a). To date, research has primarily focused on the acquisition of 

English by learners of another European language, or typically an Asian language such as 

Japanese learners of English. Very little research has been conducted with Chinese learners of 

English. And, of these studies, a majority focused on Mandarin Chinese, not Cantonese. The 

studies that have examined Cantonese learners of English requests have only examined 

learners’ acquisition of request heads, not request modifiers (see, for example, Rose 2000, 

2005; Lee 2005, 2011). 

Research on request devices in second language acquisition and study abroad has shown that 

learners of English generally progress from direct to conventional indirect then 

nonconventional indirect request heads (e.g., Barron 2003, 2007a, 2008; Cook & Liddicoat 

2002; Hassall 2003). Additionally, researchers have typically found that learners’ use of 

external modification increases with increasing competence (Economidou-Kogesidis 2008, 

2009, 2010; Otçu & Zeyrek 2006). However, learners usually develop internal modifiers 

prior to external modifiers. Schauer (2006a,b) concluded that the acquisition sequence is 

linked to the length of stay in the target environment but that individual learners develop the 

use of modifiers at different rates.  

From a study abroad research perspective, researchers have continued to show great interest 

in investigating whether, and how, exposure to the target language community through a 

study abroad experience affects L2 pragmatic performance (e.g., DuFon & Churchill 2006; 

Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz, Halter 2004; Hassall 2006; Pellegrino 2006; Rose 2005; Schauer 

2006a,b, 2007, 2008). Though a majority of researchers have reported on the advantages that 

learners’ exposure to the target language environment have on their pragmatic development, 

there are inconsistencies in the findings. Some researchers (e.g., Warga & Schölmberger 



Introduction 

 

3 
 

2007) found no correlation between study abroad learners’ pragmatic development and their 

length of stay in the target language community. Others found no difference between the 

pragmatic development of study abroad learners and at-home learners (Rodríguez 2001, in 

Cohen & Shively 2007), while some researchers found that learners tended to move towards 

non-native-like pragmatic development as they spent more time in the target environment 

(e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford 1996; Warga & Schölmberger 2007). Where research has 

shown benefits, learners’ pragmatic gain has generally been attributed to their exposure to a 

large amount of authentic input from the target language environment (e.g., Barron 2003, 

2005, in Barron 2007a; Kasper & Schmidt 1996). Until now, research has not been able to 

fully account for the variations between learners’ pragmatic acquisition, nor provide the 

reasons why some pragmatic features are acquired before others (e.g., Schauer 2006a,b). 

Some researchers have offered explanations from a cognitive processing perspective using 

the noticing hypothesis and Complexification Hypothesis (e.g., Hassall 2001; Trosborg 

1995), or in terms of the relationship between interlocutors’ social distance and their speech 

behaviour described in the Bulge Theory (Wolfson 1986). None have explicitly looked at the 

affective and the environmental dimensions of learners’ pragmatic development together in a 

study abroad context. In addition, the existing studies have not investigated whether learners’ 

pragmatic gain relates to affective dimensions such as self-rated proficiency and self-

perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar; as well as environmental 

dimensions such as length of stay in the target language community, amount and types of 

input and interactions in the target language community, attitude towards learning L2, and 

attitudes towards the target language community. 

The identification of these gaps in the research prompted this current study into the effect of 

study abroad on the performance of English request devices by Hong Kong university students in 

Australia.  

1.2 Purpose of the research 

This study investigates the acquisition of Australian English request devices by native 

Chinese (Cantonese) speakers during their nine-month period in a target language 

community—Australia, compared to their counterparts in Hong Kong and native Australian 

English speakers. It draws on quantitative and qualitative data to further investigate the 
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factors that influenced the pragmatic development of the study abroad learners during their 

nine-month sojourn abroad in Australia. 

To achieve this aim, multiple data collection instruments are used in this study. While 

acknowledging the importance of collecting authentic discourse data, it was not possible to 

collect naturalistic data in this study due to the limitation in time and difficulty in recruiting 

and keeping learners in the study. Nevertheless, multiple methods were used in this study to 

collect both quantitative and qualitative data in an attempt to increase the reliability and 

generalisability of the data. The methods included the oral Enhanced Discourse Completion 

Tasks and open roleplays in an attempt to elicit a range of request devices (request heads and 

external modifiers) in maximum social distant interactions (status unequals and strangers) 

and the middle distant social interactions (non-intimates, status equals friends co-workers and 

acquaintances) as defined by Wolfson’s (1988) Bulge Theory. Wolfson (1988) also described 

a minimal distance group (intimates, status equals), but this group is not the focus of this 

study. In addition, the Language Contact Profile and face-to-face interviews elicit study 

abroad learners’ affective experience (self-rated proficiency and self-perceived confidence) 

and environmental experience (amount and types of input and interactions in target language 

community, attitude towards learning L2, attitudes towards the target language community, 

particularly their living environment).  

Data from Australian English native speakers was used for baseline comparisons, and data 

from Hong Kong learners of English studying in Hong Kong was used as control measures. 

The study abroad learners were tested three times over a nine-month period, with each test at 

four-month intervals. The AHLs were tested twice and the NSs were tested only once.  

This study addresses five research questions:  

RQ1: What effect did study abroad have on the students’ engagement with English outside 

formal education settings? 

RQ2: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated 

confidence in English? 
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RQ3: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ attitudes towards the target language 

community? 

RQ4: What was the effect of study abroad on the learners’ performance of requests in 

English? 

RQ5: To what extent did environmental, affective or attitudinal factors in the study abroad 

experience correlate with the acquisition of more native-like request devices in English? 

1.3 Outline of the study 

This thesis comprises eight chapters. This chapter has provided the rationale and purpose of 

this research project, and presented the questions. The next two chapters review literature 

relevant to research on politeness, cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics and study 

abroad disciplines. Chapter 2 reviews the development of speech act and politeness theories, 

and covers the general definitions and research on interlanguage pragmatics. As this study 

aims to investigate the acquisition of Australian English request devices by native Chinese 

(Cantonese) speakers, this chapter ends with an overview of research on requests from the 

cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatic disciplines—with emphasis on Chinese and 

Australian English. Chapter 3 reviews literature on the affective and environmental 

dimensions that potentially influence learners’ pragmatic performance during their sojourn 

abroad.  

Chapter 4 describes the methodology of the present study. It includes a summary of the 

research design, details of participants and the recruitment process, instruments used in the 

pilot study and the main study. The final part of this chapter provides details of the procedure 

and an account of the data coding and analyses in order to address the five main research 

questions in this study. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 provide quantitative and qualitative analyses and discussion of the 

findings pertaining to the five research questions. Chapter 5 investigates the environmental 

and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience (research 

questions 1-3). It begins with analyses of the environmental dimensions of learners’ 

experience during their sojourn in Australia. It focuses on the number of hours study abroad 
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learners listened and interacted face to face in English, and how much Cantonese was used 

during their time in Australia. It examines the results of the effect of study abroad learners’ 

living arrangement on their input and interaction. 

Chapter 6 examines study abroad learners’ pragmatic performance on English request 

devices. It presents results relating to the fourth research question—whether a group of Hong 

Kong learners studying in Australia developed pragmatic competence to use request devices 

over their nine-month sojourn abroad. This chapter presents results concerning the learners’ 

use of request heads, request softeners and request external modifiers during their first nine 

months of stay in Australia. The results from English speakers and at-home learners were 

used in cross group comparisons as baseline.  Data used for this study are from participants’ 

oral responses for three oral Enhanced Discourse Completion Tasks where the participants 

were of mutual, higher and lower status than the interlocutor in a given scenario.  

Chapter 7 describes the relationship between affective and environmental factors in the study 

abroad experience and learners’ performance of requests (research question 5). Analyses 

compared study abroad learners’ request devices and affective factors (self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence). The latter part of this chapter addresses the 

relationship between learners’ use of request devices and environmental factors. 

Environmental factors investigated include length of stay abroad, self-perceived proficiency 

and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar, input and 

interaction in the target language community and the living environment.  

The final chapter, Chapter 8, summarises the major findings, discusses this study’s 

contributions to academic knowledge and suggests directions in future research. 

 

 

  

 



 

Chapter 2   Requests 

2.1 Introduction  

The chapter comprises four main sections. The first two sections provide an overview of 

speech act and politeness theories. The third section covers general definitions and research 

on interlanguage pragmatics. As this study aims to investigate the acquisition of Australian 

English request devices by native Chinese (Cantonese) speakers, the fourth section will focus 

on research on requests from the disciplines of cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatic 

disciplines with an emphasis on Chinese and Australian English. 

2.2 Politeness theories 

This section will provide an overview of the development of politeness theory from Brown 

and Levinson’s (1987; hereafter B&L) to post-modern and neo-politeness approaches to 

politeness. 

2.2.1 Traditional approach to politeness 

Early theorists of politeness in pragmatics (Lakoff 1973; Leech 1983; B&L 1987) based 

much of their work on the premise from speech act theorists (Austin 1962; Grice 1957, 1975; 

Searle 1969, 1975, 1979) that utterances are frequently used in communication to perform 

certain kinds of actions (i.e. speech acts).  

Based on Grice’s (1957, 1975) assumption that participants in conversations cooperate by 

following maxims of quantity, quality, relation and manner to convey and interpret 

implicatures, researchers in the traditional politeness approach accounted for flouting of 

Cooperative Principles (CP) in terms of speech acts. Lakoff (1973) was amongst the first to 

connect Grice’s Cooperative Principles with politeness. Lakoff (1973: 298) proposed three 

politeness rules: don’t impose; give options; and make the other person feel good and be 

friendly. Leech (1983) defined politeness as speakers’ social goals of establishing and 

maintaining harmonious relationships or avoiding conflict in conversations. Leech’s (1983: 
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132) framework considered politeness along with the CP, but accounted for deviations from 

politeness by proposing maxims of tact, generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement, and 

sympathy. 

Firstly, from a social and psychological standpoint, B&L (1987) argued that certain speech 

acts, like refusals and requests, are ‘Face Threatening Acts’ (FTAs). In short, the 

‘seriousness’ or ‘weightiness’ of FTAs is measured by social distance and relative power 

between interlocutors, as well as the ranking of imposition of an act in a particular culture. 

The more imposing the FTAs are, the more politeness is required and indirectness is 

preferred over directness. Accordingly, this determines which of the following politeness 

devices are used to minimise the imposition of the FTAs to prevent threatening one’s ‘face’: 

bald on-record, positive politeness, negative politeness, off-record and avoidance. 

Secondly, B&L (1987, 1992) adopted Goffman’s (1967, 1974) notion of ‘face’ and ‘face 

work’, and defined ‘face’ as the public self-image that every individual wants to have. The 

two fundamental motivations behind politeness are ‘negative face’ (the desire not to impose) 

and ‘positive face’ (the desire to have approval or be appreciated). Accordingly, the speakers’ 

face is vulnerable and speakers will defend it when threatened. Therefore, the concept of 

politeness is based on interlocutors’ mutually monitoring potential threats to each other’s 

‘face’ and using appropriate devices to maintain face and avoid conflict.  

Though this theory remains one of the most influential theories of politeness to date, it has 

been heavily criticised in recent years by advocates of the post-modern politeness approach 

(e.g., Eelen 2001; Geyer 2008; Mills 2003; Spencer-Oatey 2000b; Watts 2003) and neo-

politeness approach (e.g., Fletcher 1999; Holmes 2012; Holmes, Marra & Schnurr 2008; 

Mullany 2004, 2006, 2007). 

The problems with B&L’s (1987) politeness theory stem from analyses of individual speech 

acts at the single utterance level with the exclusion of context and culture, and the focus is on 

speakers only. Consequently, the categories are considered to be too rigid and static, the 

weightiness of the three sociolinguistic variable formulae too simplistic, and its universal 

claims on ‘politeness’ and ‘face’ biased towards Western culture. 
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Firstly, B&L’s (1987) categorisation of FTAs has been claimed to be too rigid and static. 

Researchers in more recent years who have explained politeness using qualitative (e.g., Mills 

2003; Okamoto 1999; Watts 2003) and quantitative (Terkourafi 2004, 2005) analyses of 

ongoing authentic discourse point out it is feasible to have face-enhancing effects even in a 

potential FTA (O’Driscoll 2007a: 469). Conversely, even the least threatening act can 

promote a face-threatening effect (Geyer 2008; O’Driscoll 2007b: 247-248). Geyer (2008), 

for example, showed that linguistic acts such as collaborative disagreements, teasing and 

troubles can be simultaneously face-threatening, face-enhancing and face-neutral through an 

ongoing conversation. 

Secondly, the weightiness formula of the three dimensions has been described as too 

simplistic as analyses were performed without considering how individuals interact in 

different social contexts (Heritage 2004; Kasper 1990; Spencer-Oatey 2003, 2005). For 

instance, Brown and Gilman (1989, in Duthler 2006) argued that weightiness depends on the 

degree of imposition and power, and that social distance does not affect the enactment of 

politeness. Harris (2003) found that more powerful individuals in institutions also make 

extensive use of mitigating forms and other politeness devices that were neglected in B&L’s 

formula for computing the weightiness of an FTA. Therefore, these researchers argue it is too 

simple to consider the relationship between social variables and politeness acts as 

unidirectional and to suggest that only those three social variables affect the use of politeness 

devices.  

Thirdly, researchers (e.g., Spencer-Oatey & Jiang 2003) who examined politeness in speech 

acts performed in a second language have reported on cross-cultural differences in the 

performance and perception of politeness in various speech acts. For instance, Liang and 

Han’s (2005) contrastive study of politeness devices in disagreements between American 

English and mainland Chinese Mandarin speakers revealed that Chinese students generally 

employed more politeness devices and address forms than the American students when 

disagreeing with the superior. Additionally, female students were more sensitive to politeness 

and used more politeness devices than male subjects. The American students and Chinese 

respondents also showed different trends in disagreement. American students’ contradictory 

statements increased and politeness devices decreased as social distance increased. In 

contrast, Chinese students’ use of disagreement decreased and politeness devices increased as 

social distance increased. This indicates that cultural differences influence how different 
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politeness devices are used by speakers of different cultures, and supports Triandis and 

Singelis’ (1998: 36) claim that ‘East Asians are collectively more eager to maintain 

harmonious relationships while Americans are individualists more concerned with clearly 

giving opinions’.  

Another major point of contention is that cultural aspects are inadequately considered in 

B&L’s (1987, 1992) notion of positive and negative face (e.g., Ide 1989; Matsumoto 1988, 

1989; Spencer-Oatey 2000a). Researchers investigating politeness in non-Western languages 

(Gu 1990; Mao 1994; Zhang 1995a,b for Chinese invitations/requests; Matsumoto 1988; 

Nwoye 1992 and Sifianou 1993, 1995 for requests in Japanese) argued that B&L’s (1987) 

positive and negative ‘face’ is language- and cultural-specific (Fukushima 2002; O’Driscoll 

2007b; Watts 2003), and that ‘face’ is applicable to highly individualistic, Western culture 

only (Geyer 2008).  

Mao (1994: 471) also defined two types of face orientations—individual and social face. Mao 

also proposed that the Chinese ‘face’ has two aspects—’mianzi’ refers to the need of an 

individual to conform to social conventions and express one’s desire to be part of the 

community, and ‘lian’ which defines a need to show one’s moral sense of place and role. 

Both roles revolve around one’s desire for social prestige, reputation or sanction (Mao 1994). 

Face-balance is central in Chinese facework—giving face simultaneously enhances one’s 

own face and, conversely, depriving another’s face damages one’s own face. To be polite 

‘you limao’ in Chinese discourse ‘is to know how to attend to each other’s ‘lian’ and ‘mianzi’ 

and to perform speech acts appropriate to and worthy of such an image’ (Mao 1994: 19). This 

implies second language (L2) learners have to learn devices that enable them to maintain 

politeness in L2, and become aware of the differences in politeness in first language (L1) and 

L2.  

2.2.2 Post-modern approach to politeness 

The post-modern approach theorists emphasise that politeness is defined by participants in 

interactions, and that many contextual factors contribute in complex and richly relevant ways 

to interpretation and analysis (Holmes 2012). 
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In fact, one of the earlier post-modern approaches (Spencer-Oatey 2000b: 3) to politeness had 

already emphasised the importance of the dynamic nature of interactions, and noted 

‘politeness depends on individual’s assessment of appropriateness, and culture plays an 

important role in how individuals determine appropriateness’ (Spencer-Oatey 2000c: 41). 

Spencer-Oatey (2000b: 3) proposed politeness in terms of rapport management across five 

inter-related domains of discourse (illocutionary, discourse, participation, stylistic and non-

verbal) to ‘promote, maintain or threaten harmonious social relationships in interaction’ 

(2000b: 3). Spencer-Oatey (2000a; 2002; 2007) proposed the notion of ‘sociality rights’ 

(people’s right to claim their interactions with others following expected social conventions) 

and argues that two interrelated faces explain people’s basic desires for approval: ‘quality 

face’ (desire to have positive evaluation of one’s own personal qualities) and ‘identity face’ 

(desire to have one’s social identities or roles acknowledged and upheld). In a sense, quality 

face corresponds to B&L’s notion of positive face.  

More recently, post-modern researchers such as Eelen (2001), Mills (2003) and Watts (2003) 

have argued that politeness is negotiated among interactants in a discourse, and both 

speakers’ and listeners’ interpretations are of paramount importance in a dynamic, ongoing 

interaction. 

Eelen (2001), for example, differentiated between politeness1 (everyday notion of politeness) 

and politeness2 (more universal notion, scientific notions of politeness). Watts (2003: 23), on 

the other hand, claimed the concept of (im)politeness cannot be applied to social interaction 

across cultures, subcultures and languages and rejects politeness2. Instead, Watts (2003: 21) 

distinguished between ‘politic’ (linguistic and non-linguistic behaviour that participants 

construct as appropriate in an ongoing social interaction) and ‘polite’ (behaviour beyond what 

is perceived to be appropriate to the ongoing social interaction) behaviour. Watts (2003) also 

proposed that politeness theory is a descriptive theory of politeness1 and it should be able ‘to 

offer a way of assessing how the members themselves may have evaluated that behaviour’ 

without politeness2 (Watts 2003: 19).  

Post-modern theorists also differed in how they place politeness in a group of interactants. 

Eelen (2001) and Watts (2003) first proposed this dynamic ongoing process between 

interactants as ‘social practice’. The ‘social’ component encompasses what goes on between 

individuals in the construction of social reality (Eelen 2001: 246), and ‘practice is observable 
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in instances of ongoing social interaction amongst individuals, which most often involves 

language’ (Watts 2003: 148). While Eelen (2001) and Watts (2003) claimed politeness is 

carried out within ‘arbitrary social organisations of space and time’ (Watts 2003: 149), they 

did not define social groups. Mills (2003), however, added to Eelen’s (2001) and Watts’ 

(2003) notion of social practice by proposing that interactants in a discourse are social groups 

and suggesting that politeness can be only defined within a ‘Community of Practice’ (CofP, 

Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). A CofP is defined as ‘a group of people who are 

mutually engaged on a particular task and who have a shared repertoire of negotiable 

resources accumulated over time’ (Wenger 1998: 76). 

According to Mills (2003: 4), participants’ actions and assessments of their interactants 

contribute to the constant changes that take place within a CofP (Wenger 2003: 30). Post-

modern theorists (e.g., Eelen 2001; Mills 2003; Watts 2003) generally agree that individuals 

assess appropriateness and (im)politeness based on their history and past experiences of 

interactions (called habitus, adopted from Bourdieu 1977, 1991). However, at the same time, 

the present interaction also constitutes and influences individuals’ own habitus. These 

theorists argue that it is essential to evaluate devices such as (im)politeness behaviour in the 

context of ongoing authentic verbal communication on a positive-negative continuum (Watts 

2003: 23). 

2.2.3 Neo-politeness approach to politeness 

The post-modern approach argues that only interactants in the discourse can assess politeness 

and that viability and individual creativity can only be seen in a discourse. The problem with 

this is that it implies it is no longer possible to predict behaviour. More recently, researchers 

(e.g., Fletcher 1999; Holmes 2012; Holmes, Marra & Schnurr 2008; Mullany 2004, 2006, 

2007) have taken a neo-politeness approach by combining some notions of Goffman’s (1967) 

notion of face, and proposed a less rigid approach of B&L’s (1987) FTA category, while 

adopting Mills’ CofP based approach.  

Firstly, unlike the post-modern politeness theorists who proposed that only interactants in the 

CofP can interpret politeness, neo-politeness theorists (Holmes 2005; Holmes, Marra & 

Schnurr 2008) argue that sociolinguists can identify linguistic devices individuals use to 
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express politeness in discourse and this can enhance our understanding of how language 

works (Holmes, Marra, & Schnurr 2008: 195).  

Secondly, the neo-politeness approach takes a broader and more flexible approach to B&L’s 

notions of politeness instead of following the traditional approach of mitigation or avoidance 

of threatening other’s positive/negative face in FTAs. Based on the work of their Language in 

the Workplace Project, Holmes and her colleagues (Holmes 2006; Holmes & Marra 2004; 

Holmes & Schnurr 2005) proposed the concept of ‘Relational Practice’ to refer to ‘a way of 

working that reflects a relational logic of effectiveness and requires a number of relational 

skills such as empathy, mutuality, reciprocity, and sensitivity to emotional contexts’ (Fletcher 

1999: 84). One of the premises of relational practice is the consideration of B&L’s positive 

and negative face needs/wants for others. Relational practice includes friendly, positive, or 

supportive verbal behaviour, which considers people’s need to feel valued (positive 

politeness), as well as linguistic devices and non-imposing distancing linguistic behaviours 

which show respect toward others (negative politeness).  

In summary, this section has provided an overview of the development of the traditional 

approach to politeness theory in the early to mid-1980s, and the post-modern and neo-

politeness approaches to politeness. The latter two approaches differ distinctively from 

B&L’s theory as analyses are based on authentic discourses and politeness is defined by 

interactants in the discourse, considering context and cultural differences. The neo-politeness 

approach, however, recognises the merits of using a less rigid approach to categorisation of 

FTAs, politeness and face. Despite criticisms, B&L’s politeness theory has advanced 

politeness research and, more importantly, prompted significant research in the cross-cultural 

and second language acquisition fields. The next section will provide an overview of research 

in cross-cultural pragmatics and interlanguage pragmatic studies. 

2.3 The development of interlanguage pragmatics research: From cross-

cultural pragmatics to interlanguage pragmatics 

Based on B&L’s (1987) categorisation of FTAs, and one’s need to use politeness devices to 

minimise the imposition/threats to others’ face, researchers began the ‘Cross-Cultural Speech 

Act Realisation Patterns’ (CCSARP) project in the early 1980s to compare politeness devices 
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across different speech acts in different cultures and languages
1
, particularly focussing on 

FTAs like refusals and requests. A request is defined as a speaker’s attempt to get the hearer 

to do something. It usually requires the hearer’s time, energy or material resources (CCSARP 

1989, in Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989a). This section will review research from cross-

cultural to interlanguage pragmatics on request heads and external modifiers. 

2.3.1 Cross-cultural pragmatics 

Following Searle’s (1969, 1975, 1979) assumptions that certain forms of indirectness are 

conventionally used by people within a speech community, and that people need to use 

politeness devices to minimise the threat to one’s face, a team of researchers
2
 in the CCSARP 

project investigated a repertoire of linguistic behaviour across various languages to establish 

both the similarities and differences between cultures. The researchers’ first set of cross-

cultural pragmatic studies on apology and request devices contributed significantly toward 

the understanding of linguistic behaviour across numerous cultures (e.g., Blum-Kulka 1982, 

1983, 1987, 1989; Blum-Kulka, Danet & Gerson 1985; Blum-Kulka & House 1989; Blum-

Kulka & Olshtain 1984; House & Kasper 1981). Requests have attracted much attention 

because they give insight into the different associations between the forms and functions of a 

speech act based on context across cultures (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989b). For this 

reason, this study focuses on the learners’ development of request devices. The rest of this 

section will review research on request heads and external modifiers, particularly focussing 

on comparisons between Australian English and Chinese. 

2.3.1.1 Request heads 

Based on the earlier empirical work (Blum-Kulka, Danet & Gerson 1985; House & Kasper 

1981), the CCSARP project researchers reported three universal levels of directness in 

request devices, and have coded types of request strategy based on the degree of directness: 

direct, conventional indirect and nonconventional indirect requests: 

Direct Request: The illocutionary force of the request is expressed in the utterance by 

grammatical, lexical or semantic items. It is the most direct, explicit form of requesting. The 

three types of direct requests are imperatives, performatives and want statements. 

                                                 
1 The CCSARP examined the following languages: Australian English, American English, British English, Canadian French, 

Danish, German, Hebrew and Russian. 
2 The CCSARP research team comprised Shoshana Blum-Kulka, Claus Farch, Julian House, Gabriele Kasper, Elite Olstein, 

Jenny Thomas, Eija Ventola, Elda Weizman and Nessa Wolfson. 
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Conventional indirect request: The illocutionary force of the request is made via fixed 

linguistic conventions established in the speech community. The illocutionary act has two 

functions. To be able to interpret a question of ability as an indirect request, the addressee 

does not have to go through a long analysis process. This is because addressees can exploit 

the grammatical structures of questions as conventionally used to signal indirect requests. 

Nonconventional indirect request: This is expressed by addressers making partial reference 

to the requested act, object or addressees’ involvement. The interpretation of these devices 

requires addressees to compute the illocution from the context. This is because the 

addresser’s request that the addressee carry out an act is expressed in such a way that the 

recognition of the addressee’s intention is not made explicit in the utterance meaning. This 

gives both the addresser and the addressee the opportunity to opt out of performing the 

request at any stage. In CCSARP coding, statement hints and pre-request questions are the 

most indirect and nonconventional form of requesting. 

Although the semantics of a request can be applied across cultures, the conventions of these 

request devices have been found to vary across cultures
3
 (Blum-Kulka & House 1989; Blum-

Kulka, 1989, 1991; Weizman, 1989, 1993). There is evidence that the levels of directness, 

meanings and the appropriate use of request devices is situation- and culture-specific (see 

Blum-Kulka 1982, 1987; Færch & Kasper 1989; Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989b; 

Fraser, Rintell & Walters 1980).  

Blum-Kulka and House (1989) found that cross-cultural variations in request directness 

varied across cultures when participants were asked to make a request expressing a desire for 

the addressee to perform an act such as ‘clean the kitchen’ or ‘borrow notes’. The Australian 

English speakers were the least direct, with a minority of the request devices phrased as direct 

requests such as imperatives (about 10%). A majority of requests were phrased as indirect 

requests (about 90%). In fact, a great proportion of indirect requests were formed as modal + 

verb phrase (VP) as in ‘Could you + VP?’, ‘Would you + VP?’, or ‘Would you mind + VP?’ 

(total of 80%), and a minority of requests were hinting devices (8%). In contrast, Argentine 

                                                 
3 American English, Australian English, Argentine Spanish, Canadian French, and Hebrew (Blum-Kulka 1989; Blum-Kulka 

and House, 1989); German (House, 1989); Japanese (Takahashi, S. & DuFon 1989, in Takahashi, S. 1992; Takahashi, S. 

1990, 1992, 1996; Takahashi, S. & Roitblat, 1994) and more recently, Chinese (Zhang 1995, in Kasper & Schmidt 1996). 
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Spanish speakers used more direct devices (60%) than indirect requests (40%) (Blum-Kulka 

& House 1989: 134). 

A series of studies carried out by Takahashi (1990, 1992, 1996) showed that the forms used 

to express requests in one language differed in meaning from another language, which could 

lead to cross-cultural miscommunication (Thomas 1983; Tannen 1984). For instance, the 

utterance ‘Can you + VP?’ functions as an indirect request in English, whereas in Japanese 

‘Can you + VP?’ functions only as a question of ability (and, similarly, with Chinese, as 

Bouton 1988). Therefore, Japanese speakers could mistakenly interpret the English request 

‘Can you + VP?’ as a question of ability (e.g., Takahashi 1992). This phenomenon can be 

clearly illustrated by Blum-Kulka’s (1989) study which reported that there is a rich repertoire 

of devices in all three directness levels of requests. For instance, native speakers (NSs) of 

Australian English prefer and frequently use the forms ‘Can/Could you + VP?’ (66.5%), 

‘Will/Would you + VP?’ (17.7%), ‘Would you mind’ (10.5%), instead of using possibility 

(1.0%)―’How about’ (1.3%), and ‘Why don’t you’ (1%)―to express indirect requests. 

Therefore, the meaning of the illocutionary force of such forms may be lost when translated 

into other languages. 

Interestingly, other researchers (e.g., Heinemann 2006; Vinkhuyzen & Szymanski 2005, in 

Curl & Drew 2008) have suggested speakers orient their use of request devices to the 

appropriateness of certain linguistic forms based on situation. For example, in a study 

conducted by Vinkhuyzen and Szymanski (2005, in Curl & Drew 2008) that examined 

customers’ use of forms such as ‘I need …’ and ‘Can you make …?’, they found that 

customers’ use of ‘I need + VP’ and ‘Can you make + VP?’ were associated with their 

knowledge of whether the organization (a copy shop) provided the particular service they 

were requesting, which, in turn, may be related to customers’ relative expertise. Curl & Drew 

(2008) extended the comparison to two other syntactic forms of conventional requests 

English speakers used to make requests ‘Can you’ and ‘I wonder’. They investigated ordinary 

telephone calls between family and friends and out-of-hours calls to the doctor. Accordingly, 

speakers used ‘Can/Could you + VP?’ and ‘I want + VP’ forms in an everyday or an 

institutional setting and where they felt the conditions necessary for their request to be 

granted were unproblematic. Speakers tended to use ‘I wonder + VP’ where they were unsure 

whether the request conditions could be met (e.g., when schedules, procedures, or practices 

were not known), or they perceived themselves as potentially lacking entitlement. This 
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suggests different syntactic forms have different levels of impositions in English (Curl & 

Drew 2008: 148). For example, the ‘I wonder + VP’ structure does not exist as a request form 

in Chinese. Learners are more likely to primarily rely on the ‘modal + VP’. Thus, researchers 

have not reported on Chinese speakers of English using ‘I wonder’ as a request in English.  

2.3.1.2 External modifiers 

Within B&L’s (1987) framework, requests are viewed as inherently FTAs. According to 

Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper (1989b: 255), external and internal modifiers are used as a 

source to mitigate the imposition of requests and protect face. This study focuses specifically 

on external modifiers. This section will provide frameworks for external modifiers developed 

by CCSARP researchers (e.g., Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989a; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 

1984; House & Kasper 1987; Trosborg 1995). 

External modifiers are supporting statements that are used by a requester outside the request 

head to persuade the hearer to carry out the desired act. Table 1 illustrates these supportive 

moves, functions and examples (adapted from the CCSARP Manual 1989, in Blum-Kulka, 

House & Kasper 1989a; Economidou-Kogetsidis 2008, 2009; Schauer 2007; Trosborg 1995) 

in CCSARP expressions used by the student writers in this study. 

Table 2.1: Classifications of external modifiers, functions and examples 

Types of external 

modifiers 

Function of devices Examples 

Alerter Used to get interlocutor’s 

attention; precedes the Head. 

Excuse me; hi; Professor/Jane 

Preparator Used to prepare the interlocutor 

for the request; can follow or 

substitute the alerter. 

Can you do me a favour? 

Getting a pre- 

commitment 

Used to commit the hearer to the 

request prior to the actual 

request. 

Could you do me a favour? 

Would you lend me your notes 

from yesterday’s class? 

Acknowledging the 

imposition of the 

request 

Used to show awareness of the 

inconvenience caused to the 

hearer and acknowledges the 

imposition created by the 

requested action. 

I understand this is an 

imposition. 

Complimenting the 

addressee 

Used to compliment the 

addressee. 

My teacher said that you are the 

top student in the class. 
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Showing gratitude  Used to thank the hearer for 

his/her help. 

Thank you for your help. 

Pointing out the 

importance of the 

request 

Used to emphasise the 

importance of making the 

request. 

I must borrow your notes by 

today. 

Apologising Used to apologise for an 

inappropriate act or for the 

inconvenience caused to the 

addressee. 

I am very sorry you have to pay 

for my lunch. 

Offering 

compensation 

Used as an offer to compensate 

the hearer for the inconvenience 

caused by the requested act. 

I can pay you interest on the 

money you lend me. 

Pointing out the 

negative 

consequences of 

refusal to the 

listener 

Used to point out the negative 

consequences for the speaker if 

the request is rejected. 

I will hand in my work late and 

lose marks if you don’t show me 

how to finish it. 

Pointing out the 

benefits the author 

would gain if the 

request were 

approved 

Used to point out the benefits for 

the speaker if the request were 

approved. 

You will get bonus marks if you 

present your work today. 

Grounder  Used as an explanation for the 

request.  

Please be quiet, I need to sleep. 

Disarmer  Used to pre-empt the hearer’s 

potential objections. 

I know you are really busy but 

could you hand in your 

assignment earlier? 

Imposition 

minimizer 

Used to reduce the imposition of 

the request. 

I will return them immediately, 

the next day. 

Sweetener  

 

Used to flatter the hearer and to 

put him/her into a positive 

mood. 

I think you are the perfect 

person to do it.  

Promise of 

Reward 

Used to offer the hearer a reward 

for fulfilling the request. 

I will cook your dinner if you 

clean the toilet. 

Small talk  Used at the beginning of the 

request as a way to establish a 

positive atmosphere. 

Good to see you.  

Appreciator  Used at the end of the request to 

positively reinforce the request. 

It would be wonderful if you 

could hand in your work early. 

Considerator  Used at the end of the request to 

show consideration towards the 

interlocutor’s situation. 

Only if you’ve got the time of 

course. 
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In addition to the research conducted on the range of external modifiers provided above, 

research has also studied the use of ‘please’ in a speech act like request. Researchers have 

reported two main functions of ‘please’—addressee-focal politeness marker (e.g. Blum-

Kulka & Levenston 1987; Dalton-Puffer 2005; Economidou-Kogetsidis 2005; Færch & 

Kasper 1989; House & Kasper 1981; Lwanga-Lumu 2002; Stubbs 1983; Trosborg 1995) and 

request marker (e.g., House 1989; Lee-Wong 1994a; Pedlow, Wales & Sanso 2001; 

Wichmann 2004). Researchers who contended ‘please’ is an addressee-focal politeness 

marker proposed ‘please’ is a lexical downgrader, which functions as a softener in an 

inherently face-threatening act carried by the specific request and/or by the formal aspects of 

imperative sentences (e.g. Blum-Kulka & Levenston 1987; Dalton-Puffer 2005; 

Economidou-Kogetsidis 2005; Færch & Kasper 1989; House & Kasper 1981; Lwanga-Lumu 

2002; Stubbs 1983; Trosborg 1995). In contrast, researchers who argued ‘please’ functions as 

a request marker have proposed ‘please’ is a highly ritualised, formulaic expression used as 

part of a request (Gleason, Perlmann & Greif 1984; Watts 2003).  

While some researchers have primarily focussed on determining whether ‘please’ is used as 

an external (e.g., Martinez-Flor 2009) or internal (Achiba 2003; House & Kasper 1981; 

Trosborg 1995) request modifier to mitigate its imposition of a request, other researchers 

(e.g., Sato 2008; Wichmann 2004) have examined the functions of ‘please’ in a request 

relative to its position in a turn constructional unit. Sato (2008), for example, found that New 

Zealand and American English speakers frequently used ‘please’ as an external or internal 

modifier in requests to express different levels of directive force. The directive force of 

‘please’ is strongest when it appears as an external modifier either at the beginning or at the 

end of a request. An English request with ‘please’ at the beginning signals demands, pleas, a 

sense of urgency, and enthusiasm. For instance, in a directive such as ‘Please come home. 

Asking for 

forgiveness 

Used to ask for forgiveness for 

what s/he has done. 

Please forgive me. 

Giving options to 

the hearer 

Used to provide options to the 

hearer as far as the details of 

carrying out the request and the 

possible rejection of the request 

are concerned. 

You could choose the place and 

the time for the interview. 

Showing sincerity Used to emphasise speaker’s 

desire to receive a positive reply. 

I sincerely hope that you can 

help me. 
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Something’s wrong.’, a speaker intends to assert compliance and shows little willingness to 

negotiate or compromise. In such an utterance in English, the speaker adheres to claiming 

his/her face needs rather than observing the face needs of others, and therefore do not intend 

to convey politeness to the interlocutor. 

 

A request with ‘please’ in the final position is claimed to be as equally powerful as one in 

which it is in the initial position. However, speakers who use ‘please’ at the end of a request 

intend to appeal to the hearer’s judgment about how a sensible social individual is expected 

to act in a given context (Sata 2008: 1273). For instance, in a request such as ‘Come home 

please’, speakers intend to show they are acting appropriately in a social situation while 

making a request. Although the level of imposition appears lower than when ‘please’ is used 

at the front of a request, compliance is strongly presumed in these cases since the requests are 

designed to appeal to the hearer’s desire to maintain his/her public self-image, the loss of 

which is thought to be detrimental to the hearer.  

 

On the other hand, ‘please’ inside a request ranges in different levels of forcefulness. The use 

of ‘please’ in a command is a more direct way to request people to comply to a request. In a 

direct request like ‘you are asked please to assess the evidence in a cool...way’, compliance is 

enforced on the basis of the requester asserting authority over the recipient. If the recipient 

chooses not to comply, s/he may face a serious social consequences. However, when ‘please’ 

is used inside a conventional polite request, the requester acknowledges the request is a face-

threatening act and engages in facework based on an egalitarian stance. Compliance can 

neither be enforced nor presumed; it can only be secured through the process of negotiation 

with the hearer.  

 

From a cross-cultural perspective on the use of external and internal request modifiers, Færch 

and Kasper (1989) also reported that internal and external modification work independently. 

While internal modification is important, external modification is optional in languages such 

as British English, German and Danish. Chinese is the opposite. Even though Chinese 

indirectness is realised as conventional indirect requests and exists in interaction, indirectness 

is not used without external modifications preceding the request (e.g., Kasper & Zhang 1995; 

Lee 2011; Zhang 1995a,b). The formulation of the utterance itself and its internal 

modification do not constitute indirectness. Chinese indirectness seems to be linked with 

information sequence. English indirectness depends on whether the speaker’s intended 
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proposition precedes any small talk or supportive moves, and how the speaker intends to 

convey a communicative intention before explicitly bringing it up. The degree of indirectness 

is determined by the length of the supportive moves which do not contain, explicitly, the 

intended proposition (e.g., Kasper & Zhang 1995; Lee 2011; Zhang a,b).  

This section has provided an overview of the differences as to how speakers use politeness 

devices to minimise the imposition of a request. Interestingly, even though both Australian 

English and Chinese speakers use conventionally indirect requests, Australian English 

speakers frequently employ external modification to express indirectness, which equates to 

politeness. However, Chinese politeness does not equate indirectness and speakers do not use 

external modification to minimise the imposition of requests. 

2.3.2 Interlanguage pragmatics 

Interlanguage Pragmatics (ILP) is the interdisciplinary study of pragmatics and second 

language acquisition (SLA) research. Learners’ ‘interlanguage’ describes the stage when they 

begin to transit from using their first language linguistic features to learning linguistic 

features of the second language (Selinker 1972). Learners’ interlanguage systems can be 

identified through learners’ errors and are defined by Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) as 

systematic deviations made by learners who have not yet mastered the rules of the second 

language. This section will present findings from request devices, with particular focus on 

research in English and Chinese. 

ILP researchers typically compare the similarities and differences between the way learners 

and NSs produce a speech act (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989b; Hassall 2001; Trosborg 

1995), or measure learners’ pragmatic performance/development in comprehension or 

production of a speech act such as refusal or request (Cook 1993; Rose 2000; Kogetsidis & 

Woodfield 2007; Woodfield 2008a, 2012). Much of the research conducted on speech act 

categories and external modifiers (e.g., for requests) is based on the work of the CCSARP 

researchers (1989). 

In order to communicate effectively in a second language, interlocutors must realise the form 

and meaning of direct request devices in that language as well as the illocutionary force of 

indirect request devices. That is, learners must be able to interpret when speakers say one 
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thing while meaning something else, and how the intended meaning can be expressed in the 

L2. In addition, learners have to acquire the ability to appropriately use internal and external 

modifiers with a request head to minimise the imposition of a request (Kasper & Blum-Kulka 

1993). The following section reviews interlanguage pragmatics research on request heads and 

external modifiers. 

2.3.2.1 Request heads 

ILP researchers who have examined learners’ ability to comprehend and use request heads 

tend to measure learners’ pragmatic proficiency, and compare their performance to NS 

norms. 

Developmental studies in ILP have consistently demonstrated learners are likely to progress 

from direct to more conventionally indirect request devices as they become more proficient 

(e.g., Barron 2003, 2007a, 2008; Bouton 1994, 1996, 1999; Carrell 1984; Cook & Liddicoat 

2002; Garcia 2004; Hassall 2001, 2003, 2006; Holtgraves 2007; Kasper 1984; Takahashi & 

Roitblat 1994; Taguchi 2002, 2005, 2008a,b, 2010). Research has generally shown that 

learners’ use of request heads and modifications converge on more L2 norms with increasing 

competence. Kasper and Rose’s (2002: 157) review of pragmatic developmental studies 

indicates that, especially in requests, learners tend to rely on direct forms of request heads in 

the early stages of development, with a gradual move to conventionally indirect request 

heads. The literature has also consistently indicated that learners’ use of external 

modifications increases in frequency and range with increasing competence (e.g., Bardovi-

Harlig 2006, 2008; Barron 2003, 2007a; Schauer 2006a,b 2008).  

A growing number of L2 studies have examined the ability to comprehend speakers’ 

intentions that are not explicitly stated (Bouton & Kacuru 1994; Cook & Liddicoat 2002; 

Garcia 2004; Holtgraves 2007; Kasper 1984; Koike 1996; Taguchi 2002, 2005, 2008a,b, 

2010; Takahashi & Roitblat 1994). These studies revealed that successful comprehension of 

implied meaning depends on the levels of indirectness encoded in the utterances as well as 

learners’ general L2 competence. Implicatures conveyed through conventional forms are 

easier to comprehend, once the conventions are learned or shared between L1 and L2. 

Nonconventional implicatures, on the other hand, are difficult to comprehend because they 

require extensive inferential processing. 
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Rose (2000) revealed in his cross-sectional study examining English requests produced by L1 

Cantonese-speaking primary school children that all children preferred to use conventional 

indirect requests in Cantonese. Most learners in the highest grade (Grade 6) preferred 

conventional indirect English requests followed by English learners in Grade 4, and with 

Grade 2 learners using mostly direct requests. Rose (2000) explained as learners’ proficiency 

increased, they were less likely to transfer their Cantonese direct request strategy across to 

English. This finding was also supported by other researchers (Lee 2005, 2011; Lee-Wong 

1998; Zhang 1995a,b) who found, even though Chinese speakers prefer to use direct requests 

in Chinese, they use conventional indirect requests in English, suggesting that learners did 

not transfer from L1 to L2 as their language proficiency increased. 

The variability found between NSs and non-native speakers (NNSs) has been explained 

predominantly in terms of L2 learners’ proficiency levels, assessment of the equivalence 

between learner’s L1 and L2 (e.g., Takahashi 1992, 1996; Takahashi & Roitblat 1994), and 

transferability features of learners’ L1 to L2 features as an explanation (Takahashi 1990). 

Most research on request devices has found that learners’ progress from direct to 

conventionally indirect request heads as they become more linguistically competent. The 

following section will discuss literature on how proficiency in using external request 

modification develops. 

2.3.2.2 External modifiers 

To date, a majority of ILP research on external supportive devices for requests have reported 

grounders as the most frequently used supportive move for requests amongst English NSs 

(House & Kasper 1987; Trosborg 1995) and learners (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986; Færch 

& Kasper 1989; Felix-Brasdefer 2005, 2009; Hassall 2001; Schauer 2007; Woodfield 2007, 

2012; Woodfield & Economidou-Kogetsidis 2010, 2012). Hassall (2001: 266) found that 

grounders are either used as negative politeness strategy (to convey an intention by the 

speaker not to impose), or positive politeness strategy (by assuming the hearer’s cooperation). 

Hassall’s (2001) study of a group of 20 Australian English NSs learning Indonesian at a 

university revealed that these learners over-used grounders and were over-explicit in using 

external supportive moves compared to native Indonesian speakers in the oral role-play data. 

According to Hassall (2001: 266), learners over-used reasons/explanation, so they can 

explain to the hearer that they do not impose on him or her without a good reason, thus 
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achieving negative politeness. It may also be that learners excessively use grounders because 

they do not have knowledge of the standard routines. This is labelled as the ‘waffle 

phenomenon’ (Edmondson & House 1991: 274).  

Other researchers (Barron 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007a, 2008; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986; 

Economidou-Kogetsidis 2008; Economidou-Kogetsidis & Woodfield 2008; Færch & Kasper 

1989, Hassall 2001, Schauer 2006b, 2007, 2008; Woodfield 2007, 2012) also found that 

grounders are the main external modifiers used by both by NSs and NNSs in English and 

across languages (Færch & Kasper 1989; Hassall 2001, 2008). For example, Economidou-

Kogetsidis (2009) studied Greek learners at a university in Great Britain and a group of NSs 

of British English for an average of 2.8 years. Using Discourse Completion Tasks (DCTs) 

designed to elicit requests in writing and semi-structured interviews, it was found that 

learners generally underused apologies, but overused disarmers, preparators, and most of all 

grounders. While English NSs generally employed vague explanations, the learners provided 

much greater detail by providing specific reasons and explanations related to poor health and 

family emergencies. In terms of achieving B&L’s (1978) positive and negative politeness, 

Hassall (2001) pointed out that learners tended to use grounders as they can convey positive 

politeness by assuming the hearer’s cooperation. The learners assumed that the hearer will 

respond positively to the request once s/he hears the reasons/explanation for it (B&L 1978: 

133). 

Consistent with Economidou-Kogetsidis and Woodfield’s (2008) findings, Woodfield & 

Economidou-Kogetsidis (2010) conducted an investigation on status-unequal requests and 

use of modifications made by 89 advanced mixed-L1 English learners and 87 British English 

native speakers elicited by a written discourse completion task. Results showed that the 

learners used significantly fewer imposition minimisers and apologies than English NSs, but 

overused preparators. Though NSs and learners used grounders most frequently, there were 

qualitative differences. Learners tended to provide more detailed grounders than NSs. NSs 

were more likely to use modifiers interpersonally to signal shared knowledge, indicate 

common ground and to focus the topic of the request. The native speakers used grounders 

from a more impersonal perspective with a range of internal mitigation devices, and 

formulaic constructions.  
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Similarly, Woodfield’s (2012) recent investigation of the development of request 

modification devices showed that SALs also acquired external modification at different rates. 

The responses were collected using status equal and unequal open role-plays from eight 

SALs from Taiwan, China, Korea and Japan studying in a British university for eight months. 

Woodfield (2012) found the eight SALs had approximated English native speaker levels on 

using a range of request external modifications such as grounders, alerters, discourse 

orientation moves, preparators and imposition minimisers at the onset of graduate study in the 

target language community. However, these SALs took longer to acquire certain modification 

devices such as considerators and appreciators.  

In general, it appears grounders are acquired by learners quite early in their development. 

One possible explanation for learners’ reliance on grounders is that providing reasons is the 

usual way that requests are effectively justified in their L1 and L2 (Blum-Kulka 1991; 

Hassall 2001). It may be that offering explanations and/or justifications for a request does not 

require knowledge of idiomatic use and simply involves the construction of a syntactically 

simple clause (Hassall 2001: 274). Hassall (2001: 267) and Woodfield (2012) both explained 

the ‘non-native effect’ of providing redundant or over-explicit information and excessive 

repetition may be related to learners’ concern for clarity (Kasper 1982) and so they used a 

‘playing it safe’ strategy (Færch & Kasper 1989). It may also be that learners lacked 

confidence in communicating meaning (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986).  

Furthermore, Warga (2004, in Barron 2007b) and Edmondson and House (1991) suggested 

waffling may be more likely to occur amongst learners with intermediate grammatical 

proficiency. Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986) conducted a study of request realisations by 

American English L2 learners of Hebrew living in the target community (Israel) for different 

lengths of time. Data from DCTs suggested that waffling increased with increasing 

competence. Hassall (1997, in Hassall 2001) found that intermediate learners tended to waffle 

more than beginners and advanced learners. Both Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986) and 

Hassall (1997, in Hassall 2001) claimed it is plausible that beginners could not waffle due to 

linguistic constraints, as a result of limited linguistic competence, and advanced learners have 

the competence to use various supportive moves to mitigate impositions without lengthy 

justifications as they approach the native speaker norm. The intermediate learners, 

nevertheless, have enough linguistic knowledge to justify at length their speech acts, but are 
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not quite competent enough to use different devices to mitigate speech acts, thus forming a 

U-shaped curve of development related to linguistic competence.  

It appears that learners tend to use devices formulaic to them from their L1 to soften speech 

acts before their repertoire of pragmatic devices can grow with increasing linguistic 

competence. Subsequently, learners become more confident in their linguistic and pragmatic 

ability. If grounders are commonly used across languages, then it is not surprising that 

learners, especially those with low linguistic competence, over rely on this device before they 

use other softening devices like preparators and minimisers.  

2.3.2.3 Research on requests in Chinese & Australian English 

The previous sections provided an overview of research on Cross-Cultural Pragmatics and 

Interlanguage Pragmatics. As this study aims to investigate Hong Kong learners’ 

development of request devices during their nine-month sojourn in Australia, this section will 

define the types of direct, conventional indirect and non-conventional indirect requests in 

Australian English and Chinese, as well as the little research that has been conducted on 

external modifiers.   

2.3.2.3.1 Request heads 

i. Direct requests: 

Australian English 

Direct request devices are expressed as imperatives ‘Pass me the salt (+ please)’, 

performatives ‘I am asking you to + VP’, and want statements ‘I want you to + VP’. For 

example, an Australian English imperative such as ‘Please give me a beer’ can be defined as 

a direct request (Blum-Kulka 1989a). Australian English speakers tend to use less direct 

forms, as direct requests would seem impolite, and prefer the more indirect form of requests. 

Chinese 

In Chinese, unlike Australian English, there are three forms of direct request which take 

distinct structural forms: imperatives, performatives and want statements.  
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Imperatives 

Direct requests are the most proper and efficient way of making requests in Chinese as this 

language does not have the range of modals that exist in English. Instead, it would be polite 

to make a direct request without markers in Chinese (see example below).  

Dài       nǐ    érzi      yìqǐ        lái. 

Bring   you  son   together   come. (Come with your son.)  

Politeness can also be achieved by using qǐng ‘please’, and tags such as kěyǐ ma, kě bù kěyǐ 

are used to make a proper request (Lee-Wong 1994a).  For example: 

Nǐ        kě bù kěyǐ    dai    wo   zou. 

You    can or not    take   me    go. (Can you take me with you?) 

A more sincere query can also be acquired by other polite markers such as bāng ‘help’ and 

máfán nǐ ‘bother you’. For example:  

máfán nǐ,     qǐng      nǐ    bāng   wŏ      chá   yì    chá. 

bother you, please    you  help   me    check one check.  

(Sorry to bother you. Please help me check.) 

Performatives 

In Chinese, the performative verbs which convey request intent range from the explicit to 

more polite utterances. For example, in Chinese one can explicitly mark the utterance as an 

order (e.g., mìnglìng ‘order’, ràng ‘let’, jiào ‘call’ and  yāoqiú ‘ask’): 

Wŏ   mìng lìng    nǐ      líkāi. 

I          order       you   leave. (I order you to leave.)   

The more polite marking of an utterance is a sincere plea, even to the extent of begging (e.g., 

‘please ask’, kěnqiú ‘sincerely ask’, qiú ‘beg/ask’, qǐqiú ‘pleadingly ask’, qiúqiú ‘beg’). Qiú 

is the most common basic form of performative as it does not require extra effort or a 

pleading with desperation. For example:  

Wŏ      qiú      nǐ        jiè        diăn    qián. 

I      beg/ask   you   borrow  some   money. 



Requests 

28 
 

Want Statements 

Want statements are more direct. They include statements of speaker’s needs, demands, 

wishes and desires. Unlike in English, these are not impolite. Want statements such as the one 

illustrated below shows a close relationship between the requester and the requestee and the 

level of directness which is appreciated in making a request. 

Wŏ   xūyào    yì    běn             zìdiăn. 

I       need    one (classifier)   dictionary. 

ii. Conventional indirect requests: 

Australian English 

CCSARP researchers identified suggestory formula (e.g., ‘How about + VP?’) and query 

preparatory (‘Would you + VP?’) in Australian English (Blum-Kulka 1989), as ways of 

expressing conventional indirect requests. 

Chinese 

Conventional indirect requests in Chinese use suggestory formulae and query preparatory. 

Suggestory formulae imply that the addressee should have done what was obviously the right 

thing for the speaker to do. Chinese speakers can also use ‘politeness formulae’ to request 

insistently that the addressee do something which benefits, and is appreciated by, the 

addressee in the Chinese culture. For example: 

Gànma      bú       jìn     lái? 

do  what   not    enter  come (Why not come in?) 

While English and Chinese have some equivalent forms, not all English query preparatory 

forms function as requests in Chinese. For example, when a basic interrogative form, such as, 

Will you close the door please?, is translated from English into Chinese, it is considered to be 

both the most polite and most common practice to add the word qing ‘please’ in making the 

request. 

Unlike in English, however, pseudo-questions such as Would you do it?, Won’t you do it?, 

Do you want to do it? or Would you like to do it? are not preferred in Chinese, since they are 

considered superficial. They seem to inquire into the addresser’s desires, but should be 



Requests 

29 
 

interpreted as requests. In Chinese it is preferable for requests to be direct. Literal equivalents 

of sentences in the frame Why don’t you as in Why don’t you close the window?  would be 

interpreted as a combination of a question and a criticism in Chinese. 

Ní   wèishénme   bù    guān   shàng   chuānghù? 

you     why         not   close     up        window 

Why don’t you close the window?  

Such an utterance would appear unreasonable and stubborn to the Chinese addressee. It 

implies the speaker believes the addressee obviously did not do the right thing, but the same 

utterance in English may or may not be interpreted in this way.  

Similarly, utterances with the frame Would you mind are seldom used to show politeness in 

Chinese. Only those speakers who are strongly influenced by the English language tend to 

use it. Instead, one could perform requests, or acts closely related to requests, by asking about 

the addressee’s ability to do something, such as Nĭ néng … ma? (Could you … ?). When a 

speaker of Chinese gets angry with the hearer but wants to show it in a polite way, he/she will 

often avoid the imperative and resort to the device of interrogative forms. The interpretation 

of what is socially acceptable and how language functions clearly differs between cultures. 

iii. Nonconventional indirect requests: 

Australian English 

In Australian English an utterance such as ‘The kitchen is a bit untidy’ may function as a hint, 

expressed by speakers in such a way as to let the addressees know that they are responsible 

for the performance of the act, but the speaker does not make the request explicit (Weizman 

1989, 1993). The interpretations of these requests rely on context. In this study, statement 

hints are considered to be nonconventional indirect request devices. 

Chinese 

Hints are often used when speakers have power over the addressees, and when the speakers 

intend to question addressees’ commitment, questioning feasibility, or starting potential 

grounders before they launch requests. Hints tend to be used when the speakers are in a close 

relationship and have good knowledge of the background situation. Such hints are also often 
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used as adequate support for the more direct requests (Ye 1995). There are two commonly-

used formulae in Chinese request hints. As in English, the interpretation of hints depends on 

the context. Request frames such as zài ma? (is/are … ?) and nĭ … ma? (are you …?) are 

common Chinese hints. For instance, nĭ … ma? signals there is a forthcoming request. As the 

hearer may be anxious to know what request it is, he or she can sometimes reply directly with 

a question instead of an answer: shénme shì ba? (literally: ‘what matter?’) 

To date, a majority of studies that have examined Chinese request devices are conducted on 

Mandarin Chinese, not Cantonese. However, researchers have shown both Cantonese and 

Mandarin speakers are similarly direct when making requests (see for example, Lee-Wong 

1994b, 1998, 2000 on Mandarin; Rose (2000) and Lee (2005, 2011) on Cantonese).  

Zhang (1995a) found that Chinese NSs prefer query preparatory (54.2%), accounting for 

more than half of the possible cases from all three levels of directness. Most prefer 

conventional indirect requests (59.2%), followed by direct requests (26.4%) and hints (9.5%). 

Zhang (1995a) and Ye (1995) also reported identical conventional indirect request devices in 

Mandarin Chinese (ni neng...ma?). A significantly lower proportion of nonconventional 

indirect requests are used in Mandarin Chinese (data not exceeding 10%, with over 50% 

conventional indirect requests) (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989b; Gu 1990; House & 

Kasper 1987; Kasper 1989; Ye 1995; Zhang 1995a). Researchers (Blum-Kulka & House 

1989) also found that because English speakers avoided using imperatives in many situations, 

they were also reluctant to use the Chinese imperative/want statement + tag structure. In 

contrast, Chinese learners of English tended to transfer the Chinese structure into English by 

using imperative/want statements plus ‘ok/all right’.  

2.3.2.3.2 External modifiers 

Færch and Kasper (1989) reported internal and external modification work independently 

from each other. While internal modification is important, external modification is optional in 

languages such as Australian and British English, German and Danish. Chinese is the 

opposite. While Chinese indirectness is realised as conventional indirect requests and exists 

in interaction, indirectness is not used without external modifications preceding the request. 

The formulation of the utterance itself and its internal modification do not constitute 

indirectness. 
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Chinese indirectness seems to be linked with information sequence. Directness depends on 

whether the speaker’s intended proposition precedes any small talk or supportive moves, and 

how the speaker intends to convey a communicative intention before explicitly bringing it up. 

The degree of indirectness is determined by the length of the supportive moves which do not 

contain explicitly the intended proposition. In Chinese, interrogative + negations (0.6%) were 

used. Lexical and phrasal downgraders were displayed as follows—grounders (36.1%), 

apologising (8.3%), cost-minimising (6.4%), sweetener (6.1%), self-criticising (5.7%), 

preparatory (3.3%), advice-seeking (2.7%), thanking (2.5%), pre-commitment (0.6%), 

promise (0.6%), direct appeal (0.6%), offer of help (0.6%), reprimanding (0.6%), moralising 

statement (0.3%), threat (0.3%), promise of reward (0.3%), opt out (2.2%) (Zhang 1995a: 

64). 

Thus, there are notable differences in the way Australian English and Chinese speakers use 

request modifications to mitigate the imposition of requests. Australian English speakers use 

internal modification to minimise the imposition of requests, while Chinese speakers employ 

a range of external modification to mitigate the imposition of requests.  

In summary, this section has highlighted the contribution of cross-cultural pragmatics 

research in interlanguage pragmatics, particularly on Australian English and Chinese request 

heads and external modifiers. The CCSARP studies have established categories of 

conventional devices used to express politeness in a range of speech acts in numerous 

languages. Thus, differences between the conventional devices used to express politeness in 

language learners’ L1 and L2 can help explain learners’ errors in the acquisition of pragmatic 

skills in another language. 

2.4 Summary 

This chapter has reviewed the development of politeness theories from the work of B&L to 

post-modern and neo-politeness approaches. It has highlighted how the premises of speech 

act, and politeness theories have laid the fundamental groundwork of cross-cultural and ILP 

research. The CCSARP research on different speech acts across different cultures and 

languages has led to the classifications of the requests heads and external modifiers. SLA 

researchers have used these classifications to advance research in ILP. However, most 

research conducted by the CCSARP project is on English; very little is known about Chinese.



 



 

Chapter 3   Environmental and affective dimensions of the 

study abroad experience 

3.1 Introduction 

‘Study Abroad’ studies have come to the conclusion that a study abroad environment is more 

beneficial than ‘At-Home’ environment in developing learners’ pragmatic competence. 

However, researchers have long rejected the idea that students in a target language 

community are guaranteed to gain greater cultural awareness and more linguistic 

opportunities than at-home students (e.g., Freed 1995; Rivers 1998; Segalowitz & Freed 

2004; Talburt & Stewart 1999; Wilkinson 1998a,b, 2000). This chapter reviews literature on 

the factors that influence Study Abroad Learners’ (SALs) pragmatic development. The first 

part discusses the process of acquiring L2 pragmatic competence, and the second focuses on 

environmental and affective dimensions of learners’ study abroad experience. 

3.2 Process of acquiring L2 pragmatic competence 

This section describes processes that could affect learners’ pragmatic competence. It begins 

with a definition of pragmatic competence and discusses whether learners’ grammatical 

proficiency affects their pragmatic development. This is followed by a review of literature on 

two explanations of learners’ process of pragmatic development—namely, language transfer 

and the Complexification Hypothesis; as well learners’ acquisition of the relationship 

between social distance and speech behaviour in the Bulge Theory. 
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3.2.1 Definition of pragmatic competence 

Pragmatic competence may be defined as:  

... the relationships between utterances and the acts of functions that the speakers 

intend to perform through these utterances…and the characteristics of the context 

of language use that determine the appropriateness of utterances. The notion of 

pragmatic competence…thus includes illocutionary competence, or the 

knowledge of the pragmatic conventions of performing acceptable language 

functions, and sociolinguistic competence, or knowledge of the sociolinguistic 

conventions for performing language functions appropriately in a given context. 

(Canale 1988: 90, in Hudson, Detmer & Brown 1992: 4) 

This is comparable to the notions of sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic levels defined by 

Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983). Sociopragmatics is the level at which researchers focus on 

comparing how speech acts are used by NSs and L2 learners in particular contexts. 

Pragmalinguistics is the level at which researchers examine a variety of utterances which NSs 

and L2 learners use to convey speech acts.  

For the purposes of this study, pragmatic competence is defined as the process of: 

... acquiring knowledge of linguistic resources available in a given language 

necessary for realising particular illocutions, knowledge of sequential aspects of 

speech acts, and knowledge of appropriate contextual use of particular languages’ 

linguistic resources ... the process of establishing sociopragmatic and 

pragmalinguistic competence and the increasing ability to understand and 

produce sociopragmatic meanings with pragmalinguistic conventions. (Kasper & 

Roever 2005: 318) 

3.2.2 Grammatical and pragmatic competence 

This section will examine the relationship between learners’ grammatical and pragmatic 

proficiency. 
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Research has established that grammatical and pragmatic competence are related in complex 

ways (e.g., Barron 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007a, 2008; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986; 

Economidou-Kogetsidis 2008; Færch & Kasper 1989; Hassall 2001; House & Kasper 1987; 

Otçu & Zeyrek 2008; Schauer 2006b, 2007, 2008; Woodfield & Economidou-Kogetsidis 

2010). However, the question as to whether learners need grammatical competence before 

acquiring L2 pragmatic functions remains unanswered. 

On the one hand, researchers such as Bardovi-Harlig (1999: 686) propose grammatical 

competence is not a necessary condition for learners to develop interlanguage pragmatic 

competence. For instance, Schmidt (1983) found that his learner, Wes, made very little 

progress in his grammatical knowledge but improved his pragmatic and discourse pragmatic 

competence considerably over three years. He concluded that limited grammar does not 

prevent pragmatic and interactional competence from developing, and that grammar and 

pragmatic competence are independent of each other.  

Koike (1989: 286) further pointed out that since learners’ grammatical proficiency cannot 

develop as quickly as learners’ pragmatic concepts, the pragmatic concepts can only be 

expressed at the level of syntax that learners know. Therefore, the pragmatic information may 

be added peripherally to the early-acquired basic command form through lexical options 

(e.g., imperative + porfavor ‘please’). Likewise, Ahrenholz (2000) found a group of L1 

Italian learners of German were still able to perform instructions in pragmatic mode before 

they had acquired the correct syntactic form. The learners expressed the instruction with 

incorrect syntax by using verbless directives or directives including formulaic, uninflected 

verb forms. Even lower competence learners already have pragmatic categories, but they lack 

the grammatical repertoire to express them (see Ahrenholz 2000; Geyer 2007; Kasper & Rose 

2002; Koike 1989; Salsbury & Bardovi-Harlig 2001).  

Likewise, Pearson’s (2006) results also support the claim that learners’ grammatical 

proficiency is not related to pragmatic development. The study examined the acquisition of 

Spanish directive devices by L1 university English learners in an AH context. Quantitative 

and qualitative analyses from questionnaires and role-plays for pre- and post-tests revealed 

learners who struggled with Spanish conjugations used formal verb forms to address friends 

and peers, and informal forms to address professors, shop clerks, and strangers. Learners’ 

verbal accuracy increased after instructions were given but some learners continued to use 
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earlier acquired forms (e.g., formal commands) as default forms to encode all commands, and 

present subjunctive forms were used for both informal and formal interactions. Pearson 

concluded that the learners with limited linguistic proficiency were still able to express 

pragmatic functions using the grammatical structures they know. 

In contrast, other researchers claimed learners must know the linguistic structures before they 

are able to use them as pragmatic devices (e.g., Hassall 2008; House & Kasper 1987; Kasper 

1997; Kasper & Rose 2002; Liu 2006, in Liu & Jackson 2008; Niezgoda & Rover 2001; 

Takahashi 2001; Xu, Case & Wang 2009; Yamanaka 2003). Thus, the more proficient 

learners are better able to use a wider, and more complex, range of speech acts such as 

requests (Trosborg 1995). 

Takahashi (2001), for example, showed learners’ grammatical knowledge precedes pragmatic 

knowledge. Takahashi measured the ability of a group of advanced Japanese At-Home 

Learners (AHLs) of English in Japan to use request devices using DCTs and written 

retrospection. For example, learners rejected bi-clausals such as ‘I was wondering if you 

could + VP’ and ‘Would it be possible for you to + VP’ as requests. Instead, they opted for 

simpler, mono-clausal structures such as ‘Would/could you (please) + VP’ but they 

understood bi-clausal structures such as ‘I was wondering if you could + VP’ as requests. 

Takahashi (2001:173) concluded that the Japanese AHLs lacked the L2 pragmalinguistic 

knowledge required to mitigate an English request using more complex syntactic structures. 

They tended to transfer L1 semantic and syntactic features to make their requests when they 

lacked L2 grammatical knowledge.  

Consistent with Yamanaka’s (2003) findings, Xu, Case and Wang (2009) found that learners’ 

overall L2 competence has a stronger impact on learners’ L2 pragmatic development than 

other factors such as learners’ length of residence in a target language community. A total of 

126 international students at low and advanced English proficiency levels at a US university 

judged 20 scenarios on grammatical and pragmatic appropriateness. Results revealed no 

statistically significant difference between the severity of grammatical violations between 

learners with different lengths of residence abroad and proficiency levels. However, 

advanced learners who had been in the US longer were more sensitive towards pragmatic 

violations than those who had been in the US a shorter period. The low proficiency learners 

who had been in the US for a shorter time showed more sensitivity towards pragmatic 
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infelicities than those who had been in the US longer. Xu, Case and Wang (2009) explained 

the lower competence learners were not able to map forms to functions, and were therefore 

less likely to understand speech acts than advanced learners. The researchers thought it 

possible the participants in the study were in an educational setting and received considerable 

English instruction each day. Further, participants in the study who were living abroad may 

have been more motivated to improve their skills in both English and their academic field of 

interest. 

One plausible explanation for the effect noted by Xu, Case and Wang (2009) is that the input 

learners had received from their target language community and their high motivation to 

succeed enabled them to develop in both L2 pragmatics and grammar. This offers support for 

Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei’s (1998) claim that learners’ exposure to their L2 in the target 

language community promoted the development of pragmatic rules. The other possibility is 

that people can only attend to certain tasks due to their limited cognitive processing capacity 

(Krashen 1982; Meisel, Clahsen & Pienemann 1981; Pienemann 1987, 1989). Thus, it is 

possible that learners with low linguistic proficiency were only able to attend to linguistic 

planning of speech within their capacity (Hassall 2008). On the other hand, learners with high 

proficiency were able to perform many low-level processing tasks automatically and free up 

more processing capacity to devote to other more cognitively-demanding tasks such as 

thinking about politeness and face-threatening speech acts. 

As the above research has illustrated, even the low proficiency L2 learners are able to 

perform pragmatic devices, but they may rely on the simpler linguistic structures to make a 

request.  

3.2.3 Pragmatic transfer 

Researchers believe that one of the factors that may have an impact on learners’ pragmatic 

development is their language transfer from L1 to L2. In this section, I will discuss how 

learners’ grammatical proficiency could possibly influence their language transfer from L1 to 

L2 and, in turn, their pragmatic development. 

Blum-Kulka (1982) found from her Hebrew NSs and English L2 learners of Hebrew that 

learners borrowed linguistic means from the L1 to interpret L2 pragmatic features. For 
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example, L2 learners had no problems in acquiring the usage of ‘Can you + VP?’ in Hebrew 

as it also functions as a conventional indirect request strategy in English (positive transfer). 

This group of learners frequently used a willingness to form questions such as ‘Would you + 

VP?’ as requests in Hebrew. This form functions as a conventional indirect request in 

English, but it functions only as a question in Hebrew, thus resulting in negative transfer. 

Other researchers have also found negative correlation between learners’ transferability and 

proficiency (e.g., Ellis 1994; Koike 1996; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper & Ross 1996). For 

instance, Takahashi and DuFon (1989) examined whether Japanese learners of American 

English would transfer request devices from their L1 to L2 in various scenarios. The low 

proficiency learners proceeded from a less direct to a more direct approach. Not surprisingly, 

they were most like the native Japanese speakers’ group. In contrast, the advanced learners 

did not transfer and opted for the more direct approach in using request devices, using the 

same types of request devices as the American NSs. Takahashi and DuFon (1989) concluded 

that the low proficiency learners relied more on transferring L1 conventional means and 

forms to L2 without realising the nonequivalence of pragmalinguistic meaning of these 

structures. Conversely, the high proficiency learners had sufficient linguistic and pragmatic 

knowledge to interpret the intended meaning of indirect request devices in the second 

language.  

However, Takahashi and Beebe (1987) demonstrated advanced proficiency learners also 

transfer when they are unaware of the nonequivalence in meaning between learners’ L1 and 

L2, possibly resulting in a skewed bell curve for the level of transfer against increased 

proficiency while transfer decreases as learners’ proficiency increases. As Takahashi (2001, 

2005) noted, other factors such as learners’ familiarity with the situational context or learning 

environment may outweigh linguistic proficiency in determining the relationship between L1 

to L2 transfer, language proficiency and pragmatic development.  

It is possible that negative transfers of linguistic and pragmatic features from L1 to L2 occur 

when learners assess relevant situational factors (e.g., size of imposition, social distance, 

rights and obligations) on the basis of their L1 sociopragmatic norms. Learners have different 

perceptions of what constitutes appropriate linguistic behaviour (Thomas 1983: 99). To 

overcome this, learners have to acquire an understanding of different beliefs and value 

systems when learning an L2 (Jaworski 1994).  
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3.2.4 Complexification hypothesis and Bulge Theory 

Two theoretical models have also been proposed to explain learners’ choice of pragmatic 

strategies in the mitigation of impositions of speech acts in terms of cognitive capacity and 

social distance. 

In the Complexification Hypothesis, Meisel, Clahsen and Pienemann (1981) argued that the 

order of acquisition of L2 forms is dependent upon their syntactic structural complexity and 

the processing demands involved. That is, more syntactically complex structures are more 

cognitively demanding and are usually acquired after the simpler structures which require 

less processing capacity.  

Trosborg (1995) used the Complexification Hypothesis to explain learners’ acquisition of 

pragmatic functions in a developmental sequence. Trosborg found learners first master 

request heads, then syntactic structures (downgraders) and lexical/phrasal downgraders in 

their pragmatic development. Learners appeared to acquire internal modifiers later, and their 

use increases with linguistic proficiency. Trosborg showed that learners’ acquisition of 

pragmatic devices also depends on how routinised these devices are. A highly routinised 

device is likely to be learned more easily than a device which has to be more creatively 

formulated or is less routinised. This explains why syntactic downgraders appear earlier in 

learner requests than lexical downgraders. Syntactic downgraders form part of a request 

strategy to a much higher degree than lexical/phrasal downgraders. In contrast, 

lexical/phrasal downgraders are generally optional to the request structure (e.g., markers of 

tentativeness ‘perhaps’ and ‘possibly’ and the consultative device ‘would you mind’). The 

‘popular’ conventions seem to be acquired as ritualised formulae first and modifiers like 

lexical/phrasal downgraders are acquired later in their pragmatic development. Furthermore, 

Trosborg (1995: 430) found learners do not acquire upgraders as easily as downgraders in 

complaints. It may be that the use of upgraders increased with increasing proficiency, but 

only after a certain degree of linguistic competence had been reached (Trosborg 1995: 358, 

427). Barron (2007a) further explained that learners tended to employ different devices in 

different interactions, mostly using formulaic interactions with strangers. Learners’ use of 

pragmatic routines decreased cognitive burden and, thus, frees capacity for upgrading. 

According to Barron (2007a), this suggests a slow rate of development in upgrader 

employment by learners in non-formulaic utterances. Therefore, Barron (2007a, 2008) 
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suggests learners’ first use and rely predominantly on the easier structures before developing 

more complex structures which demand a high level of cognitive complexity.  

The different linguistic resources used by learners can also be accounted for by the Bulge 

Theory (Wolfson 1988). The Bulge Theory explains speech events in relation to speakers’ 

social distance in interactions. Accordingly, people display similar speech behaviours at the 

extreme ends of the social distance continuum—minimum social distance (intimates, status 

equals) and maximum social distance (status unequals and strangers). The term bulge group 

comprises non-intimates, status-equal friends, co-workers and acquaintances. Wolfson’s 

(1988) research on speech acts (e.g., invitations, compliments, thanking, apologising) 

demonstrated the similarities and differences between three groups lie in the certainty of the 

relationships, the status and predictability of the response. For example, Wolfson (1988: 75-

76) showed that because middle-class Americans at the two extremes (minimum and 

maximum distance) know more clearly where they stand in an interaction, they prefer a more 

direct, unambiguous invitation and disfavour negotiation (See Example 3.1). In contrast, 

people with more intimate relationship tend to avoid direct invitations in case their invitations 

are rejected (See Example 3.2). Speakers tend to negotiate with one another in a mutual back-

and-forth negotiation.  

Example 3.1: The unambiguous invitation 

A: Do you want to have lunch tomorrow? 

B: Okay, as long as I’m back by 1.30. 

Example 3.2: The ambiguous invitation 

A: You doing anything exciting this weekend? 

B: No, I’ll be around the pool here. 

A: Ok. I’ll see you. 

Only a few researchers have adopted Wolfson’s (1986) Bulge Theory to explain the effect of 

social distance on speakers’ choice of pragmatic strategies (e.g. Barron 2007a; Cheng 2005; 

Kreutel 2007). To date, these studies have demonstrated that other factors such as familiarity 
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between interlocutors, level of imposition, and the urgency of a situation may also influence 

speakers’ pragmatic choice in minimizing the impositions of speech acts. 

For instance, Kreutel (2007) found that both social distance and the urgency of a situation 

impacted on how the mitigation devices were used in disagreement. Participants in this study 

were collected from 27 adult native speakers and 27 adult second language learners of 

American English. Data from DCTs dealing with disagreement indicated that the learners 

used mitigation devices such as hedges or explanations less frequently than the native 

speakers. However, both groups were more blunt and used shorter responses in disagreement 

in minimum and maximum social distance situations than in those involving equal social 

distance. Kreutel (2007) explained that this may be because the speakers felt they did not 

need to soften their message in order to improve their social relationships with people who 

are either intimate or strangers to them, and can therefore be more direct. In addition, while 

social distance was the main factor that influenced learners’ choice of pragmatic strategies in 

disagreement, the urgency of a situation also influenced the degree of mitigation used by 

native speakers of English but not by learners. Native speakers of English tended to use more 

direct strategies and were less likely to mitigate a disagreement in urgent situations. This 

suggests that the less time that is available and/or the more that is at stake in a given situation, 

the more direct and blunt the answer is. 

In a study abroad context, similar results were found in Cheng’s (2005) cross-sectional 

investigation into the number of words and types of strategies native English speakers and 

Chinese learners of English used to express gratitude. Eight DCTs were used to collect data 

from native English speakers in the United States, ‘at-home’ Chinese learners of English in 

Taiwan, and three groups of ‘study abroad’ Chinese learners of English with different lengths 

of residence in the United States (one semester, one year and four or more years). All 

participants were university students. Results showed that both the at-home and study abroad 

Chinese learners of English used significantly fewer strategies and shorter responses to 

express gratitude with interlocutors of minimal and maximum social distance than 

interlocutors with equal status. The native English speakers used significantly more words in 

the low-status situations than in the equal-status situations but a similar number of strategies 

regardless of the social distance between the interlocutors. Interestingly, the level of 

imposition also impacted on the length and types of strategies the five groups of participants 

used. All participants used more strategies and lengthier responses in the high-imposition 



Environmental and affective dimensions of the study abroad experience 

42 
 

situations than in the low-imposition situations. Cheng (2005) explained that the learners in 

situations with greater imposition were likely to feel especially indebted, and therefore used 

more devices and longer responses to mitigate an imposition. Familiarity was a third factor 

that was found to influence participants’ responses. English native speakers used lengthier 

and more strategies when they were more familiar with the interlocutors.  

In a third study testing the Bulge Theory (and also, in this case, the Complexification 

Hypothesis), Barron (2007a) investigated the use of upgraders in refusals of offers by adult 

native German speakers, and adult advanced Irish learners of German who were either in a 

study abroad context or an at-home in Ireland studying at a university. Her results showed 

that the types of upgrades used were influenced by social distance in ways congruent with the 

Bulge Theory. The native speakers of German and the study abroad learners of German 

mostly used formulaic utterances in interactions with strangers, and less formulaic and more 

complex utterances which may require negotiation in interactions with equal status 

interlocutors. Barron (2007a) also suggested that because upgrading appears to be overly 

cognitively demanding for learners, they reverted to pragmatic routines in interactions with 

strangers as this decreases the cognitive burden.  

Overall, these three studies provide support for the Bulge Theory but also reveal other factors 

such as familiarity between interlocutors, level of imposition, and the urgency of a situation 

that contribute to the types and number of pragmatic strategies speakers use to mitigate the 

impositions of speech acts.  

There is still much debate on whether, and the extent to which, interlanguage pragmatic 

development is constrained by grammatical competence as proposed in the complexification 

hypothesis. On the one hand, research shows learners with limited linguistic proficiency are 

still able to express a range of pragmatic functions using the grammatical structures they 

know (e.g. Ahrenholz 2000; Geyer 2007; Pearson 2005; Salsbury & Bardovi-Harlig 2001). 

On the other hand, research has shown that learners’ repertoire and complexity of pragmatic 

devices increases with increasing grammatical proficiency. Similarly, less linguistically 

proficient learners are not as able to map forms to functions as more proficient learners and 

so are less likely to correctly interpret the pragmatic force of speech acts (e.g., Hassall 2008; 

Xu, Case & Wang 2009; Yamanaka 2003). It also appears that as learners’ L2 proficiency 

increases, they rely less on transfer of sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic features from L1 
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(Takahashi 2001, 2005; Takahashi & Beebe 1987). The next section will review external 

factors that could possibly affect L2 pragmatic competence. 

3.3 Environmental and affective dimensions of learners’ experience abroad 

This section will provide an overview of the literature on the environmental and affective 

dimensions of learners’ experience abroad, in particular it draws research on AHLs’ and 

SALs’ pragmatic performance on request devices. Firstly, it compares research on the 

differences between learners’ pragmatic performance in an at-home versus a study abroad 

environment, and reviews literature on the extent to which SALs’ length of residence in the 

target language community and opportunities for input and interactions influences learners’ 

pragmatic performance of request devices. In addition, it examines research on the impact 

which affective factors such as SALs’ self-perceived confidence and self-perceived 

proficiency, and perceptions of the target language learning environment have on SALs’ 

pragmatic performance.  

3.3.1 At-Home vs study abroad environment 

While there is evidence to show pragmatic teaching can be effective, research has 

demonstrated learners’ exposure to the target language environment is more beneficial than 

AH teaching programmes in promoting pragmatic development. Research has illustrated 

SALs are advantaged because they have more opportunities for richer and more authentic 

input in a target language community than learners in an AH context (Bardovi-Harlig & 

Griffin 2005; Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a; Code & Anderson 2001; Schauer 

2006a,b).  

In addition, researchers (e.g., Thomas 1983; Matsuda 1999, in Liu 2010: 467; Takahashi 

2005) have questioned the authenticity of pragmatic rules taught in an AH environment. 

Thomas (1983), for instance, noted that language teachers’ knowledge is often inadequate. 

Matsuda (1999, in Liu 2010) argued that in reality some teachers in AH programmes may be 

hesitant to teach pragmatics because it is a difficult and sensitive task which often requires a 

high degree of ‘face threat’, and pedagogical resources are often limited. Furthermore, 

Takahashi (2005) stated that Japanese AHLs were more likely to focus on discourse markers 

and idiomatic expressions than complex request head acts because these students were less 
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likely to learn colloquial English. Also, AHLs have fewer opportunities in purely 

instructional settings to engage in longer stretches of NS discourse containing a larger 

number of discourse markers.  

Numerous studies have shown that SALs were able to develop pragmatic awareness through 

exposure to the target language environment even without specific instructions (e.g., Soler 

2005; Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin 2005; Martínez-Flor & Fukuya 2005). Substantial empirical 

findings have illustrated a sojourn abroad has an overall positive effect on learners’ L2 

pragmatic development (e.g., Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007a, 2008; Bouton 

1988, 1994, 1996; Felix-Brasdefer 2004; Kinginger & Belz 2005; Kinginger & Farrell 2004; 

Matsumura 2003, 2007; Olshtain & Blum-Kulka 1985; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 2008; 

Shardakova 2005; Takahashi 1996). SALs’ gains in L2 have been attributed to the increase in 

opportunities for richer, more authentic input in the target language community than learners 

in AH contexts. As Kasper and Schmidt (1996:159-160) note: 

Because pragmatic knowledge, by definition, is highly sensitive to social and 

cultural features of context, one would expect input that is richer in qualitative 

and quantitative terms to result in better learning outcomes. A second language 

environment is more likely to provide learners with the diverse and frequent input 

they need for pragmatic development than a foreign language learning context, 

especially if the instruction is precommunicative or noncommunicative.  

From a pragmatic developmental perspective, studies into the acquisition of request devices 

which specifically compared the performance of AHLs and SALs have generally revealed 

that SALs are able to reach a higher level of pragmatic competence than AHLs in general 

discourses and in speech acts like request devices (e.g., Lörscher 1986; Lörscher & Schulze 

1988). For instance, Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998: 233-62) compared American English 

NSs with two groups of learners for grammar ability and pragmatic awareness in requests, 

apologies, suggestions, and refusals. The SALs of English were in the US, and the AHLs in 

Hungary. The SALs were at the intermediate to advanced levels studying university intensive 

language programmes. The AHLs were studying at a Hungarian high school or university and 

had self-assessed their English as low-intermediate to advanced level. In the study, learners 

had to identify whether the 20 video scenarios of English conversations were error free or had 

pragmatic or grammatical errors. Results revealed that even though these learners had 
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English intermediate-advanced proficiency, they had different levels of pragmatic and 

linguistic awareness. The US-based SALs identified more general pragmatic errors and rated 

them as more serious than grammatical errors, while the Hungarian-based AHLs identified 

more grammatical errors and judged them as more serious than pragmatic errors. Bardovi-

Harlig and Dörnyei (1998) concluded that SALs were better able to identify pragmatic errors 

than AHLs because of their exposure to L2 in the target environment.  

More recent research also consistently shows that SALs are able to improve on the use, types 

and varieties of request modifications during their sojourn abroad (Barron 2003, 2005 in 

Barron 2007a, 2007a; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 2008). This was illustrated by Barron’s (2003, 

2005 in Barron 2007a) investigations into the development of request devices and refusals of 

offers by advanced Irish English learners of German in an SA setting and their AH 

counterparts in Ireland. One of the findings showed that SALs made noticeable 

improvements in requests and refusals of offers after 10 months abroad. Though the SALs’ 

pragmatic responses were not native-like in the role-plays, DCTs and interviews, their 

pragmatic knowledge of discourse structure of refusals of offers and requests improved over 

time. The SALs’ use of routinised formulae increased with less negative L1 transfer and they 

were able to use mitigation in refusals and requests in different contexts with different levels 

of impositions. For example, Barron (2003) reported that this group of learners had initially 

overused ‘bitte’ (please) to mitigate their impositions of refusals and requests when their 

German was less proficient and they could not use other forms of downgraders to mitigate the 

impositions in the pre-test at the beginning of the learners’ sojourn. However, the learners’ 

syntactic downgrading employed at the end of the year abroad in the post-test was more 

complex in offer and request devices compared to the beginning of the year. The learners’ use 

of ‘bitte’ decreased as their ability to use German downgraders increased. 

Schauer’s (2006a,b) comparative studies of German learners of English AH in Germany and 

SALs in Great Britain for one academic year revealed similar findings. Data was elicited 

from videos of English conversations between speakers of different status and levels of 

impositions of requests, questionnaires and interviews in pre- and post-tests. Results showed 

these SALs’ pragmatic awareness increased significantly and productive pragmatic 

competence improved greatly in the post-test after one year in Great Britain. Schauer also 

found that SALs had a broader repertoire of request modifiers at the end of the SA period 

than AHLs. However, learners had developed internal modifiers prior to external modifiers. 
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Schauer (2006a,b) concluded that the acquisitional sequence was linked to the length of stay 

in the target environment but found that individual learners developed the use of modifiers at 

different rates.  

To date, substantial evidence shows exposure to the target language environment has an 

overall positive effect on learners’ L2 pragmatic development. Whilst early SA research 

argued SALs’ gains were because the target language environment could provide more 

opportunities for richer and more authentic input than AHLs, more recent research has 

suggested other factors are also important. 

3.3.2 Learners’ length of residence abroad 

Previous studies (e.g., Bouton 1996; Bouton & Kachru; 1994, Felix-Brasdefer 2004, 2005, 

2007, 2009; Koike 1996; Olshtain & Blum-Kulka 1985) which measured SALs’ pragmatic 

development focussing only on the length of the learners’ stay abroad were able to find a 

positive relationship between the length of the stay and pragmatic development. However, 

there is debate about the length of time learners require to develop pragmatic competence. 

For instance, Olshtain & Blum-Kulka (1985: 321) found that a group of SALs of Hebrew in 

Israel for a stay shorter than two years rated the politeness of request devices differently to 

NSs, but those who spent more than ten years used similar devices to NSs. The SALs’ 

pragmatic changes of non-native response patterns reflect a process of approximation of 

target language norms over time. Similarly, Felix-Brasdefer (2004) found pragmatic ability 

increased with learners’ length of residence in the target community for six SA American 

learners of Mexican Spanish with advanced proficiency. Though this was a very small study, 

and results are speculative, data collected from role-plays and retrospective verbal reports 

showed that SALs who spent at least nine months in the L2 community were able to 

approximate NSs’ interactional skills and degree of politeness in refusals. Learners made 

more attempts at negotiation of a refusal and higher degrees of politeness by employing more 

indirect devices (e.g., request for additional information, alternative, postponement, 

reason/explanation, and indefinite reply) than those who spent less than five months abroad. 

Bouton (1994, 1996) also found learners’ L2 proficiency and intensity of their interactions 

with NSs affected their pragmatic development. Bouton (1994) administered multiple choice 

questionnaires related to conversational implicatures to two groups of SALs at the target 
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language community—one group for 17 months and the other for 4½ years in the US. The 

results showed SALs’ interpretations of conversational implicatures correlated with their 

length of stay in the host environment but, more importantly, their developing proficiency led 

to learners being increasingly able to correctly interpret request utterances. The 17-month 

group significantly improved their understanding of conversational implicatures after 17 

months, but were still unable to interpret types of implicatures they had difficulty with at the 

beginning of their stay. However, learners who spent 4½ years in the host environment were 

able to interpret implicatures that the 17-month learners could not, with no significant 

differences found between NSs and these SALs. It was concluded that learners gradually 

improved their ability to understand conversational implicatures as the length of residence in 

the US increased, but learners’ proficiency and interactions with NSs enabled them to 

interpret better more complex request utterances (Bouton 1999: 277).  

This parallels Barron’s (2003) argument that even when Irish English learners of German 

spent one year abroad in Germany, they still did not acquire all the pragmatic features to 

which they should have been exposed to. Barron’s (2003) research also demonstrated that 

singling out learners’ different lengths of stay as a factor to explain learners’ pragmatic 

development could not account for why learners acquire certain speech acts before others. It 

also failed to consider why some pragmatic elements did not appear in learners’ knowledge 

until very late in their year abroad as well as learners’ individual preferences for choosing 

modifiers (e.g., Kinginger & Belz 2005; Matsumura 2003; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 2008). 

Other researchers (e.g., Warga & Schölmberger 2007) found no correlation between SALs’ 

length of stay in the target language community and pragmatic development, while others 

found no difference between SA and AHLs’ pragmatic development (Rodríguez 2001, in 

Cohen & Shively 2005). For instance, some researchers (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1996; 

Warga & Schölmberger 2007) found learners tended to move towards non-native-like 

pragmatic development as they spent more time in the target environment. In another study, 

the DCT data from Warga and Schölmberger’s (2007) 10-month study of a group of Austrian 

learners of French at the University of Montréal (Canada) revealed that the SALs’ ability to 

use upgrades in apologies followed a non-L2-like development over time in the L2 speech 

community. The learners increasingly overgeneralised a non-L2-like intensifier ‘très’ (‘very’) 

and decreased using a L2-like intensifier vraiment (‘really’) in apologies over time in the 

target speech community. It was rationalised this may be due to learners’ transferences from 
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L1 and that the learners lacked the desire to stay or adapt to the L2 community. Warga and 

Schölmberger (2007) further argued that this nonlinear development phenomenon is because, 

initially, learners have a tendency to translate frequently occurring features from their L1 into 

the foreign language. The decrease in L1 non-native-like features by the fifth and about the 

seventh-eight month might be because learners take over chunks from the target language. By 

the tenth month, however, learners may begin to replace their adoption of chunks from the 

target language by developing a more controlled and creative pragmatic language usage. It is 

possible that learners are making errors in this process. 

Martinsen (2008) further explained this non-linear relationship between length of residence 

and pragmatic gain in terms of interlanguage processes (Gass & Selinker 2001). Accordingly, 

learners generate a hypothesis about how the language works during their interlanguage 

phrase. This hypothesis may cover some of the variation in the language and allow learners to 

produce a certain structure correctly a percentage of the time, but, as learners gain 

experience, they will realize the limitations of the hypothesis and give it up. Learners can be 

left without an alternate explanation for a period of time, or temporarily adopt another 

hypothesis that is less helpful than the first. This may result in a phenomenon called 

‘backsliding’, in which students’ skills temporarily decrease for a time because they reject 

one hypothesis while searching for another. Students in this process are making progress, but 

their visible skills may stagnate. This means that if students are tested while going through a 

period of backsliding, they may be unable to demonstrate the progress they have experienced.  

Research to date suggests length of residence alone tells us very little about the nature of 

learners’ pragmatic developmental patterns. The remainder of this chapter will critically 

examine other factors shown to influence L2 pragmatic development. 

3.3.3 Input and interactions in target language community 

In practice, SALs are believed to have many rich opportunities for native-like input and 

interactions in the target language community through activities such as social engagements, 

sports and recreation, service encounters and small talk with NSs. However, studies 

consistently reveal the SA context does not necessarily guarantee ample rich opportunities for 

native-like input and interactions for learners (e.g., Allen 2010a,b; Barron 2003, 2005 in 

Barron 2007a; Coleman 1998; Freed 1995; Martinsen 2008; Regan 1995, 2003; Segalowitz & 
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Freed 2004; Yager 1998). This section will discuss how input and interaction, as well as 

homestay environment, may affect learners’ pragmatic development during their sojourn 

abroad. 

3.3.3.1 Input in the target language community 

Some researchers suggest that an ideal SA environment can offer a wide variety of ways to 

increase L2 input through, for example, watching television or films, reading newspapers, 

listening to music, and overhearing native-speaker conversations (Coleman 1998; Regan 

1995, 2003). However, others have shown that, in reality, students spend a lot of time in front 

of the television set and have only limited exposure to native-speaker input, and this can be 

detrimental to learners’ pragmatic development because it detracts from time talking with 

NSs (Gubbins & Holt 2002; Rivers 1998).  

Magnan and Back (2007), for instance, found even intermediate-level learners cannot 

participate as sufficiently proficient partners in L2 conversations and that two learners at this 

level tend to converse in minimal or fractured L2. They point out that it is essential for SALs 

to seek more fluent speakers as guides for language improvement and cultural growth 

(Magnan & Back 2007: 56).  

3.3.3.2 Interactions in the target language community 

Some researchers have reported that relatively few interactions occur between SALs and NSs 

during their sojourn abroad (e.g., Long 1983; Maiworm, Steube & Teichler 1993). In reality, 

SALs mostly interact with other same-L1 speakers. This is illustrated by Maiworm Steube 

and Teichler’s (1993) study of L2 learners in the European Community Action Scheme for 

the Mobility of University Students (ERASMUS) programme. Maiworm, Steube and 

Teichler (1993) investigated the SA experience of 3,263 learners through questionnaires. The 

learners had different L1 (Spanish, Irish English, German, Greek, Italian, British English, 

Danish, Portuguese, Dutch and French) learning an L2 (Spanish, English, German, Greek, 

Italian, Danish, Portuguese, Dutch and French) for one year in one of the host countries: 

Spain, Ireland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Britain, Denmark, Portugal, Netherlands, France and 

Belgium. Maiworm, Steube and Teichler (1993: 60-61) found SALs generally had very 

limited contact with teachers and NSs outside the classroom and that opportunities to interact 

with NSs were scarce. Maiworm, Steube and Teichler (1993: 60-61) reported SALs’ had too 

much contact with other L1 speakers. They argued that learners’ contact with those of the 
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same L1 can support learners to adapt to the target culture and reduce culture shock, but too 

much L1 talk amongst learners can potentially limit learners’ L2 development. SALs 

typically experienced difficulties establishing contact with NSs and had very limited 

interactional input, especially at tertiary institutions. Like Barron’s (2003:70-72, 246-7) 

finding, Maiworm, Steube and Teichler (1993) found learners ended up mixing with the same 

L1 speakers or with other international students in the same class. 

Long (1983) compared NS-NS and NS-NNS interactions in a range of tasks such as informal 

conversations, vicarious narratives, giving instructions and research discussions. Results 

revealed that NS interlocutors often simplified the input for NNS learners. In the NS-NNS 

interactions, NSs tended to use less complex utterances and displayed different interactional 

styles. For instance, when interacting with NNSs, NSs used more confirmation and 

comprehension checks, clarifications of requests, as well as self- and other repetitions. This is 

further supported by Kasper and Zhang’s (1995) study on NS-NNS interactions in giving 

compliments. Data collected from DCTs showed that Chinese NSs treat foreigners differently 

to the way they treat their fellow Chinese. Chinese speakers were found to compliment 

foreigners to a much greater extent than they would their fellow Chinese interlocutors. 

Therefore, learners’ exposure to Chinese NS norms for complimenting behaviour may be 

limited if NSs simply use their speech too much, even if they had exposure to NSs. 

Research shows that even when there are interactions between SALs and NSs, this contact 

may not necessarily be sufficient for learners’ pragmatic development (Teichler 1991). 

Martinsen (2008) explained that there are several possible reasons why interaction with 

speakers of the target language was not significantly related to changes in students’ oral 

skills. One possibility is that the interactions students have during study abroad can be 

repetitive or simple enough that these interactions do not push students to improve. Martinsen 

(2008: 516), for example, found students may request basic necessities or make specific 

transactions, such as purchasing a bus ticket or engaging in other brief and superficial 

exchanges, multiple times during their time abroad. Students are not often asked to perform 

linguistic tasks that reach beyond the intermediate level. If this is the case, then simply 

having more of these kinds of repetitive interactions will probably not provide the 

experiences students need to improve their skills. 
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In Barron’s (2003) study of request devices and refusals of offers by advanced Irish English 

learners of German in the SA setting, there was evidence for a positive effect of second 

language input on the development of learners’ L2 pragmatic competence after ten months 

spent in the target language community. The learners used more L2-like pragmatic routines in 

discourse, especially in offer-refusal exchanges where they used more frequent and a wider 

array of internal mitigation as their time spent in the target language community increased. 

Learners had acquired some pragmatic routines in refusal (e.g., ‘Es geht schon’ meaning ‘It’s 

all right’) but not others (e.g.,’Ich schaff’das schon’ meaning ‘I’ll manage all right’) over 

time. Barron (2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a) argues that these differences were a factor of the 

frequency of these forms in the input. In addition, even when learners receive input, it must 

be salient enough to be ‘noticed’ by learners in order for them to acquire the pragmatic 

feature (Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a; DeKeyser 1996; Schmidt 1983, 1992, 2001). In 

other words, the frequency of interaction may be important but the situations to which 

learners are exposed must lead them to notice gaps in their interlanguage production.  

3.3.4 Self-perceived confidence and self-perceived proficiency 

Some researchers have found learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-confidence are 

related (Clément 1986; Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 2004; Clément, Smythe & Gardner 1978; 

Li 2006; Magnan & Back 2007). While researchers in the past found even SALs’ sojourn 

abroad cannot increase their self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence, more 

recent SA researchers have found SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence is likely to increase in the target language community (e.g.,Clément 1986; 

Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 2004; Magnan & Back 2007).  

Clément and his colleagues (Clément 1986; Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 2004; Clément, 

Smythe & Gardner 1978) note self-confidence is gained from the quantity and quality of 

contact with members of the target language community. However, after having sufficient 

contact with NSs in the target language community, some learners indicated that they still felt 

they lacked confidence in their speaking, especially aural understanding because they felt so 

overwhelmed by their difficulties. The learners claimed self-perception affects self-

confidence and that even quantity and quality social networks may not be sufficient in 

helping learners to increase self-confidence and L2 development.  
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Conversely, there is evidence that SALs’ self-perceived proficiency increases during their 

sojourn abroad which affects their self-confidence, and that self-perceived confidence affects 

learners’ use of request modifiers (Li 2006). Li’s (2006) extensive interview data from L2 

Chinese learners of English in the UK revealed that learners’ perceived difficulties with 

learning English lowered their self-confidence. However, evidence suggests learners’ self-

perceived confidence increased over time, particularly as English proficiency increased. In 

Li’s (2006) study, low proficiency learners commonly reported their difficulties in 

understanding spoken English and that speaking English was more problematic at the start of 

the learners’ sojourn. They felt inadequate and embarrassed expressing themselves in English 

due to a lack of fluency, phonological competence and useful vocabulary. Such difficulties 

consequently lowered the learners’ self-confidence and inhibited them from speaking 

English, thus affecting their motivation to further practise spoken English in real life and 

participate in informal conversations. High proficiency learners were more confident in their 

English ability than the low proficiency learners. Even though learners reported difficulties in 

English aural understanding, and the hindrance of thinking in Chinese by the end of the 

study, at least some learners’ self-confidence increased. They also felt more willing to take 

the initiative to talk with increasing confidence.  

Researchers have also found a relationship between learners’ self-perceived proficiency and 

self-perceived confidence and the types of request modifiers they use. Learners preferred to 

use external over internal modifiers (e.g., Færch & Kasper 1989; Hassall 2001). Hassall 

(2001) and Economidou-Kogetsidis (2009) explained this may be because learners with 

limited L2 linguistic proficiency feel more confident using external modification. Perhaps it 

is because the politeness function is more explicit and learners can derive their politeness 

value directly from the illocutionary meaning from context (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986). 

House and Kasper (1987) suggest that learners’ over-use of external modifications may be 

due to their insecurity about their social status in a foreign country. 

Research into the relationship between self-perceived confidence and self-perceived 

proficiency and pragmatic development is still scarce. However, research so far indicates 

learners’ self-perceived confidence/proficiency is vital to their pragmatic learning. 
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3.3.5 Perceptions of the target language learning environment 

3.3.5.1 Attitude towards learning L2 

Research shows students’ L2 development is highly related to their motivation. This section 

will highlight literature on the extent to which SALs’ motivation impacts on their L2 

pragmatic development. There is extensive research conducted on learners’ motivation and 

their L2 development. There are numerous models of motivation. Some of the most 

influential ones are: Graham’s (1984) notion of assimilative motivation; Gardner’s (1985, 

2001, 2005) socio-educational model of integrative/instrumental motivation; Brown’s (1990, 

2000) extrinsic/intrinsic dichotomy; Peirce’s (1995) construct of investment; and Kouritzin, 

Piquemal and Renaud’s (2009) proposal of social capital motivation.  

Gardner (1985, 2001, 2005) distinguished between integrative and instrumental motivation in 

a socio-educational model. Similar to Graham’s concept of assimilative motivation, Gardner 

(1985, 2001, 2005) defined integrative motivation as learner’s orientation to the goal of 

learning L2. It means that learner’s positive attitudes towards the target language group and 

the desire to integrate into the target language community’. Instrumental motivation, on the 

other hand, refers to the need for learners to acquire a functional command of a language in 

order to gain some social or economic reward through L2 achievement (e.g., finding a job).  

In a somewhat different motivation model, Brown (1990, 2000) distinguished between 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation refers to the performance of an 

activity to gain a desired outcome (e.g., motivations are rewards like money and grades). 

Intrinsic (internal) motivation is driven by an interest or enjoyment in the task itself. 

According to Brown (1990, 2000) and Carreira (2005), students who are intrinsically 

motivated perform out of their own initiative and are more likely to engage in the task 

willingly, as well as to work to improve their skills, which will increase their capabilities.  

In support of Brown’s notion of intrinsic motivation, Takahashi (2005) found learners’ 

pragmatic awareness of target features was correlated with intrinsic motivational factors such 

as whether learners enjoyed learning English, believed learning English was a challenge they 

enjoy, a hobby and if they wished they could learn English in an easier way. English learners 

who were intrinsically motivated were greatly interested in English and enjoyed learning 

activities for gaining skills for more successful L2 communication. They perceived these 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attitude_(psychology)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_language
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pragmalinguistic forms as ones that allowed them to achieve their language learning goals 

successfully, resulting in greater attention to these features. Li (2000) added learners’ desire 

and attitude toward learning L2 are also particularly important in their pragmatic 

development because the attainment of L2 proficiency usually entails long-term effort. 

Learners’ motivation may also be affected by factors such as personal relevance with respect 

to their learning goals, and expectancy of success in L2 learning could also influence how 

much attention L2 learners pay to pragmalinguistic features in L2 input.  

Researchers (e.g., Gillette 1994; LoCastro 2001; Wesely 2009) found some students have 

greater instrumental rather than integrative motivation. Gillette (1994) found in a study even 

highly motivated AH L2 learners viewed only language skills as a valuable asset. They did 

not necessarily feel having native-like L2 competence was desirable (Gillette 1994). 

Furthermore, LoCastro (2001) found that learners’ motivation and performance in English 

were related to whether they thought English was important, if they needed to use English in 

order to work abroad, or to live in or travel to a country where English is spoken, and whether 

they needed it for graduate school and to get good academic results. Very few students 

seemed motivated to acculturate to the target language culture or norms of communication 

(integrative motivation). While learners were willing to acquire proficiency in the use of L2 

pragmatic norms, they were only willing to establish an L2 self-identity as long as it was 

compatible with their individual goals. 

In addition to the socio-cultural motivation model, Gardner (1985, 2001, 2005) also added 

that learners’ self-identity may also influence and constrain the willingness to adopt NS 

standards for linguistic action. Many favour retaining their own identities when they feel it is 

inappropriate to accommodate the L2 pragmatic norms (Gardner 1985, 2001, 2005). As 

Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei and Thurrell (1995: 23) stated, ‘Sociocultural rules and norms are so 

ingrained in our own identity that it is difficult to change behaviour based on a new set of 

assumptions.’ Learners were not willing to establish or converge to such L2 norms if these 

conflicted with their self-identity or value system about how they should behave. The 

relationship between learners’ motivation to learn an L2 and their willingness to use the L2 in 

pragmatically appropriate ways is best described by Pierce’s (1995) notion of ‘investment’. 

Pierce (1995: 17) claims it is more appropriate to view language learning as an ‘investment’ 

in relation to the changing social world. That is, learners ‘invest’ in learning an L2 in order to 

increase their cultural capital (Bourdieu 1991). Further, rather than viewing or assessing 



Environmental and affective dimensions of the study abroad experience 

55 
 

learners’ motivation to acculturate to the L2 community, the notion of investment focuses on 

the individuals’ self-identity as the locus of concern. 

Kouritzin, Piquemal and Renaud (2009) reported in a survey of more than 6,000 university 

students in Canada, Japan, and France, differences in language learning beliefs, attitudes, and 

motivations in the three countries. Compared with Canadian students, Japanese and French 

students exhibited stronger additional forms of motivation. The French students showed more 

integrative motivation and more personal experiences with foreign languages (arguably also 

associated with intrinsic motivation) while the Japanese students demonstrated more social 

value consciousness. The English learners in Japan showed their motive to learn English was 

that having good knowledge of English was a valuable asset in Japan. This motivation is 

known as ‘social capital motivation’ (Kouritzin, Piquemal & Renaud 2009). It may also be 

that because English is an international language, and English courses are mandatory in 

France and Japan, the French and Japanese students had the desire to learn a foreign language 

and thus to identify with the foreign language community, its speakers, literature, and culture. 

 

3.3.5.2 Attitude towards the target language learning environment 

Relatively little research has examined how learners’ perception of their target language 

community influences their motivation and, ultimately, L2 achievement. More recent 

research has suggested there is a positive relationship between learners’ cultural sensitivity of 

the target language community and L2 development. 

Li (2006) found the L2 Chinese learners of English in the UK had positive attitudes towards 

learning English, compared to an AH learning environment in China. SALs generally 

perceived their English-learning environment with a positive attitude, especially in relation to 

improvement of oral/aural skills in English. Learners believed the host environment was good 

for learning English and it was the only place they were able to learn idiomatic English. Li 

(2006) stressed the importance of the interaction between the environment and the learner. He 

believed the initiative taken by the learner as well as the environmental influences weighed 

heavily on the learner’s acquisition of the language. Nonetheless, a few learners felt they 

lacked opportunities to improve their English. 
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Other studies (e.g., Martinsen 2008; Wesely 2009) suggest learners believed their success and 

failure in learning L2 is due to environmental factors. Sometimes learners perceived the host 

environment exerted pressure on them to use English in various situations. However, learners 

were more inclined to invoke personal failure when they made attributions about their failure, 

such as the lack of practice in relevant areas, which they believed to be the result of their lack 

of initiative to seek opportunities to use English with NSs. Some scholars (Horwitz, Horwitz 

& Cope 1986; Twombly 1995; Wilkinson 1998a,b, 2010) have found L2 learners with low 

cultural sensitivity cannot adapt to L2 cultural differences and are likely to be anxious about 

learning L2 and its culture, which could decrease their ability to learn the target language 

while abroad. Furthermore, Martinsen (2008) also found a positive connection between 

cultural sensitivity and improved speaking skills. Martinsen’s (2008) qualitative studies 

suggested students’ progress in language learning was sometimes impeded by cultural 

differences and students who were most willing and able to adapt better to L2 and culture 

made the greatest gains. It is probable that students with greater cultural sensitivity are able to 

focus more on the language than students with lower levels of cultural sensitivity because the 

former are more able to understand and enjoy the cultural differences they encounter. It is 

also possible that the more culturally sensitive students interact more actively with NSs than 

those with less cultural sensitivity (Martinsen 2008: 517). 

3.3.5.3 Homestay 

It is clear that learners’ sojourns abroad do not necessarily guarantee an increase of their 

input and interactions in the target language and culture. Learners’ opportunities to interact 

with NSs and the types of interactions learners have do not automatically lead to pragmatic 

development. It is only when learners notice pragmatic features and see the gaps in their 

production of pragmatic features that interactions can possibly lead to improvement.  

Some scholars (e.g., Rivers 1998; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight 2004: 261) believe in the 

‘homestay advantage’ in that homestays are one of the ideal avenues for students to gain 

access to the target language and culture during their sojourn abroad. However, further 

studies have revealed there are mixed results on learners’ homestay experiences abroad 

(Gutel 2008: 173). Some students reported they have only limited interactions with their host 

families, and even when learners do interact with host families, they are exposed to limited 

pragmatic features. Marriott (1995) observed that in a homestay environment the students 

were mostly exposed to the plain style usage among families and good friends. Students 
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rarely received negative feedback on pragmatic devices since most feedback addressed 

grammatical errors or message content (Marriott 1995: 218). This suggests that it is possible 

learners do not get exposure to a range of pragmatic features that are used in the host 

environment. 

Some researchers (e.g., Magnan & Back 2007; Wilkinson 2000) have found some SALs have 

limited interaction with their host family. Wilkinson (2000), for instance, found a group of 

American learners of French studying in France had very limited interaction with their host 

family. One student quoted ‘I was just so surprised that you could be in France for a month 

and really not speak French that often. I mean, I probably spoke about maybe three sentences 

a day in French with my family’ (Wilkinson 2000: 39). In fact, Magnan and Back (2007) 

found students who lived with NSs, either in homestays or in apartments, would improve 

their speaking ability more than students who lived alone or with other Americans. 

Other researchers (Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart 2002; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight 2004) 

found that although the majority of students in sites in both Mexico and Spain felt very 

comfortable with their families at the end of their homestay experience, some were 

disappointed that their host families did not offer more linguistic and social interaction. In 

addition, the most frequent complaint from students in both countries during the personal 

interview was that they wanted to be more involved in family activities: ‘They could have 

integrated me more into the real family life and activities; they could have invited me out 

more with the family when they went out; I feel more like a guest in a hotel than part of the 

family’ (Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight 2004: 259).  

In a more recent large-scale study, Gutel (2008) investigated a group of 3,545 SALs’ 

homestay experiences, looking at male and female students from several countries who 

experienced stays of various lengths (one month, one summer, one semester and one year). 

Quantitative and qualitative data revealed that learners would recommend staying with a host 

family (Gutel 2008). The learners reported positive experiences when they were able to gain 

insights into the host culture, had an environment which fostered their language learning, and 

felt they had independence and freedom. However, the female students who had another 

student with a significantly higher or lower language level as roommate at the host family 

believed this impacted upon (hindered or helped) their ability to interact with the host family. 

The more proficient learners hindered lesser learners who relied on the more proficient 
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learners to communicate. The lower proficiency learners did not speak to their host family 

due to limited English competence and shyness. As a result, interaction between students and 

hosts became very limited and, in turn, affected their learning outcomes (Tanaka 2004, in 

Ellis 2008). 

This was elaborated by Jackson’s (2008) ethnographic study on a group of native Hong Kong 

Cantonese learners of English who spent five weeks in the UK. Jackson’s (2008) data, 

collected pre-, during and post-sojourn, revealed that learners in general found their time 

abroad to be a ‘valuable and life-changing experience’ (Jackson 2008:217). As for the more 

proficient learners, they suffered as they spent more time helping the lower-level learners 

which gave them less time to communicate with other proficient learners. The learners 

reported that living with a family in the host speech community enabled them to experience 

the culture firsthand and opened up new possibilities to use English in their daily lives. It 

expanded their view of English, to ‘...varying degrees, and sparked new interest in future 

forays into the English-speaking world’ (Jackson 2008:217). In contrast, women who had 

difficulty adjusting to the L2 environment regretted not having spent more time with their 

host families. This means it is vital for homestay families to involve learners in interactions 

and expose them to the L2 culture (Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart 2010). Knight and Schmidt-

Rinehart (2010: 64) reported ‘greater understanding of the family, increased language and 

cultural learning and increased interaction for learners’. 

Research from learners’ homestay experiences reveal, overall, one cannot assume that the 

host environment, even at homestays, can enrich SALs’ language and culture during their 

sojourn abroad. 

3.4 Summary 

This chapter has provided an overview of research on the acquisition of L2 pragmatic 

competence in a study abroad context. It has addressed the important processes involved in 

learners’ development of pragmatic competence by first examining how proficiency 

influences learners’ pragmatic transfer from L1 to L2, then summarised how the 

Complexification Hypothesis and the Bulge Theory may be used to account for the 

differences in L2 learners’ pragmatic development. Furthermore, it has provided a picture of 

research that compares learners in at-home and study abroad environments. To date, there is 
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evidence to suggest learners’ pragmatic gains are not purely attributable to their length of stay 

in the target language environment. Researchers have proposed that environmental factors 

such as opportunities for input and interactions and, more important, affective factors such as 

SALs’ self-perceived confidence and self-perceived proficiency, and perceptions of the target 

language learning environment, all play a crucial role in learners’ pragmatic performance.  

 



 



 

Chapter 4   Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the methodology of the present study. It begins with a summary of the 

research design, followed by details of participants and the recruitment process. The 

subsequent section provides an in-depth description of the instruments used in the pilot study 

and the main study, as well as the disadvantages and advantages of the instruments used. The 

final part of this chapter comprises the procedure section and an account of the data coding 

and analyses in order to address the five main research questions in this study. 

RQ1: What effect did study abroad have on the students’ engagement with English outside 

formal education settings? 

RQ2: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated 

confidence in English? 

RQ3: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ attitude towards the target language 

community? 

RQ4: What was the effect of study abroad on the learners’ performance of requests in 

English? 

RQ5: To what extent did environmental, affective or attitudinal factors in the study abroad 

experience correlate with the acquisition of more native-like request devices in English? 

4.2 Research Design 

This section describes the methodological design of the study.  

Multiple data collection instruments were employed during this study. Each data collection 

method has its strengths and weaknesses and any one source of information can potentially be 
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incomplete or partial (Beebe & Cummings 1996; Nugraha 2002; Richards 2001). 

Furthermore, the request responses collected from oral Enhanced Discourse Completion 

Tasks (EDCTs) were not from spontaneous authentic interactions. Therefore, this study 

attempts to address these problems using multiple instruments to collect quantitative and 

qualitative data to yield more reliable and generalisable results in the request responses. 

A quantitative approach was used to analyse request devices used by participants in the oral 

EDCTs. The statistical analyses provide information on AHLs’ and SALs’ pragmatic 

performances of request devices, and allow comparisons to be drawn between AHLs, SALs 

and Australian native speakers (ENGs).  

Qualitative research allows the examination of learners’ responses in-depth and provides 

explanations of the responses from oral EDCTs. This study includes interviews as they offer 

more explanatory power and reveal individual differences that may shed light on L2 learning, 

and provide results which may be missed if quantitative methods alone were used (Bailey & 

Ochsner 1983). 

By using multiple data gathering methods to measure pragmatic performance, one instrument 

can also compensate for the drawbacks of the other. The use of multiple methods to measure 

the same variables can increase the explanatory power of results and the generalisability of 

the research (Beebe & Cummings 1996; Nugraha 2002; Richards 2001).  

4.3 Participants and recruitment 

This section provides an overview of the participants and the recruitment process that took 

place in this study. 

4.3.1 Participants 

Three groups of participants took part in this study: ENGs, AHLs, and SALs. 

4.3.1.1 ENGs 

All 30 ENGs were undergraduates at a university in Melbourne, Australia. The mean age of 

the ENGs was 21, 18 were males and 12 were females. Most of them learned a second 
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language in high school, with basic to intermediate proficiency but reported they rarely used 

their L2. 

4.3.1.2 AHLs 

There were 30 AHLs in this group, 14 females and 16 males. They were first-year 

undergraduates studying at a university in Hong Kong. At the time of the study, they were 

enrolled in a 13-week oral English course, which focused on various aspects of spoken 

English such as pronunciation, fluency and accuracy. The average age of learners was 19. 

Sixteen learners took the Hong Kong Certificate Education Examination (HKCEE) after 

Form Five, and 14 learners had completed the Hong Kong Advanced Level (HKAL) 

examination after Form Seven prior to university. They all spoke Cantonese as their L1, and 

all had studied English as a foreign language at school since kindergarten (mean = 15 years). 

None of the learners in this group had been on a holiday over one week or studied abroad in 

the past. 

4.3.1.3 SALs 

There were 21 SALs recruited in the study, 17 females and 4 males. It would have been ideal 

to recruit more female participants so as to provide a more gender-balance perspective of 

males’ and females’ study abroad experiences. Unfortunately, this was not possible as it was 

extremely difficult to recruit a sufficient number of participants in the same cohort with 

similar language and cultural backgrounds, studying the same university courses in Australia, 

and able to partake in nine-month longitudinal study. All 21 SALs were first-year 

foundation/diploma studies programme students at an Australian university. At the time of 

the study, the students were enrolled in a one-year compulsory academic study skills course. 

The course aimed to prepare students for the International English Language Testing System 

examination (IELTS), with very little focus on communication skills. The average age of 

learners was 18.5. They all spoke Cantonese as their mother-tongue, and all had studied 

English as a foreign language at school since kindergarten (mean = 15 years); 13 learners 

undertook the HKCEE after completing Form Five and eight learners undertook HKAL 

examinations after completing Form Seven prior to going to Australia. None of these students 

had been on any study abroad programme. 
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4.3.1.3.1 SALs’ attitude towards learning English 

Both groups of learners were motivated to learn English because they wanted to 

communicate better in English, improve their job prospects, for academic purposes and to 

become more native-like in their usage. Very few learners wanted to improve English purely 

because they liked to learn English. 

Table 4.1 shows 72% of SALs agreed or strongly agreed that learning English was fun. A 

much lower rate (24% of learners) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the idea that learning 

English was fun and only 4% of learners had neutral feelings about learning English. 

However, despite the percentage of learners who disagreed with the notion that learning 

English was fun, learners had an average of 4 (standard deviation = 1.1) reasons to learn 

English. The results from Table 4.2 indicate this group of SALs had good reasons to want to 

improve their English proficiency and pragmatic competence. Overall, more than 81% of 

SALs in this study wanted to learn English to enhance their future career prospects, cope with 

academic studies, and improve their communication skills. Only about 60% of learners 

wanted to learn English so they could speak native-like Australian English. A mere 15% of 

learners wanted to learn English because it was fun.  

Table 4.1: SALs’ self-ratings on their view on whether learning English is fun 

Strongly agree 2   (10%) 

Agree 13 (61%) 

Neutral 1   (5%) 

Disagree 3   (14%) 

Strongly disagree 2   (10%) 

Note: Figure in brackets = percentage 

Table 4.2: SALs’ reasons for learning English 

 

Note: Figure in brackets = percentage 

4.3.2 Recruitment  

The AHL participants were students at a Hong Kong university studying an English course. 

The activities were provided to the learners as in-class activities, so there was no formal 

 Agreed Disagreed 

Job 17  (81%) 4    (19%) 

Further studies 17  (81%) 4    (19%) 

Become native-like 12  (57%) 9    (43%) 

Like learning English 4   (19%) 17   (81%) 

Communicate better 18  (86%) 3    (14%) 

To teach English 0 0 



Methodology 

65 
 

recruitment process. However, the ENGs and SALs were recruited through advertisements. 

The participating institutions in Australia sent out advertisement for the recruitment of ENGs 

(See Appendix I) and SALs (See Appendix II).   

In the initial meeting for the study, participants were informed the project was on English 

usage and given an introductory letter (Appendix III) and consent form (Appendix IV). The 

activities they would be involved in were outlined (interviews and role-plays and that they 

would be video- and audio-taped). Participants were also told that all results collected would 

be used anonymously for research purposes only and that their personal details would remain 

confidential. All the oral EDCTs and role-play data were video- and audio-taped. The files 

were transferred and stored on a secure computer. 

In return for time spent on the study, participants were offered feedback on their written and 

spoken English. The SALs in particular took up this opportunity to submit their work for 

correction and feedback. Upon completion of the data collection, all participants were 

informed the study focused on request devices and provided with a summary of request 

devices in Australian English. 

4.4 Instruments 

This section provides details of instruments used in this project: the Language Contact Profile 

(LCP), oral EDCTs, as well as the instruments used in the open role-plays to elicit requests 

and interview questions used to gain more understanding of learners’ responses. The 

advantages and disadvantages of these instruments will also be highlighted. 

4.4.1 Pilot study 

A pilot study was undertaken to ensure the appropriateness of the oral EDCTs and the role-

plays. The participants involved were 10 ENGs and 20 AHLs. As a result of the pilot study, 

questions were either added or amended to suit the needs of this project. The changes will be 

discussed in the main study. 
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4.4.1.1 Oral EDCTs  

Two high, two mutual and two low social status situations selected from Billmyer & 

Varghese’s (2000) EDCTs were presented as the oral EDCTs to elicit request responses. The 

oral EDCT situations were read by an ENG and recorded onto a DVD to play back to 

participants. The participants were informed there was no right or wrong answer, no word 

limit and that they could listen to the situations again if necessary, and provide oral responses 

when they were ready.  

Results of the pilot tests revealed that the ENGs and learners used greetings, said excuse me, 

introduced themselves, explained reasons for making requests, promised to return items 

borrowed or favour, used mostly conventional indirect requests, said thank you and showed 

appreciation. Learners made more apologies and frequently explained reasons for making 

requests but NSs tended to chat more and justify their requests to listeners more before 

making requests. NSs showed they were aware that it may be bad to make a request without 

using pre-request devices. For example, ‘I normally wouldn’t ask but…’ and ‘I understand if 

you can’t but…’. Interestingly, NSs justified requests, for example, ‘I will be quick…’, ‘I live 

close to you so…’ and ‘I was in your class so…’. The pilot tests indicated the oral EDCTs 

were appropriate to elicit request responses and external request devices. 

4.4.1.2 Role-plays 

Five situations were designed in a way that set up a scenario in which participants have to 

negotiate with others to come up with a solution. Participants were put into groups of two to 

four. They were asked to go through the scenario and come up with a solution for the 

scenario. Participants were informed everyone in the group must speak. Participants were not 

asked specifically to make requests, but the situations provided opportunities for them to 

negotiate and make requests. The results from the role-plays indicated they provided 

opportunities for participants to negotiate and make requests. The same role-play scenarios 

were included in the main study. 

4.4.2 Main study 

Table 4.3 presents the tasks and testing time intervals for AHLs, SALs and ENGs in the pre- 

and post-tests. As can be seen from Table 4.3, this study included two written questionnaires, 

a diary, interview, role-play and oral EDCTs.  
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Table 4.3: Questionnaires completed by three groups of participants in the study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 = task performed 

 

4.4.2.1 Language Contact Profile (LCP) 

The LCP constructed by Freed, Dewey and Segalowitz (2004) was originally designed to 

elicit information about learners’ exposure to English in a longitudinal study and offered both 

a pre- and a post-test. This questionnaire has been widely used in SA studies (e.g., Barron 

2003, 2007a, 2008; Cohen 2005; Colletine & Freed 2004; Schauer 2004, 2006a,b) to elicit 

information about learners’ past experiences and exposure to English in an SA environment. 

For similar reasons, the LCP was used in this study because the pre- and post-questionnaires 

allowed learners to self-report their exposure to English before and during their sojourn 

abroad. Both the pre- and post-questionnaires consist of questions regarding learners’ 

accommodation, and the amount of exposure to English they have in a day and per week for 

reading, writing, listening and speaking in a range of situations, both inside and outside the 

classroom. In this study, additional questions on learners’ educational background, and a self-

perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in reading, writing, listening, speaking, 

communication effectiveness and grammar were included as these scales relate to learners’ 

development of request devices (See Appendix V for pre- and post- tests). 

4.4.2.2 Oral Enhanced Discourse Completion Tasks (Oral EDCTs) 

Discourse completion tasks (DCTs) typically consist of a situational description followed by 

a brief dialogue, with at least one open turn to be completed by the participant. For example, 

‘You missed class and need to borrow a friend’s notes. What would you say?’ The context is 

designed to constrain the open turns so that a specific communicative act is elicited—request 

devices in this case. 

The major criticisms of DCTs are that the responses obtained in the DCTs do not adequately 

represent natural conversations in that speakers’ DCT responses lack actual wording, 

emotions, a range of formulas and devices, and the number of repetitions and elaborations 

that occur in a real conversation. More importantly, the DCTs do not provide sufficient social 

 Written 

LCP 

Written 

Diary 

Interview Oral 

EDCT 

Role-play 

SALs      

AHLs      

NSs      
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and situational information in the prompt. They exclude the background information of the 

event, the relationship between interlocutors, the frequency of their interaction and details 

related to context and settings (Beebe & Cummings, in Kasper & Dahl 1991; Wolfson, 

Marmor & Jones 1989). 

Despite the shortcomings of DCTs, cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) studies 

have continued to use DCTs to measure pragmatic knowledge as DCTs can be used to gather 

a large amount of data quickly. In recent years, DCTs are still frequently employed to collect 

data since they elicit respondents’ knowledge of stereotypical responses that reflect the values 

of the native culture (e.g., Bataineh & Bataineh 2006; Econmidou-Kogetsidis 2008a,b, 2009; 

Woodfield 2008). Therefore, by investigating what respondents know about routine and 

stereotypical ways of encoding speech acts in the target culture, DCTs indicate the extent to 

which speakers are familiar with the sociopragmatic norms of that culture. Hence, DCTs 

allow respondents to demonstrate what they know about socioculturally appropriate ways of 

responding to specific situations, and provide information about their ability to produce 

routine, planned responses (Beebe & Cummings 1996). However, researchers such as 

Econmidou-Kogetsidis (2008, 2009) and Woodfield (2008) have pointed out that the DCT 

responses should not be interpreted as revealing how respondents would spontaneously 

respond. 

In an attempt to provide more contextual information in a scenario, Billmyer and Varghese 

(2000) also provided lengthier versions of Rose (1992) and Rose and Ono (1995) Discourse 

Completion Tasks (DCTs) in their EDCTs. They constructed scenarios by examining the 

literature to identify the type of social and contextual information which critics of DCTs 

found lacking in the situations and which others in the field regarded as necessary and 

relevant (Wolfson, Marmor & Jones 1989; Beebe & Cummings 1996; Hymes 1972). Hyme’s 

(1972) components of speech guided Billmyer and Varghese’s (2000) design of situational 

prompts. These components include a description of the physical setting, including time and 

place; the participants, meaning interlocutor as well as audience; and the purpose of the 

speaker, specifically the request goal. Enhanced prompts specified these social factors by 

including the following information: the gender and name of the interlocutor; the role 

relationship, and by implication, social distance and social dominance; the length of the 

acquaintanceship; the frequency of the interaction; whether or not the relationship was 

optional; a description of the place the interaction happened and the time of the day; and 
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familiarity with the situations. In this study, both the short and context-enriched scenarios of 

Billmyer and Varghese’s (2000) questionnaire were included. By way of example, the 

context-enriched version of the music situation is shown below. Here, time and place are 

described, the interlocutor is given a name, and events leading up to the request are described, 

thus providing the speaker with motivation for the ensuing act. For example,  

Music situation 

It is 10.30pm on a Wednesday night and you have a paper due the next day. You 

are trying to finish the paper and you can’t concentrate because you hear loud 

music coming from another student’s room down the hall. You decide to ask her 

to turn the music down. The music has been on at this volume for half an hour. 

You have occasionally seen the student, Lucy Row, in the same dorm during the 

past six months. She is a student like you but you have never spoken to her. You 

have heard other people in the dorm complain about the volume of her music on 

several occasions, although you never have because you usually study in the 

library. However, today the library closed early. You are only half- way through 

and you know that the professor for this class is very strict and does not give 

extensions. What would you say? 

The scenarios are designed with the expectation that the context-rich prompts will elicit a 

fuller range of request devices because they include time and place, more information about 

the situation, the interlocutors and the background, and longer, more elaborately modified, 

requests with greater degrees of supportive mitigation.  

Like Billmyer and Varghese (2000), the six situations provide for combinations of social 

distance and social dominance (see Appendix VI pre- and post- oral EDCTs). The six 

scenarios provided were interactions of different social distance relationships defined by 

Wolfson (1988). The oral EDCTs and open roleplays aimed to elicit a range of request 

devices (request heads and external modifiers) in maximum social distance interactions 

(status unequals and strangers) and the middle distance social interactions (non-intimates, 

status equals friends) Wolfson (1988). The maximum social distance interactions included the 

participant being of a higher status than the interlocutor (participant as a professor requesting 

students to submit an assignment earlier than expected and participant as a professor 

requesting students to present work earlier than scheduled knowing they have a heavy 
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workload), and a lower status than the interlocutors (participant as a student requesting an 

extension for an assignment and participant as a student requesting an assistant professor to 

give him/her a lift home in the snow). The middle distance group in this study is defined as 

mutual status friends (participant asking a friend to borrow lecture notes and asking a friend 

next door to turn down music).  

In this study, the EDCTs were presented to participants in audio form as closed role-plays, 

read out by an Australian English native speaker. At the beginning of the oral EDCT, 

participants listened to the instructions recorded on a tape. They were asked to listen to ten 

situations carefully, then respond to each situation, after it was played, relying on their past 

experiences. It was explained that there were no right or wrong answers and there was no 

time or length limit. They could listen to the situations again if they did not understand them 

on the first listening. To ensure learners understood the instructions, the first situation was 

used as a training exercise. After the first situation was played, participants were asked to 

respond when they were ready. They were free to take as long as they needed to think about 

their answers before responding. 

4.4.2.3 Open role-plays 

It is not always possible to collect naturalistic data on a particular speech act because it is 

time-consuming. In addition, a very large dataset would be required in order to obtain 

sufficient data on a particular speech act as there is no instruction or direction that guides 

what the participants say (Kasper 2000). Consequently, researchers such as Hassall (1997, in 

Hassall 2001), Tateyama (2001) and Trosborg (1995) have used oral tasks or role-plays to 

collect spoken data in L2 developmental pragmatic studies. The advantage of role-plays is 

that they are capable of producing a wide array of interactional conducts through the role 

specifications and can simulate authentic situations. The respondents are free to control the 

conversation if given an opportunity to interact with the interlocutor freely (Sasaki 1998).  

Open role-plays can provide more naturalistic data and capture features similar to naturally 

occurring conversations such as turn-taking, sequencing and hesitations. The other advantage 

is that role-plays are easy to administer, allow for comparisons across dyads, and make it 

possible to control extra-linguistic variables such as power, status and gender (Golato 2003). 

Some researchers (e.g., Duan & Wannaruk 2008; Rintell & Mitchell 1989; Morrison & 

Holmes 2006) have compared the responses of closed oral (DCT) role-plays and written 
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DCTs and examined the validity of role-plays in ILP. These researchers have found that 

speakers’ responses from open role-plays display similar features to natural conversations. 

For instance, Edmondson and House (1991) found that NNSs produced longer and more 

verbose utterances than NSs on DCTs but not in role-plays in general. Eisenstein and 

Bodman’s (1993) study compared the role of DCTs, open role-plays, and field notes of how 

NNSs and NSs expressed gratitude. They found all three types elicited the same words and 

expressions but differed in length and complexity. The authentic data provided the longest 

and most complex responses, followed by the role-plays data and the DCT data led to the 

shortest and least complex responses. 

Similar to Sasaki (1998), Tsai (2007) compared the use of request devices and modality 

markers from apology speech act data collected from the two most popular speech act 

elicitation tasks, DCTs and role-plays. Twenty-four Chinese NSs and 40 Chinese AHLs 

participated in Tsai’s study where results showed that all tended to use direct expressions of 

apology, acknowledge responsibility, and offer repairs as their main devices in apology 

situations both on DCTs and role-plays. However, the frequencies and distributions of 

apology devices and modalities differed. Role-plays elicited overall more apology devices 

and modalities than DCTs. The learners employed a narrower range of devices and modalities 

on DCT. Because of the feeling of insecurity in face-to-face encounters (Rintell & Mitchell 

1989), AHLs exhibited more ‘play it safe’ devices than NSs (Færch & Kasper 1989; 

Trosborg 1987) by giving more direct apologies across four situations. 

In this study, participants were asked to take part in open role-plays so the data could indicate 

not only how participants use request devices, but also how they lead up to and follow a 

request. Therefore, to ensure a good basis for comparison between the data obtained from the 

DCTs and the role-plays, the role-plays used in this study were closely related to situations 

participants were likely to encounter in their daily life. Like the oral EDCTs, participants 

were given three situations of maximum (unequal status) and middle distance (status equal 

friends). One of the maximum social distance interactions (unequal status) involved a 

situation where participants were of high status (Professor requesting for work earlier than 

scheduled) and lower status than the interlocutor (participant as a junior at school telling a 

senior student to return money s/he had borrowed). The middle distance group involved a 

situation where one of the participants had to borrow his/her only umbrella when it was 

raining outside (see Appendix VII for the role-plays used in this study). 
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The situations used in this study required participants to negotiate the borrowing or lending of 

money, notes, books, assignments or a car. To reduce practice effects in the post-tests, social 

distance between the roles remained the same but names and scenarios were changed slightly. 

Here is an example of a role-play scenario with the instructions presented to the students. 

This scenario is about raining outside and aims to enable learners to elicit a request with her 

friend. 

You just paid for your friends’ coffee. 

It’s raining very heavily outside. 

All of your friends have umbrellas except for you.  

No one has offered to lend you an umbrella. Will you ask one of your friends to 

lend you an umbrella? 

Most participants only used their preparation time to work out the theme and what they were 

likely to say and then rehearsed instead of writing down the whole dialogue. They began the 

role-play when they felt comfortable to start. The participants enjoyed performing in the relo-

play. All role-plays were audio-recorded and video-taped.  

The AHLs performed in a role-play during class time in the first week of the course. Both the 

SALs and NSs had pre-arranged a time to meet to perform in a role-play. Each group had 

three or four people who were given a situation which they were asked to solve in a 

conversation between all participants. They were given as much time as they required to 

work through the scenario, assign a role to each group member and work out the general 

theme, not necessarily the exact wording of the dialogue.  

4.4.2.4 Interviews 

Each interview began with an informal interaction to find out the students’ well-being, 

followed by a list of questions focusing on the participants’ experiences and attitudes towards 

learning English (Appendix VIII). Interviews ended with the oral EDCTs. Each interview 

lasted about 30 minutes. Again, the participants were asked to answer the questions to the 

best of their knowledge as there were no right or wrong answers. All questionnaires were 

collected during the interview. 
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At the beginning of the interviews, the researcher’s personal experiences of living and 

studying in Hong Kong and Australia were shared with learners. Items in the LCP, especially 

ratings on self-rated proficiency and confidence on reading, writing, speaking, listening, 

communicating, vocabulary (academic and social needs), and cultural knowledge were then 

discussed. Learners were asked to reflect on what they were good and not so good at in 

English and what they planned to do to improve on their weaknesses while they were in 

Australia. The reasons learners improved or did not improve on certain items were discussed 

along with what they could do in the post-tests that they could not do previously. Learners 

were also given feedback on their oral English, mostly focusing on fluency, pronunciation 

and grammar. 

4.4.2.5 Diary studies 

One of the main advantages of asking learners to keep a diary is that they can reflect on their 

entries and take steps to overcome their learning obstacles (Krishnan & Hoon 2002). The 

SALs were asked to keep a diary during the nine-month period that they took part in this 

study. They were asked to think about situations where they communicated successfully and 

unsuccessfully in English, then try to work out the reasons why their communication was 

successful or unsuccessful and how they felt. Below is the list of topics suggested to the 

learners in this study:  

1. Write down what you learn. 

2. Write down the situations you face where you have to speak in English. 

3. What was your conversation and discussion like? 

4. How did you feel? 

5. Did you have to ask someone to give you something or do something for 

you? 

6. What did you say? How did your listener respond? 

7. Did your listener(s) understand what you want—why or why not? 

8. Feel free to write down anything else that you would like to share with 

me, or any questions you may have. 
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The learners were asked to write in the diary in English at least once per week, with the 

written material collected at three data collection points. Although the learners wrote in the 

diary, a majority of them did not write in it once per week. The text was written in a 

combination of Chinese and informal English, and it provided insight into the learners’ 

learning and general life experiences in Australia. At each meeting, situations and 

experiences that learners raised as problematic or enjoyable in the diary were discussed. 

Previous diary studies tended to specify the language that learners had to use in their diary 

entries—commonly in either their L1 or L2. One of the main disadvantages of constraining 

learners to report on their experiences in their L2 is that sometimes learners may not have the 

language skills to reflect on their own feelings, thinking and experiences. Similarly, by asking 

learners to reflect on their experiences only in their L1, they may not be given the opportunity 

to reflect on their experiences using what they have learned in their L2. It is possible that they 

can sometimes capture their thinking better with a vocabulary or a phrase that has no 

equivalence in their L1.  

Learners in this study were free to choose to write in their diary entries using Chinese or 

English, so they were able to express their feelings and reflect on their experiences without a 

language barrier. Indeed, learners reported they felt more comfortable writing in Chinese at 

times as it was their L1 and they were able to express their thinking better. Interestingly, 

learners frequently used colloquial English and expletives to express their frustrations (See 

Appendix IX).  

4.4.2.6 Versions of instruments 

Three versions of questionnaires, oral EDCT and role-plays were required. To minimise 

practice effects, the three versions of written questionnaires differed in the order of questions 

presented and the names that appeared in the scenarios. More importantly, the time interval 

between each administration was 3.5-4 months to allow ample time to minimise practice 

effects. 
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4.5 Reflections on the procedure 

4.5.1 Interviews 

The informal interactions at the beginning of the interviews in both the pre- and post-tests 

were a very good way to ensure participants were at ease before they had to answer questions 

about their educational background, experiences learning English, and life in Hong Kong and 

Australia. The video and audio recording equipment could have made some participants 

reluctant to talk during the interviews so the video camera was placed about a metre away 

from the participants. The NSs said they were comfortable being taped. None of the learners 

had any problems with the audio recording. Some learners, however, were a little anxious 

when they realised they were going to be video-taped. They were assured only the researcher 

would watch the videos. The learners were more comfortable about being taped during the 

post-tests.  

4.5.2 Oral EDCTs 

The oral EDCTs went very smoothly for the NSs. All participants understood the instructions 

and what they had to do. Sometimes learners asked to re-listen to some situations because 

they thought the speaker on the tape spoke too fast, the situations were too long and they 

could not remember the more intricate details, or they did not understand vocabulary or the 

pronunciation of a word. Participants were told not to respond when they did not feel 

comfortable asking for the favour as they would not do this in real life. This instruction was 

the opposite of the original study plan. In the Oral EDCT post-tests, participants were asked 

to reflect on their performance in the Oral EDCTs. They were asked if the length of the 

situations affected their responses, if they thought the mode of comprehension (reading or 

listening) affected their answers and which was easier. Some NSs and learners said they did 

not answer some scenarios where they felt uncomfortable in real life; namely, asking to 

borrow money. Some AHLs felt very bad asking for extensions from their professors; so they 

would not do this in real life unless they really had no choice.  

4.5.3 Role-plays 

All participants enjoyed working through and performing the role-plays very much. The 

participants took approximately 10-15 minutes to prepare for the role-play. Learners held 
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discussions in Cantonese and English during their preparation time. Both NSs and learners 

worked through the situations without any difficulty. They assigned roles and only worked 

out generally how the role-play would begin, what would happen in the middle and at the 

end. The participants were comfortable enough to work out the lines they were going to use 

without writing any script, and some rehearsed once in some instances. All the participants 

commented on how much they enjoyed watching each other’s performances. Each role-play 

lasted between three and four minutes.  

4.6 Procedure 

This section will outline the pre- and post-test time data collection intervals over nine months 

for the ENGs, SALs and AHLs. It will also describe the order in which tasks were given. The 

instructions for all three groups of participants and a synopsis of the meetings, the handout of 

written tasks, interviews, oral EDCTs and role-plays are provided in the appendix. 

4.6.1 Time Intervals 

Table 4.4 shows the data collection intervals for all three groups of participants in the study. 

As can be seen from the table below, data from SALs was collected three times over a nine-

month period, with each test held at 4-4.5 month intervals. Data from the AHLs was collected 

twice and data from the NSs was collected only once.  

Table 4.4: Time intervals between data collection sessions 

Prior to each meeting, participants were given questionnaires and appointments were made 

for interviews and role-plays (involving three or four people). The Language Contact Profile 

(LCP) was disseminated to AHLs and SALs in the initial meeting. NSs were given all 

questionnaires except the LCP. The LCP was not relevant for NSs as it contained questions 

about their educational background, their attitudes and experiences in learning English, and a 

self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence in learning English. Participants were asked 

to fill in all questionnaires prior to the interview. All participants were asked to answer the 

Participants 
 

Time 1 

4-4.5 months 

 

 

Time 2 

4-4.5 months 

 

 

Time 3 

SALs      

AHLs      

ENGs      
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questions in the questionnaires using only their knowledge and past experiences in the DCTs. 

As for all pragmatic questionnaires, there was no right or wrong answer. For the grammar 

section, the participants were asked not to use a dictionary and to use only their grammatical 

knowledge to answer all the questions.  

4.6.2 Meetings 

4.6.2.1 Briefing the participants 

Two groups of participants (ENGs and SALs) were recruited through an advertisement from 

three universities in Melbourne, Australia. At the initial meeting, participants were informed 

the study focussed on English usage and that they would be asked to fill in questionnaires and 

complete listening-and-responding oral tasks (oral EDCTs) and interviews which would be 

video- and audio- taped. They were also given guidelines on the diary and were given an 

exercise book as a diary. At this initial meeting, they were also told that the data collected 

would remain strictly confidential and be used anonymously for academic and research 

purposes only. At the end of the study, all participants would be briefed about the nature of 

the study. 

The NSs received an honorarium of AUD20 upon completion of all tasks. The AHLs were 

not paid as the tasks in this study were incorporated into class as part of their class activities, 

and the data were used to give them feedback on their oral English proficiency. The SALs 

were paid an honorarium of AUD90 upon the completion of all the tasks in the study. 

It was not possible to recruit SALs who were first year undergraduates like the AHLs in this 

study. This was because of difficulty locating SALs who were studying in Melbourne at a 

similar level, and in courses that lasted for at least nine months (many university English 

language courses were only three months long).  

4.6.2.2 Debriefing the participants 

At the conclusion of the study, participants were informed this study was about the use of 

request devices. They were free to ask questions they had about the nature of the study. 

Learners were particularly keen to find out how they had performed and the progress they 

had made in the effectiveness of their requests. NSs were keen to find out more about the 

nature of the study and the differences between the use of request devices between NNSs and 
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NSs. Further feedback was given to those who were keen to find out more about the study via 

msn or email. All participants were informed their final results or conclusions would be 

emailed to them along with any details of any publications. The SALs and NSs were paid and 

they signed and dated a receipt. Again, they were reminded the results of this project would 

remain confidential and be used for research purposes only. 

4.7 Data coding and analyses 

This section describes the way data were coded and analysed to answer the five main 

research questions related to the extent to which the environmental and affective dimensions 

affect this group of Hong Kong learners’ pragmatic performance of request devices. The five 

research questions can be divided into three research areas.  

The first section of analyses relates to the first three research questions on environmental and 

affective dimensions of SALs’ study abroad experience. 

RQ1: What effect did study abroad have on the students’ engagement with English outside 

formal education settings? 

To investigate if there were differences between the amount of Cantonese the SALs used in 

Australia, and the amount of English input and interactions they used during their sojourn in 

Australia between T1 and T3, ANOVA repeated measures, t-tests and post-hoc analyses for 

within-group comparisons were conducted between T1 and T3. The types of English listening 

input examined were from radio, television/movies, songs, conversations between ENGs and 

for academic purposes (e.g. lectures and tutorials). The types of interactions in this study are 

their contact in class, with English fluent/NSs, their living environment and NNSs outside 

school or home.  

To reveal whether the SALs’ amount of English listening input and interactions in Australia 

contribute to an increase in their use of external modifiers, Spearman’s rho r correlations 

were performed between SALs’ amount of English input and interactions in Australia, and 

the number of external modifiers SALs’ used in situations where learners were of mutual, 

higher and lower status than their interlocutor in T1 and T3. Listening input in English 

included input from radio, TV/Movies, songs, English fluent/NSs and English for academic 
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purposes. Spearman’s rho r correlations were used because the values of external modifiers 

were on non-normal distributions. Additionally, Spearman’s rho r analyses were performed 

between SALs’ listening input and interactions in English and self-rated proficiency and self-

rated confidence scores in T1 and T3 to see if there was any relationship between the amount 

of listening input and learners’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence in T1 and T3 . 

RQ2: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated 

confidence in English? 

SALs’ development of self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence scores, and the 

relationship between SALs’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence were correlated 

with the number of external modifiers they used between T1 and T3 

To examine if the SALs’ self-perceived confidence and self-perceived proficiency scores had 

increased from T1 to T3, ANOVA repeated measures, t-tests and post-hoc analyses for within-

group comparisons were conducted in learners’ self-rated confidence and proficiency scales 

for speaking and ability to communicate effectively between T1 and T3. The scale was out of 

5, with 1 = very poor, 2 = poor, 3 = average, 4 = good and 5 = very good.  

To answer the question of whether the SALs self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence 

scores for speaking, and ability to communicate effectively increase their use of external 

modifiers, Spearman’s rho r correlations were performed. These correlations measured 

SALs’ self-perceived, self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence scores for speaking, 

ability to communicate effectively, and grammar and the number of external modifiers they 

used in situations where learners of mutual, higher or lower status than their interlocutor in 

T1 and T3. Spearman’s rho r analyses were used because the self-perceived proficiency and 

self-rated confidence scores were ranked. 

RQ3: What effect did study abroad have on learners’ attitude towards the target language 

community? 

Answers to the following questions from the interviews were analysed to examine whether 

SALs’ attitude towards Australia influenced their pragmatic development: 
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i. Can you tell me two or three things you like and dislike about Australia so far?  

As for the question related to whether the types of accommodation (particularly homestays) 

can provide learners more opportunities to interact and learn more about the L2 culture and 

increase exposure to English listening input and interactions, the interview data on the 

following questions were examined:  

i. Where are you staying? Does your living environment give you a chance to use 

English with NSs/NNSs?  

ii. Homestay students: Do you speak to your host family? How often? Why/why not? 

How much time do you spend talking to your host family? Any outings? What is your 

relationship with your host family? Do you go out with your flatmates? Do you speak 

English or Cantonese? Does your family tell you about Australian customs or special 

events (like ANZAC day? Or how they celebrate Easter or Christmas?). 

To explore whether the SALs’ perceptions of the target language learning environment 

increased during their sojourn abroad, Spearman rho’s r was performed between T1 and T3. 

The scale was as follows: 0 = no feeling, 1 = very little, 2 = little, 3 = average, 4 = quite a lot, 

5 = very much.  

The second section of analyses relates to SALs’ pragmatic performance on English request 

devices. This is dealt with in the fourth question: 

RQ4: What was the effect of study abroad on the learners’ performance of requests in 

English? 

If learners develop pragmatic skills during their sojourn abroad, we should see an increase in 

their use of request devices measured in the oral EDCTs over time, and perhaps see some 

similarities between the devices used by ENGs and SALs. The role-plays were analysed 

using the same coding scheme as the oral EDCTs. The responses are used as supporting 

evidence for quantitative analyses. 

The pragmatic skills data obtained from the oral EDCTs and role-plays were coded according 

to the CCSARP coding scheme (selected from the CCSARP Manual 1989; Economidou-
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Kogetsidis 2008, House & Kasper 1989; Schauer 2005). In each low, high, and mutual status 

situation, data were coded as follows: request heads and pre- and post-request heads (external 

and internal modifiers). Because of the scope of this study, only low, high and mutual status 

situations were considered. 

Request heads: To find out if learners develop an ability to use direct, conventional indirect 

to nonconventional indirect requests in this order, the request device used in each scenario 

was examined. There were three types of request heads possible for each situation—direct, 

conventional indirect and nonconventional indirect requests. To see what stage learners were 

at, the following codes were used: no answer = 0, yes = 1, don’t want to answer = 77, don’t 

know answer = 99, missing case = 999, not applicable = 9999. 

Pre- and post-request devices: The pre- and post-request devices were coded on external 

and internal devices. The external request modifiers listed in Table 1.1 were analysed to see 

which devices this group of SALs had not acquired and which were acquired during their 

sojourn abroad. See Table 2.1 (adapted from Section 2.3.1.2, p. 35).   

Table 2.1: Classifications of external modifiers, functions and examples 

Types of external 

modifiers 

Function of devices Examples 

Alerter Used to get interlocutor’s 

attention; precedes the Head. 

Excuse me; hi; Professor/Jane 

Preparator Used to prepare the interlocutor 

for the request; can follow or 

substitute the alerter. 

Can you do me a favour? 

Getting a pre- 

commitment 

Used to commit the hearer to the 

request prior to the actual 

request. 

Could you do me a favour? 

Would you lend me your notes 

from yesterday’s class? 

Acknowledging the 

imposition of the 

request 

Used to show awareness of the 

inconvenience caused to the 

hearer and acknowledges the 

imposition created by the 

requested action. 

I understand this is an 

imposition. 

Complimenting the 

addressee 

Used to compliment the 

addressee. 

My teacher said that you are the 

top student in the class. 

Showing gratitude  Used to thank the hearer for 

his/her help. 

Thank you for your help. 
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Pointing out the 

importance of the 

request 

Used to emphasise the 

importance of making the 

request. 

I must borrow your notes by 

today. 

Apologising Used to apologise for an 

inappropriate act or for the 

inconvenience caused to the 

addressee. 

I am very sorry you have to pay 

for my lunch. 

Offering 

compensation 

Used as an offer to compensate 

the hearer for the inconvenience 

caused by the requested act. 

I can pay you interest on the 

money you lend me. 

Pointing out the 

negative 

consequences of 

refusal to the 

listener 

Used to point out the negative 

consequences for the speaker if 

the request is rejected. 

I will hand in my work late and 

lose marks if you don’t show me 

how to finish it. 

Pointing out the 

benefits the author 

would gain if the 

request were 

approved 

Used to point out the benefits for 

the speaker if the request were 

approved. 

You will get bonus marks if you 

present your work today. 

Grounder  Used as an explanation for the 

request.  

Please be quiet, I need to sleep. 

Disarmer  Used to pre-empt the hearer’s 

potential objections. 

I know you are really busy but 

could you hand in your 

assignment earlier? 

Imposition 

minimizer 

Used to reduce the imposition of 

the request. 

I will return them immediately, 

the next day. 

Sweetener  

 

Used to flatter the hearer and to 

put him/her into a positive 

mood. 

I think you are the perfect 

person to do it.  

Promise of 

Reward 

Used to offer the hearer a reward 

for fulfilling the request. 

I will cook your dinner if you 

clean the toilet. 

Small talk  Used at the beginning of the 

request as a way to establish a 

positive atmosphere. 

Good to see you.  

Appreciator  Used at the end of the request to 

positively reinforce the request. 

It would be wonderful if you 

could hand in your work early. 

Considerator  Used at the end of the request  to 

show consideration towards the 

interlocutor’s situation. 

Only if you’ve got the time of 

course. 

Asking for 

forgiveness 

Used to ask for forgiveness for 

what s/he has done. 

Please forgive me. 
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Giving options to 

the hearer 

Used to provide options to the 

hearer as far as the details of 

carrying out the request and the 

possible rejection of the request 

are concerned. 

You could choose the place and 

the time for the interview. 

Showing sincerity Used to emphasise speaker’s 

desire to receive a positive reply. 

I sincerely hope that you can 

help me. 

The use by participants of internal and external devices per request was coded for the number 

of devices used. 

The total number of external modifications per request was counted in pre- and post- 

request devices and analysed for all three situations where learners were of mutual, higher 

and lower status than their interlocutor. Cross-group comparisons were analysed using 

ANOVA tests to compare differences between AHLs, SALs and ENGs in each round for all 

three statuses. Paired sample t-tests were performed within groups for comparison. The types 

of devices in each external and internal device participants used were counted and analysed 

to see if NSs and learners used different types of external and internal devices, and whether 

SALs and AHLs had developed different types of pre- and post-request devices. 

Inter-rater reliability 

An inter-rater reliability test was conducted to verify the reliability and validity of coding 

categories and decisions of the three main components of responses (pre-request, request and 

post-request devices), their functions, and to ensure request devices were coded in accordance 

with the CCSARP coding request categories (1989). A second rater and I studied the 

definitions and examples of request devices, as well as external and internal request devices. 

The second rater had conducted extensive research on L2 learners’ development on request 

devices in the past. Therefore, four examples were discussed together before independent 

practice on two examples; after this coding was discussed and agreed upon. There were 36 

responses and each had a request as well as pre- and post- request devices (for a total of 108 

request components). 

Of the 108 request components, there was disagreement on 13 (12%) responses. The 

disagreements arose because of a query on whether to code the modal ‘can/could’ based on 

its literal meaning (question) or function (request) in, for example, ‘Can you give me an 



Methodology 

84 
 

extension because I’ve difficulties to finish the paper?’ After discussion, it was agreed to 

code these modals based on the functions of willingness. 

Finally, the third main area analysed investigates the effect of environmental and affective 

factors on SALs’ performance of English request devices  

RQ5: To what extent did environmental, affective or attitudinal factors in the study abroad 

experience correlate with the acquisition of more native-like request devices in English? 

In order to examine the effect of environmental and affective dimensions on SALs’ pragmatic 

performance to use English request devices, the last section uses Spearman’s rho r 

correlations to analyse the relationship between the number of external modifiers SALs with 

the following factors: self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence scores on speaking, 

communication and grammar; as well as SALs’ listening input and interaction in English. 

Furthermore, since living environment has been suggested in the literature as a factor which 

promotes learners’ pragmatic development, ANOVA repeated measures t-tests and post-hoc 

analyses were performed to see if there were differences between the number of external 

modifiers the SALs in different types of accommodation used across the three statuses 

between T1 and T3. In addition, one-way ANOVA analyses of variance and post-hoc analyses 

were performed between the type of accommodation SALs had and their self-rated 

proficiency and self-rated confidence scores in speaking, ability to communicate and 

grammar in T1 and T3. 

4.8 Summary 

This chapter has described the methodologies used to collect and analyse data addressing the 

five main research questions which relate to the extent to which the environmental and 

affective dimensions of learners’ experience abroad and its effect on their pragmatic 

performance of request devices. The use of multiple methods is designed to collect both 

quantitative and qualitative data and aims to increase the reliability and generalisability of the 

request responses. Quantitative analyses of learners’ self-report data from the LCP provided 

details of the environmental and affective dimensions of learners’ study abroad experience. 

Additionally, quantitative and qualitative analyses of the EDCTs and qualitative analyses of 

role-play responses from the ENGs, AHLs and SALs provided across-group performance of 
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request devices used by the three groups, and within groups analyses of the SALs’ pragmatic 

performance over their nine-month sojourn abroad. Finally, correlations were used to analyse 

the relationship between study abroad learners’ pragmatic performance and the affective and 

environmental dimensions of their experience. Qualitative data in the form on interview data 

and student entries in introspective diaries was collected to provide in-depth explanations for 

responses to the oral EDCTs and role-plays, and their experience abroad. 

 



 



 

Chapter 5   Environmental and affective dimensions of 

Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

5.1 Introduction 

Previous research suggests that living in the target language community should, in practice, 

offer a wide variety of ways to increase learners’ exposure to the target language (Coleman 

1998; Regan 1995, 2003). However, in reality, the amount of L2 authentic listening input and 

interaction SALs have in the target language community largely depends on both 

environmental and affective factors. This chapter provides results pertaining to the first 

research question: 

RQ 1: What are the environmental and affective dimensions of SALs’ study abroad  

experience? 

The first section of this chapter analyses the environmental dimensions of learners’ 

experience during their sojourn in Australia. It focuses on the number of hours SALs reported 

that they listened and interacted face-to-face in English, and whether they reported using less 

Cantonese during their sojourn in Australia. Furthermore, it analyses results of the effect of 

SALs’ living arrangement on their input and interaction. The second section focuses on the 

affective dimensions of SALs’ experience abroad. Analyses will be performed to compare 

SALs’ perception of the target language community and self-perceived proficiency and self-

perceived confidence. Quantitative and qualitative data from this section are from the LCP 

questionnaire and interviews. Both descriptive and inferential statistics will be presented.  

5.2 Environmental factors 

This section reports on the analyses of the number of hours SALs had English listening input 

and face-to-face interaction, and the number of hours they used Cantonese during their 

sojourn abroad. It also presents and discusses data on the relationship between SALs’ living 

arrangement and the number of hours SALs listened and interacted face-to-face in English.  
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5.2.1 Listening input and interaction in target language community 

Researchers have proposed that the target language environment is more beneficial than the 

‘at-home’ environment because learners would have more native-like input and interactions 

(e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin 2005; Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a, 2007; Code & 

Anderson 2001; Schauer 2006a,b). This section reveals results related to SALs’ English 

listening input and interaction in the target language community. 

5.2.1.1 SALs’ English listening input in the target language community 

Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1 show the average number of hours per week SALs listened and 

interacted face-to-face in English from T0 to T3 in Australia. The general trend shows, with 

the exception of listening in academic settings, the number of hours SALs listened in English 

was low in Hong Kong (T0) and immediately after they arrived in Australia (T1). However, 

the number of hours this group of SALs listened in English increased dramatically in total. 

This includes all listening sources such as radio, TV/movies, songs, overhearing English 

conversations and in academic settings by the third and fourth months (T2). It plateaued at 

this level through to the ninth month (T3). 

Table 5.1: Average number of hours per week SALs listened in English from T0 and T3 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1. Average of the total number of hours per week SALs’ listened in English 

from T0 to T3  
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Listening input T0 T1 T2 T3 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Radio 1.45 1.92 1.45 1.92 6.43 8.61 8.60 10.33 

TV/Movies 1.07 1.94 1.07 1.94 6.74 9.25 8.21 9.73 

Songs 2.83 5.05 2.83 5.05 9.45 9.80 11.62 11.60 

Conv. Eng. 1 2.25 .52 .56 8.86 9.26 10.12 10.32 

Acad. settings 16.43 2.54 27.81 3.84 27.43 3.79 27.38 3.77 

Total  22.79 8.89 33.69 9.36 58.90 33.04 65.93 39.18 
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Repeated measures ANOVA analyses revealed the main effects were statistically significant 

in the total number of listening hours in English between T0 and T4 F(3,18) = 35.08, p<.01, 

as well as other sources of input measured such as radio F(2,19) = 4.59, p<.02, T/V and 

movies F(2,19) = 4.91, p<.02, songs F(2,19) = 4.78, p<.03, NS English conversations F(3,18) 

= 7.33, p<.003, and lectures F(3,18) = 38.48, p<.002. Posthoc analyses revealed the total 

number of hours SALs listened in English, as well as the hours they watched TV, listened to 

the radio, songs and overheard English speakers’ conversations were not significantly 

different between T0 and T1. Statistically significant differences were found between T0 and 

T2, and T0 and T3, as well as T1 and T2, and T1 and T3 in total and for radio input, TV/movies, 

songs, listening to NS English conversations and input related to academic purposes.  

5.2.1.2 SALs’ interaction in the target language community 

As can be seen from Table 5.2, there were big contrasts between the average number of hours 

per week SALs interacted from T0 and T1. The interaction hours then increased drastically 

from T1 to T2 and T3. 

Table 5.2: Average number of hours per week SALs used English in different types of 

interactions from T0 and T3 

Repeated measures ANOVA analyses revealed there were significant increases in the total 

number of hours SALs interacted in English from T0 to T3 (F(3,18) = 10.68, p<.01). 

Likewise, there were also significant increases from T0 to T3 in the number of hours SALs 

interacted using English in class (F(2,19) = 11.40, p<.01), with English speakers (F(3,18) = 

4.05, p<.05), at home (F(3,18) = 4.99, p<.05), and with NNSs outside school or home 

(F(2,19) = 11.20, p<.01).  

Posthoc analyses revealed the number of hours SALs interacted in English during class, at the 

living arrangement, and with other NNSs outside school or home as significantly greater 

between T1 and T0, T2 and T0 as well as T3 and T0. The SALs’ interactions with NSs/fluent 

English speakers were not significantly different between T1 and T0; however, as with other 

types of interactions, the increases from T0 and T2 as well as T0 and T3 were significantly 

Types of interactions T0 T1 T2 T3 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Class hours 1.33 2.16 7.86 8.83 7.86 8.83 8.24 6.88 

English speakers 1 2.22 6.33 8.28 6.71 8.26 8.02 10.22 

Living arrangement .17 .46 8.50 11.48 9.79 12.06 10.26 11.98 

NNSs out school/home .64 .45 7.10 9.40 7.10 9.40 7.60 7.55 

Total 3.14 3.84 41.69 34.90 46.12 39.15 49.14 36.61 
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different. In all types of interactions, however, the small increases between T1, T2 and T3 

were not significantly different. Overall, there were no significant differences between T1 and 

T2, T1 and T3, and T2 and T3. The increases were only significant between T0 and T1, T0 and 

T2 and T0 and T3.  

Overall, the results showed a significant increase in the total number of hours that SALS 

listened and interacted in English during their sojourn abroad.  

5.2.2 Number of hours that SALs spoke in L1 (Cantonese) 

Data was also collected on the use of L1 (Cantonese by the SAL students while in Australia) 

to examine if learners had less contact with L1 speakers of Cantonese as they used more 

Australian English.  

As can be seen from Figure 5.2, there was a dramatic decrease in the number of hours SALs 

used Cantonese since their departure from Hong Kong (T0) and after arrival in Australia 

(T1). However, the number of hours SALs used Cantonese remained at a constant of 16-18 

hours per week between T1 and T3. There was significant increase in the amount of 

Cantonese spoken over time between T0 (in Hong Kong) and in T1, T2 and T3 (F(2, 40) = 

18.9, p<.05). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons revealed there was no statistical significance 

between T1, T2 and T3. However, the number of hours the SALs used Cantonese in Hong 

Kong (T0) was significantly higher than T1, T2 and T3. 

 

Figure 5.2. Average number of hours per week SALs used Cantonese with friends from 

Hong Kong from T0 and T3 
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5.2.3 Discussion of listening input and interaction in target language community 

SALs are believed to have many rich opportunities for native-like input and interaction in the 

target language community through activities such as social engagements, sports and 

recreation, service encounters and small talk with NSs (Coleman 1998; Regan 1995, 2003). 

The results of this study support this claim to the extent that this group of SALs had 

significantly greater L2 listening input in total via radio, TV/movies, songs, overhearing 

fluent/native English speaker conversations, and for academic purposes during their sojourn 

abroad compared to when they were in Hong Kong. Additionally, this group of SALs had 

significantly greater interaction using English in Australia compared to when they were in 

Hong Kong. Nonetheless, the predominant interactions learners had in English were with 

NNSs who were their classmates, flat mates or friends through the Hong Kong Association at 

the university. The only source of English speakers for a majority of these SALs was their 

class instructor. Therefore, this study supports previous research which found that study 

abroad did not necessarily provide the opportunities for native-like input and interactions that 

was expected (for example Allen & Herron 2003; Barron 2003, 2005 in Barron 2007a; 

Coleman 1998; Martinsen 2008; Regan 1995, 2003; Segalowitz & Freed 2004).  

This study also showed that the level of engagement with the wider community and with the 

target language appeared to stabilize early in the period of study abroad rather than continue 

to increase throughout the period. As mentioned above, the SALs listened and interacted 

face-to-face in English. This was something which they did not have much opportunity for in 

Hong Kong (T0) or immediately after they first arrived in Australia before they had 

established a network (T1). The biggest difference occurred between learners’ immediate 

arrival in Australia (T1) and the first four months of their stay (T2). After that point, there 

were only small increases in the number of hours SALs listened and interacted face-to-face in 

English between three to four months (T2) and nine months (T3) in Australia. It is also 

interesting to see a similar pattern in the number of hours the SALs used Cantonese. There 

was a sharp decrease from T0 to T1, and the number of hours remained steady from T2 to T3.  

There are several possibilities for this plateau effect in the number of hours SALs listened 

and interacted face-to-face in English. It is plausible that the learners did not have additional 

time to spend on listening activities in English or to meet new people due to heavy university 

workload. Another very likely possibility is that the SALs had established their main network 
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shortly after they arrived in Australia. This is the circle of friends that is most important to 

them during their sojourn in Australia as they offer support at a time that the SALS are at 

their most vulnerable: a time they most missed friends and family in Hong Kong, they felt 

isolated in a new environment, faced similar challenges in an unfamiliar setting, and had the 

same goal of studying overseas so they can better their career prospects. The tendency is for 

these learners to stay within a network they feel most comfortable with during their sojourn 

abroad, and perhaps they may extend more friendships within that circle. Naturally, the most 

convenient and quickest way for the SALs to establish friends upon their arrival in Australia 

is with Hong Kong or international students from the same cohort in the university 

foundation studies.  

Therefore, it is possible that the number of hours of interaction learners had could be either 

due to learners’ unwillingness to extend beyond the circle of friends or because learners 

found it difficult to find English speaker friends. As can be seen from Figures 5.1 and 5.2, the 

standard deviations of the number of hours this group of SALs used English and Cantonese 

was quite large in both T1 and T3. It is possible that the learners’ network of friends 

influenced the number of hours they spoke English (Figure 5.1) and Cantonese (Figure 5.2). 

For instance, a learner, Masaya, reported she was not confident in speaking English in the 

interview and in the LCP said she had mostly Hong Kong friends in both T1 and T3, spoke 

very little English (T1 = 13.5; T3 = 38.5 hours per week respectively) and a lot of Cantonese 

(T1 = 3.5 hours; T3 = 31.5 hours per week respectively) in the first nine months of her stay in 

Australia. The notable increase in the number of hours Masaya spoke Cantonese indicates her 

network of Hong Kong friends increased during her sojourn abroad. Masaya reported that she 

used English mostly with other foreign students at school and at her dormitory.  

Conversely, Prudence was determined not to befriend other Hong Kong learners and had 

expressed strong desire to socialise mainly with fluent/native English speakers from T1. She 

reported she spoke a lot of English with fluent/native English speakers (T1 = 82.5 hours; T3 = 

124.5 hours per week respectively)
4
 and very little Cantonese with other Hong Kong learners 

(T1 = 1 hour; T3 = 3.5 hours per week respectively). Therefore, it appears that learners’ 

willingness to integrate into the target language community and their network of friends 

                                                 
4 The number of hours Prudence reported she had spoken in English with fluent/native English speakers should be 

interpreted with caution. It is possible that Prudence may have exaggerated on the number of hours she spoke English every 

week. During the interviews in all three rounds of data collection, Prudence claimed she frequently spoke English with 

native/fluent Australian English speaking service providers and friends outside school and at the dormitory every week.  
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influence the amount of face-to-face interaction they have and the amount of Cantonese used 

during their sojourn abroad. 

5.2.4 Relationship between SALs’ living arrangement and the amount of listening and 

face-to-face interaction in English 

Some scholars (e.g., Rivers 1998; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight 2004: 261) who believe in the 

‘homestay advantage’ suggest homestays is another ideal way for students to gain access to 

the target language and culture during their sojourn abroad, while others (e.g., Gutel 2008) 

have found in reality that learners have only scarce opportunities to interact with their host 

family and have limited exposure to the target language and culture. This section reports the 

results of the relationships between SALs’ living arrangement and the number of hours they 

listened and interacted face-to-face in English. 

5.2.4.1 Relationship between SALs’ living arrangement and amount of English listening 

input 

Results reveal the SALs who lived with a host family did not always have more English 

listening input than those who lived in a dormitory or alone/with other NNSs in T1 (See Table 

5.3). In T1, those in dormitories had slightly higher total number of hours of English listening 

input and in academic settings than those with a host family and living with NNSs/alone. 

While the SALs at homestay had greater hours of listening to English speakers’ 

conversations, the SALs living alone had the highest listening input from listening to the 

radio and songs, and watching TV.  

Table 5.3: SALs’ mean number of hours of English listening input in different types of 

living arrangements in T1 

Living 

arrangements 

Radio Movies Songs English 

speakers 

Acad. 

Settings 

Total 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 1.25 1.04 .63 .75 1.13 .75 .75 .38 28.5 4.43 31.88 5.48 

Dormitory .90 .96 .80 .84 3.90 7.62 .40 .42 30 2 36 10.72 

alone/NNSs 1.75 2.42 1.33 2.51 2.96 4.84 .63 .57 26.67 4.03 33.33 10.32 
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Figure 5.3. SALs’ living arrangements and mean number of hours of English listening 

input in T1 

Table 5.4 shows that by T3, SALs living in dormitories generally had much more English 

listening input than those living alone/with other NNSs and homestay in listening mediums 

measured: radio, movies and songs. What is most surprising is that even the SALs who lived 

in dormitories had more input from English speakers than those living with homestay 

families. 

Table 5.4: SALs’ mean number of hours of English listening input in different types of 

living arrangements in T3  
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Living 

arrangements 

Radio Movies Songs English 

speakers 

Acad settings Total 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 6.06 6.63 5.63 4.16 9.44 8.30 10 6.25 28.25 4.06 59.38 19.31 

Dormitory 23.75 13.62 21.75 15.64 19 18.48 19.50 18.12 29.50 1.91 113.5 64.19 

alone/NNSs 4.11 3.85 4.50 4.02 10.28 10.69 6.06 6.79 25.67 3.67 50.61 50.61 
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Figure 5.4. SALs’ living arrangements and mean number of hours of English listening 

input in T3 

Figures 5.3 and 5.4 illustrate the maximum, minimum and mean scores of the number of 

hours of English listening input in T1 and T3 respectively. As can be seen from Figures 5.3 

and 5.4, there were generally big differences between learners’ maximum and minimum 

scores in all listening types. It suggests that there were learners who were more pro-active in 

getting more listening input than others regardless of their living arrangement.  

Table 5.5 shows that in T1, there was no significant difference between the number of hours 

SALs living with a homestay family, dormitory and alone/other NNSs received different 

types of listening input in English. In fact, the greatest difference between the total number of 

listening hours was found amongst those with a homestay family. Some students reported 

they received only 37.5 hours per week and maximum was 64 hours in total. This was 54-170 

hours for the student dormitory group and 30.5-98.5 hours for the alone/with NNSs groups 

(see Figures 5.3 and 5.4).  
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Table 5.5: ANOVA analyses of SALs’ mean number of hours of English listening input 

in different types of living arrangement in T1 and T3 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe. (x)=equality not assumed.  

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

 

5.2.4.2 Relationship between SALs’ living arrangements and amount of interaction 

Tables 5.6 and 5.7 provide the statistics and analyses of the number of hours of different 

types of interactions from SALs living with homestay family, students living in dormitories 

or alone/other NNSs of English in T1 and T3. As Tables 5.7 and 5.8 show, in T1 and T3 SALs 

who lived with a homestay family did not necessarily have more interaction with English 

speakers at home and outside home/class than students who stayed in a dormitory or lived 

alone/with other NNSs. In fact, students living in dormitories had greater number of hours of 

interaction with classmates, and with English speakers at the dormitory and outside 

home/class, at home or with other NNSs outside school/home than those who lived in student 

dormitories or alone/with other NNSs in T1 and T3 (see Tables 5.7 and 5.8 respectively).  

Table 5.6: SALs’ mean number of hours of interactions in different types of living 

arrangement in T1 

 

  

Types of listening input T1  T3 

F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Radio .35 .711, df=2,18  6.20 .05*, df=2,5(x) 

    Posthoc analyses: 

Homestay > dormitory at .001** 

Homestay = alone at .593 

dormitory > live alone at .000** 

     

Movies .24 .787, df=2,18  4.18 .115, df=2,4(x) 

     

Songs .32 .729, df=2,18   .71 .532, df=2,6(x) 

      

English speakers .44 .653, df=2,18  1.58 .307, df=2,4(x) 

     

Acad. Settings 1.48 .255, df=2,18   .19 .173, df=2,18 

Types of living 

arrangement 

Class English speakers (out 

school/home) 

Home NNSs (out school or 

home) 

Total 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 3.63 5.95 7.88  7.63 13.25 14.61 12.50 15.92 45.63 33.36 

Dormitory 15.10 13.38 12.30 13.64 16 16.22 2.50  2.00 59.8 51.40 

Alone/NNSs 6.25 5.81 3.33  3.78 3.79  5.28 7.21 8.35 32.83 26.64 
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Table 5.7: SALs’ mean number of hours of interactions in different types of living 

arrangement in T3  

As can be seen from Figures 5.5 and 5.6, the minimum and maximum number of hours of 

interaction the SALs had varied drastically in each type of living arrangement. Typically 

students in a dormitory spent more time in interaction using English than those living with 

homestay and alone/with other NNSs. Again, those living alone/with other NNSs had the 

least mean hours of interaction. The greatest difference between the total number of listening 

hours was found amongst those with a homestay family. Some students reported they had 

only 37.5 listening hours per week and the maximum was 64 hours in total; the student 

dormitory group had 54-170 hours and the alone/with NNSs groups had 30.5-98.5 hours.  

 

Figure 5.5. SALs’ living arrangement and types of interaction in T1 
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Types of living 

arrangement 

Class English speakers (out 

school/ home) 

Home NNSs (out school/ 

home) 

Total 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 8.06 6.16 9.13 7.52 15.25 10.78 7.56 5.95 54.38 30.67 

Dormitory 7.50 10.06 17.13 18.68 19.50 16.40 13.38 14.10 74.13 57.88 

Alone/ NNSs 8.72 6.84 3 3.14 1.72 2.58 5.06 3.62 33.39 25.55 



Environmental and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

  

98 
 

 

Figure 5.6. SALs’ living arrangement and types of interaction in T3 

One-way ANOVA analysis of variance revealed there was no main effect on the SALs’ living 

arrangements and the mean total number of hours per week they used English in interaction 

in T1 and T3 (See Table 5.8). 

Table 5.8: ANOVA analyses of SALs’ mean number of hours of English listening input 

in different types of living arrangement in T1 and T3 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe. (x)=equality not assumed.  

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

5.2.4.3 Discussion of living arrangements 

The results indicate that overall there was no ‘homestay advantage’ effect in terms of learners 

receiving native-like listening input and interaction with English speakers during their first 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

H
o

m
es

ta
y 

D
o

rm
  

N
N

S 

H
o

m
es

ta
y 

D
o

rm
 

N
N

S 

H
o

m
es

ta
y 

D
o

rm
 

N
N

S 

H
o

m
es

ta
y 

D
o

rm
 

N
N

S 

H
o

m
es

ta
y 

D
o

rm
 

N
N

S 

Classmates in 
class 

ENGs (out 
home/ school) 

Home  NNSs (out 
home/school) 

Total 

M
e

an
 n

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
h

o
u

rs
 

Types of interaction (T3) 
Note. Homestay (T1 n=4, T3 n=8), dormitory (T1 n=5, T3 n=4), NNSs/living alone (T1 

n=12, T3 n=9) 

high 

low 

mean 

Types of listening input T1  T3 

F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Class 2.75 .091, df=2,18  .043 .958, df=2,18 

     

English speakers 2.47 .113, df=2,18  1.76 .286, df=2,4 

     

Living arrangement 1.66 .254, df=2,7  4.08 .086, df=2,5 

      

NNSs outside school or home 1.30 .297, df=2,18  1.01 .440, df=2,4 
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nine months in Australia. Consistent with previous findings (Maiworm, Steube & Teichler 

1993), SA learners generally had very limited contact with English speakers other than their 

teachers in an academic context. 

The results showed SALs who lived alone/shared an apartment with other Hong Kong 

learners/NNSs had less listening input and interaction in English than those who lived in a 

dormitory and homestay, especially by T3. In T1, for example, the SALs who lived with other 

Hong Kong learners/NNSs actually had heard more English speakers’ conversations than the 

other two groups. However, by T3, those who lived in a dormitory had heard more native 

English input from English speakers’ conversations and had more interaction with English 

speakers in and out of their homes. There was a clear trend that those who lived alone/with 

Hong Kong learners and with other NNSs had very scarce opportunities to interact with 

English speakers in/out of their homes.  

Despite the low number of hours SALs (particularly those who lived alone/with Hong Kong 

learners and with other NNSs) received listening input and interacted with English speakers, 

there was a vast difference between this group’s minimum and maximum scores in 

interaction with English speakers.  

The large variation between the minimum and maximum number of hours SALs listened and 

interacted face-to-face in English suggests SALs’ living arrangement alone cannot fully 

account for the amount of listening input and interaction they had. Several factors such as 

SALs’ self-proficiency and their willingness to integrate into the community could also play 

a critical role in the amount of input and interaction with English speakers. Additionally, the 

‘homestay advantage’ does not happen automatically. The SALs must initiate and actively 

take part in communication. According to the interview data from the SALs, this is also 

heavily dependent on their perception of whether the host family welcomes them into the 

family.  

Qualitative data will be included in the discussion below in an attempt to shed light on the 

possible factors related to the big variations in the number of hours SALs listened and 

interacted face-to-face in English with English speakers.  



Environmental and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

  

100 
 

5.2.4.3.1 Apartment living 

The results showed SALs who lived alone/shared an apartment with other Hong Kong 

learners consistently had the least listening input and face-to-face interaction with NSs/fluent 

speakers of English compared to those SALs who lived in a dormitory or with a host family. 

Students had very limited opportunity to use English at home, so if they did not make an 

effort to meet other people, they would not have the chance to meet with people to interact in 

English. A majority of the students had established a very good network with other Hong 

Kong students and, at most, were only able to befriend and use English with other NNSs. 

They would only use English with NSs/fluent English speakers through service counters 

during their sojourn abroad.  

For instance, a student, Terry, who shared an apartment with two other Hong Kong students 

had disliked being in Australia when he first arrived in Melbourne because he missed his 

family, friends and, most of all, his girlfriend. He felt isolated and did not have friends in T1. 

By T2 he was very happy as he had built a very good social network of Hong Kong friends 

through his course and the Hong Kong Students Association at the same university. He 

reported he was content and it was unnecessary for him to befriend other NNSs or NSs/fluent 

English speakers. He spoke very little English outside class, except in requesting services 

over the phone or at service counters which was not frequent. This resulted in Terry having 

only a low number of hours of overall input per week (T1 = 25.5 and T3 = 38.5) and from 

overhearing English speakers conversations per week (T1 = 0 and T1= 3). A similar pattern 

can be observed in SALs’ interaction (T1 = 13 and T3 = 6.5) with English speakers outside 

school or home during the first nine months in Australia. The comparatively higher number 

of hours of interaction Terry had in T1 was due to the time he spent requesting information or 

services such as contacting real estate agents to look for a place, negotiating his lease, getting 

the phone, Internet and electricity connected, and asking for directions. In their living 

environment in Australia, there was no such chance for most SALs to interact with English 

speakers.  

The large gap between the high number of hours of input and interaction of SALs in this 

group with English speakers could be attributed to Onnie and Sophia. Both Onnie and Sophia 

shared an apartment with other Hong Kong learners. However, they both got part-time jobs at 

a Chinese restaurant to earn pocket money and to find a chance to communicate with people 

using English. Both Onnie and Sophia reported a substantial increase in total number of hours 
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of listening input (T1 = 30.5 and T3 = 98.5; T1 = 31 and T3 = 70 respectively) and interaction 

(T1 = 22 and T3 = 48; T1 = 26 and T3 = 81 respectively). In addition, the number of hours 

both Onnie and Sophia listened in English (T1 = 0 and T3 = 17.5; T1 = 0.5 and T3 = 17.5 

respectively) and interacted (T1 = 8.5 and T3 = 32; T1 = 12.5 and T3 = 53.5 respectively) 

increased dramatically. Though they spoke Cantonese or Mandarin with other staff at the 

restaurant, they had many English speaker customers who spoke to them in English. 

Accordingly, in addition to using English for work tasks such as taking orders and asking 

customers if they needed things, the customers (especially regular customers) would often 

chat to them about school and life in Australia and tell them about the way people lived in 

Australia.  

5.2.4.3.2 Dormitory living  

The situation that SALs faced in dormitories was similar to those who lived alone/with other 

NNSs in that these SALs in general also had fewer opportunities to interact with English 

speakers than those living with a host family. However, unlike most who lived alone/with 

other Hong Kong learners/NNSs, learners in a dormitory at least had exposure to more NNSs. 

What is important, though, is how willing the learners are to take up opportunities to listen 

and engage in face-to-face interactions in English.  

For instance, Masaya was a student who lived in a dormitory. She mostly spoke with other 

Hong Kong learners and studied in her room. She worked hard to improve her English by 

increasing her listening input overall (T1 = 32 and T3 = 63) but still had very limited chances 

to listen to English speakers’ conversations (T1 = 0 and T3 = 7.5) per week. The 32 hours of 

overall listening input in T1 was from listening in academic settings (e.g., lectures and 

seminars), while the increase to 63 hours in T3 was attributed to Masaya’s determination to 

improve her English by listening to the radio/music and watching movies/TV programmes. 

Masaya reported that the increase of 7.5 hours of listening to English speakers’ conversations 

in T3 came from listening to other students in the dormitory. However, Masaya rarely had 

interaction with English speakers. The total number of hours of interaction she had was T1 = 

13.5 and T3 = 24.5, but very little time was spent talking to English speakers (T1 = 5.5 and T3 

= 3). At the dormitory, there was no chance to interact with English speakers. Masaya 

reported she only interacted with English speakers when it was necessary and her friends 

were not free to help her. Masaya reported she had relied on her friend Gloria, whom Masaya 
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perceived as having better English, to help her to request for information or at service 

counters outside the classroom.  

In contrast, another student, Prudence, who also lived at a dormitory had a very outgoing 

personality and was very confident. Prudence said from T1 that she was determined not to 

mix so much with other Hong Kong students but wanted to make friends with other 

international students and English speakers to practise her English and learn about Australian 

culture.  

Indeed, through Prudence’s sojourn abroad, she spent time to increase her listening input and 

was able to build a good social network of English speakers and NNSs of English. This is 

reflected in the high number of hours Prudence received English listening input in total and 

listened to English speakers’ conversations (T1 = 29 and T3 = 98; T1 = .05 and T3 = 35 

respectively). Unlike other participants in this study, Prudence had regular interactions with 

English speakers. Thus, the total number of hours of face-to-face interaction remained high 

and face-to-face interaction with native/fluent English speakers increased greatly (T1 = 99.5 

and T3 = 95.5; T1 = 53 and T3 = 81.5 respectively). At the dormitory, Prudence was able to 

establish contact and interact with English speakers on regular bases (T1 = 5 and T3 = 7).  

In T1 Prudence said living in Australia was boring but still liked it. She liked to watch 

American movies and listen to American songs. In the first week she had already met a 

Swedish neighbour and the neighbour took her shopping for food. Prudence frequently spoke 

to her in English for about 3-4 hours every day in addition to her other English speaker 

friends. Again she said she did not sit with Chinese people as she wanted to speak in English. 

By T2 she said her best friend was a Singaporean student at the dormitory and she had met 

several other English speaker friends outside the university whom she spent time with 

regularly. By T3, Prudence still had frequent contact with her friends, but did not meet up 

every day because she had to complete many assignments and she was busy preparing for 

exams. However, Prudence claimed she was losing her American accent (she said she 

acquired her American accent from exposure to a lot of American TV programmes in Hong 

Kong). Prudence had access to NNSs and English speakers the same way other SA learners 

had, but she made the most of those opportunities to build friendships with these people.  
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5.2.4.3.3 Homestay 

More interesting, and somewhat unexpected, results can be observed in students living with a 

host family. Despite the common belief that study abroad learners in a host family have many 

more opportunities to use English and learn more about the target culture than students with 

other living arrangements, this study suggests SALs’ amount of input and interaction also 

heavily depends on factors such as the compatibility between the learner and the host family, 

the family’s willingness to include the student as part of their family and, also, the student’s 

desire to be part of the family. The SALs in this study had mixed feelings and experiences 

with their homestay families.  

Queenie and Tiffany are good examples of students who stayed with good host families. Both 

their families were very willing to integrate them into the family and spent a lot of time 

talking to both of them. Both students were also very willing to interact with the families. 

However, both students did not establish a social network with other NNSs of English outside 

their home. So they did not use English outside their home except during service encounters.  

In T1 Queenie reported her host family looked after her very well. She stayed with the same 

family during the whole 10 months of her study. She stayed with an Australian lady and four 

other Singaporean international students. The host mother’s children were grown-up. Queenie 

had a good relationship with the host family, and particularly enjoyed chatting to the host 

mum and her children very often and sometimes to other students. She had learned to joke in 

English, and became confident enough to talk to the host family and other NNSs. Queenie 

spent an increased number of hours chatting to the English speakers at home (T1 = 3.5 and T3 

= 17.5) and with other English speakers outside the home environment. In the beginning, 

Queenie spoke little English with her host family, and used English only when requesting for 

information and services (T1 = 1.5 and T3 = 21). As Queenie became more confident, she 

spoke more to the host family’s friends when they took her to their friends’ place for social 

gatherings on some weekends. Hence, there was still an overall increase in the number of 

hours of interaction (T1 = 14.5 and T3 = 84.5). Queenie also put in an effort to increase her 

English input overall and in attempting to listen to English speakers’ conversations (T1 = 36 

and T3 = 84; T1 = 1.5 and T3 = 21 respectively). 

Similarly, Tiffany had a very good host family, and she spent a lot of time interacting with 

her host family at home. Like most other SALs in this study, Tiffany also put in an effort to 
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increase her listening input overall and in conversations with English speakers (T1 = 39 and 

T3 = 81.5; T1 = 1.5 and T3 = 14 respectively). Tiffany’s host family made a tremendous effort 

to integrate her into the family and expose her to Australian culture and lifestyle. There were 

steady increases in the total number of hours of interaction and interaction with English 

speakers at home and outside home (T1 = 69 and T3 = 80; T1 = 22.5 and T3 = 35; T1 = 15 and 

T3 = 20.5 respectively).  

The family frequently took Tiffany out to socialise with their friends and family. Tiffany built 

a very good relationship with the host family and their friends throughout her stay. She liked 

talking to them very often. She had learned to joke in English, and became confident about 

her exchanges with her host and other English speakers and NNSs. Tiffany said in T3: 

…They [homestay family] are perfect, I think…they are very nice to me because 

I think normally they will bring me to some occasion for some gathering even 

though I’m not really their family member but still they will bring me to see 

friends or if they got a party or something they bring me to go together…I just do 

it on the day before because they got their son and their daughter got a birthday 

and they brought me to the restaurant and eat together … I talk to them every day 

…maybe after school once I get home I will talk to the homestay mother until we 

go to bed…they taught me some Australian accent and it’s fun (laughs)… 

normally because all the kids and the homestay mum have got the partner on 

Friday and I will go out on Friday or on the weekends I see my friends…I talk to 

them for 5 hours at least every day…normally we will share the time to watch TV 

on TV programme and then they will talk about maybe talk about the show and 

what I feel or something … 

As mentioned by Gutel (2008) and Jackson (2008), learners who reported positive 

experiences are able to gain better insight into the host culture and environment which 

fostered their language learning. The learners reported that living with a family in the host 

speech community enabled them to experience the culture firsthand and opened up new 

possibilities for their lives, as Queenie and Tiffany were fortunate to experience.  

In contrast, this study shows that, one cannot assume, even in the case of a homestay living 

arrangement, that learners are provided with an enriched experience vis-à-vis the target 
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language and culture. Similarly, in Jackson’s (2008) study, some learners actually had bad 

experiences with their host family and, in turn, led to learners feeling stressed. Learners in 

this study reported they had bad experiences with their host family for numerous reasons.  

For instance, Sally stayed with a family with a couple and their two-year-old son and at the 

beginning with three other international students from Japan and China. She reported at T1 

that she used English at meal times (breakfast and dinner) and frequently mixed with the 

homestay family because they had not met other Hong Kong students before. At the 

beginning, she was very happy with the host family. Sally said in T1:  

When I’m arrived two days she brought me to the shopping centres, and she 

showed me how to go to the school and she brought me to the city for a drive and 

go to see the sea beach to see the sea but because I’m lucky but I don’t like 

swimming but she pulled me in because she want me to enjoy it but I wear 

trousers I don’t want to get wet…just want me to enjoy and I know her kindness I 

know... 

However, by T2 Sally was asked to look after the family’s two-year-old son very frequently. 

When she did not want to play with the child, the host mother was not happy. This prevented 

Sally from going out of her room to talk to other students and the family. In T2, Sally said: 

I talk to my family after dinner and sometimes I look after her children because 

the boy just two years old…the boy just two years old…[the boy] a little bit 

annoy…but she will feel bad but at the end of the class if I don’t play with her 

son and the housemate will feel not so good because her face go bad because I 

have refused for once didn’t play with her son and she just (pulls a face) but I am 

studying here I can’t just play with him every day…we have a lot of stress in 

foundation studies…and you know that I have a lot to do so I can’t play with him 

you know. If I play with him it’s one to two hours and I can…I can go back to my 

room I can go back to my room after the night and if I go to go back home 

sometimes her son will beg me and she just ask me that is that ok but I can’t 

refuse her I can’t say no I just say it’s ok but she just reading books or talking to 

her husband or play with her home computer and leave her son to me or on their 

own… 
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Sally’s situation deteriorated further by T3: 

…homestay still…so so feeling about homestay. They have a little boy, he’s just 

2 years old he’s very cute but sometimes he’s very annoying…very annoying 

when I study he’s very noisy very always screaming and crying oh very noisy.  

This situation worsened by T3. The host mother was very moody for personal reasons. This 

limited Sally to her room and avoided interactions with the host mother. She was still 

expected to play with the son for three to four hours at a time. She only interacted with the 

host dad after dinner when they cleaned the kitchen. It appears Sally was no longer in a happy 

environment. She was planning to move into a dormitory as she felt the host mum had caused 

a lot of tension in the house. Sally said in T3: 

Sometimes so so so so because sometimes hmm something happened to my 

house mum and she has bad temper and something like that…the mood is not 

very good when it’s eating dinner...always sick… because she has pregnant…but 

she has lost the baby...she is very very sad…it seems not very well…so bad 

temper…I don’t feel happy…you can’t always treat very bad and I know you 

are…sometimes is not always…still talking…at home still feel very 

normal…before this happened because the homestay mum mood sometimes very 

good sometimes very bad…House dad is much better…talk to him much more 

we usually talk when we are having dinner and after dinner I go back to my room 

to study because this semester I have many things to study so didn’t have 

time…weekends…hmm just the same I like staying in my room because when I 

go out and his son want to want me to play with him and for three to four hours 

sometimes…two to three hours is very tiring and after that I didn’t do 

anything…I better not play and stay in my room… 

I spend one hour talking but not every day but sometimes on the 

weekends…because he sometimes taught me how to cook and I will help and set 

the table and something like that and we will have a lot of communication…that’s 

fine. Better than the house mum because house mum always like like that (pulls 

sad face) and house dad always smiling and talk many things and he taught me 

how to do my English comprehension so this time in comprehension I’m ok 

because I use his methods and it works. 
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This experience led Sally to feel very stressed, and affected her interaction with the host. The 

total number of Sally’s listening input and English speakers’ conversations increased slightly 

from T1 to T3 (T1 = 31 and T3 = 37.5; T1 = 0 and T3 = 3 respectively) in the nine months of 

the study. The total number of hours of interaction, interaction with the host family and out of 

home remained unchanged from T1 to T3 (T1 and T3= 15.5; T1 and T3= 10.5; T1 and T3= 0.5 

respectively). There was very little quality interaction between Sally and her host family. By 

T3, Sally mostly spoke to the other international students at home. 

Similarly, Ruby’s host mother expected her to do a lot of house cleaning and, subsequently, 

she had very little quality interaction with the host family. A lot of talks between Ruby and 

her host mother were instructions for Ruby. Ruby wanted an opportunity to talk to the host 

mother but the host mother did not provide such opportunities. Ruby said in T3: 

... hmm not really [learner didn’t enjoy staying at homestay]…I think she make a 

lot of rules in…umm actually I…I don’t. I don’t know if it’s good or not. She 

needs me do more cleaning in the house every week or every night I need to clean 

all the dishes after the dinner…but I want to study more or I want to do my 

things…but she make the rule to say it’s my job…before I would help her but not 

every night…but now she give me a rule list and say I need to clean my own 

clothes and I need to clean the toilet and I need to clean the house…my room and 

I need to clean the dishes that’s my job something like that and blah blah blah 

blah lots of rules…I get along with her…actually I like her I think she’s good 

sometimes but I don’t like the rules…I think too many rules…too much…usually 

I have job work so I don’t have time… 

And one week day night she said you want to clean something first I need to 

clean the toilet and something first something but I just think I live in homestay 

that’s why I want to someone to take care of me 

…not really a lot of time [to talk] because she need to work and I need to study 

and usually she has time just at dinner time. After dinner she will go in to work 

on her computer and I go back to my room and Saturday or Sunday I will be not 

in home I am going to church or work so we didn’t have a lot of time to 

talk…ummm I can learn from her but not a lot of time. Sometimes I will say one 



Environmental and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

  

108 
 

sentence she will say not complete. She will teach me. She will say it is not 

complete but not a lot of time to talk 

There was a decrease in the total number of hours Ruby received listening input in English 

but a slight increase in the number of hours she heard English speakers’ conversations during 

her stay abroad (T1 = 53 and T3 = 45; T1 = 0.5 and T3 = 4.5 respectively). Unfortunately, there 

was also a decrease in the total number of hours interaction with her host family and with 

English speakers outside her home from T1 to T3 (T1 = 54 and T3 = 41; T1 = 10 and T3 = 4.5 

respectively). However, the time spent outside the home remained unchanged (T1 and T3 = 

7.5). 

Ruby explained she did not want to interact with her host mother unless it was necessary and 

she had less time to listen to music and watch English TV programmes/movies and interact as 

she needed more time to complete assignments and study for exams. 

Janice had similar experiences with her host mother. Janice’s host mother was rude to her and 

appeared to be very impatient while listening to Janice’s complaints. In T3, the host mother 

had one international student from Macau. The host mother and the student relied on Janice 

to translate for them because of the student’s low English proficiency. Janice’s host mother 

was very impatient when Janice spoke to the student in Mandarin and Cantonese during 

translation. This situation not only prevented Janice from learning the target language and 

culture at home, but also made her use more Mandarin and Cantonese. Outside the classroom 

and the homestay, Janice mainly stayed with people from Hong Kong and spent a lot of time 

with her boyfriend from Hong Kong for the previous three months. 

Not now…but I’m not enjoy [homestay]. Usually I think maybe hmm when I eat 

dinner I need to face her and I think she is just not social. Not like a relationship 

between friend and friend it’s not social…worse than before because many 

people told me that a homestay mum is like your mum and so they take care of 

you and when I come to this homestay she is bad…maybe because her education 

and the manner he she is a little bit rude always rude to me…it is not meaningful 

she say it’s just crap and it’s stupid…she use many rude words…and sometimes 

like maybe yesterday usually I will ask her how are you today and she will give 

me a feedback and ask me how are you today also and I said that it is so boring 
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and she just said that ‘arr’ I try to explain to her how boring it is and…she didn’t 

want to know she just suddenly said eat dinner the feeling is very very different 

between my feeling and her feeling…actually we can end this topic already I 

don’t understand what you are talking…it’s ok it’s not important…I try to explain 

to her because she said she didn’t understand. Actually I told her it’s boring and I 

explain to her and it so clear I think it’s clear. Maybe not so but clear enough 

maybe just too long and she didn’t want to know…. Didn’t listen to my story…I 

feel a little bit upset…not like friend to friend or mother to daughter. 

The host mother disliked Janice speaking to the other student in Cantonese all the time. 

Janice was also expected to translate conversations between herself and the other student for 

the host mother. Janice reported the host mother swore at her and was rude to her especially 

when the host mother got frustrated as she did not know what was said in Cantonese. Janice 

said the host mother sometimes just asked the other student a question in English, and wanted 

Janice to translate and then give her an answer quickly.  

The host mother did not understand why sometimes it took so long for Janice to translate. She 

did not understand that Janice had to provide some background information and negotiate the 

meaning to ensure the student understood what was being asked before answering the 

question, or that what could be said in one sentence in English requires more than a one 

sentence translation into Cantonese. On top of this problem, Janice and her host mother had 

trouble with the laundry arrangement.  

In contrast, women who had difficulty adjusting to the L2 environment regretted not having 

spent more time with their host families. They had a weak relationship with the host families. 

This is similar to what Jackson (2008) found with communication between high and low 

proficiency learners. The more proficient learners like Janice are more likely to suffer as they 

spend more time helping the lower proficiency learners which gave them less time to 

communicate with other proficient learners.  

This study shows that, in reality, some SALs experienced difficulties establishing contact 

with NSs and had very limited chances for interaction with English speakers. Learners ended 

up mixing with the same L1 speakers or with other international students in the same course. 

Unless learners were very pro-active in establishing a network with fluent or English 



Environmental and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

  

110 
 

speakers, they would only use English with instructors or administrators who are English 

speakers outside school. This was especially so for those who lived alone or shared an 

apartment with other NNSs. Thus, one cannot assume that the target language community can 

automatically provide learners opportunities for interaction with English speakers and 

enrichment to the target language and culture, even for those who lived with a host family. 

Interview and diary data showed that some students did not speak to their host family due to 

limited English competence, others due to incompatibility between the host family and the 

learner. However, those who had a positive experience from their host family found the 

experience valuable, learned about the Australian lifestyle, and had more opportunities to 

interact with English speakers.  

5.3 Affective factors 

This section examines the affective dimensions of SALs’ experience during their sojourn 

abroad. It draws on analyses of SALs’ perceptions of the target language learning 

environment and on their self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence levels at 

T1 and T3. In addition, it examines the correlations between SALs’ environmental and 

affective dimensions to see whether these factors are interrelated. 

5.3.1 Perceptions of the target language learning environment 

Little research has been conducted on how SALs’ perception of the target language 

community influences their learning. This section discusses results of SALs’ perception of 

the target language community during their sojourn abroad.  

This group of SALs wanted to further their studies in Australia. Thus it is perhaps not 

surprising that they on average liked it as the ‘average’ level in T1, and this level increased to 

‘quite a lot’ in T3 (See Table 5.9) with some even liking it ‘very much’. The mean score of 

their attitude for Australia increased steadily throughout their sojourn abroad. Wilcoxon 

analysis revealed learners’ rating of how they liked Australia in T3 was statistically 

significantly higher than T1 (z = 3.03, p < .01).  
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Table 5.9: Degree to which SALs liked Australia 

 

Note: Scale: 0=no feeling, 1=very little, 2=little, 3=average, 4=quite a lot, 5=very much 

All the learners in this study reported they liked Australia. Either the learners reported they 

liked it as ‘average’ right from the beginning and continued to like it a little more throughout 

the study, or they disliked Australia initially or only liked it a little then began to like it more 

by T2 and began to like it a lot in T3.  

Although the SALs reported there were disadvantages, they reported the benefits of being 

able to study in Australia far out-weighed the disadvantages. The commonly perceived 

disadvantages were that Australia was too quiet, the shopping malls shut too early and the 

public transport system was inconvenient. Nonetheless, the SALs reported they liked 

Australia because the people were very friendly and helpful, the environment was relaxing 

and the air was clean, and more importantly, all learners reported they liked the less stressful 

and interactive approach to learning English in Australia. According to previous research 

(Gardner 1985, 2001, 2005; Graham 1984; Kouritzin, Piquemal & Renaud 2009; Peirce 

1995; Xu, Case & Wang 2009; Li 2006), the SALs’ positive attitude tends to lead to 

motivation, attitude and willingness to learn and use English. Additionally, positive 

perception of the target language environment influences students’ willingness to participate 

in the host environment, which in turn affects their L2 achievement. This will be discussed 

further in chapter 6. 

5.3.2 SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence 

This section describes and discusses changes in SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and 

confidence scores over the duration of their study abroad. 

5.3.2.1 SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence 

As can be seen from Tables 5.10 and 5.11, this group of SALs’ self-perceived proficiency 

and confidence in speaking (pronunciation and fluency), communication (conversing with 

others) and grammar scores were higher in T3 than in T1. On average the learners rated their 

proficiency and confidence across speaking, communication and grammar as between little to 

average (2-2.5 on the scale) to about average to quite a lot (3-3.5 on the scale). Wilcoxon 

 T1 T2 T3 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

scale 2.95 1.1 3.3 1.2 3.8 1.2 
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tests revealed SALs’ self-perceived scores were statistically significantly higher in T3 than in 

T1 for proficiency in speaking z = 3.86, p < .01, proficiency in communication z = 3.67, p < 

.01; proficiency in grammar z = 3.03, p < .01, confidence in speaking z = 3.75, p < .01, 

confidence in communication z = 3.78, p < .01; confidence in grammar z = 2.59, p < .01. 

Table 5.10: SALs’ self-perceived proficiency scores in T1 and T3 (n=21) 

 

 

Table 5.11: SALs’ self-perceived confidence scores in T1 and T3 (n=21) 

 

 

5.3.2.2 Correlations between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence scores 

As can be seen from Table 5.12, Spearman’s rho correlations revealed there were significant 

correlations between the SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in 

speaking, communication and grammar in T1 (r = .88, p < .01; r = .75, p < .01; r = .75., p < 

.01 respectively) and T3 (r = .80, p < .01; r = .81, p < .01; r = .59, p < .01 respectively).  

Table 5.12: Correlations between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence scores in T1 and T3 

Note: Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

Self-perceived 

proficiency scores 

T1 T3 

Mean SD Mean SD 

Speaking 2.19 .75 3.36 .98 

Communication 2.24 .70 3.38 1.05 

Grammar 2.38 .50 3.02 .64 

Self-perceived 

confidence scores 

T1 T3 

Mean SD Mean SD 

Speaking 2.19 .75 3.54 1.08 

Communication 2.33 .73 3.50 1.11 

Grammar 2.52 .51 3.14 .87 

Types of interactions T1 T3 

 Conf 

speak 

Conf 

comm 

Conf 

gram 

Conf 

speak 

Conf 

comm 

Conf 

gram 

T1       

Prof speak .88*      

Prof comm   .75**     

Prof gram    .75**    

T3       

Prof speak     .80**   

Prof comm      .81**  

Prof gram       .59** 
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5.3.2.3 Correlations between SALs’ English listening input in English and self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores 

As can be seen from Table 5.13, the correlations between SALs’ listening input and their 

self-perceived proficiency and confidence scores were very weak in T1. Spearman’s rho 

correlations revealed there were no statistically significant correlations between the total 

number of hours of listening per week with learners’ self-perceived proficiency in speaking, 

communication and grammar, as well as self-perceived confidence in speaking, 

communication and grammar. 

Table 5.13: Correlations between SALs’ amount of listening in English and self-

perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in T1 

As can be seen from Table 5.14, in T3 the only significant correlation found was between the 

number of hours SALs’ spent listening to English speakers’ conversations and their self-

perceived proficiency in communication (r = .48, p < .05). There were more significant 

correlations between SALs’ self-perceived confidence scores and types of listening input. 

There were significant correlations between the SALs’ self-perceived confidence scores in 

speaking, communication and grammar with the number of hours they listened to radio (r = 

.48, p < .05; r = .55, p < .01; r = .45, p < .05 respectively), songs (r = .63, p < .01; r = .64, p < 

.01; r = .45, p < .05 respectively) and time spent listening to NS/fluent English speaker 

conversations (r = .66, p < .01; r = .68, p < .01; r = .56, p < .01 respectively). There were 

significant correlations between listening to English from TV/movies and SALs’ self-

perceived confidence scores in speaking (r = .47, p < .05) and communication (r = .57, p < 

.01). 

  

Types of 

listening input  

Prof 

Speak 

Prof 

Comm 

Prof 

Gram 

Conf 

speak 

Conf 

comm 

Conf 

gram 

Radio .20 .11 .07 .08 .05 .12 

TV/Movies .03 .07 .15 .11 .01 .03 

Songs .18 .09 .07 .10 .06 .03 

English speakers conversations .01 .08 .21 .01 .04 .13 

Acad. settings .23 .14 .08 .16 .02 .22 

Total .09 .08 .07 .11 .04 .06 

Note: Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 
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Table 5.14: Correlations between SALs’ listening input in English and self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence in T3 

 

5.3.2.4 Correlations between SALs’ interaction in English and self-perceived proficiency 

and self-perceived confidence scores 

As can be seen from Table 5.15, Spearman’s rho correlation tests reveal that in T1 the only 

significant correlation is between SALs’ interaction at home (at a dormitory and homestay) 

and their confidence in grammar (r = .47, p < .05). 

Table 5.15: Correlations between types of interactions and SALs’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores T1 

Note: Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

Table 5.16 shows that, in T3, the relationship between the types of interactions that SALs had 

and their self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores were stronger. 

Although Spearman’s rho correlation tests revealed SALs’ interaction with classmates in 

class and with NNSs (outside home/school) were only statistically significant with 

confidence in speaking (r = .51, p < .05 and r = .45, p < .01 respectively), there were also 

statistically significant correlations between SALs’ interaction with English speakers(outside 

home/ school) with their self-perceived proficiency and confidence scores in speaking (r = 

.64, p < .01 and r = .74, p < .01 respectively), communication (r = .51, p < .05 and r = .71, p 

< .01 respectively) and grammar (r = .50, p < .05 and r = .57, p < .01 respectively).  

Types of 

listening input   

Prof 

Speak 

Prof 

Comm 

Prof 

gram 

Conf 

Speak 

Conf 

Comm 

Conf 

gram 

Radio .38 .27 .40 .48* .55** .45* 

TV/Movies .30 .39 .19 .47* .57** .36 

Songs .42 .35 .37 .63** .64** .45* 

English speakers’ conversations .38 .48* .10 .66** .68** .56** 

Acad settings .17 .01 .07 .03 .02 .238 

Total .37 .40 .28 .61** .66** .60** 

Note: Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

Types of interactions Prof 

speak 

Prof 

comm 

Prof 

gram 

Conf 

speak 

Conf 

comm 

Conf 

gram 

Classmates in class .34 .35 .24 .31 .41 .28 

English speakers(out home/school) .29 .31 .33 .36 .42 .38 

Home .21 .200 .34 .16 .24 .47* 

NNSs(out home/school) .10 .18 .15 .13 .11 .11 

Total .38 .33 .31 .39 .42 .39 
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Table 5.16: Correlations between types of interactions and SALs’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores T3 

Note: Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

5.3.2.5 Living arrangement and self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence 

As can be seen from Table 5.18, in T1 SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence scores were similar amongst those who lived with homestay families, student 

dormitory and alone/with other NNSs. One-way ANOVA analyses of variance revealed there 

was no statistical significance between the type of living arrangement SALs had and their 

self-proficiency and self-confidence scores in speaking, communication and grammar (see 

Table 5.17). 

Table 5.17: SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores in 

different types of living arrangement in T1 

Note: Scale: 0=no feeling, 1=very little, 2=little, 3=average, 4=quite a lot, 5=very much 

Table 5.18 shows that by T3, there were more variations amongst SALs’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores depending on the type of living arrangement 

they had. Those who stayed with homestay families were more likely to rate their proficiency 

and confidence levels higher in speaking, communication and grammar than those in a 

student dormitory and those who lived alone/with other NNSs. In addition, those SALs in 

both these groups had higher self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence levels 

than those living alone/with other NNSs.  

  

Types of interactions Prof 

speak 

Prof 

comm 

Prof 

Gram 

Conf 

speak 

Conf 

comm 

Conf 

gram 

Classmates in class .29 .18 .19 .51* .47* .24 

English speakers (out home/school) .64** .51* .50* .74** .71** .57** 

Home .56** .61** .07 .56** .64** .44* 

NNSs(out home/school) .15 .35 .04 .45* .42 .30 

Total .55** .60** .25 .74** .73** .49* 

Types of 

living 

arrangement 

Self-perceived Proficiency Self-perceived Confidence 

Speaking Communication Grammar Speaking Communication Grammar 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 2 0 2 0 2.6 .55 2.3 .50 2.3 .50 2.75 .50 

Dormitory 2.2 1.30 2.4 1.14 2.3 .45 2.20 1.30 2.60 1.14 2.80 .45 

Alone/NNSs 2.3 .62 2.3 .62 2.4 .50 2.17 .58 2.3 .62 2.33 .49 



Environmental and affective dimensions of Hong Kong learners’ study abroad experience 

  

116 
 

Table 5.18: SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores in 

different types of living arrangement in T3 

Note: Scale: 0=no feeling, 1=very little, 2=little, 3=average, 4=quite a lot, 5=very much 

5.3.2.6 ANOVA analyses of SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence scores in different arrangements in T1 and T3 

One-way ANOVA analyses of variance in Table 5.19 revealed there were no significant 

differences between SALs’ living arrangement and self-perceived proficiency and self-

perceived confidence scores in T1. In T3, there were also no significant differences between 

SALs’ living arrangements and self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in 

grammar and self-perceived confidence score. There were significant differences between the 

types of living arrangement SALs had and their self-perceived proficiency scores in speaking 

(F(2, 18) = 4.84, p < .05) and communication (F(2, 18) = 4.93, p < .05), as well as their self-

perceived confidence score in communication (F(2, 18) = 3.28, p < .05). Posthoc pairwise 

comparisons revealed the differences were significant between the SALs who lived with a 

homestay family and those who lived alone/with other NNSs (p < .05). 

Table 5.19: ANOVA analyses between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-

perceived confidence with living arrangements in T1 and T3 

Notes: 0=no feeling, 1=very little, 2=little, 3=average, 4=quite a lot, 5=very much 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

Types of living 

arrangement 

Self-perceived Proficiency Self-perceived Confidence 

Speaking Communication Grammar Speaking Communication Grammar 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 4.06 .82 4.13 .79 3.13 .83 4.19 .88 4.13 .92 3.44 .98 

Dormitory 3.13 1.03 3.25 1.26 3.13 .25 3.50 1.22 3.63 1.38 3.38 .48 

Alone/NNSs 2.83 .75 2.78 .79 2.89 .60 3 .97 2.89 .89 2.78 .83 

Self-perceived scores T1  T3 
F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Proficiency speaking  .15 .859, df=2,18  4.84 .021*, df=2,18 
   Posthoc analyses: 

Homestay = dormitory at .082 
Homestay > alone at .007** 
dormitory > live alone at .57     

Proficiency communication .342 .715, df=2,18  4.93 .02*, df=2,18 
    Posthoc analyses: 

Homestay = dormitory at .125 
Homestay > alone at .006** 
dormitory = live alone at .388     

Proficiency grammar 1.02 .382, df=2,18  .33 .73, df=2,18       
Confidence speaking .01(B-F) .99, df=2,6  3.08 .07, df=2,18 

      
Confidence communication .41 .67, df=2,18  3.28 .05*,df=2,18 

    Posthoc analyses: 
Homestay = dormitory at .424 
Homestay > alone at .02* 
dormitory > live alone at .236      

Confidence grammar 2.18 .142, df=2,18  1.47 .26, df=2,18 
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5.3.2.7 Discussion of affective factors 

To date, very little is known about how study abroad affects language learners’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence. The limited research that has been conducted so 

far suggests learners’ self-perceived proficiency is related to self-confidence (Clément 1986; 

Clément, Dörnyei & Noels 2004; Clément, Smythe & Gardner 1978; Li 2006; Magnan & 

Back 2007). Consistent with Li’s (2006) findings, the results of this study indeed indicate 

there were strong correlations between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence scores in both T1 and T3 in the target language community. Moreover, the results 

showed there were significant increases between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-

perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar from T1 to T3.  

The results above suggest that a number of factors could contribute to learners’ overall 

increase in self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence. Consistent with 

Clément’s (1986) finding that learners’ self-confidence is gained from the quantity and 

quality of contact with members of the target language community, the results of this study 

showed that by T3 there were significant correlations between learners’ listened and face-to-

face interaction and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar. It is 

difficult to define what ‘quality’ contact is here. In this study not all learners had much 

interaction with English speakers. Most had contact with NNSs, but generally those who 

lived in a dormitory or host family had more opportunities to listen to and interact with 

English speakers. Chapter 6 will discuss results on whether the amount of input in English 

and the contact learners had with English speakers and NNSs were sufficient to promote 

pragmatic development.  

The results also showed the types of living arrangements correlated to self-perceived 

proficiency in speaking and communication as well as self-perceived confidence in 

communication by T3. Those students with a host family and the dormitory had significantly 

higher self-perceived proficiency and, self-perceived confidence scores in speaking and 

communication than those who lived alone/with other NNSs/English speakers. This might be 

partially due to the greater amount of interaction that learners in a dormitory and homestay 

had with English speakers and NNSs. Such opportunities were important in making students 

more confident to initiate interaction. 
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As Li (2006) also found, even though learners reported their English was weak, their self-

perceived confidence increased. They were also more willing to take the initiative to talk with 

increasing confidence. The results indicate the importance of environmental dimensions on 

the learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in study abroad 

contexts. With the exception of Prudence in this study, learners were somewhat hesitant in 

using English at the beginning of their sojourn in Australia. They particularly worried about 

their vocabulary and fluency. They always thought in Chinese and they had very rare 

opportunities to speak with English speakers. So they were uncertain and not confident with 

their communication skills. Consequently, these difficulties may have lowered the learners’ 

self-confidence and inhibited them from speaking English, thus affecting their willingness to 

further practise spoken English in real life and participate in informal conversations. The 

most proficient learner was more confident in their English ability than the other SALs. Even 

though Prudence acknowledged her English was far from perfect, she was confident 

interacting with English learners and fluent/native English speakers. Although learners 

reported they had difficulties in English aural understanding and the hindrance of thinking in 

Chinese by the end of the study, at least some learners’ self-confidence increased.  

5.4 Summary 

This chapter addressed the environmental and affective dimensions of SALs’ study abroad  

experience. The results illustrated that the target language environment provides learners with 

more opportunities to listen and have face-to-face interaction in English overall than when 

they were in Hong Kong. Though learners had comparatively more native-like English 

listening input and face-to-face interactions with English speakers in Australia than when 

they were in Hong Kong, a majority of students mostly interacted with other Hong Kong 

learners and NNSs in the first nine months of their sojourn abroad. The drastic increase in the 

SALs’ English listening input and interaction occurred from the beginning to about the fourth 

to fifth month, after which there appears to be a plateau effect where the hours remained 

steady. This suggests that learners may have established their main network of important and 

close friends early on in their sojourn abroad and it was difficult for them to go beyond their 

comfort zone to meet other friends. In addition, the most distinctive benefit of homestay in 

general is that learners can have more opportunities to interact with English speakers. 

However, as this study illustrated, the ‘homestay advantage’ is not always guaranteed. The 
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SALs had a mixed experience. The SALs must initiate and actively take part in 

communication. According to the interview data from the SALs, this is also heavily 

dependent on SALs’ perception of whether the host family welcomes them into the family. 

Even though the results presented here are based on learners’ self-report data, they also add to 

our understanding of the affective dimension of SALs’ experience abroad. This study showed 

learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, 

communication and grammar increased from T1 to T3, and there were strong correlations 

between SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores in both T1 

and T3 in the target language community. It also suggests the environment and affective 

dimensions are related. The results showed that, overall, SALs’ self-perceived proficiency 

and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar are related to the 

number of hours SALs listened and interacted face-to-face in English as well as their living 

environment. It appears those who lived in dormitories and homestay families had higher 

self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence than those who lived alone/with 

other Hong Kong learners and NNSs. This may be partially due to the greater amount of 

interaction that learners in dormitories and homestays had with English speakers and NNSs. 

Such opportunities were important in making students more confident to initiate interaction. 

Chapter 6 will discuss whether SALs’ environment and affective experience are sufficient to 

promote pragmatic development.  

 



 



 

Chapter 6   Effect of study abroad on SALs’ pragmatic 

performance of English request devices 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis of the data addressing the fourth research 

question related to whether a group of Hong Kong learners studying in Australia developed 

pragmatic competence to use request devices over their nine-month sojourn abroad. The 

research question is: 

RQ4: What was the effect of study abroad on the learners’ performance of requests in 

English? 

This chapter presents data on SALs’ use of requests and request external modifiers on DCTs 

and roleplays performed prior to, during and at the end of their first nine months in Australia. 

Data from ENGs and AHLs who performed the same tests will be used in across group 

comparisons. Data used for this study were from participants’ oral responses for three oral 

EDCTs where the participants had mutual, higher or lower status than the interlocutor in a 

given scenario.  

6.2 Request heads and request softeners 

This section presents descriptive and inferential statistics for cross-group comparisons of 

request heads and request softeners used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs. As the focus of this 

study is on SALs, it also describes results from longitudinal analyses of request heads and 

softeners produced by the SALs prior to, during and at the end of their nine-month stay in 

Australia. Data from ENGs will be used in the within-group comparisons. Data from AHLs 

were not included in the within-group comparisons if results from the cross-group 

comparisons show there were no changes in the SALs’ use of request devices from T1 to T2. 
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6.2.1 Request heads 

This section presents cross-group comparisons on the types of request heads used by AHLs, 

SALs and ENGs, followed by analyses of longitudinal data on the SALs.  

i Cross-group comparisons of request heads 

Table 6.1 shows the three different types of request heads used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs. 

As can be seen from Table 6.1, a higher number of ENGs and AHLs used conventional 

indirect requests rather than direct and non-conventional indirect requests regardless of the 

interlocutor’s status. Even though more AHLs and SALs used conventional indirect than 

direct requests when they had mutual status as their interlocutor in all three rounds, more 

learners from both groups used direct requests, especially by T3. Only a very small number of 

ENGs used nonconventional indirect requests, and no learner used nonconventional indirect 

requests. As shown in Table 6.1, the AHLs used a similar number of direct, conventional and 

nonconventional indirect requests in T1 and T2, so they were excluded from the within-group 

comparisons.  

Table 6.1: Descriptive statistics for the number of request heads used by ENGs, AHLs 

and SALs (%) 

Notes: 

Conv ind = Conventional indirect. Nonconv ind = Nonconventional indirect 

ENGs: Data collected in only T1  

AHLs: Data collected in T1 and T2 

SALs: Data collected in T1, T2 and T3 

 Participant’s status 

Request heads Mutual High Low 

 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 

 ENGs (n=30) 

Nil   3 (10)   2  (7)   1  (3)   

Direct    2  (7)   1  (3)   

Conv ind 26 (87)   26 (87)   28 (93)   

Noncon ind   1 (3)   0   0   

Total 30 (100)   30 (100)   30 (100)   

 AHLs (n=30) 

Nil 2  (7) 0  4  (13) 1  (3)  2  (7) 0  

Direct 0 3   (10)  9  (30) 10 (33)  8  (26) 6  (20)  

Conv ind 28 (93) 25  (83)  17 (57) 18 (61)  20 (67) 24 (80)  

Noncon ind 0 2   (7)  0 1  (3)  0 0  

Total 30 (100) 30  (100)  30 (100) 30 (100)  30 (100) 30 (100)  

 SALs (n=21) 

Nil 1  (5) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Direct 0 2   (9.5) 0 6  (29) 11 (52) 11  (52) 5   (24) 3  (14) 11 (52) 

Conv ind 20 (95) 19  (90.5) 21  (100) 15 (71) 10 (48) 10  (48) 16 (76) 18 (86) 10 (48) 

Noncon ind 0 0 0 0 0  0 0 0 

Total 21 (100) 21  (100) 21  (100) 21 (100) 21 (100) 21  (100) 21 (100) 21 (100) 21 (100) 
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The chi-square analyses in Table 6.2 revealed that in T1 and T2 the differences between the 

number of direct, conventional indirect and nonconventional indirect requests used by ENGs, 

AHLs and SALs were not significant regardless of the interlocutor’s status. However, in T3 a 

significantly higher number of SALs used direct requests than ENGs when their status was 

higher (χ²
 
= 7.32, df = 1, p<.01) and lower (χ²

 
= 7.32, df = 2, p<.01) than their interlocutor’s. 

Additionally, a significantly higher number of ENGs used conventional indirect requests than 

SALs when their status was higher (χ²
 
= 4.56, df = 1, p<.05) and lower (χ²

 
= 4.56, df = 1, 

p<.05) than their interlocutor’s. 

Table 6.2: Chi-square tests for cross-group comparisons of request heads used by 

AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

Notes:  

1. Conv ind = Conventional indirect. Nonconv ind = Nonconventional indirect 

2. Pearson’s chi-square values(P) = <20 of expected cells is 5. Fisher’s exact test values(F) = 20> of expected cells is 5. 

3. χ² statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

ii. Within-group comparisons of request heads 

The chi-square analyses in Table 6.3 show there were no significant differences between the 

number of direct, conventional indirect and nonconventional indirect requests SALs used 

between T1 and T3 when they had mutual status with their interlocutor. However, a 

significantly greater number of SALs used direct requests in T3 than T1 when their status was 

lower than their interlocutor (χ²
 
= 3.64, df = 1, p<.05 respectively). In addition, a significantly 

lower number of SALs used conventional indirect requests in T3 than T1 (χ²
 
= 3.64, df = 1, 

p<.05).  

  

 

 T1 

(Engs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T2 

(Engs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T3 

(Engs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

Participant’s 

status 

Request heads χ² Exact Sig.  χ² Exact Sig.  χ² Exact Sig. 

Mutual Direct 2.34(F) .33   .43(F) 1  .23(F) .51 

 Conv ind 3.25(F) .24  .98(F) .69  4.8(F) .07 

 Noncon ind 1.67(F) 1  1.29(F) .78  .71(F) 1 

          

High Direct 1.66(p) .52  4.26 .08  7.32(p) .01** 

 Conv ind 2.82(p) .26  4.65(p) .10  4.56(p) .04* 

 Noncon ind 0 0  1.67(F) 1.0  0 0 

          

Low Direct .91(p) .71  .30(p) .93  7.32(p) .01** 

 Conv ind .92(p) .69  .64(p) .73  4.56(p) .04* 

 Noncon ind 0 0  0 0  0 0 
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Table 6.3: Chi-square tests for comparisons of request heads used by SALs in T1 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes: 

1. Conv ind = Conventional indirect. Nonconv ind = Nonconventional indirect 

2. Pearson’s chi-square values(P) = <20 of expected cells is 5. Fisher’s exact test values(F) = 20> of expected cells is 5. 

3. χ² statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

6.2.2 Request softeners 

This section presents the descriptive and inferential statistics on the types of request softeners 

used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs. It begins with comparisons across the three groups, 

followed by longitudinal data for the SALs.  

i. Cross-group comparisons of request softeners 

As can be seen from Table 6.4, ENGs used softeners more frequently than both AHLs and 

SALs in all situations in all rounds. Somewhat unexpectedly, the AHLs also used more 

softeners than the SALs in T1 and T2. The biggest contrast between the number of request 

softeners between ENGs and SALs occurred when their status was lower than their 

interlocutor. The SALs used the least number of softeners when their status was lower than 

the interlocutor, and it decreased dramatically from T1 to T3.  

Table 6.4: Descriptive statistics for the number of request softeners used by AHLs, 

SALs and ENGs (%) 

Participant’s 

status 

Request heads χ² Exact Sig. 

Mutual Direct 0(F) 0 

 Conv ind 1.02(F) 1 

 Noncon ind 0(F) 0 

High Direct 2.47(p) .21 

 Conv ind 2.47(p) .21 

 Noncon ind 0 0 

Low Direct 3.64(p) .05* 

 Conv ind 3.64(p) .05* 

 Noncon ind 0(F) 0 

Participant’s status 

Use of 

softeners 

Mutual High Low 

 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 

 ENGs (n=30) 

Not used 12  (40)   18  (60)   16   (53)   

Used 18  (60)   12  (40)   14   (47)   

 AHLs   (n=30) 

Not used 19  (63) 17  (57)  24  (80) 19  (63)  26  (87) 19  (63)  

Used 11  (37) 13  (43)  6   (20) 11  (37)  4   (13) 11  (37)  

 SALs   (n=21) 

Not used 18  (86) 18  (86) 16 (76) 19  (91) 17  (81) 16 (76) 20  (95) 4   (19) 3   (14) 

Used 3   (14) 3   (14) 5  (24) 2   (19) 4   (19) 5   (24) 1   (5) 17  (81) 18   (86) 
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The chi-square analyses in Table 6.5 show that in T1 significant differences were found 

between the number of ENGs, AHLs and SALs who used request softeners when they had 

mutual (χ² = 10.96, df = 2, p < .01), lower (χ² = 8.51, df = 2, p < .05) and higher (χ² = 15.44, 

df = 2, p < .01) status than their interlocutors. Further chi-square analyses revealed a 

significantly higher number of ENGs used more request softeners than AHLs when they had 

lower status than their interlocutor in T2 (χ² = 8.01, df = 1, p < .01). Additionally, a 

significantly higher number of ENGs used request softeners as compared to SALs when they 

had mutual (χ² = 10.66, df = 1, p < .01), higher (χ² = 5.76, df = 1, p < .01) and lower (χ² = 

12.35, df = 1, p < .01) status than their interlocutor.  

Similarly, in T2, there was a significant difference between the number of ENGs, AHLs and 

SALs who used softeners when they had a mutual status interlocutor (χ² = 12.86, df = 2, p < 

.01). Further chi-square tests showed significantly more ENGs used request softeners than the 

AHLs (χ² = 6.76, df = 1, p < .05) and SALs (χ² = 9.46, df = 1, p < .01). 

Compared to ENGs, a significantly lower number of SALs used softeners when they had 

mutual (χ² = 7.79, df = 1, p < .01), higher (χ² = 6.64, df = 1, p < .05) and lower (χ² = 5.12, df 

= 1, p < .05) status than their interlocutor even by T3. 

Table 6.5: Chi-square tests for cross-group comparisons of request softeners used by 

AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

Notes:  

1. Pearson’s chi-square values(P) = <20 of expected cells is 5. Fisher’s exact test values(F) = 20> of expected cells is 5. 

2. χ² statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

 

T1 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T2 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T3 

(NSs vs SALs) 

Participant’s status 
χ² Exact 

Sig. 

 χ² Exact Sig.  χ² Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 10.96(P) .004**  12.86(F) .001**  7.79(F) .01** 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

   Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

10.66(P) 

3.27(P) 

3.10(P) 

.001** 

.12 

.11 

 6.76(F) 

9.46(F) 

0 

.02* 

.005** 

0 

   

          

High: Main comparisons 8.51(F) .03*  2.68(P) .29  6.64(F) .02* 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

   Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

5.76(P) 

3.98(F) 

2.24(F) 

.03* 

.10 

.37 

      

          

Low: Main comparisons 15.44(F) .001**  6.15(F) .12  5.12(F) .04* 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs SALS 

   Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

   Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

12.35(F) 

8.01(F) 

2.14(F) 

.001** 

.01** 

.36 
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ii. Within-group comparisons of request softeners  

ENGs 

As can be seen from Table 6.6, a high number of ENGs used ‘Would/Do you mind/like’, 

especially when they had mutual status interlocutor. Interestingly, the ENGs who used 

request softeners to lessen the impact of requests preferred to use ‘I was wondering’ 

regardless of whether they had the same, higher or lower status as their interlocutor.  

Table 6.6: Descriptive statistics for the types the request softeners used by ENGs (n=30) 

(%) 

Here, the within-group request softener results for AHLs were also provided so that we can 

see the types of request softeners they used in T1 and T2 compared to ENGs and AHLs. As 

can be seen from Table 6.7, there appears to be almost no increase between the number of 

learners who used softeners regardless of the interlocutor’s status. In the mutual-status 

situations, a low number of AHLs used softeners. Similarly in the low-status situations, there 

was a slight increase in AHLs’ use of softeners. There was very little change between the 

number of AHLs who used softeners in T1 and T2 when they had higher status. Fisher’s Exact 

Test revealed there was no statistical significance between AHLs’ use of softeners in T1 and 

T2 when their status were of mutual (X
2 

= .62, df = 1, ns), lower (Fisher = .86, df = 2, ns) and 

higher (Fisher = .63, df = 2, ns) than their interlocutors. 

Table 6.7: Descriptive statistics for the types the request softeners used by AHLs (n=30) 

(%) 

Softener types Mutual High Low 

I was wondering 8   (27) 6   (20) 7   (24) 

Would/Do you mind/like 9   (30) 3   (10) 1   (3) 

Do you reckon  1   (3)  

Is it possible 

Do you think 

 

1   (3) 

2   (7) 6   (20) 

Total  ENGs used softeners 18  (60) 12  (40) 14   (47) 

Total  ENGs not used softeners 12  (40)  18  (60) 16   (53) 

Types of softeners Mutual High Low 

 T1 T2 T1 T2 T1 T2 

I was wondering   1  (3.3) 1   (3)  1    (3) 

Would/Do you mind/like 11 (37) 12 (40) 5  (16.7) 9   (30) 4   (13) 10  (33) 

Do you reckon  1   (3)     

Is it possible    1   (3)   

Do you think       

Total  AHLs used softeners 11 (37) 13 (43) 6   (20) 11 (37) 4   (13) 11 (37) 

Total  AHLs not used softeners 19 (63) 17 (57) 24 (80) 19 (63) 26  (87) 19 (63) 
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SALs  

Though the number of SALs who used request softeners increased steadily from T1 to T3 

when they had mutual and higher status than their interlocutor, it remained low throughout 

this period (See Table 6.7). Chi-square tests revealed there were no statistical significant 

differences between the number of softeners SALs used when they had mutual and higher 

than their interlocutor in T1 and T3 (χ² = 1.07, df = 1, ns; χ² = 1.72, df = 1, ns respectively). 

The only significant increase between the number of softeners SALs used from T1 to T3 was 

when they had lower status than their interlocutor (χ² = 7.30, df = 1, p < .05). 

Table 6.8: Descriptive statistics for the distribution of request softeners used by SALs 

(n=21) (%) 

6.2.3 Discussion of request heads and request softeners 

This research uncovered three main findings which will be discussed in this section. Firstly, 

as expected, a much higher number of ENGs used conventional indirect requests over direct 

and nonconventional indirect requests irrespective of the interlocutor’s status. Secondly, even 

though a majority of the AHLs and SALs used conventional indirect requests when they were 

of mutual status with their interlocutor, more learners from both groups used direct requests 

when their status were higher or lower than their interlocutor’s. Thirdly, what is more 

surprising is that the number of SALs who used direct requests increased from T1 to T3 in 

requests to either higher or lower status interlocutors.  

The first point is that direct request devices are expressed as imperatives, performatives and 

want statements in Australian English. Previous research has shown ENGs tend to prefer the 

more indirect form of requests (Blum-Kulka 1989; Blum-Kulka & House 1989). This study 

supports previous findings that showed that no ENGs used direct requests when they had 

                                                                                                                 Participant’s status   

Mutual High Low 

Softener types T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 

I was wondering         1   (5) 

Would/Do you mind/like 3 (14) 3 (14) 5 (24) 2 (19) 4 (19) 5 (24) 1 (5) 17 (81) 17 (81) 

Do you reckon          

Is it possible  

Do you think 

         

Total  SALs used softeners 3  (14) 3  (14) 5  (24) 2  (19) 4  (19) 5  (24) 1  (5) 17 (81) 18 (86) 

Total  SALs not used softeners 18(86) 18(86) 16(76) 19(91) 17(81) 16(76) 20(95) 4   (19) 3   (14) 
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mutual status and only very few used direct requests when their status were higher and lower 

than their interlocutors (See Examples 1-2). 

As can be seen from these examples, even though ENGs used direct requests, they used 

external modifiers to minimise the imposition of a request. 

Example 1: Asher (high status)  

Rose (.) that (.) class that I asked you to teach in three week:::s (.) I know this is 

going to be a hu:::ge problem (.) but (.) I need you to teach it next week (.) and I 

know you’re up to::: (.) the fact that (.) you can handle (.) the amount work you 

are doing (.) and teaching this (.) I’ve prepared some of the class for you (.) but (.) 

I really need you to teach next week (.) and I’ve got full faith in the fact that you 

can do it (.) so if you can give me an answer tomorrow that’d be fantastic 

Example 2: Janet (low status) 

uhm I haven’t finish my assign:ment (.) and ar:: (.) I need another week (.) would 

I be able to get an extension for it 

Consistent with previous findings (Blum-Kulka & House 1989), ENGs predominantly used 

requests defined as Australian conventional indirect requests regardless of their status. The 

conventional indirect forms of requests in Australian English reference to addressees’ ability 

‘Can/could you + VP?’.  Approximately only half the ENGs used this form (60 in mutual, 50 

in high and only 40 in low status). Similar to previous research (Blum-Kulka 1989), the 

ENGs frequently employed softeners with the willingness structure ‘Do/Would you mind/like 

to + VP?’ and ‘I was wondering  + VP.’ regardless of their status vis-à-vis the interlocutor.  

Examples 3-8 illustrate learners using both the addressees’ ability ‘Can/Could you + VP?’ 

and the ‘would you mind + VP?’ structure interchangeably in situations when they were of 

mutual, higher and lower status than their interlocutor; that is, they did not distinguish these 

structures. 
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Example 3, Sam (mutual status) 

uhm (.) could you please turn down the music it’s (.) 2am in the morning (.) why 

are you watching it (.) at (.) such a loud volume when you know that other people 

are studying and trying to sleep (.) thanks (.) it just (.) defies all logic at this hour 

of the morning (.) just turn it down [chuckles] (.) I’ve got headphones if you want 

to borrow them 

Example 4, Christina (mutual status)  

hey:: I’m from (.) the:: room (.) just ar (.) cross there (.) would you mind turning 

the music (.) TV down(laugh) just a bit 

Example 5, Katie (high status)  

Hi (.) I was wondering (.) could you:: please (.) present (.) ar:: (.) one week 

earlier than I’ve asked you to (.) I’m sorry it’s it’s not a great big task so don’t 

worry and (.) uhm (.) you are not going to lose a whole heap of marks if it’s not 

perfect so:: (.) if you could do that earlier that would be great thanks. 

Example 6, Christina (high status)  

u::hm (.) would you mind:: submitting your work (.) a week earlier than schedule  

Example 7, Whitney (low status) 

Hi Mr Wilson uhm (.) I have a really really big favour to ask you (.) uhm:: (.) 

could I get an exten::sion (.) for::  my:: uhm (.) paper because (.) I just need a 

little bit more time to work on it and (.) uhm it would be really good if I could get 

this extra time 

Example 8, Bethany (low status) 

excuse me u::hm (.) I am sorry but in regards to:: our:: final ar:: ess::ay for the 

seaso- semester (.) I’ve been having some problems (.) like (whatever the excuse 

is going to be::??)  and therefore couldn’t submit it would you mind if I submit it  

a week after the due date please  
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In addition to using ‘Would you mind+VP?’, ENGs would often use ‘I was wondering+VP.’ 

regardless of their status (See Examples 9-11). 

Example 9: Katie (mutual status) 

hey anita (.) uhm:: (.) I was just wondering if you could (.) turn down the TV a 

bit I mean it’s 2am (.) uhm (.) I’ve (.) I’ve got my exam at 8 o’clock tomorrow 

morning and I’ve got a really strict (.) marker I mean (.) usually wouldn’t ask you 

to turn it down coz I sleep pretty late (.) but:: uhm (.) do you reckon you could 

turn it down just a little bit (.) coz:: you know (.) yeah that’ll be great  

Example 10: Christina (low status) 

Uhm (.) excuse me Mr Wilson but I’ve just had (.) ar uhm (.) quite a few 

problems with (.) with the:: ar concepts ar around this (.) assignment and (.) uhm 

(.) I (.) found I was doing a lot of work that wasn’t that productive (.) and (.) uhm 

(.) I really feel like I’m back on track now (.) but (.) uhm (.) I won’t be able to 

hand in (.) the assignment in any kind of finished form (.) uhm (.) when it’s due 

(.) I I’ll need an extra week (.) uhm (.) I I was uhm (.) I was hoping that I’d be 

able to do a really good job on (.) on this assignment and uhm (.) I just think it’d 

be a bit of a shame if I (.) if I did hand it in tomorrow (.) or when it’s due then (.)  

uhm (.) I I won’t be able to do that (.) and ar (.) so I was just wondering if there 

was a chance of getting an extension for a week—low.  

Example 11: Katie (high status) 

hi (.) rose (.) uhm::: (.) I’ve got a (.) favour to ask you (.) ar::: (.) I know that you 

have (.) your (.) presentation in three weeks time (.) I was wondering if you could 

(.) maybe do it next week instead (.) listen I know that you’re really busy with 

major exams so if you can’t do it (.) that’s ok:: it’s just that (.) uhm the topic you 

are presenting on (.) is actually a lot more relevant to next week (.) uhm:: ar:: I 

was just wondering if you could (.) ar:: teach the students how to write an essay 

(.) that’d be all thanks 
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Curl and Drew’s (2008) claim that different syntactic forms have different levels of 

impositions in English and that ENGs tended to use ‘I was wondering+VP’ when they were 

unsure whether the request conditions could be met or when they perceived themselves as 

potentially lacking entitlement through their use of these forms. Although the results here 

support Curl and Drew’s (2008) finding that ENGs employed this form, the results differ in 

that the ENGs used the ‘I was wondering+VP.’  to express politeness irrespective of their 

interlocutor’s status. In fact, more ENGs used ‘I was wondering+VP’ than the ‘Could/would 

you mind+VP?’ conventional indirect request structure. Moreover, the ENGs did not use 

nonconventional indirect requests regardless of interlocutor’s status. However, even though 

the ‘I was wondering+VP’ request is used by more ENGs, the results show that this structure 

was not acquired by learners. 

The second point is that most AHLs who used the ‘Can/Could you+VP’ request structure and 

softeners ‘Would you like/mind+VP?’ and only two learners in all rounds used the ‘I was 

wondering+VP.’  Likewise, about 80% of the SALs’ used the ‘Can/Could you+VP?’ 

structure but only a small minority (14%-24%) used softeners such as ‘Do/Would you 

like/mind+VP?’ regardless of their status in all rounds, and only one used ‘I was 

wondering+VP’ in T3 with higher status interlocutor.  

The results showed the SALs frequently employed the ‘Can/Could you+VP?’ in their 

requests irrespective of the interlocutor’s status in all rounds (Examples 12-14). 

Example 12: Ivan (T2, mutual status) 

Uhm (.) can you:: (.) turn off the music (.) or turn it (.) ar (.) lower (.) because (.) I 

only have (.) few hour to sleep 

Example 13: Masaya T1 (low status) 

professor:: (.) could you (.) err:: (.) could you give me (.) a:: extent (.) extent (.) 

err::: (.) extensive (.) extension day:: (.) to::: (.) to::: hand in my::: (.) my paper (.) 

I need to (.) finish it (.) err: (.) err:: (.) uhm (.) extra (.) extra day (.) extra time (.) 

yeah 
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Example 14: Terry T3 (high status) 

arr::: (.) could you::: (.) hand in your work (.) one week earlier 

As Zhang (1995a,b) suggests, English conventional indirect request formulas such as query 

preparatory ‘Can/Could you/I (please)+VP?’ are not used to express politeness in Chinese, 

and learners who are able to use these forms are those who have been influenced and 

acquired this from the English language. Like ENGs, in T1, a majority of learners from both 

groups used these forms without grammatical errors to express politeness irrespective of their 

interlocutor’s status. In other words, this group of learners had acquired these English request 

forms to express politeness in English prior to their arrival in Australia. 

However, not all SALs used English request softeners. Most of the SALs who used request 

softeners used the ‘Would/Do you mind + NP’ structure regardless of whether they had 

mutual, higher or lower status interlocutors and did so in all three rounds (as seen in 

examples 15-17).  

Example 15: Ivan (T1, mutual status) 

uhm (.) excuse me (.) would you mind to::: (.) turn the volume::: (.) of the music 

down 

Example 16: Tiffany (T1, high status) 

Uhm:::: (.) actually I know (.) you are having a very (.) uhm (.) hardworking (.) 

this week (.) but: (.) uhm:: (.) I know you are the only one (.) who can help my 

class to::: (.) to (.) the only one who can teach the class (.) to (.) solve some 

problem (.) so::: (.) would you mind to take a few (.) uhm:: (.) to:: (.) maybe one 

hour (.) to:: teach (.) them (.) for extra class (.) uhm:::: (.) and:::::::  

Example 17: Ronald (T1, low status) 

arr (.) sorry professor (.) but (.) uhm::: (.) I got (.) some (.) I got my essay (.) not 

yet done (.) and I (.) got (.) so many ideas to write inside (.) but (.) uhm (.) I 

couldn’t finish it within this week (.) arr (.) would you mind if I hand to you (.) 

hand it in to you (.) maybe next week (.) and I promise it will (.) be a great job 
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Examples 15-17 show some learners had acquired and used the ‘Would/Do you mind+NP’ 

structure in T1, though a majority of these learners made an error by latching ‘Would/Do you 

mind’ to an to-infinitive after the word ‘mind’ instead of using a gerund. This suggests 

learners had learned and used the overall structure as a formulaic sequence, but had not 

attended to the grammar of the overall syntactic structure of ‘Would/Do you mind+NP’, even 

after nine months in the target language community. It may be that SALs did not get 

feedback on their grammatical errors when they used this form as a request in the target 

language community, or that learners did not have sufficient exposure and input to English to 

hear this form during their sojourn abroad.  

It is likely that the learners had used the ‘Would/Do you mind’ request softener in the same 

way they used to-infinitive in the verb phrase in the ‘Can/could you+VP’ structure without 

noticing the need to change the to-infinitive to a gerund in the ‘‘Would/Do you mind’. 

Additionally, learners’ limited exposure to English from ENGs may be the reason they did 

not have enough opportunities to acquire the use of the ‘I was wondering+VP’ structure even 

by T3 irrespective of interlocutor’s status. 

The only SAL who used the ‘I was wondering+VP’ structure was Tiffany when she had a 

higher status interlocutor in T3, where she requested for an extension from her professor (see 

Example 18). 

Example 18: Tiffany in T3 (mutual status) 

ar:: (.) hi (.) Jane:: (.) I’m (.) I’m sorry I can’t (.) uhm (.) ar (.) I did finish my 

essay (.) but (.) I think if I have another (.) week to (.) uhm (.) to:: (.) check or (.) 

to do with my essay (.) I think I could do better (.) but (.) uhm (.) just wondering 

if you can give me an extension (.) because (.) uhm (.) I ju- (.) I have (.) uhm (.) 

pretty much (.) uhm (.) difficulty in this subject (.) but I want to (.) have uhm (.) 

satisfying result 

The ‘I wonder + VP’ structure does not exist as a request in Chinese. This may explain why 

the learners in this study did not use this as a request. Learners are more likely to rely on a 

direct request form and the simpler form ‘Can/Could you/I (please)+VP?’ because it is the 

form they are most familiar with using to express politeness in requests. The SALs have 
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reported even when they talk to Australian English NSs, they tend to use the simplified and 

reduced form. Further evidence that learners had little exposure to the more complex forms of 

request ‘I was wondering+PP’ is seen in the interpretation of requests tasks in the oral 

EDCTs.  

Thirdly, the results show, similar to ENGs, even in T1 the SALs illustrated they used 

conventional indirect requests irrespective of the interlocutor’s status. However, what is more 

surprising is that the number of SALs who used direct requests increased from T1 to T3 when 

their status was higher and lower than their interlocutor. By T3, many SALs chose to use 

direct requests in preference to conventional indirect requests when they were of a higher and 

lower status than their interlocutor. Examples 19-22 illustrate the SALs’ preference for 

conventional indirect requests when their status was higher and lower than their interlocutor 

in T1, which changed to an inclination for direct requests in T3. 

Example 19: Heyman T1 (low status) 

hmm:: (.) could I have (.) an:: (.) extension: to::: the:::: homework (.) err::: (.) 

because (.) arr (.) uhm (.) I’m::: (.) I have so many works (.) these days 

Example 20: Heyman T3 (low status) 

uhm (.) professor (.) I want to (.) extend (.) arr (.) the date (.) of handing in (.) my 

essay (.) because (.) I am so busy these days 

Example 21: Heyman T1 (high status) 

hmm:::: (.) could you help me to teach my class for::: (.) a week (.) or::: (.) when 

(.) err (.) could you help me (.) because I’m (.) I have some other works (.) and:: I 

can’t (.) teach (.) my students 

Example 22: Heyman T3 (high status) 

 hmm (.) I know you are having (.) exam next (.) next week (.) but (.) I want (.) 

you to present your (.) article (.) next week (.) err::: (.) can you:: (.) please 
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It is perhaps not surprising to see SALs using direct requests because they are considered 

polite in Chinese, but it is somewhat unexpected to see the change in learners’ use of 

conventional to direct requests from T1 to T3 in situations where their status were higher and 

lower than their interlocutor.  

It is unlikely SALs used direct requests without awareness of the non-equivalence of 

imperatives and performatives in terms of politeness they express in English and Chinese. 

Although direct requests are considered polite in Chinese, the learners had learned the 

appropriate way of requesting in English is the conventional indirect request ‘Can/Could 

you+VP?’, and that direct requests may be less polite in English. However, and importantly, 

learners frequently employed external modifiers to minimise the imposition of a request. For 

instance, a SAL, Janice, used apologies, grounders, and stated desire to do better when she 

employed a direct request when their status was lower than the interlocutor (See Examples 

23-24). 

Example 23: Tiffany T1 (high status) 

uhm:::: (.) attention please (.) uhm::: (.) actually got something (.) some changes 

(.) for your (.) uhm (.) assignment (.) and:: (.) I want you to hand it (.) to me:: 

by:::: (.) next week (.) that (.) means (.) ear (.) it’s a bit early (.) than schedule (.) 

but (.) I want it next week 

Example 24: Janice T2 (low status) 

uhm:::: (.) sorry professor (.) I want to do it better (.) if I err (.) just only give (.) 

the assignment to you (.) err (.) I need to be (.) so hurry (.)  and (.) I would like to 

do well (.) so (.) if you want me to do well (.) you need to give me more time 

As Færch and Kasper (1989) reported, the formulation of the utterance itself and its internal 

modification do not constitute indirectness. Chinese indirectness seems to be linked with 

information sequence. The SALs’ use of conventional indirect requests along with request 

external modifiers from T1 to T3 suggests that it is necessary to express a higher level of 

politeness with those who have closer or equal relationship than those of higher or lower 

status than their interlocutor. This suggests for Chinese learners of English that negative 

politeness is more salient in relation to social distance than status.  
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Previous researchers have found a negative correlation between learners’ L1-L2 

transferability and proficiency (e.g., Ellis 1994; Koike 1996; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper & 

Ross 1996). However, it is unlikely that the SALs in this study had increased the use of direct 

requests by T3 because of their low linguistic proficiency or that they were unaware of the 

non-equivalence in meaning between learners’ L1 and L2 since they used conventional 

indirect requests in T1. It was only in T3 that learners chose direct requests with higher and 

lower status interlocutors, but not with equal status interlocutor. 

Instead, it may be that as SALs spent more time in the target language community they found 

the use of a simpler and more direct way of requesting which was still socially acceptable 

and, more importantly, could be understood more easily—especially amongst other NNSs. It 

may also be plausible that the SALs were fully aware that direct requests were less polite than 

conventional indirect requests in English, and so they expressed politeness with a range of 

external modifiers whether they were in situations of higher or lower status than their 

interlocutor (see Examples 25-26). 

Example 25, Suki T1 (high status): 

uhm::::: (.) I want you:: all to:::: (.) hand in the homework (.) uhm (.) earlier (.) in 

(.) this (.) week. 

Example 26, Suki T3 (high status): 

hmm::: (.) I need you to help because I want (.) I::: (.) I hope you can::: (.) hmm 

(.) you can:::: (.) teach my class (.) ar:: (.) just one hour (.) ar:: to teach the (.) how 

to::  

 There is evidence that learners used external modifiers in T3 which they did not use in T1 

(see Examples 25 and 26). Perhaps with the influence of Australian culture, Suki used post-

request devices to mitigate the imposition of the request after launching the direct request 

(See Example 26).  It may be that the SALs influenced by improved linguistic and cultural 

knowledge. The use of external modifiers will be discussed in the next section of this chapter. 

  



Effect of study abroad on SALs’ pragmatic performance on English request devices 

137 
 

6.3 External modifiers 

This section presents the descriptive and inferential statistics of the number and the types of 

external modifiers used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs. Section 6.3.1 provides the analyses of 

cross-group and within-group comparisons of the total mean number of external modifiers 

used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs. Section 6.3.2 presents the results of the acquisition of pre- 

and post-request external modifiers which show SALs did not acquire the use of these 

devices. Section 6.3.3 presents the correlations between the total number of external 

modifiers used during their sojourn abroad and affective and environmental factors. Data 

from ENGs will be used as comparisons. 

6.3.1 Total number of external modifiers 

This section presents the total number of external modifiers used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs. 

It provides cross-group analyses of the number of external modifiers and within-group 

comparisons of the development of the number of external modifiers used by AHLs and 

SALs. 

i. Cross-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers 

As can be seen from Table 6.9, on average ENGs used more external modifiers per request 

than AHLs and SALs regardless of the interlocutor’s status. Overall, the AHLs used a slightly 

higher number of external modifiers per request when they had lower than mutual and higher 

status interlocutor. Interestingly, on average the SALs used external modifiers in T3 rather 

than in T1 when they had the same status as their interlocutor; but there appears to be an 

increase in the average number of external modifiers in T3 rather than T1 when they had 

higher and lower status than the interlocutor. Despite this increasing trend, the ENGs still 

used more external modifiers than SALs by T3.  
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Table 6.9: Descriptive statistics for the total number of external modifiers per request 

used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs 

 

 

 

 

The ANOVA analyses in Table 6.10 revealed that in T1 and T2 there were significant 

differences between mean number of external modifiers between ENGs, AHLs and SALs 

when speakers had mutual (F(2,64) = 22.62, p<.001; F(2,65) = 21.47, p<.001 respectively), 

higher (F(2,78) = 36.96, p<.001; F(2,78) = 44, p<.001 respectively) and lower (2 F(2,66) = 

120.65, p<.001; F(2,78) = 73.10, p<.001 respectively) status than their interlocutor. Post-hoc 

analyses revealed ENGs used significantly more external modifiers than both AHLs and 

SALs, but the differences between AHLs and SALs were not statistically significant across 

the three statuses in T1 and T2. By T3, the ENGs still used considerably more external 

modifiers than SALs irrespective of the interlocutor’s status. Analysis by independent 

samples t-test revealed these differences were statistically significant when they were of a 

mutual, higher and lower status than the interlocutor (t(46) = 6.55, p < .001, t(49) = 6.44, p < 

.001 and (t(49) = 6.91, p < .001 respectively). 

  

  
Participant’s status 

    Mutual High Low 

  
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

ENGs (n=30) T1 4.47 1.68 5.03 1.22 7.07 1.66 

AHLs (n=30) 
T1 2.63 0.93 2.37 1.19 2.67 .99 

T2 2.60 1.07 2.37 1.22 2.9 1.06 

SALs (n=21) 

T1 2.43 1.03 2.42 1.66 2.62 .97 

T2 2.29 1.10 2.48 1.17 3.29 1.59 

T3 2.1 .88 2.81 1.21 3.86 1.59 
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Table 6.10: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of request external modifiers 

used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed).  

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

ii. Within-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers 

AHLs 

The AHLs used a similar number of external modifiers in T1 and T2 regardless of the 

interlocutor’s status. This was expected as the AHLs were not in an environment where they 

interact or receive input from NSs that could potentially promote pragmatic learning in T1 

and T2. Pair samples t-test revealed there was nothing statistically significant between the 

number of external modifiers used in T1 and T2 when they had mutual, higher and lower 

status than their interlocutor, t(29) = .80, p = n.s., t(29) = .11, p = n.s. and (t(29) = .87, p = 

n.s. respectively.  

SALs 

As can be seen from Table 6.11, the only significant increases between the number of 

external modifiers used by SALs between T1, T2 and T3 were found when their status was 

lower than their interlocutor (F = 5.10, df = 2,40, p<.01). Posthoc analyses revealed there was 

significant difference between T1 and T3 at p<.01. 

  

Status of speaker 
T1 

(NSs vs AHLs vs SALs) 

T2 

(NSs vs AHLs vs SALs) 

T3 

(NSs vs SALs) 

  F Exact Sig. F Exact Sig. F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 22.62(B-F) .000** 21.47(F) .000** 6.55(F)      .000** (x) 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 
Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 
Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

 
 
 

.000** 

.000** 

.58 

 
 
 

.000** 

.000** 

.41 

  

       
High: Main comparisons 36.96(F) .000** 44(F) .000** 6.44(F) .000** 
Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 
Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 
Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

 
 
 

.000** 

.000** 

.87 

 
 
 

.000** 

.000** 

.83 

  

       
Low: Main comparisons 120.65(B-F) .000** 73.10(F) .000** 6.91(F) .000** 
Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 
Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 
Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

 .000** 
.000** 
.90 

 .000** 
.000** 
.35 
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Table 6.11: ANOVA repeated measures t-tests for the comparisons of request external 

modifiers used by SALs between T1, T2 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

6.3.1.1 Total number of external modifiers in pre-requests 

The first section provides cross-group comparisons of the total number of external modifiers 

in pre-requests used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs, and within-group comparisons of the 

number of pre-request external modifiers used by AHLs and SALs. Data from ENGs will be 

used as points of comparison. 

i. Cross-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers in pre-requests 

As can be seen from Table 6.12, in general the ENGs used a greater number of external 

modifiers per request than both groups of learners and used a greater number of external 

modifiers in the pre-requests. The AHLs used a similar number of external modifiers in T1 

and T2 regardless of the interlocutor’s status, while the SALs used a similar number of 

external modifiers when they had mutual and higher status than their interlocutor between T1 

and T3. The biggest increase occurred when the SALs had a lower status than the interlocutor. 

By T3, the number of external modifiers the SALs used when they were of lower status was 

similar to the ENGs; but the number of external modifiers SALs used when they had mutual 

and lower status interlocutors remained lower than the ENGs.  

  

 
F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 1.25  .30 

   

High .64 .53 

   

Low 5.10 .01** 

Posthoc: 

1 vs 2 

1vs 3 

2 vs 3 

  

.27 

.004** 

.66                                             
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Table 6.12: Descriptive statistics for cross-group comparisons between the number of 

pre-request external modifiers used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

The ANOVA analyses in Table 6.13 revealed there were significant differences between the 

number of external modifiers used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs regardless of whether they had 

mutual (F(2,64) = 28.55, p<.01), high (F(2,58) = 30.99, p<.01) or low (F(2,78) = 112.8, 

p<.01) status as their interlocutor in T1. The differences between the three groups were also 

statistically significant in T2 in mutual (F(2,78) = 18.06, p<.001) and higher status (F(2,73) = 

34.93, p<.001) but not lower status than their interlocutor (F(2,78) = 1.86, p=n.s). Post-hoc 

analyses revealed ENGs used significantly more external modifiers than both AHLs and 

SALs, but the differences between AHLs and SALs were not statistically significant 

irrespective of their status in T1 and T2. By T3, the ENGs still used more external modifiers 

than SALs when they had mutual or higher status than their interlocutor. Analyses by 

independent samples t-test revealed these differences were statistically significant when they 

had mutual and higher status (t(46) = 5.96, p < .001; t(48) = 5.75, p <.001 respectively) but 

not when they had a lower status than their interlocutor (t(31) = .25, p=n.s.). 

  

  Participant’s status 

    Mutual    High  Low   

  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

ENGs (n=30) T1 3.23 1.65 3.23 1.30 1.87 .86 

AHLs (n=30) T1 1.3 .53 1.1 .83 1.3 .75 

T2 1.47 1.10 1.37 1.02 1.67 .84 

SALs (n=21) T1 1.1 1.05 1.33 1.58 1.1 .77 

T2 1.29 1.10 1.14 .73 2.19 1.21 

T3 1.1 .89 1.52 .81 1.95 1.40 
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Table 6.13: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons between the number of pre-

request external modifiers used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

  
F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

ii. within-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers in pre-requests 

The analyses in Table 6.14 show a significant increase in the number of external modifiers 

used by SALs between T1 and T3 when they had higher interlocutors (F(2,19) = 11.21, 

p<.01). Posthoc analyses revealed the significant increase occurred between T1 and T2 and T1 

and T3 at p<.01. 

Table 6.14: ANOVA repeated measures t-tests for comparisons of pre-request external 

modifiers used by SALs in T1, T2 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

  

Status of speaker T1 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 

T2 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 
T3 

(NSs vs SALs) 

Mutual: Main comparisons 28.55(B-F) .000**(x)  18.06 .000**  5.96(B-F) .000** 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

Sign 

Sign 

ns 

.000** 

.000** 

.55 

 Sign 

Sign 

ns 

.000** 

.000** 

.64 

   

         

High: Main comparisons 30.99(B-F) .000**  34.93(B-F) .000**  5.75(B-F) .000** 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs  

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

Sign 

Sign 

ns 

.000** 

.000** 

.76 

 Sign 

Sign 

Ns 

.000** 

.000** 

.54 

   

         

Low 112.88(F) .002**  1.86(B-F) .16  .25(B-F) .80 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

Sign 

Sign 

ns 

.001** 

.007** 

.37 

 ns 

ns 

ns 

.24 

.42 

.06 

   

Status F Exact Sig. 

Mutual .504 .61 

   

High 2.13 .132 

   

Low 11.21 .001** 

Posthoc: 

1 vs 2 

1vs 3 

2 vs 3 

  

.009** 

.008** 

1                                            
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6.3.1.2 Total number of external modifiers in post-requests 

The first section provides cross-group comparisons of the total number of external modifiers 

in post-requests used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs, and within-group comparisons of the 

number of post-request external modifiers used by AHLs and SALs. Data from ENGs will be 

used as a point of comparison. 

i. Cross-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers in post-requests 

As can be seen from Table 6.15, the ENGs, AHLs and SALs tended to use a greater number 

of external modifiers when they had higher status interlocutors than lower and mutual status 

interlocutors. In general, the ENGs used only a slightly higher number of external modifiers 

as post-requests than both groups of learners when they had mutual and lower status 

interlocutors. The ENGs used more external modifiers per request than both groups of 

learners when they had lower status than their interlocutors, even compared to SALs in T3.  

Table 6.15: Descriptive statistics for cross-group comparisons between the number of 

post-request external modifiers used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

The ANOVA analyses in Table 6.16 revealed that in T1 and T2 there were significant 

differences between the number of external modifiers used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs when 

the participants were at a higher (F(2,78) = 4.99, p<.01; F(2,65) = 9.57, p<.01 respectively) 

and lower status than their interlocutor (F(2,78) = 166.91, p<.01; F(2,57) = 169.54, p<.01 

respectively). Post-hoc analyses revealed ENGs used significantly higher number of external 

modifiers as post-requests than AHLs and SALs in higher and lower status interactions than 

the interlocutor in both T1 and T2. 

By T3, the SALs used more external modifiers per request when their status was lower than 

the interlocutor than T1, but used fewer external modifiers per request with mutual and lower 

status interlocutors (See Table 6.15). Overall, the number of external modifiers SALs used as 

  Participant’s status 

    Mutual    High  Low   

  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

ENGs (n=30) T1 1.23 .57 1.87 .86 5.2 1.30 

AHLs (n=30) T1 1.33 .76 1.27 .69 1.37 .67 

T2 1.13 .43 1.07 .52 1.23 .50 

SALs (n=21) T1 1.24 .48 1.43 .68 1.52 .60 

T2 1 .31 1.33 .73 1.1 .89 

T3 1 .45 1.29 .56 1.9 1.14 
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post-requests was still lower than ENGs, especially when their status was lower than their 

interlocutor. As can be seen from Table 6.16, analyses by independent samples t-test revealed 

these differences are statistically significant in interactions with higher and lower status 

interlocutors (t(48) = 9.39, p < .001; t(48) = 2.92, p < .01 respectively). 

Table 6.16: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of the number of post-request 

external modifiers used by AHLs, SALs and ENGs 

Notes: 

 1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

ii. within-group comparisons for total number of external modifiers in post-requests 

The analyses in Table 6.17 show there was a significant increase in the number of external 

modifiers used by SALs between T1 and T3 when they had mutual and lower status than their 

interlocutor (F(2,40) = 4.83, p<.05;  F(2,40) = 4.34, p<.05 respectively). Posthoc analyses 

revealed the significant increase occurred between T1 and T2 and T1 and T3 at p<.01 when the 

SALs were of mutual status as the interlocutor, but there were significant differences between 

T1 and T3 (p<.05) only when the learners were of lower status than the interlocutor. 

  

Status of speaker T1 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T2 

(NSs vs AHLs  

vs SALs) 

 T3 

(NSs vs SALs) 

  F Exact Sig.  F 

 

Exact 

Sig. 

 F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons .26(B-F) .78  1.70(B-F) .19  1.64(F) .11 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

ns 

ns 

ns 

.58 

.54 

1 

 sign 

ns 

ns 

.08 

.41 

.32 

   

         

High: Main comparisons 4.99(F) .009**  9.57(B-F) .000**  2.92 .005** 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

ns 

sign 

ns 

.045 

.003 

.453 

 sign 

sign 

ns 

.01 

.000 

.19 

   

         

Low 166.91(B-F) .000**  169.54(B-F) .000**  9.39 .000** 

Posthoc: ENGs vs SALs 

Posthoc: ENGs vs AHLs 

Posthoc: SALs vs AHLs 

sign 

sign 

ns 

.000 

.000 

.56 

 sign 

sign 

ns 

.000 

.000 

.62 
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Table 6.17: ANOVA repeated measures t-tests for comparisons of post-request external 

modifiers used by SALs in T1, T2 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

6.3.2 Acquisition of external modifiers by SALs 

As the focus of this study is on the development of SALs’ pragmatic competence during their 

sojourn abroad, the sections below will focus on SALs’ use of request devices in pre- and 

post-requests. In particular, the sections below will provide within-group analyses of the 

types of pre-request external modifiers that were not acquired by SALs and those that the 

SALs had acquired. It also draws on cross-group comparison analyses between ENGs and 

SALs. 

6.3.2.1 Types of external modifiers not acquired by SALs 

This section provides within-group analyses of the types of external modifiers used as pre- 

and post-requests.  

i. Within-group of the types of external modifiers not acquired by SALs in pre-requests 

As can be seen from Tables 6.18-6.20, the ENGs and the SALs used very few cajolers, self-

introductions, compliments, minimal impositions, consequences and apologies regardless of 

the interlocutor’s status in all rounds.  

  

 F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 4.83 .013* 

Posthoc: 

1 vs 2 

1vs 3 

2 vs 3 

  

.047* 

.047* 

1                                            

   

High .27 .765 

   

Low 4.34 .02* 

Posthoc: 

1 vs 2 

1vs 3 

2 vs 3 

  

ns 

.045* 

1                                            
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Table 6.18: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at mutual status with interlocutor) 

Table 6.19: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at higher status than interlocutor) 

Table 6.20: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at lower status than interlocutor) 

As can be seen from Table 6.21, there were no significant differences in the number of 

cajolers, self-introductions, compliments, minimal impositions, consequences and apologies 

used by the SALs between T1, T2 and T3. 

  

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Cajolers .13 .35  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Self-introductions .47 .51  .05 .30 0 0 0 0 

Compliments .47 .51  0 0 .05 .22 0 0 

Minimal imposition .05   0  0 0 .05 .22 0 0 

Consequences .03 .43  0 0 .05 .22 .10 .28 

Apologies .20 .41  .17 .37 .33 .48 .24 .44 

Greetings .47 .51  0 0 0 0 0 0 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Cajolers .30 .47  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Self-introductions .30 .35  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Compliments .13 .35  0 0 .10 .30 .05 .22 

Minimal imposition .07 .25  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Consequences 0 0  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Apologies .03 .18  .14 .36 .19 .40 0 0 

Greetings .60 .49  .05 .22 0 0 .10 .30 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Cajolers .20 .41  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Self-introductions .20 .28  0 0 .05 .22 0 0 

Compliments .37 .49  .05 .22 0 0 0 0 

Minimal imposition .20 .41  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Consequences .20 .29  0 0 .05 .22 .10 .30 

Apologies .07 .25  0.24 .44 0 0 .14 .30 

Greetings .47 .51  .05 .22 0.24 .44 .05 .15 
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Table 6.21: Repeated measures for comparisons of pre-request external modifiers used 

by SALs in T1, T2 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes.  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

ii. Cross-group comparisons of types of external modifiers not acquired by SALs in pre-

requests 

In order to investigate whether SALs acquired more external modifiers similar to those ENGs 

used, ANOVA tests were conducted between ENGs and SALs in T1 and T3 regardless of the 

interlocutor’s status. As can be seen from Table 6.22, in T1 the ENGs used significantly more 

cajolers (t(1,29) = 2.11, p < .05), self-introductions (t(1,42) = 4.02, p < .01), consequences 

(t(1,29) = 2.97, p < .01) and greetings (t(1,29) = 5.04, p < .01) when they had the same status 

as the interlocutor. The ENGs also used significantly more greetings than the SALs when 

they had higher (t(1,49) = 12.95, p < .01) and lower (t(1,42) = 16.18, p < .01) status vis-à-vis 

the interlocutor. 

  

 
F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 

Cajolers 

Self-introduction 

Compliments 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

 

0 

1 

0 

0 

.66 

0 

 

 

.33 

 

 

.43 

 

   

High 

Cajolers 

Self-introduction 

Compliments 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

 

0 

2.11 

1 

0 

1 

1 

 

.16 

.33 

0 

.33 

.58 

.33 

   

Low 

Cajolers 

Self-introduction 

Compliments 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

0 

1 

1 

0 

1.30 

1 

0 

 

.33 

.33 

 

.27 

.33 
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Table 6.22: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of the number of pre-request 

external modifiers used by ENGs and SALs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

iii. Within-group of the types of external modifiers not acquired by SALs in post-

requests 

As can be seen from Tables 6.23-6.25, the ENGs and the SALs rarely made apologies, gave 

compliments, said ‘thank you’ and stated consequences as post-request devices irrespective 

of the interlocutor’s status in all rounds.  

Table 6.23: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker of mutual status as the interlocutor) 

Status of speakers T1  T3 

  
F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 

Cajolers 

Self-introductions 

Compliments 

Minimal imposition 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

 

2.11 

4.02 

0 

.83 

2.97 

.52 

5.04 

 

.04*  

.000** 

 

.41 

.006** 

.61 

.000** 

 

 

 

.77 

.98 

.70 

.71 

.83 

.68 

.95 

 

.38  

.33 

.41 

.40 

.37 

.41 

.22 

      

High: Main comparisons 

Cajolers 

Self-introductions 

Compliments 

Minimal imposition 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

 

0 

0 

.009 

.08 

0 

.06 

12.95 

 

 

 

.92 

.78 

 

.81 

.001** 

  

0 

0 

1.18 

0 

0 

.70 

.65 

 

 

 

.28 

 

 

.41 

.48 

      

Low: Main comparisons 

Cajolers 

Self-introductions 

Compliments 

Minimal imposition 

Consequences 

Apologies 

Greetings 

 

0 

.70 

0 

0 

0 

2.62 

16.18 

 

 

.41 

 

 

 

.12 

.000** 

  

.81 

.69 

.92 

.78 

.73 

.68 

.89 

 

.37  

.41 

.34 

.38 

.40 

.41 

.35 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Apologies 0 0  .05 .22 0 0 .05 .22 

Compliments 0 0  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Thank you .13 .35  .10 .31 .10 .30 .05 .22 

Consequences .27 .45  .10 .30 0 0 .10 .30 
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Table 6.24: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker at higher status than interlocutor) 

Table 6.25: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker at lower status than interlocutor) 

As can be seen from Table 6.26, there were no significant differences in the number of 

apologies, compliments, expressions of thanks and consequences made by the SALs between 

T1, T2 and T3. 

Table 6.26: Repeated measures for comparisons of post-requests external modifiers 

used by SALs in T1 T2 and T3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Apologies .07 .25  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Compliments .30 .47  .05 .22 0.14 .36 .10 .30 

Thank you .03 .18  .05 .22 0 0 .05 .22 

Consequences .47 .51  .10 .30 0 0 0 0 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Apologies 0 0  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Compliments .13 .35  .05 .22 0 0 0 0 

Thank you .03 .18  .05 .22 .05 .22 0 0 

Consequences .97 .93  .62 .67 .48 .68 .24 .44 

 F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

1 

0 

.49 

0 

 

.39,df=2,19 

0 

.62 

0 

   

High 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

0 

.74 

1 

2.11 

 

0 

.48, df=2,40 

.39, df=2,19 

.162,df=1,20 

   

Low 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

0 

1 

1 

0 

 

0 

.33, df=1,20 

.39, df=2,19 

0 
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iv cross-group comparisons of types of external modifiers not acquired by SALs in pre-

requests 

In order to investigate whether SALs developed the ability to use post-request external 

modifiers similar to those ENGs used, ANOVA tests were conducted between ENGs and 

SALs in T1 and T3 irrespective of the interlocutor’s status. As can be seen from Table 6.27, 

the ENGs used a significantly higher number of consequences than the SALs in T1 (F(1,48) = 

10.70, p <.01). 

Table 6.27: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of the number of post-request 

external modifiers used by ENGs and SALs 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

6.3.2.2 Types of external modifiers acquired by SALs 

i. Within-group of the types of external modifiers acquired by SALs in pre-requests 

As can be seen from Tables 6.28-6.30, the ENGs and SALs used devices such as addressing 

the interlocutor, making pre-warnings and stating grounders. More importantly, there were 

notable differences in the number of these devices used by SALs between T1, T2 and T3. 

  

Status of speakers T1  T3 

  F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

0 

0(B-F) 

.12 

2.66(B-F) 

 

0 

0 

.73 

.11 

  

0 

0 

1.18(B-F)
 

2.66(B-F) 

 

0 

0 

.284 

.10 

      

High: Main comparisons 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

0(B-F) 

6.70(B-F) 

.06 

10.70(B-F) 

 

0 

0.13 

.80 

.002** 

  

0(B-F) 

3.63(B-F) 

.06 

0 

 

0 

.063 

.801 

0 

      

Low: Main comparisons 

Apologies 

Compliments 

Thank you 

Consequences 

 

0(B-F) 

1.18(B-F) 

.06 

0 

 

0 

.284 

.80 

0 

  

0(B-F) 

3.10(B-F) 

.70 

2.24 

 

0 

.084 

.41 

.14 
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Table 6.28: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at mutual status than interlocutor) 

Table 6.29: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at higher status than interlocutor) 

Table 6.30: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as pre-requests (speaker at lower status than interlocutor) 

Though there was a slight increase in the mean number of times SALs addressed 

interlocutors, repeated measures analyses indicated the increase from T1, T2 and T3 was not 

statistically significant regardless of the interlocutor’s status (see Table 6.30).  

As can be seen from Tables 6.28-6.30, the SALs used a similar number of grounders in T1, T2 

and T3 when they had the same status as their interlocutor. However, the number of grounders 

decreased as the SALs stayed longer in Australia when the learners were of higher or lower 

status than the interlocutor. Repeated measures analyses in Table 28 shows the decrease in 

the number of grounders SALs used across time was statistically significant when they had 

higher and lower status than the interlocutor, F(2,40) = 6.25, p<.05 and F(2,40) = 4.75, p<.05 

respectively. Post-hoc analyses revealed the decrease between T1 and T3 as well as T2 and T3 

at p<.05 were statistically significant when learners had higher status than the interlocutor. 

However, when the SALs had lower status than their interlocutor, post-hoc analyses revealed 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Address .70 .47  .29 .46 .14 .36 .14 .36 

Pre-warnings .23 .43  .05 .22 .19 .40 .38 .49 

Grounders 1.27 1.12  .48 .51 .62 .49 .48 .51 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Address .77 .43  .24 .44 .19 .40 .38 .50 

Pre-warnings .87 .35  .10 .30 .29 .46 .38 .49 

Grounders .40 .50  .76 .22 .57 .65 .48 .55 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Address .77 .43  .57 .51 .76 .44 .52 .51 

Pre-warnings .87 .35  .05 .22 .38 .50 .57 .51 

Grounders .40 .50  .62 .49 .71 .46 .43 .51 



Effect of study abroad on SALs’ pragmatic performance on English request devices 

152 
 

the SALs used significantly more grounders between T1 and T2 as well as between T2 and T3 

at p<.05. 

The results revealed the most notable development of SALs’ pragmatic competence was the 

increase in the number of pre-warnings these learners used in T1, T2 and T3 across all three 

status differentiated interactions (See Tables 6.28-6.30). The biggest increases from T1 to T3 

occurred when learners had mutual and lower status than the interlocutor. The repeated 

measures analyses presented in Table 6.31 revealed there was statistical significance between 

the number of pre-warnings SALs used across time when they had mutual, higher and lower 

status than the interlocutor (F(2,19) = 6.28, p<.01; F(2,40) = 5.71, p<.01; F(2,40) = 13.48, 

p<.001 respectively). Posthoc analyses revealed the overall increase of pre-warnings SALs 

used between T1 and T3 was significantly different regardless of the interlocutor’s status.  

Table 6.31: Repeated measures for comparisons of request external modifiers used by 

SALs in T1, T2 and T3 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

As can be seen from the distribution of pre-warning devices used by SALs presented in Table 

6.32, a majority of the SALs who used pre-warnings tended to use disarmers and preparators, 

and precommitments. In fact, in situations where the SALs were of a higher and lower status 

than the interlocutor, a small percentage used two warnings prior to launching their request. 

This is illustrated by a SAL student, Masaya in T3, in Examples 27-28.  

  

 F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 

Address 

Grounders 

Pre-warnings 

 

3.33 

3.33 

6.28 

 

.08 

.08 

.003** Posthoc: T1vs T3*(.015), 1vs2(.25), 2vs3:.13 

High 

Address 

Grounders 

Pre-warnings 

 

2.24 

6.25 

5.71 

 

.134 

.02*, Posthoc: T2 vs T3*(.021), T1 vs T3*(.021), T1 vs T 2 (.49) 

.007**, Posthoc: T1 vs T2 (.13), T1 vs T3*(.031), T2 vs T3 (.49) 

Low 

Address 

Grounders 

Pre-warning 

 

2.97 

4.75 

13.48 

 

.08 

.021*, Posthoc: T1 vs T2* (.015), T1 vs T3 (.988), T2 vs T3*(.031) 

.000**, Posthoc: T1 vs T2* (.015), T1 vs T3**(.00), T2 vs T3(.13) 
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Table 6.32: Distribution of pre-warning devices used by SALs (n=21) (%) 

As can be seen, in Example 27, Masaya used several pre-request devices such as warnings: 

‘I know the due (.) of the essay is: coming’ and preparator ‘I have no (.) arr:: (.) I 

have not finish my (.) essay (.) but I think (.) arr (.) because I have (.) I got many 

(.) problems about:: (.) arr::: (.) about::: (.) the essay writing because you know (.) 

arr (.) English is (.) my second language (.)…’ before launching a request ‘could 

you:: (.) give me a (.) extension…’ 

Example 27 (Masaya, T3, lower status) 

mr james sir (.) uhm (.) I::: (.) have (.) arr::: (.) I know the due (.) of the essay is: 

coming (.) but (.) I have no (.) arr:: (.) I have not finish my (.) essay (.) but I think 

(.) arr (.) because I have (.) I got many (.) problems about:: (.) arr::: (.) about::: (.) 

the essay writing (.) because you know (.) arr (.) English is (.) my second 

language (.) so arr::: (.) could you:: (.) give me a (.) extension (.) so (.) I- I think I 

can:: (.) arr:: (.) do mu- (.) I can do my:: essay better 

Similarly, in Example 28, before launching a request Masaya used a range of pre-warnings 

such as preparator ‘how’s your paper (.) have you finished it’ and disarmer with grounders ‘I 

know that (.) time will be tight if I request you to: (.) hand it in (.) arr (.) next week (.) 

because (.) arr (.) two weeks before (.) the scheduled time (.)  because I know that mid-term 

(.) exam is coming (.) so::’ before launching the request ‘it would be nice (.) for you (.) if you 

hand it in (.) next week’. 

  

  Participant’s status 

Mutual High Low 

Pre-warning devices T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 

No 20 (95) 17 (81) 20 (95) 15 (71) 12 (57) 11 (52) 20 (95) 13 (62) 14  (67) 

Precommitment       1   (5) 1   (5)    2   (10)   

Preparator         1   (5) 4   (19)  5   (23) 5   (23) 

Disarmer 1   (5) 4   (19) 1   (5) 3  (14) 5   (23) 4   (19) 1   (5)   1   (5) 

2 devices       2  (10) 2   (10) 2   (10)   1   (5) 1   (5) 
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Example 28 (Masaya, T3, higher status) 

hey (.) how’s your paper (.) have you finished it (.) yet (.) uhm: (.) I know that (.) 

time will be tight if I request you to: (.) hand it in (.) arr (.) next week (.) because 

(.) arr (.) two weeks before (.) the scheduled time (.)  because I know that mid-

term (.) exam is coming (.) so:: (.) it would be nice (.) for you (.) if you hand it in 

(.) next week (.) as I:: really wish (.) you can (.) teach (.) the others how to (.) 

write a good (.) essay (.) and I know that (.) you (.) are (.) pretty good (.) at (.) 

writing essay (.) so (.) it would be nice if you can (.) arr (.) lend a hand to me 

 

Example 29 illustrates learners by T3 have also acquired the use of disarmers ‘I know::: (.) 

uhm::: (.) you’ve been very busy lately’ and appreciators ‘I really (.) appreciate if you could 

do me a favour’ before launching a request ‘could you please give me arr:: (.) can you please 

(.) give (.) give your presentation (.) one week earlier (.) than the schedule’.  

Example 29 (Prudence, T3, higher status) 

uhm::: (.) I know::: (.) uhm::: (.) you’ve been very busy lately (.) but (.) arr:: (.) I 

really (.) appreciate if you could do me a favour (.) arr::: (.) could you please give 

me arr:: (.) can you please (.) give (.) give your presentation (.) one week earlier 

(.) than the schedule (.) coz (.) uhm::: (.) arr:: I know you can do it 

Another SAL student, Ronald, was one of the very few SALs who used precommitment such 

as ‘I just want to ask you to do me a favour’ and a preparator ‘I am not free for my class…’ 

before launching a request ‘I hope you can…teaching my students how to write an essay for 

just around a lesson’. 

ii. Cross-group comparisons of types of external modifiers acquired by SALs in pre-

requests 

As can be seen from Table 6.33, there was no significant difference between the number of 

pre-request external modifiers used by ENGs and SALs irrespective of the interlocutor’s 

status. 
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Table 6.33: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of the number of pre-request 

external modifiers used by SALs and ENGs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

iii. Within-group comparison of the types of external modifiers used by SALs in post-

requests 

As can be seen from Tables 6.33-6.35, both ENGs and SALs tended to use post-request 

external modifiers such as making promises, repeating the request and stating grounders. 

Interestingly, the ENGs tended to use more such devices when their status was higher and 

lower than the interlocutors than when they had mutual status interlocutors, particularly when 

making promises and grounders. Some interesting changes can be observed in the way SALs 

used grounders, repeating the requests and making promises between T1, T2 and T3 regardless 

of the interlocutor’s status.  

As can be seen from Tables 6.34-6.36, the mean number of request repetitions that the SALs 

used was higher than the ENGs irrespective of the interlocutor’s status across all rounds. The 

SALs tended to repeat requests when their status was higher and lower than their interlocutor 

compared to when they were of mutual status. Interestingly, however, the number of request 

repetitions these learners used decreased from T1 to T2 and T3, especially when their status 

was higher and lower than their interlocutor. The repeated measures analyses in Tables 6.34-

6.36 revealed the decrease in mean number of request repetition in T1, T2 and T3 was 

statistically significant when their status was higher and lower than their interlocutor (F(2,40) 

= 49.44, p <.01; F(2,40) = 59.15, p <.01 respectively). Posthoc analyses revealed the decrease 

from T1 to T2, T1 to T3 and even T2 to T3 was significant (p<.01). 

Status of speakers T1  T3 

F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 

Address 

Pre-warnings 

Grounders 

 

31.67 

4.09 

8.12 

 

.000,df=1,49 

.049,df=1,45 

.006,df=1,49 

  

1.05 

.723 

1.02 

 

.311,df=1,49 

.40,df=1,49 

.32,df=1,49 

      

High: Main comparisons 

Address 

Pre-warnings 

Grounders 

 

43.03 

18.84 

7.7.38 

 

.000,df=1,49 

.000,df=1,49 

.009,df=1,49 

  

23.35 

9.27 

5.35 

 

.000,df=1,49 

.005,df=1,32 

.025,df=1,46 

      

Low: Main comparisons 

Address 

Pre-warnings 

Grounders 

 

1.213 

61.29 

3.93 

 

.28,df=1,39 

.000,df=1,45 

.053, df=1,49 

  

.74 

.97 

2.86 

 

.394,df=1,49 

.33,df=1,49 

.10,df=1,49 
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Table 6.34: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker of mutual status as the interlocutor) 

Table 6.35: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker at higher status than interlocutor) 

Table 6.36: Descriptive statistics for the average number of external modifiers used by 

ENGs and SALs as post-requests (speaker at lower status than interlocutor) 

As can be seen from Table 6.37, the SALs continued to use a similar number of grounders 

from T1 to T3. With the exception of the increase in the number of grounders used by SALs 

from T1 to T3 with mutual status interlocutors, they used fewer grounders in T3 than in T1 

when their status was higher and lower than their interlocutor.  

Furthermore, the SALs generally made more promises after launching requests when their 

status was lower than their interlocutor than when their status was mutual and higher than the 

interlocutor. Repeated measures revealed the increase in the number of promises these 

learners used increased significantly from T1 to T3 when they had lower status than the 

interlocutor, F(1,20) = 12.67, p < .01. Post-hoc analyses revealed the increase from T2 and T3 

was statistically significantly greater than T1 (p<.01). 

  

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Promise 0 0  0 0 0 0 0 0 

Repeat 1.23 .57  1 .32 .10 .44 1.10 .44 

Grounders 1 1.08  .76 .77 .69 .40 1.05 .87 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Promise .07 .25  0 0 0 0 .05 .22 

Repeat 1.87 .86  1.43 .68 .90 .44 1 0 

Grounders .77 .68  .33 .66 .19 .40 .24 .54 

Participants 

 NSs  SALs 

    T1 T2 T3 

 Mean SD  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Promise .60 .22  .05 .51 0 0 .57 .50 

Repeat 1.69 .71  1.67 .58 .14 .48 .95 .22 

Grounders .97 .93  .24 .44 .48 .68 .62 .67 
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Table 6.37: Repeated measures for comparisons of post-request used by SALs in T1, T2 

and T3 

Notes: 

 1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

iv. Cross-group comparisons of types of external modifiers acquired by SALs in pre-

requests 

The ANOVA analyses presented in Table 6.38 revealed that in T1 the ENGs used a 

significantly higher number of request repetition (F(1,49) = 3.80, p <.05) and grounders 

(F(1,49) = 5.16, p <.05) than the SALs when the participants had a higher status than their 

interlocutor. Furthermore, in the situation where the participants were of lower status than the 

interlocutor, the ENGs made more promises than the SALs in T1 (F(1,42) = 28.94, p <.01). 

By T3, the SALs had used significantly fewer request repetitions and grounders than the 

ENGs when they had lower status than the interlocutor (F(1,49) = 27.5, p <.01; F(1,49 = 

11.17, p <.01 respectively). 

  

 F Exact Sig. 

Mutual 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders 

 

0 

2.24 

.79 

 

0 

.12,df=2,40 

.463,df=2,40 

High 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders 

 

0 

49.44 

.526 

 

0 

.000,df=2,40. Posthoc: T1 vs T2**(.000), T1 vs T3**(.009), T2 vs T3** (.000) 

.595,df=2,40 

Low 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders 

 

12.67 

59.15 

2.98 

 

.00**,df=2,19. Posthoc: T1 vs T2**(.000), T1 vs T3**(.000), T2 vs T3 (.329) 

.000,df=2,40. Posthoc: T1 vs T2**(.000), T1 vs T3**(.000), T2 vs T3** (.000) 

.06 
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Table 6.38: ANOVA tests for cross-group comparisons of the number of post-request 

external modifiers used by SALs and ENGs 

Notes. 

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

6.3.3 Discussion of modifiers 

This section has presented results of types of request external modifiers that were used by 

ENGs but were and were not acquired by SALs by the end of the nine-month stay abroad. 

The following discussion compares the use of the types of pre- and post-requests by ENGs 

and SALs, and offers explanations for these differences. 

The results presented above showed that overall the ENGs used more and a wider range of 

external modifiers as pre- and post-requests than both AHLs and SALs across all rounds and 

in situations irrespective of the interlocutor’s status. As expected, the AHLs continued to use 

very few request external modifiers between T1 and T2. However, SALs used overall more 

request external modifiers as pre- and post- reqgreuests in T3 than in T1. The data also 

suggest that although this group of SALs did not acquire all the pre- and post-request external 

modifiers measured, there is evidence to show they learned to use a number of pre- and post- 

external modifiers including ‘please’ in their first nine months in Australia.  

6.3.3.1 Devices not commonly used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs  

Some of the external devices such as apologies, thank you and minimal impositions have 

been reported in the literature as being used by ENGs (e.g., Economidou-Kogetsidis & 

Woodfield 2008; 2010). However, these devices were not commonly used amongst the ENGs 

Status of speakers T1  T3 

F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders  

 

0 

.001 

.11 

 

0 

.97,df=1,49 

.75,df=1,49 

  

0 

.88 

.028 

 

0 

.354,df=1,49 

.868,df=1,49 

      

High: Main comparisons 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders  

 

1.44 

3.80 

5.16 

 

.236,df=1,49 

.05*,df=1,49 

.028*,df=1,49 

  

.02 

4.56 

6.80 

 

.87,df=1,49 

.04, df=1,49 

.033, df=1,49 

      

Low: Main comparisons 

Promise 

Repeat 

Grounders 

 

28.94(B-F) 

.02 

2.16 

 

.000**,df=1,35** 

.90,df=1,49 

.15,df=1,49 

  

0 

27.5(B-F) 

11.17 

 

0 

.000**,df=1,49 

.002**, df=1,49 
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and the learners in this study. It is possible that the learners may not have associated these 

devices as strategies to minimise the impositions of requests. 

6.3.3.2 Devices commonly used by ENGs, AHLs and SALs  

Grounders are frequently employed by ENGs, AHLs and SALs to justify their requests. The 

results from this study support previous findings that perhaps grounders are acquired early in 

learners’ interlanguage (e.g., Færch & Kasper 1989; Hassall 2001, 2006). The results in this 

study illustrate that AHLs and SALs learned this device prior to T1. As pointed out by 

numerous researchers (e.g., Færch & Kasper 1989; Hassall 2001, 2006), grounders are a 

common feature which learners, even at a lower proficiency level, are able to use to justify 

and mitigate the imposition of their request. The learners in this study did in fact employ 

grounders most frequently before and after their direct and conventional indirect requests to 

justify their requests. Nonetheless, it is surprising the ENGs used more grounders than the 

SALs with mutual-status interlocutors in T1, T2 and T3 as literature has reported the learners 

tended to over-use grounders due to their low linguistic proficiency and limited range of 

request external modifiers (Hassall 2001).  

Hassall (2001) claimed that the lower proficiency learners tended to over-use grounders to 

explain and justify to the hearer that they are not imposing on him or her without a good 

reason, thus achieving negative politeness. The results revealed a greater number of SALs 

used grounders than the ENGs in T1, T2 and T3 when their status was higher and lower than 

their interlocutor. This may be because ENGs have a wider range of request external 

modifiers and are less reliant on using grounders to minimise the imposition of their requests. 

Further support comes from the result that the SALs used fewer grounders in T3 than in T1. It 

is plausible that as the SALs spent more time in Australia, they used fewer grounders as they 

acquired other request external modifiers to justify their requests.  

6.3.3.3 Devices used by ENGs, but not yet acquired by AHLs and SALs 

Overall, there was very little change in the types of request external modifiers used by AHLs. 

This is not surprising as there were no changes in the environment of their learning at home. 

Interestingly though, there was a slight increase in the number of SALs who used pre-

requests. Some of the pre-request devices frequently used by this group of ENGs, but not 

acquired by SALs include cajolers, compliments, self-introductions and alerts. One plausible 

explanation is that learners did not have exposure to these devices as they had limited contact 
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with ENGs, or that these features were not ‘noticed’ by the learners. A more likely possibility 

is cajolers, self-introductions, alerts and compliments are features of ‘small talk’ which native 

English speakers commonly use in conversations, and as indicated in this study used as part 

of request external devices. However, even if the SALs heard these devices, they may not 

realise they are used to minimise the imposition of a request and to express politeness in 

English. Thus, they did not make use of them in this context. 

6.3.3.3.1 Cajolers 

One of the most interesting features of pre-request devices in Australian English is the use of 

cajolers such as ‘you know’ and ‘you see’. Although the use of cajolers by ENGs was not as 

high as some of the other pre-request devices they used in this study, it was still higher than 

both groups of learners. In addition, more ENGs used cajolers when they had higher status 

than their interlocutor compared to when their interlocutor’s status was mutal or lower. No 

SALs used cajolers at all even by T3.  

6.3.3.3.2 Compliments 

Although very few compliments were used, all ENGs who used this device complimented 

their listener’s ability and appearance when their status was lower than the interlocutor, and 

few used compliments when their status was higher than the interlocutor in both pre- and 

post- requests. The few learners who used compliments used them to comment on their 

listener’s ability mostly in the high-status situations. Few learners used compliments when 

their status was lower than the interlocutor. No speakers used compliments in a mutual-status 

situation.  

6.3.3.3.3 Self-introductions 

Similarly, the usage of self-introductions was low amongst ENGs, AHLs and SALs, but 

about half of the ENGs introduced themselves in the mutual situations with ‘I am/I am from/I 

live’ and used two phrases such as ‘I am...I’ after they greet and/or address the listener.  

6.3.3.3.4 Alerts by name 

ENGs had the highest number for alerting speakers about a forthcoming request or a turn to 

talk by addressing people by name in situations regardless of the interlocutor’s status. The 

AHLs most frequently alerted speakers by using their name in situations where they had 
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lower status than their interlocutor. The mean number of alerts used by AHLs increased in the 

mutual and high status interactions. However, there appeared to be no change in how the 

SALs used them. The SALs who used alerts by names increased when they had lower status 

than the interlocutor and remained low in both the mutual status situations, but increased 

slightly when they had higher status than their interlocutor from T1 to T3. A very low number 

of SALs used address terms in mutual and high statuses in all three rounds. In the low status 

situations, speakers either used title or title and surname, but the number of learners who used 

title and surname together decreased from T1 to T3. Only a very low number used first name. 

6.3.3.3.5 Alerts by using ‘excuse me’ 

The mean number of ENGs using ‘excuse me’ was quite low across regardless of the 

interlocutor’s status, but highest in mutual status interaction, compared to when their status 

were higher and lower than their interlocutor. Interestingly, the mean number of ‘excuse me’ 

used by AHLs and SALs decreased in mutual status interlocutor interaction, but increased 

when their status was higher than the interlocutor; it decreased again when their status was 

lower than their interlocutor.  

6.3.3.4 Devices acquired by SALs 

SALs increased usage of a number of devices including greetings and pre-warnings 

(precommitments, preparators and disarmers) before launching the request, and post-request 

devices such as making promises, consequences and repetition of the request. Thus, this 

supports the claim that learners do, in fact, gain pragmatic devices in a study abroad context, 

but at different rates. 

6.3.3.4.1 Greetings 

Greetings were used by approximately half of the ENGs. For example, in Australian English, 

speakers frequently begin a conversation by greeting their interlocutor with ‘hi Rose’ 

followed by asking their interlocutor how s/he is. In the example below the speaker asked 

‘how’s everything going with ar with that presentation’. This functions not just as a greeting; 

it is also a preparatory device that warns the interlocutor of a forthcoming request (See 

Example 29). 

Not surprisingly, there was no change in the AHLs. However, even though fewer SALs used 

greetings than ENGs, more SALs used greetings in T3 irrespective of their status. Greeting is 
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not necessary in Chinese, but was used by some SALs in T3. However, only one SAL who 

had a lot of exposure asked how their interlocutor was using ‘how are you?’ which is a 

common greeting device used by ENGs. The others only said ‘hello’.   

Example 29, Obie ENGs (high status) 

hi rose (.) how’s everything going with (.) ar with that (.) presentation that I 

asked you for (.) uhm (.) I asked you for it about three (.) in about three weeks 

wasn’t it (.) Yeah (.) uhm (.) well (.) it’s just that (.) I’ll be handing out the topics 

for the major essay next week as well (.) so I was kinda hoping (.) you know (.) ar 

that you’d be ready to maybe present it as well next week (.) I (.) I realize this this 

is kinda short notice (.)  ar and you are really busy but (.) you know I mean (.) 

I’ve seen that you’re a really capable student and if (.) if it’d be at all possible (.) 

that you can do this for me (.) that’ll be (.) that’ll be really great (.) and I’m sure 

(.) I’m sure the students would appreciate this to no end 

While Chinese speakers do not normally use greetings, they also would not start a 

conversation or a request with ‘excuse me’. They normally just launch a request straight 

away without any pre-request, or they would use pre-request devices such as apologies as an 

attention-seeking device to indicate to their listener that they are about to speak or a grounder 

to justify their request. For example, Tiffany still apologised at the beginning in one example 

by T3 (see Example 30), but in another example she greeted her interlocutor with ‘Hi 

neighbour’ before the request. Perhaps it is only learners who had more exposure to English 

that began to use additional features that are not necessarily the core features of a request (see 

Example 31). Tiffany, who reported frequent interaction with her host family, was a learner 

who used greetings prior to launching a request in T3. 

Example 30, Tiffany T3 (mutual status) 

uhm (.) sorry for:: (.) interrupt you (.) listen to your music (.) but (.) uhm  (.) can 

you please (.) put it (.) down (.) a little bit because (.) I (.) people are (.) now (.) 

need to be in bed:: (.) and (.) you still dis(.)turbing them to be (.) uhm (.) having a 

test (.) tomorrow (.) so (.) please (.) turn the volume down (.) thanks 
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Example 31, Tiffany T3 (mutual status) 

hmm (.) hi neighbour (.) uhm (.) uhm (.) I:: think (.) ar (.) can you help ar (.) 

please (.) do this favour (.) because (.) I am in a hurry (.) because I am late (.) for 

(.) meeting somebody (.) so would you mind to (.) drop me off 

Only one learner used a greeting feature which is uncommon for Chinese speakers. A learner, 

Sharon, was excluded from the main statistical analyses because she was in Australia for two 

years prior to the commencement of this study. However, she presents an interesting case 

because she had a homestay family whom she got on very well with. The family spent a lot of 

time with her, and Sharon had only native Australian English speaking friends during those 

two years. By the time I met Sharon, she was very confident in speaking English, though she 

was fully aware her speech had many grammatical errors. Sharon’s requests displayed similar 

features to those of ENGs. For example, the greeting with ‘hey Michelle (.) how are you 

doing?’ (see Example 32). 

Example 32, Sharon T1 (mutual status) 

Hey michelle (.) how are you doing (.) uhm (.) I got a (.) test later (.) would you 

mind to lend me your notes (.) please 

6.3.3.4.2 Warnings (precommitment, preparators and disarmers) 

A much higher number of ENGs used warnings (precommitment, preparators and disarmers) 

when they had higher and lower status than mutual status interlocutors. Few AHLs used 

warnings throughout the study. Although there was no change in the number of warnings 

used by SALs in mutual status interlocutor interaction, there was an overall increase of 

warnings when their status was higher and lower than the interlocutors (See Examples 33-

35).  

Example 33, Tiffany T3 (mutual status) 

uhm:::: (.) uhm (.) excuse (.) me: (.) uhm: (.) I’m:: (.) I’m (.) studying the same 

subject (.) but (.) just (.) uhm (.) in a (.) lower (.) level (.) and:: (.) I would like to 

(.) like you to (.) uhm (.) speak with our class (.) uhm (.) because (.) next week (.) 

or (.) we will have (.) exam soo::n (.) so maybe (.) if you (.) if you can (.) take (.) 
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a bit (.) of your spare time (.) to talk about (.) some of the relevant subject of (.) 

this (.) uhm (.) it would be better for us (.) thanks 

Example 34, Gloria T3 (high status) 

hey (.) how’s your paper (.) have you finished it (.) yet (.) uhm: (.) I know that (.) 

time will be tight if I request you to: (.) hand it in (.) arr (.) next week (.) because 

(.) arr (.) two weeks before (.) the scheduled time (.)  because I know that mid-

term (.) exam is coming (.) so:: (.) it would be nice (.) for you (.) if you hand it in 

(.) next week (.) as I:: really wish (.) you can (.) teach (.) the others how to (.) 

write a good (.) essay (.) and I know that (.) you (.) are (.) pretty good (.) at (.) 

writing essay (.) so (.) it would be nice if you can (.) arr (.) lend a hand to me 

Example 35, Ruby T3 (low status) 

hmm::: (.) I know you got the: (.) ar: exam for next week (.) but (.) uhm:::: (.) I 

got the problem (.) can you help me for (.) teaching (.) ar:: (.) the class (.) uhm::: 

(.) I think I just (.) spend::: you:: (.) a few times for that (.) and I think you got 

enough (.) time for (.) ar (.) for prepare for exam (.) can you help me for that 

6.3.3.4.3 Making promises as a post-request 

Results showed no ENGs made a promise not to have to make a similar request again after 

launching a request in the mutual status interaction with an interlocutor, and only a very low 

number made a promise where their status was higher than their interlocutor. Nonetheless, a 

high number of ENGs made such a promise when their status was lower than their 

interlocutor. AHLs rarely used these devices in any situation throughout the study. No SALs 

made promises with a mutual status interlocutor, and only a few made promises when their 

status was higher than their interlocutor. Importantly, there was a statistically significant 

increase in the mean number of SALs who made a promise from T1 to T3 when their status 

was lower than their interlocutor (See Examples 36-38). 

Example 36, Gloria T3 (low status) 

mr Wilson (.) arr (.) can I (.) request for (.) an extension (.) for my assignment (.) 

actually I have (.) uhm (.) I- I’m nearly finish (.) the assignment (.) but (.) arr::: (.) 
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it will be (.) better if I can have (.) one more week’s time (.) to finish it (.) and:: (.) 

I (.) promise that (.) I can hand (.) in (.) uhm (.) ar (.) hand it qualify (.) work to 

you (.) could you (.) please (.) give me an extension 

Example 37, Bonnie T3 (low status) 

I am sorry (.)  er (.) I do not have time to finish the: final exam (.) could you give 

me er more time (.)  I will promise you (.)  er (.) give you one week later (.) er (.)  

er:: (.) for example one week I will give you 

Example 38, Taffy T3 (low status) 

hmm:: (.) can you give an extension because (.) I (.) haven’t (.) had enough time 

to do it (.) to finish it (.) and (.) I promise I will (.) do my best (.) and (.) got (.) the 

(.) give the good (.) effort to you 

6.3.3.4.4 Consequences as a post-request 

A low number of ENGs pointed out either the positive and negative consequences of their 

listener not complying/complying with the request after launching it. The mean number of 

AHLs used consequences when their status were mutual or higher than their interlocutor; but 

not when their status was lower than their interlocutor. Like the ENGs and AHLs, virtually 

no one stated the consequences in T1, but there was a notable increase from T1 and T3 in the 

mean of positive consequences of the requests if complied with, especially when they had 

higher and lower status than their interlocutor (See Examples 39-41). 

Example 39, Tiffany T3 (high status) 

uhm:::: (.) uhm (.) excuse (.) me: (.) uhm: (.) I’m:: (.) I’m (.) studying the same 

subject (.) but (.) just (.) uhm (.) in a (.) lower (.) level (.) and:: (.) I would like to 

(.) like you to (.) uhm (.) speak with our class (.) uhm (.) because (.) next week (.) 

or (.) we will have (.) exam soo::n (.) so maybe (.) if you (.) if you can (.) take (.) 

a bit (.) of your spare time (.) to talk about (.) some of the relevant subject of (.) 

this (.) uhm (.) it would be better for us (.) thanks 
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Example 40, Janice T2 (low status) 

uhm:::: (.) sorry professor (.) I want to do it better (.) if I err (.) just only give (.) 

the assignment to you (.) err (.) I need to be (.) so hurry (.)  and (.) I would like to 

do well (.) so (.) if you want me to do well (.) you need to give me more time 

Example 41, Jackie T3 (low status) 

uhm::: (.) mr Wilson (.) excuse me: (.) uhm (.) I think (.) arr (.) ng hai (.) no no no 

(.) arr (.) yep (.) can I hand in:: my:: (.) project (.) project (.) a week later (.) arr (.) 

because I (.) can find my:: (.) because (.) I find (.) some information (.) °is that it° 

(.) information for my project (.) and did (.) I did (.) did not have time to:: (.) 

work (.) put them up (.) and I (.) need (.) if I (.) if I can (.) have more (.) a more 

(.) a week more (.) uhm (.) so:: I can:: (.) do a better work 

6.3.3.4.5 Repetition of requests 

The ENGs frequently repeated a request after launching their request when their status was   

mutual and higher than their interlocutor. However, this was less when they were in low 

status situations. The results showed the number of SALs who repeated requests dropped 

from T1 to T3. Similar to ENGs, the SALs repeated their request in when they had lower 

status than their interlocutor. As can be seen from Examples 42-44, the SALs repeated their 

requests with direct and conventional indirect requests. 

Example 42 Queenie, T3 (high status) 

ar I would like you to present (.) the:: (.) article next (.) week (.) ar: (.) because 

your (.) I think your article is (.) related to the:: (.) my topic (.) uhm (.) and:: (.) I 

know (.) you have a lot of work to do (.) but (.) I really want you to (.) 

(laughs)present next week 

Example 43 Ronald, T3 (high status) 

uhm (.) hello (.) uhm:: (.) uhm::: (.) I know you are (.) just having your (.) exam 

in few weeks (.) but (.) would you please do me a favour (.) I got a class (.) for:: 
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(.) teaching (.)  and (.) I:: (.) I really need your help (.) can you just (.) spare me 

some time please  

Example 44 Ruby, T3 (high status) 

hello sir:: (.) uhm: (.) I got some problem about the:: (.) essay (.) uhm:: (.) I 

know::: (.) uhm (.) I shouldn’t (.) ask you for the extension (.) but (.) ar::: (.) I will 

(.) if I got the (.) one more week extension (. ) uhm (.) I could do it (.) do it better 

(.) and I hope you can help me for that (.) and (.) if you:: (.) if you can give me an 

extension (.) I can do it (.) for the best (.) ar:: (.) can you give me an extension  

It is likely that ENGs and SALs repeated requests in lower and higher status interactions than 

the interlocutor to emphasise the need for the listener to comply with the request. The 

decrease in the number of request repetitions may be because the SALs wanted to ensure 

their interlocutor understood the meaning of the request. Hence, as the learners gained more 

confidence in their communication ability, it appears that they did not think it necessary to 

repeat the request to ensure their listener understood their intention.  

6.3.3.4.3 Use of ‘please’ 

Previous studies have shown ‘please’ functions as a politeness marker (e.g., House 1989; 

Lee-Wong 1994a; Pedlow, Wales & Sanson 2001). However, the data of most research were 

based on requests made by children rather than that found in naturally occurring interactions 

(e.g., House 1989; Pedlow, Wales & Sanson 2001). In this study, data collected from role-

play was also collected as a point of comparison. However, the results from this study show 

‘please’ has more functions than showing politeness. These are several ways in which SALs 

in this study have used ‘please’. Unfortunately, I could not find ENGs using ‘please’ in the 

role-play data.  

i. Where is ‘please’ used? 

Previous studies found ‘please’ is frequently used by English learners to mitigate imposition 

of requests, and is mostly used as the end of the request (Lee-Wong 1994a; Martinez-Flor 

2009; Pedlow, Wales & Sanson 2001; Sato 2008). Previous research revealed ‘please’ falls 

into the group of external modification (Martinez-Flor 2009) while others argued before that 

it was an internal lexical or phrasal modification (Achiba 2003; House & Kasper 1981; 
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Trosborg 1995). As can be seen from the examples below, it appears that both ENGs and 

NNSs used ‘please’ in a number of places. ENGs and NNSs used ‘please’ inside a request, as 

well as at the beginning and at the end of a request (See Example 45-50). 

i.a Beginning of the request 

Example 45, ENGs 

Uhm (.) excuse me Anita (.) my name is Jo (.) I live down the hall from you (.) 

uhm I’ve got a really early exam in the morning I need my rest (.) please would 

you be able to turn the television down (.) thanks 

Example 46, SALs 

a::: (.) please turn off your television because I have to sleep 

i.b End of the request 

Example 47, ENGs 

hi is your name anita (light laughter) (.) yeah I think I’ve seen you around I’m:: 

really sorry to do this to you (.) but I’ve got this rea:lly big exam tomorrow and 

my tutor and lecturer they’re all really strict (.) uhm (.) would you mind just 

turning it down a little bit please 

Example 48, SALs  

uhm:: (.) please give me some more time:: (.) I will () do more good in this essay 

i.c Inside the request 

Example 49, ENGs 

Excuse me (.) I really need to sleep (.) could you please turn the music off or 

down  
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Example 50 

NNSs: 10. uhm:: (.) arr (.) hi mate (.) but (.) would you please (.) hand (.) your: 

work (.) a:: (.) week earlier (.) arr:: (.) because (.) arr (.) next week I got no free 

time (.) and you cannot (.) collect your (.) work (.) would you please (.) if it’s 

possible (.) please (.) hand it to me (.) this week 

ii. How is ‘please’ used? 

Please is used with mostly direct requests (imperatives and want statements), but it is also 

used with conventional indirect requests (See Examples 51-52). 

Example 51, direct request 

ar::: (.) please (.) turn off your:: (.) television (.) because I have to sleep 

Example 52, conventional indirect request 

teacher can you:: (.) extend (.) one week (.) more to me:: (.) for my essay (.) 

please 

iii. What are the functions of ‘please’? 

Martinez-Flor (2009) reports that previous research states that ‘please’ is used to soften 

imposition of the request (Sifianou 1999). Researchers (Martinez-Flor 2009; Sifianou 1999) 

claim that the first and main primary function of ‘please’ is as a mitigating device used by the 

requested to sound courteous and polite. Secondly, adding ‘please’ to an utterance explicitly 

and literally marks the primary illocutionary point of the utterance as a directive (Searle 

1975). Thus it is a request marker, so that the interlocutor does not interpret it as a question of 

ability. E.g. Can you lift the parcel? The third function is to use ‘please’ to plead for 

cooperative behaviour from the addressee. In this sense, ‘please’ has an empathetic function, 

since it is used as an emotionally loaded expression before seeking the addressee’s 

cooperative assistance. The fourth function is to reinforce what the speaker says. 

The results of this study revealed that both ENGs and NNSs used ‘please’ at different places 

of a request, and their functions appear to be different.  
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iii.a ‘Please’ as a softener—please used inside a request as a post-request device 

In the SALs example provided below, it is possible that ‘please’ functions as a softener to 

mitigate the imposition when it is used in the middle of a request because the learner felt bad 

for having to launch the request (see Example 53).  

Example 53, SALs 

uhm::: (.) uhm::: (.) uhm::: (.) err:: (.) can you help me (.) to teach the (.) err:: (.) 

teach (.) my class (.) because err (.) I know (.) err (.) at that time I’ll be busy and I 

know (.) err (.) your (.) your:: English is (.) quite good (.) so:: err (.) I think (.) err 

(.) the student will have err (.) good (.) err (.) experience with you (.) so err (.) can 

you (.) please (.) help me (.) please 

In the example above, the speaker initially made the request without external devices to 

mitigate the request ‘you help me (.) to teach the (.) err:: (.) teach (.) my class’. The speaker 

only used a few post-request devices like justifications for the request and compliments to the 

listener and pointed out the advantages if the request was made before repeating the request 

to ask the listener for help. The speaker later repeated the request at the end ‘so err (.) can you 

(.) please (.) help me (.) please’ as part of  a post-request device. The speaker used ‘please’ in 

the middle of the request and after the request. It is likely that the first ‘please’ used in the 

middle of the request was used for mitigation, having used one ‘please’ already, it was likely 

that the second ‘please’ placed at the end of the request is more likely to function as a booster 

rather than a polite marker to reinforce the coercive force. 

This is further illustrated by the use of ‘please’ in SALs’ role-play data. The learner in this 

case agreed to lend her book to the requester, but then asked the requester to return the book 

to her when she needs it. In the request, the speaker used ‘please’ in the middle of a 

conventional request to mitigate the imposition (see Example 54). 
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Example 54 (Role-play script from SALs): 

S Hi Queenie 

Q Hi 

S I want to:: borrow your book (.) because I want to finish my 

assignment 

Q Yes (.) ok (.) uhm (.) I can borrow to you  

S Alright when 

Q But (.) uhm (.) when ar (.) maybe ar (.) uhm (.) I need it in two 

months (.) so (.) when I need it (.) can you please (.) return to me 

S Ok (laugh) 

Q Yes thank you 

iii.b ‘Please’ as a booster—please used at the beginning or the end of a request as a post-

request device: 

In the example below, the speaker did not use ‘please’ in the first request ‘can you borrow 

your notes to me’. The speaker only used external mitigation devices ‘I real (.) I really don’t 

want (.) to (.) uhm (.) make a trouble’ to minimise the imposition of the first request. The 

speaker then used a post-request device to justify the request made ‘this is the last time’, 

followed by repeating the request ‘please help me’. Instead, the learner used the ‘please’ as a 

booster in the second request ‘please help me’. It is very likely that the second ‘please’ was 

used with a direct request as an additional booster to reinforce the speaker’s desire to have the 

listener comply with the request (See Example 55). 

Example 55, SALs 

uhm:: (.) excuse me (.) I real (.) I really don’t want (.) to (.) uhm (.) make a 

trouble (.) make (.) coz (.) I’m going to (.) we are going have (.) exam (.) uhm:: (.) 

can you (.) can you borrow your notes to me (.) and this is the last time (.) please 

help me 
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Similarly, in the example below the speaker made a request initially without using ‘please’ 

‘can I hand it (.) err (.) hand in:: the (.) homework to you (.) later (.)’. The speaker then used 

grounders to justify the request, then repeated the request and used ‘please’ twice. The first 

‘please’ was a booster for the request and the second ‘please’ was used as an additional 

booster, again to reinforce the speaker’s desire to have the listener comply with the request 

(See Example 56). 

Example 56, SALs 

hello professor (.) can I hand it (.) err (.) hand in:: the (.) homework to you (.) 

later (.) because I want to (.) think more (.) and more and more (.) about that (.) 

and (.) I want to (.) err:: (.) err:::: (.) just (.) write it down (.) then return to you (.) 

so please (.) err (.) please give me one more week 

There is also evidence from role-play—beginning of a request (See Example 57). 

Example 57: SALsG3T1.Role-play performed by Janice, Heyman and Tiffany 

J Hey tiffany (.) tomorrow I need to:: hand in my English essay (.) 

please (.) lend it to me 

H I need to do my essay 

H Hey (.) wait (.) wait (as J and H fought over essay, tearing it up) 

T Calm down (.) you guys are just ridiculous (.) you (.) you are 

always taking my (.) homework away (.) and (.) copy it (.) I 

always (.) be silent (.) but this time (.) you are all going (.) you all 

(.) you already torn my (.) homework to half (.) so (.) I don’t 

know what can I hand to my teacher 

H That’s fine (.) let’s stick it with the stickers 

Likewise, the data below collected from the oral EDCT and the role-play illustrates the use of 

‘please’ at the end of a request. In the oral EDCT, the learner used a pre-request followed by 

a direct request, then ended with a conventional indirect request with ‘please’ tagged onto the 
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end. It is likely that ‘please’ in this case is used to increase illocutionary force rather than 

serve a softening or mitigating function as the request immediately before this was direct and 

contained no softening device (see Example 58). 

Example 58 (SALs): 

hmm (.) I know you are having (.) exam next (.) next week (.) but (.) I want (.) 

you to present your (.) article (.) next week (.) err::: (.) can you:: (.) please 

Likewise, the role-play data showed speaker T made a direct request again after the initial 

request ‘Let me pay for you’, to reinforce speaker T’s desire to pay. Speaker T made another 

direct request and tagged ‘please’ at the end to boost the strength of the request (See Example 

59). 

iii.c End of requests 

Example 59: Role-play between Terry and Masaya—end of a request 

T Hi:: Masaya (.) how- (.) no long time no see= how are you= 

M                                                                        = long time no see (.) 

fine thank you and what about you (.) I heard that you just came 

to Australia 

T Yeah (.) one week ago (.) almost one week (.) but it’s really 

boring in here (.) ar::: (.) let’s forget it (.) get a drink first ok 

M Ok:: good idea 

T Yeah (.) Coffee (.) do you like it 

M Oh: I like it 

T Then let me pay for you 

M Oh:: no no no I will pay by myself 

T Just this time please::: (.) ok::: [booster] 
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6.3.3.4.4 Development of ‘please’ 

SALs used ‘please’ less as they elaborated on the request statements in T3. For example, 

Vicki used more complex devices to set up and justify requests by T3. In T1, Vicki used 

‘please’ inside requests with mutual and higher status interlocutors but did not use ‘please’ 

with more external devices to support the request in T3.  

As shown in Example 60, Vicki made a request with ‘please’ inside, then offered explanation 

and promised good results if the request was complied with (see Example 60). 

Example 60, Vicki, T1, low status 

arr::: (.) could you please give (.) me:: (.) few more days (.) to:: finish my work (.) 

I will do it (.) much better: (.) if I get (.) few more days 

By T3, Vicki, in lower status position than their interlocutor, set the request more elaborately 

with post-request devices. Vicki started with a request, followed by grounders, then promised 

good results and ended by repeating the request again (see Example 61).  

Example 61, Vicki, T3, low status 

arr::: (.) can I have (.) a few days for (.) for (.) extension (.) coz (.) I really need 

time to::: (.) arr::: (.) fix (.) the writing (.) coz I have some problem in it (.) I’ll get 

it really good:: (.) I just need the time:: (.) to:: do:: the work (.) yep ((laughs)) 

ENGs also used very few instances of ‘please’ in the data. In fact, ‘please’ was not used in 

the role-play data. It appears that the examples illustrated above showed learners often used 

the request at the end of the request statement, as part of their post-request devices to reiterate 

the speaker’s desire for the listener to comply with the request. This contradicts results of 

previous findings (e.g., Barron 2003; Færch & Kasper 1989; House 1989), which showed 

learners overused ‘please’ as an illocutionary force indicator and as an imposition mitigator. 

As Economidou-Kogetsidis and Woodfield (2007) suggested, ‘please’ could be used by 

learners as a bald-on-record (direct) device, especially with direct questions and want 

statements (Economidou-Kogetsidis 2005, 2008a,b). It is possible that the SALs felt when 

they used conventionally indirect requests instead of direct requests, they did not need to use 
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‘please’ to mitigate the imposition. It is, however, important to note that the intonation of 

learners’ speech was not considered in the interpretation. 

6.3.4 Discussion of SALs’ pragmatic performance 

Firstly, the results from SALs illustrate they were able to use the ‘Could/Would you + VP’ 

conventional indirect request, and had incorporated softeners ‘Do/Would you mind + VP?’ 

into conventional indirect request structures prior to their arrival in Australia, but did not 

acquire the more complex softener ‘I was wondering + VP’ which was frequently used by 

ENGs even after nine months in Australia. In addition, even though this group of SALs 

frequently employed conventional indirect requests irrespective of their interlocutor’s status 

in T1 in the way ENGs did, they diverged from native speaker norm and employed direct 

requests when their status was higher and lower than the interlocutors in T3.  

The differences in learners’ pragmatic performance of request heads when they had higher 

and lower status than their interlocutor compared with mutual status interlocutor can also be 

explained by the Complexification Hypothesis, together with Wolfson’s (1988) account of 

relationship between speech and social distance in the Bulge Theory. Though this study 

compared only the middle distance group (non-intimates, status equals friends, co-workers 

and acquaintances) and the socially distance group (status unequals and strangers), the results 

in learners’ speech can be explained by the basic premise that speakers used different speech 

with those with different social distance offered by the Bulge Theory.  

Since learners have limited capacity according to the Complexification Hypothesis (Wolfson 

1988), the more complex (and ad hoc) interactions are more cognitively demanding than 

interactions between friends. It is likely that the SALs had assessed and decided it was 

socially acceptable to use direct requests among their higher and lower status interlocutors in 

the first nine months of their stay, so by T3 the learners used direct requests to decrease their 

cognitive burden as they required more processing capacity for using the external modifiers 

they acquired during the first nine months abroad. It appears that learners used this strategy to 

avoid misunderstanding and minimise negotiation with a higher status interlocutor (professor) 

and a lower status interlocutor (student).  
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However, in T3, the SALs continued to use conventional indirect requests with mutual status 

interlocutors (friends). It is likely the SALs chose to use conventional indirect requests with 

those of closer social distance (mutual status friends) than those of maximum social distance 

(unequal status acquaintance and professor) as they can more comfortably negotiate and 

clarify any misunderstandings in interactions with friends in T3. 

Secondly, although learners had used some request external devices prior to their arrival in 

Australia and there were devices that were not acquired, they had learned to use several more 

request external modifiers such as pre-warnings, promises and decrease the number of times 

they repeated requests in the first nine months in Australia. This may suggest learners were 

aware of the importance of learning and using English devices to mitigate their requests. As 

Zhang (1995a,b) pointed out, Chinese speakers tend to use external devices and lexical 

modifiers are generally optional to the request structures. Therefore, it is not surprising to see 

learners using more external modifiers than using softeners as part of the request head.  

Previous studies have consistently shown grounders are the most commonly used external 

request modifier (e.g., Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986; Færch & Kasper 1989; Felix-Brasdefer 

2005, 2009; Hassall 2001; Schauer 2007; Woodfield 2007, 2012; Woodfield & Economidou-

Kogetsidis 2010, 2012). In a more recent study, Woodfield (2012) found SALs had 

approximated English native speaker levels on using a range of request external 

modifications such as grounders, alerters, discourse orientation moves, preparators and 

imposition minimisers earlier than other devices such as considerators and appreciators.  

Like Woodfield (2012), the results of this study showed that the more routinised devices such 

as grounders were frequently employed by ENGs, and the SALs prior to their sojourn abroad 

to minimise the imposition of requests. Interestingly, the mean number of grounders SALs 

used decreased from T1 to T3, as they learned to use other request external modifiers.  

The results of this study, however, differed somewhat to Woodfield (2012). The results of 

this study showed request external modifiers such as apologies, ‘thank you’, and minimal 

impositions were not commonly used by ENGs and were also not used SLAs. External 

modifiers such as cajolers, compliments, self-introductions and alerts were frequently 

employed by ENGs but were not used by SALs in T3. Perhaps these devices were not seen by 

learners as request devices to help minimise the imposition of requests. More importantly, 
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though, the SALs used a range of request external devices which ENGs frequently employed 

by the end of the first nine months in Australia. They were pre-request devices such as 

greetings and pre-warnings and post-request devices such as making promises and 

consequences. Additionally, the ENGs used more request repetition than SALs. The SALs in 

this study repeated requests, but the mean number of times they repeated their requests 

decreased from T1 to T3.  

It is possible that SALs frequently used grounders because they heavily relied on providing 

reasons to justify in their requests (Blum-Kulka 1991; Hassall 2001), and that they were 

concerned about the clarity of their speech, so they provided redundant or over-explicit 

information and excessive repetition may related to learners’ concern for clarity (Kasper 

1982). Consequently, they used a ‘playing it safe’ strategy (Færch & Kasper 1989). Then, as 

the learners became more confident and acquired the use of other external request modifiers, 

the number of grounders they used decreased (Blum-Kulka & Olshtain 1986).  

More importantly, the results indicate the SALs had acquired some request external modifiers 

at different rates. The differences in learners’ pragmatic performance can be explained from a 

cognitive perspective in the Trosborg’s (1995) Complexification Hypothesis. As Trosborg 

(1995) explained with the Complexification Hypothesis, learners acquired pragmatic devices 

at different rates and what is acquired first depends on how routinised the device is. A highly 

routinised device is likely to be learned more easily than a device which has to be more 

creatively formulated or less routinised. 

Furthermore, consistent with Barron’s (2007a,b, 2008) findings, learners first used and relied 

predominantly on the easier structures before developing more complex structures which 

demand a high level of cognitive complexity. Thus, learners tended to employ different 

devices in different interactions. They used mostly formulae with strangers and non-

formulaic utterances with people they knew in interactions. This is because pragmatic 

routines lessen the cognitive burden and, thus, free up capacity for using modifiers. By T3, 

the SALs in this study had used a simpler and more direct request but increased in the use of 

request external modifiers when they had higher and lower status than their interlocutor. It is 

plausible that during the nine months the SALs spent in Australia, learners had assessed it 

was socially appropriate and easier to be understood if they use direct and conventional 

indirect requests, particularly for those who had contact with other NNS students who may or 
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may not be as proficient in English. A direct request is a more familiar pragmatic routine and 

would decrease the cognitive burden to free up capacity for using request external modifiers. 

This may explain SALs’ decrease in repeating requests and increase in the usage of request 

external modifiers by T3.  

6.4 Summary 

This chapter has addressed the fourth research question related to the effect of study abroad 

on the learners’ performance of requests in English. It has provided a detailed account of the 

SALs pragmatic performance of English request heads, request softeners and request external 

modifiers during their nine-month sojourn abroad. It also explains how existing theories can 

account for the variation in the SALs’ pragmatic performance.  

Firstly, the results show ENGs, AHLs and SALs used conventional indirect requests 

‘Can/Could/Would you +VP?’ irrespective of their status vis-à-vis the interlocutor. However, 

somewhat unexpectedly, the SALs used direct requests with an increase of request external 

modifiers when they had higher and lower status than their interlocutor in T3. Previous 

researchers would explain SALs’ greater use of direct requests in T3 as a non-nativeness 

feature as learners spent more time in the target language environment, and only explained 

this phenomenon as ‘a process of approximation of target language norms over time’ 

(Olshtain & Blum-Kulka 1985: 321). As we have seen from the results in this chapter, the 

learners’ increased use of direct requests occurred with the increase of external modifiers. It 

is possible that the SALs indeed tested the appropriateness of using direct requests in the first 

few months in Australia, and found it was easier to be understood and still socially acceptable 

to use direct requests. At the same time, it was likely the SALs may have realised direct 

requests were not as polite as conventional indirect requests, and therefore used request 

external modifiers to express politeness.  

Further support for the Bulge Theory and Complexification Hypothesis is that in T3 learners 

continued to use conventional indirect requests with mutual status interlocutors but they used 

direct requests with external modifiers with higher and lower status interlocutors. This 

supports the claim that with closer social relationship speakers, such as with friends, learners 

would use a less familiar conventional indirect request. In more distant interactions between 
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higher and lower status interlocutors, learners employed direct requests to lessen the 

cognitive burden and to free more capacity for using external modifiers. 

More importantly, the Complexification Hypothesis can account for the differences between 

pragmatic performances and the rate of development of request devices. This study lends 

more support for the Complexification Hypothesis, which holds that learners first use and 

rely predominantly on the easier structures before developing more complex structures that 

demand a high level of cognitive complexity. Thus the more rountinised features are acquired 

before the non-formulaic features. More routinised devices such as grounders were frequently 

employed by ENGs as well as SALs prior to their sojourn abroad. The SALs did not acquire 

the more complex, but frequently used by ENGs ‘I was wondering + VP.’ structure in this 

study and other request external devices such as cajolers, compliments, self-introductions and 

alerts. However, the mean number of grounders SALs used decreased from T1 to T3, as they 

learned to use other request external modifiers. In T3, the SALs used a range of request 

external devices which ENGs frequently employed, including pre-request devices such as 

greetings and pre-warnings and post-request devices such as making promises and 

consequences. Additionally, the ENGs used more request repetition than SALs. The SALs in 

this study repeated requests, but the mean number of times they repeated their requests 

decreased from T1 to T3. 

Overall, the results presented in this chapter show this group of SALs chose to use different 

request forms with different status interlocutors and acquired request external devices at 

different rates. These findings can be adequately explained by the Bulge Theory and 

Complexification Hypothesis. 

   



 



 

Chapter 7   Effect of affective and environmental factors 

on SALs’ performance of request external modifiers 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents results of the analysis of the data addressing the fifth research question 

related to the extent to which affective and environmental factors affect SALs’ pragmatic 

performance of request external modifiers during their sojourn abroad. The fifth research 

question is: 

RQ5: To what extent did environmental, affective or attitudinal factors in the study abroad 

experience correlate with the acquisition of more native-like request devices in English? 

This section examines the relationship between the number of request external modifiers used 

by SALs and affective and environment factors. It begins with analyses of the correlations 

between the number of request external modifiers SALs used and their self-rated proficiency 

and self-rated confidence scores on speaking, communication and grammar, as well as 

environmental factors such as listening input and interaction in English and living 

environment  in T1 and T3. 

7.2 Correlations between SALs’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated 

confidence and the number of request external modifiers in T1 and T3 

As can be seen from Table 7.1, there were only very weak correlations between SALs’ self- 

proficiency and self-confidence scores and the total number of request external modifiers in 

mutual, high and low statuses in T1. The only statistically significant correlation in T1 was 

found between SALs’ confidence in grammar and the total number of request external 

modifiers r(19) = .49, p < .05.  
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Table 7.1: Correlations between SALs’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence 

and the number of request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses (T1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

The results in T3 show there were generally stronger correlations between SALs’ self-

proficiency and self-confidence in speaking and communication and the mean total number 

of request external modifiers used. As can be seen from Table 7.2, there were statistically 

significant correlations between SALs’ self-proficiency and self-confidence scores in 

speaking and the total number of request external modifiers in situations where learners had 

mutual (r(19) = .44, p < .05 and r(19) = .44, p < .05 respectively), higher (r(19) = .60, p < .01 

and r(19) = .45, p < .05 respectively) and lower status than their interlocutor (r(19) = .47, p < 

.05 and r(19) = .46, p < .05 respectively). Similarly, there were statistically significant 

relationships between SALs’ self-proficiency and self-confidence scores in communicating 

and the total number of request external modifiers in the case of mutual (r(19) = .50, p < .05 

and r(19) = .45, p < .05 respectively), high (r(19) = .61, p < .01 and r(19) = .44, p < .05 

respectively) and low statuses (r(19) = .55, p < .05 and r(19) = .46, p < .05 respectively). The 

correlation between SALs’ self-proficiency and self-confidence scores in grammar and the 

mean number of request external modifiers used were weak. The only statistical correlation 

found was between SALs’ self-confidence score in grammar and the number of request 

external modifiers used when their status was higher than their interlocutor, r(19) = .44, p < 

.05. 

  

Self-rated scores in T1 Mutual High Low 

Proficiency speaking  .280 .024 .330 

Proficiency communication .256 .076 .322 

Proficiency grammar .201 .290 .216 

Confidence speaking in .203 .132 .114 

Confidence communication .156 .321 .109 

Confidence grammar .163 .489* .105 
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Table 7.2: Correlations between SALs’ self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence 

and the number of request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses (T3) 

 

 

 

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

7.3 Correlations between SALs’ English listening input in the target 

language community and the number of request external modifiers 

As can be seen from Table 7.3, the correlations between any listening input and the number 

of external modifiers SALs used in T1 were very weak. There is only a significant correlation 

between the amount that SALs listened to English for academic purposes and the number of 

external modifiers they used was when their status was higher than the interlocutor. 

Table 7.3: Correlations between SALs’ English listening input and the number of 

request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses in T1  

 

 

 

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

Table 7.4 shows that, in T3, there were significant correlations between the total number of 

request external modifiers used when learners had lower status than the interlocutor and the 

amount of English learners listened to in total (r = .48, p < .05) and the amount of time they 

listened to NS English conversation (r = .49, p < .05). 

  

Self-rated scores in T3 

 

Mutual 

 

High 

 

Low 

 

Proficiency speaking  .443* .601** .469* 

Proficiency communication .500* .611** .545* 

Proficiency grammar .047 .239 .016 

Confidence speaking in .443* .454* .46* 

Confidence communication .45* .443* .455* 

Confidence grammar .080 .437* .343 

Types of Input in T1 Mutual 

 

High 

 

Low 

 

Radio .392 .069 .382 

TV/Movies .214 -.117 .087 

Songs .287 .014 .384 

NS English conversation .180 .117 .108 

Academic purposes .051 .441* .089 

English Total .089 .334 .062 
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Table 7.4: Correlations between SALs’ English listening input and the total number of 

request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses in T3  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

7.4 Correlation between SALs’ English interaction with ENGs and NNSs in 

the target language community and the total number of request external 

modifiers 

Tables 7.5 and 7.6 show there is no significant correlation between any face-to-face 

interactions and the total number of external modifiers used in T1. However, in T3 results 

revealed there were significant correlations between SALs’ interaction with NSs/fluent 

English speakers and the total number of request external modifiers used when they had 

higher and lower status than the interlocutor (r = .557, p < .01; r = .572, p < .01 respectively). 

Table 7.5: Correlations between SALs’ types of interaction in English and total number 

of request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses in T1  

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

 

  

Types of Input in T3 

 

Mutual 

 

High 

 

Low 

 

Radio .107 .202 .260 

TV/Movies .133 .180 .428 

Songs -.076 .002 .101 

NS English conversation .282 .339 .490*  

Academic purposes .324 .412 .423 

English Total .169 .317 .475*  

Types of interaction in T1 

 

Mutual 

 

High 

 

Low 

 

In class .123 .039 .208 

NSs/fluent English speakers outside home .143 .185 .298 

At home .109 .277 .299 

NNSs outside class .175 .153 .194 

Total input .099 .245 .355 
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Table 7.6: Correlations between SALs’ types of interaction in English and total number 

of request external modifiers in mutual, high and low statuses in T3  

Note. Spearman’s rho correlation: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed) 

7.5 Living environment 

The living environment has been reported in the literature as a factor which promotes 

learners’ pragmatic development (e.g., Rivers 1998; Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight 2004: 261). 

As can be seen from Table 7.7, in T1 there was very little difference between the number of 

request external modifiers used by SALs in homestay, student dormitories and those living 

alone/NNSs in all three statuses. By T3 the trend shows that in general SALs who lived with a 

homestay family used more request external modifiers than those in student dormitories, and 

both groups used more request external modifiers than those who lived alone or with other 

NNSs (See Table 7.8). 

Table 7.7: Average number of request external modifiers used by SALs at homestay, a 

student dormitory and alone/other NNSs living environment across three statuses in T1 

 

 

Table 7.8: Average number of request external modifiers used by SALs at homestay, a 

student dormitory and alone/other NNSs living environment across three statuses in T3 

 

 

 

Types of interaction in T3 

 

Mutual 

 

High 

 

Low 

 

In class .107 .097 .023 

NSs/fluent English speakers outside home .341 .425 .384 

At home .314 .557** .572** 

NNSs outside class .225 .125 .271 

Total input .313 .313 .416 

Types of living 

environment 

Mutual High Low 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 2.75 .96 3 1.14 1.71 .85 

Student dormitory 2.40 .89 3.40 2.88 1.22 .55 

Live alone/NNSs 2.33 1.37 2 1.28 1.56 .45 

Types of living 

environment 

Mutual High Low 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Homestay 2.63 1.19 4.50 1.19 6 2.14 

Student dormitory 2 1.54 2.75 .50 4.50 1.29 

Live alone/NNSs 1.44 .35 1.67 .71 2.44 1.33 
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As can be seen in Table 7.9, there was no significant difference between the average number 

of request external modifiers used by SALs living with homestay, student dormitories and 

living alone or with other NNSs in T1. However, in T3 there was no main effect between the 

type of living environment and the number of request external modifiers used in mutual status 

but there was a significant difference between the types of living environment learners had 

and number of request external modifiers used when their status was higher and lower than 

their interlocutor (F(2, 14) = 24.92, p <.01; F(2, 18) = 9.49, p <.01 respectively). Post-hoc 

analyses revealed that in T3 when the SALs had higher status than their interlocutor, the 

SALs in homestay used a significantly higher number of request external modifiers than 

those in dormitories and those living alone/with other NNSs. However, there was no 

difference between those living in student dormitories and those living alone/with other 

NNSs (p<.01). In situations where SALs were of lower status than their interlocutor in T3, 

only the SALs in homestay used significantly more request external modifiers than those who 

lived alone/with other NNSs (p<.01). 

Table 7.9: ANOVA tests for the number of request external modifiers used by SALs in 

three different types of living environment in the target language community across the 

three statuses in T1 and T3 

Notes:  

1. F stats if it meets the homogeneity of variances (Levene tests), otherwise used the robust tests of equality means test 

values from Brown-Forsythe(B-F)) 

2. Statistical significance: **p <.01, *p <.05 (2 tailed). 

3. (x)=equality not assumed.  

  

SALs’ status T1  T3 

F Exact Sig.  F Exact Sig. 

Mutual: Main comparisons .18 .838, df=2,18  2.80(B-F) .114, df=2,9 

      

High: Main comparisons .93(B-F) .439, df=2,7  24.92(B-F) .000**, df=2,14 

    Posthoc analyses: 

Homestay > dormitory at .005** 

Homestay > alone at .000** 

dormitory = live alone at .062 

      

Low: Main comparisons .38 .692, df=2,18  9.49(B-F) .002**, df=2,18 

    Posthoc analyses: 

Homestay > dormitory at .164 

Homestay > alone at .000** 

dormitory = live alone at .058 
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7.6 Discussion of environmental and affective dimensions and SALs’ 

pragmatic performance 

As discussed in Chapter 6, there was an overall increase in the total number of request 

external modifiers SALs used by the end of their first nine months of sojourn abroad. Section 

6.4 has provided important results regarding the affective and environmental factors that 

could contribute to the increase in SALs’ use of request external modifiers from T1 to T3. In 

T1, the results show only very weak correlations between the number of request external 

modifiers SALs used and affective and environmental factors.  This is what we would expect 

to see because the data in T1 was collected two weeks after SALs had arrived in Australia, so 

it would have been too early to see any effect from affective and environmental factors. By 

T3, however, the results were more promising. Analyses revealed significant correlations 

were found between the number of request external modifiers SALs used and affective and 

environmental factors in T3. The discussion below focuses on how affective and 

environmental factors influence SALs’ use of request devices. 

7.6.1 Length of residence in Australia 

Firstly, the results revealed no increase in the number of request external modifiers AHLs 

used but an increase in the number of request external modifiers SALs used from T1 to T3. 

Consistent with previous research (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin 2005; Barron 2003, 2005 in 

Barron 2007a, 2007a, 2008; Kinginger & Belz 2005; Kinginger & Farrell 2004; Martínez-

Flor & Fukuya 2005; Matsumura 2003, 2007; Olshtain & Blum-Kulka 1985; Schauer 

2006a,b, 2007, 2008; Shardakova 2005; Woodfield 2012), the results of this study show 

SALs were able to develop pragmatic awareness  through exposure to the target language 

environment.  

However, although there is consensus on the benefits of study abroad on learners’ pragmatic 

performance, the length of time that SALs needed to acquire pragmatic devices was 

unconfirmed. Researchers have shown SALs are able to improve on the use, types and 

varieties of request/refusal devices used during their sojourn abroad. In nine months in the L2 

community, they were able to approximate NSs’ use of a range of devices (Barron 2003, 

2005 in Barron 2007a; Felix-Brasdefer 2004; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 2008). Bouton (1994, 

1996) also found that learners who spent 4½ years in the host environment were able to 
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interpret implicatures that the 17-month learners could not. In contrast, Martinsen (2008) 

found a non-linear relationship between length of residence and pragmatic gain in terms of 

interlanguage processes.  

In this study, a request softener ‘I was wondering + VP.’ and request external modifiers 

which ENGs frequently employed were not acquired and used by SALs in T3. In the nine 

months the SALs spent abroad, they had increased the number of request external modifiers 

used and had acquired the ability to use request external modifiers like greetings, pre-

warnings and consequences request modifications in similar ways to ENGs. There was also a 

reduction in the number of times they repeated requests. This supports the premise that the 

length of residence is a factor that contributed to SALs’ acquisition of request external 

modifiers by T3. Hence, consistent with Schauer’s (2006a,b) findings, the SALs in this study 

acquired a broader repertoire of request modifiers by their tenth month in the target 

community. It also appears that SALs’ request developmental sequence is linked to the length 

of stay in the target environment but that individual learners developed the use of modifiers at 

different rates. This study suggests learners acquire modifiers such as grounders first, 

followed by making promises, but they did not acquire cajolers, compliments, self-

introductions and alerts.  

As can be seen, the SALs did not acquire all the pragmatic features which were frequently 

employed by ENGs. As research has correctly pointed out (e.g., Kinginger & Belz 2005; 

Matsumura 2003; Schauer 2006a,b, 2007, 2008), learners’ different lengths of stay as a factor 

to explain learners’ pragmatic development cannot account for why they acquire certain 

pragmatic features before others. Using learners’ lengths of stay as an explanation alone also 

fails to consider why some pragmatic elements do not appear in their performance until very 

late in their year abroad and learners’ individual preferences for choosing modifiers. 

This group of SALs reported they liked Australia and had important reasons to want to learn 

English and, more importantly, they liked learning English in Australia. Therefore, it is also 

possible that learners did not acquire the ‘I was wondering…’ structure and certain external 

modifiers to soften a request because they lacked the desire to stay or adapt to the L2 

community.  
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The acquisition of certain modifiers could be because this group of SALs had learned to 

chunk certain modifiers in T1 and continued to learn different request external modifiers with 

increasing time. There is no evidence of a nonlinear relationship between chunking and 

increased time as reported by Warga and Schölmberger (2007). Instead, the SALs in this 

study were more likely to replace the chunks from the target language with using modifiers in 

their own words. 

The only evidence from this study to indicate there is a ‘backsliding’ effect with SALs’ 

acquisition of request external modifiers is their decision to use conventional indirect requests 

in cases where the learners had higher and lower status than their interlocutor in T1. Yet they 

chose to use direct requests with an increased use of request external modifiers when they 

faced the same situation in T3. This may be because the SALs’ had learned conventional 

indirect requests were the most socially appropriate form of request to use in English; but 

after they experimented with this and the direct request form, learners perceived it was 

socially acceptable to use in different situations when they had higher and lower status than 

their interlocutor, thus increasing their use direct requests in T2 and T3. Moreover, it is likely 

that when the SALs’ used direct requests, their interlocutor (whether it is NSs or NNSs) did 

not give them feedback about whether it was actually socially appropriate in Australia. 

Therefore, they continued to use direct requests in T2 and T3.  

7.6.2 Self-perceived proficiency and self-rated confidence 

The results in Chapter 5 showed learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence in speaking, communication, and grammar increased during their sojourn abroad, 

and that learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores in these 

factors are related. Consistent with previous finding (Clément 1986; Clément, Dörnyei & 

Noels 2004; Clément, Smythe & Gardner 1978; Li 2006; Magnan & Back 2007), the analyses 

in this chapter revealed there were significant correlations between the number of request 

external modifiers SALs used and their self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence 

scores on speaking and communication but not grammar across all three statuses in T3.  

It is believed that the SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence would 

increase through contact with NSs, and thus would increase during their sojourn in the target 

community. Like Li’s (2006) finding, SALs’ self-confidence increased when they believed 



Effect of environmental and affective factors on SALs’ performance of request external modifiers 

190 
 

they became more proficient in L2. This logically explains why learners’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar are 

related.  

Li (2006) suggested learners’ self-perceived confidence affects their use of request modifiers. 

Similar to Li’s (2006) learners, many SALs at the beginning of this study lacked confidence 

in speaking, particularly to NSs. They felt inadequate and embarrassed expressing themselves 

in English due to a lack of fluency, and had poor grammar and vocabulary which prevented 

them from communicating effectively. It is likely that the SALs’ self-perceived difficulties 

consequently lowered the learners’ self-confidence and inhibited them from speaking 

English, thus affecting their motivation to further practise spoken English in real life and 

participate in informal conversations. High proficiency learners and those who had a little 

more contact with NSs in Hong Kong were more confident in their English ability than the 

low proficiency learners. Even though learners reported difficulties in English aural 

understanding and the hindrance of thinking in Chinese by the end of the study, at least some 

learners’ self-confidence increased. They also felt more willing to take the initiative to talk 

with increasing confidence.  

The results of this study can also offer further support for research (Færch & Kasper 1989; 

Hassall 2001) which found a relationship between learners’ self-perceived proficiency and 

self-perceived confidence and the use of request modifiers. Like previous findings, the SALs 

here used external more than internal modifiers. Hassall (2001) and Economidou-Kogetsidis 

(2009) explained this may be because learners with limited L2 linguistic proficiency feel 

more confident using external modification (in this case softener structure ‘I was wondering 

+ VP.’). Perhaps it is because the politeness function is more explicit and learners can derive 

their politeness value directly from the illocutionary meaning from context (Blum-Kulka & 

Olshtain 1986).  

7.6.3 Input and interactions in target language community 

Interestingly, not all environmental factors had significant correlations with the number of 

request external modifiers SALs used in T3. Analyses revealed only listening input and 

interaction with fluent/NS English speakers had significant correlations with the number of 

request external modifiers SALs used. 
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Some researchers (Coleman 1998; Regan 1995, 2003) suggest that SA environments offer a 

wide variety of ways to increase L2 input through, for example, watching television or films, 

reading newspapers, listening to music, and even overhearing native-speaker conversations. 

However, Rivers (1998) and Gubbins and Holt (2002) argued that students spending time in 

front of the television set is detrimental to learners’ pragmatic development because it 

detracts from time talking with NSs, and that the only really beneficial input is from more 

fluent learners or NSs. This study reveals that although there was an increase in the listening 

input for SALs, typically they had extremely limited interaction with fluent/native Australian 

English speakers. Yet, this study shows there are significant correlations between the amount 

of listening input from overhearing native-speaker conversations and interaction with 

fluent/NS English speakers and increased number of request external modifiers SALs used in 

T3. 

The group of SALs in this study faced a similar situation as SALs in other studies in that 

there were very little interactions between SALs and NSs during learners’ sojourn abroad 

(e.g., Barron 2003; Long 1983; Maiworm, Steube & Teichler 1993). In this study, a majority 

of the SALs, too, ended up mixing with the same L1 speakers or with other international 

students in the same class. 

The SALs generally had very limited contact with teachers and NSs outside the classroom. 

Most SALs had predominantly NNS-NNS interaction during their first nine months abroad. 

As Magnan and Back (2007) found that, even intermediate-level learners cannot participate 

as sufficient proficient partners in L2 conversations and that two learners at this level tend to 

converse in minimal or fractured L2. They point out that it is essential for SALs to seek more 

fluent speakers as guides for language improvement and cultural growth. This could possibly 

explain why this group of SALs did not acquire a number of the pragmatic features which 

were used by ENGs. As Maiworm, Steube & Teichler (1993) pointed out, contact with other 

L1 speakers is beneficial in that it can support learners and reduce culture shock, but too 

much L1 talk amongst learners can potentially limit learners’ L2 development.  

Similar to what Long (1983) and Marriott (1995) found with NS-NNS interactions, it is 

possible that the SALs did not acquire all the pragmatic features measured because even if 

they have opportunities to interact with other NSs, the SALs reported they were mostly 

exposed to the plain style usage because NSs aim to prevent misunderstanding in 
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communication. NSs have been found to use less complex utterances, use more confirmation 

and comprehension checks, clarifications of requests, as well as self- and other repetitions in 

interactions with NNSs (Kasper & Zhang 1995). Students also rarely received negative 

feedback on pragmatic devices since most feedback was on grammatical errors or on message 

content. One cannot take for granted that learners’ interactions with NSs can lead to 

pragmatic improvement. In order for a pragmatic feature to be learned, it must be salient for 

the learners to notice it. If SALs did not receive feedback on their errors, they cannot notice 

the features and see the gaps in the production (DeKeyser 1991). Thus, this suggests that it is 

possible that learners do not get exposure to a full range of pragmatic features that are used in 

the host environment and the L2 culture. In fact, several SALs in this study were hosted by 

families with other international students.  

Research shows that even when there are interactions between SALs and NSs, this contact 

may not necessarily be sufficient for learners’ pragmatic development (Teichler 1991). 

Martinsen (2008) explained that one possibility is that the interactions students have during 

study abroad can be repetitive or simple enough that they do not push students to improve.  

7.6.4 Living environment 

This section will discuss the extent to which a homestay environment may affect learners’ 

pragmatic development during their sojourn abroad. Living environment has been suggested 

as a factor which promotes learners’ pragmatic development. The results in Section 6.4 

showed in T1 there was very little difference between the number of request external 

modifiers used by SALs in homestay, student dormitories and those living alone/NNSs in all 

three statuses. By T3 the trend shows that in general SALs who lived with a homestay family 

used more request external modifiers than those in student dormitories and those who lived 

alone or with other NNSs, and there was no significant difference between the number of 

request external modifiers used by SALs who lived in a dormitory and those who lived alone 

or with other NNSs.  

This indeed offers further support to the literature regarding the overall potential benefits of 

staying with a homestay family over living in a dormitory and alone/sharing a flat with 

NNSs. Thus, it is plausible that homestay is one of the factors that promoted the increase in 

the overall number of request external modifiers used by SALs from T1 to T3. Nonetheless, 
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the large standard deviation in the number of hours SALs interacted with fluent/native 

Australian English speakers in each living environment suggests there were big differences 

between the number of hours SALs within each group actually had the opportunity to interact 

with fluent/native Australian English speakers. Furthermore, as seen in Section 6.3, the SALs 

had request features frequently used by ENGs (greetings, pre-warnings, making promises and 

consequences), but SALs did not acquire cajolers, compliments, self-introductions and alerts.  

Research has shown that SALs often have limited interaction with their host family (e.g., 

Magnan & Back 2007; Wilkinson 1998a,b, 2000) and that even if students felt very 

comfortable with their families at the end of the experience, some were disappointed that 

their home did not offer more linguistic and social interaction. Students have said they 

wanted to be included in family activities (Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart 2002; Schmidt-

Rinehart & Knight 2004). The SALs in this study also reported they stayed in their room to 

study and actually had limited time with the host family and only a few students were 

fortunate to be included in family activities. Several students had bad experiences with their 

homestay families, which affected their decision to interact with their homestay family. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Sally and Ruby both had a bad time with their host 

families. It appeared the problem arose when the host mothers expected the students to do too 

many chores at home. In these cases, when a less fortunate student like Ruby interacted with 

her host mother, it was predominantly based on instructions given to Ruby. 

This study also supports research on NNS-NNS interaction from Gutel (2008) and Jackson 

(2008) which shows students who had a roommate with a significantly higher or lower 

language level at the host family believed that this impacted on (hindered or helped) their 

ability to interact with the host family. We have seen this in the case of an SAL student at a 

homestay, Janice. The more proficient learners, like Janice, hindered lesser learners who 

relied on the more proficient learners to communicate by helping the less proficient learner 

from Macau. Janice did not want to help to translate so frequently and the host mother did not 

have the patience nor the tolerance to listen to Janice translate and felt annoyed that she was 

excluded from the two NNS speaking in Chinese. This, in turn, affected Janice’s relationship 

with the host mum. The lower proficiency learners did not speak to their host family due to 

limited English competence and shyness. As a result, interaction between students and hosts 

became very limited and, in turn, affected learning outcomes. As for the more proficient 

learners, they suffered as they spent more time helping the lower level learners which gave 
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them less time to communicate with other proficient learners. Thus, learners would typically 

interact more with other NNSs at the homestay family. As reported in the literature, NNS-

NNS interactions can have detrimental effects on learners’ pragmatic acquisition and 

development. As discussed in Chapter 5, the SALs who had more interaction between the 

homestay family have acquired more request external modifiers. 

7.7 Summary 

The chapter addressed the results of the fifth question on the extent to which environmental, 

affective or attitudinal factors in the study abroad experience correlate with the acquisition of 

more native-like request devices in English. It investigated the correlations between affective 

and environmental factors and SALs’ performance in using requests and request external 

modifiers during their sojourn abroad. More specifically, it measured the relationship 

between learners’ request performance and their length of stay abroad, self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar, input 

and interaction in target language community and their living environment. Data used for this 

study are from participants’ oral responses for three oral EDCTs where the participants were 

of mutual, higher and lower status than the interlocutor in a given scenario.  

The results presented here also indicated that the overall increase in the number of request 

external modifiers used by SALs between T1 and T3 is linked to the length of time learners’ 

stay abroad. It suggests that by the time SALs had stayed in Australia for nine months, they 

had acquired some but not all request features employed by ENGs. Affective factors such as 

learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking and 

communication (but not grammar) in T3 correlate with the increase in the number of request 

external modifiers used by SALs by T3. In addition, other environmental factors such as 

listening input in fluent/native Australian English speaker conversations and interaction with 

fluent/native Australian English speaker conversations also significantly contribute to the 

increase in the number of request external modifiers SALs used. Finally, the results also 

revealed learners in homestay families used significantly more request external modifiers by 

T3.  

Therefore, this study suggests that, in addition to learners’ length of residence abroad, 

learners’ pragmatic performance relates to a number of environmental and affective factors: 
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learners’ overall English input, learners’ face-to-face interaction with English speakers in the 

living environment, as well as learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence in speaking and communication, but not with their self-perceived proficiency in 

grammar.  
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Chapter 8   Conclusion 

This thesis has investigated the pragmatic performance of a group of SALs over their nine-

month sojourn abroad, compared to their counterparts in Hong Kong (AHLs) and native 

Australian English speakers. More specifically, it examined the affective and environmental 

dimensions of SALs’ experience during their sojourn abroad, their pragmatic performance of 

request devices over this period, and the types of affective and environmental factors that 

influenced their pragmatic performance. This chapter summarises the major findings, discusses 

this study’s contributions to academic knowledge, and suggests directions for future research. 

8.1 Major findings 

Five research questions were posed in Chapter 1. The following sections summarise the 

findings that were revealed by the data analyses in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

8.1.1 Environmental and affective dimensions of the study abroad experience 

The first three research questions are related to the environmental and affective dimensions of 

SALs’ experience during their sojourn in Australia as discussed in Chapter 5. To date, 

substantial evidence shows exposure to the target language environment has an overall 

positive effect on learners’ L2 pragmatic performance. However, very little is known about 

the affective and environmental dimensions of SALs’ experience abroad. The results in this 

study revealed that even though SALs had more opportunities for English listening input and 

interaction in Australia than when they were in Hong Kong, a majority of students mostly 

interacted with other Hong Kong learners and NNSs in the first nine months of their sojourn 

abroad, and the dramatic increase in the SALs’ English listening input and interaction 

plateaued by about the fourth to fifth month of learners’ sojourn abroad.  

In terms of living environment, the SALs who stayed in dormitories had more interaction 

time than those living in a host family, though the results showed interaction in English was 

not always with NSs. Additionally, and contrary to the common belief that there is a 
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‘homestay advantage’, interaction between the host and the learner depended heavily on the 

individual learners’ attitude towards the host family. Furthermore, learners’ English input and 

face-to-face interaction correlated significantly with the increase in learners’ self-perceived 

confidence in speaking, communication and grammar, but not self-perceived proficiency.   

In terms of the affective dimension of SALs’ experience abroad, the learners’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and grammar 

increased from T1 to T3. There were strong correlations between SALs’ self-perceived 

proficiency and self-perceived confidence scores in both T1 and T3. Interestingly, this study 

indicates some environment and affective dimensions were related. The results showed that, 

overall, SALs’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, 

communication and grammar were significantly related to the number of hours they listened 

and interacted face-to-face in English as well as their living environment. Those who lived in 

dormitories  and homestay families had higher self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived 

confidence than those who lived alone/with other Hong Kong learners and NNSs at T3.  

8.1.2 Performance of English request devices by study abroad learners 

Chapter 6 presented results related to SALs’ performance of request devices during their 

sojourn abroad. The main findings will be highlighted here. 

Firstly, although the SALs used conventional indirect requests ‘Can/Could/Would you +VP?’ 

irrespective of their status with the interlocutor in T1, they used more direct requests with an 

increase of request external modifiers when they had higher and lower status than their 

interlocutor by T3. Previous researchers would explain this feature as learners displaying 

‘non-nativeness’ in their learning curve in their interlanguage. However, this study argues 

that it is not likely to be due to their interlanguage because learners only chose direct requests 

along with using request external modifiers when at a higher and lower status than 

interlocutor. Instead, it is possible that learners have tested and confirmed it is socially 

appropriate to use direct requests when they had higher and lower status than their 

interlocutor amongst their network of friends. According to the Complexification Hypothesis 

(Trosborg 1995) and Bulge Theory (Wolfson 1986), it is likely that direct request structure is 

a more routinised and familiar structure for Cantonese speakers; so in T3 they used direct 

requests to free up more processing capacity as they attempted to use more request external 
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modifiers in English. Interestingly, these SALs were also able to use the softener ‘Would/Do 

you mind +VP?’, but not the ‘I was wondering + VP.’ structure in situations regardless of 

their status with the interlocutor. This further suggests that learners did not ‘notice’ the 

grammatically correct use of this structure even when they heard NSs using it, or points to the 

possibility that learners’ errors were not corrected by NSs. 

Secondly, although SALs’ increased their use of external modifiers between T1 and T3, they 

did so at different rates. This supports the Complexification Hypothesis (Trosborg 1995). It is 

possible that the learners did not acquire the devices that they recognise as pragmatic routines 

such as cajolers, compliments, self-introductions and alerts. However, by T3, this group of 

SALs ‘noticed’ and used the more routinised pragmatic features such as greetings and more 

warnings (precommitments, preparators and disarmers) before launching the request, and 

post-request devices such as making promises, stating consequences and repetition of the 

request. It also supports the Bulge Theory (Wolfson 1986) that speakers choose to use 

different speech in accordance with the speakers’ social distance. By T3, learners continued to 

use conventional indirect requests with mutual status interlocutors but they used direct 

requests with external modifiers with higher and lower status interlocutors. This supports the 

claim that with closer social relationship speakers, such as with friends, learners would use a 

less familiar conventional indirect request. In more distant interactions between higher and 

lower status interlocutors, learners employed direct requests to lessen the cognitive burden 

and to free more capacity for using external modifiers. 

8.1.3 Effect of affective and environmental factors on SALs’ performance of English 

requests 

Chapter 7 identified the correlations between affective and environmental factors and SALs’ 

performance in using requests and request external modifiers during their sojourn abroad. By 

T3, the number of request external modifiers that study abroad learners used correlated 

significantly with factors including learners’ overall English input, face-to-face interaction 

with English speakers in the living environment, as well as self-perceived proficiency and 

self-perceived confidence in speaking and communication, but not self-perceived proficiency 

in grammar.  
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8.2 Research contribution 

Chapter 1 identified three gaps in the literature which this research sought to address. Firstly, 

few studies have investigated the pragmatic development of Chinese learners of English, and 

those that have, have involved Mandarin Chinese. Secondly, this study has provided an in-

depth longitudinal analysis of study abroad learners’ pragmatic performance of request 

devices over a nine-month period. It provides further evidence of Chinese learners’ 

acquisition of request devices (such as request heads, softeners and external modification) in 

both the interlanguage pragmatics and study abroad disciplines. 

Thirdly, previous studies have focused primarily on providing qualitative analyses of 

learners’ experience abroad, particularly on their homestay experience. This study collected 

quantitative and qualitative data on a number of environmental and affective dimensions such 

as the length of stay in the target language community, amount and types of input and 

interactions in the target language community, attitude towards learning L2, and attitudes 

towards the target language community—particularly their living environment; as well as 

self-rated proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking, communication and 

grammar. In addition, the research examined the extent to which these environmental and 

affective dimensions on learners’ performance of request devices influenced learners’ 

pragmatic performance abroad. Most importantly, this study has provided a much clearer 

picture of the amount and types of English input and interaction learners have access to in 

Australia, whether these learners stay in homestay, dormitories or alone/with other NNSs. 

This is the first study that not only measured the quantitative and qualitative analyses of the 

environmental and affective dimensions of study abroad learners’ experience during their 

sojourn abroad and examined in-depth learners’ pragmatic performances, but also measured 

the relationship between study abroad learners’ pragmatic performance of request devices 

and environmental and affective dimensions.  

The results of this study have provided a much richer picture of learners’ experience abroad 

and the extent to which the environmental and affective dimensions influence their pragmatic 

performance on request external modifiers. As suggested in this study, the noticing 

hypothesis, as well as the Complexification Hypothesis and Bulge Theory can account for the 

variation in learners’ pragmatic performance. However, this study also revealed how factors 
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such as learners’ self-perceived proficiency and self-perceived confidence in speaking and 

communication shape SALs’ pragmatic performance.  

8.3 Limitations 

This study has contributed to the existing study abroad literature by providing a richer picture 

of the effect of both the environmental and the affective dimensions on SALs’ experience 

during their nine-month sojourn abroad. It has shed further light on the types and sequence of 

SALs’ development of request external modifiers. Most importantly, this study has identified 

the types of affective and environmental factors that influence variations between learners’ 

rate and sequence of their acquisition of request devices. However, a number of limitations 

need to be acknowledged. 

Firstly, the request responses from participants in this study are collected from the oral 

EDCTs and roleplays. One of the major criticisms of DCTs is that they do not adequately 

represent natural conversations in that speakers’ DCT responses lack actual wording, 

emotions, a range of formulas and devices, and the number of repetitions and elaborations 

that occur in a real conversation, and excludes details related to context and settings (Beebe 

& Cummings, in Kasper & Dahl 1991; Wolfson, Marmor & Jones 1989). 

Secondly, this study indicates the Language Contact Profile and the additional questions 

designed for the purposes of this study elicited a lot of important information related to the 

affective and environmental dimensions of study abroad experience. The answers were based 

on learners’ self-reporting. No other instrument was implemented to measure how accurate 

learners’ self-reporting was compared to the real picture. Thus, it is possible that learners 

rated their scores higher or better than they were, or reported what they thought was 

appropriate or expected.  

Future research should address the existing methodological problems to increase the 

reliability and validity of the results. 
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8.4 Future research 

The results of this study point to the need to include the following in future research. 

Firstly, to address the data collection problem of using EDCTs to collect data, future 

longitudinal studies should substantiate data collected from EDCTs with naturalistic data. 

The use of natural data can provide a more realistic account of learners’ knowledge and use 

of request devices in spontaneous conversations in different social settings. 

Secondly, future studies should look at ways of increasing the reliability of self-reporting by 

recording a detailed account in diaries. Learners can report the types and amount of time 

learners spend on each activity, and reflect on what works for him/her and what does not so 

that he/she can focus time and energy on those activities which are most beneficial to 

promoting successful learning.  

Thirdly, one of the most important results this study has highlighted in the study abroad 

context is that the nature of the homestay environment is complex. There is no guarantee that 

learners have more opportunities for more English input and face-to-face interaction with a 

host family. Similarly, the learners in dormitories do not necessarily have fewer 

opportunities. The results show the complex relationship between learners and host families 

deserves a more in-depth study in order to discover the impact of living environment on 

learners. This study only obtained responses from learners. It is important for future studies to 

include interviews from host families so that we can gain a deeper understanding of the 

factors, expectations and mis-matches between learners and host families. 

It is vital to address these three points in future research to improve on its methodology and 

understand learners’ experience abroad. 

8.5 Concluding remarks 

The study abroad experience is rapidly becoming a common part of the learning experience 

as part of the move to internationalised education. It is, therefore, crucial for research to 

engage with and provide evidence to help improve study abroad language programmes and 

the experience. 
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As discussed above, this study has indicated there is potential for the ‘homestay advantage’ in 

promoting more interaction and, indeed, learners’ pragmatic performance. However, the 

results showed that clearly not all learners gained from the homestay experience. There 

sometimes appears to be a mis-match between learners’ and host families’ expectations and 

responsibilities. Thus, programme managers and study abroad agencies should specify more 

clearly the expectations and responsibilities of host families and learners during the time 

learners stay with a host family.  

This study also shows that language programmes typically offer English academic skills at a 

university level, focussing on reading, writing, listening and speaking. Learners reported they 

received no education on communication skills.  As we have seen in this study, many learners 

did not have any regular contact with NSs except for the language teacher. Thus, it is 

important for language programmes to explicitly teach some essential pragmatic skills as part 

of the curriculum. Teachers have to play a more active role in the classroom in teaching 

communication skills to help learners build more confidence in using English to 

communicate with NSs. As Winke and Teng (2010) have pointed out, even though learners 

improve pragmatic ability from native-speaker interaction in a study-abroad program, 

students after two to three years abroad lack sufficient pragmatic ability on a range of speech 

acts such as complimenting, apologizing, declining, asking for a favour, asking to borrow 

something, refusing (to both friends and supervisors), responding to rudeness, requesting 

help, bargaining, giving. Hence Winke and Teng (2010) suggested learners would benefit 

from explicit teaching of pragmatic skills in the study abroad curriculum. 

Another finding from this study is that language learners establish contacts very early during 

their sojourn abroad. And, understandably, learners’ initial social network includes other 

same L1 speakers and NNSs from the same programme. Results also suggest learners 

establish their main circle of friends quite early, and tend to stay with their friends during 

their sojourn abroad. They do not go beyond this circle of friends to establish new contacts 

outside this network. The learners themselves reported they mostly interacted with other 

Cantonese speakers or NNSs. They rarely had contact with NSs beyond requesting services. 

This limits learners’ opportunities to learn and benefit from being in the target language 

community. As the results of this study suggest, learners gain most from English input and 

face-to-face interaction with fluent/native English speakers. Further, as literature suggests, 
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interaction between NNSs could be detrimental to learners’ pragmatic acquisition and 

performance.  

Therefore, language educators and study abroad programme organisers could usefully 

improve and expand a buddy system at universities. In such systems, each learner is paired 

with a NS at the university so they actually gain an opportunity to have face-to-face 

interaction with the NSs. The NSs could be asked to teach learners about the target language 

community culture, how to interact socially with other NSs and to increase opportunities to 

learn by explicitly teaching learners pragmatic skills and providing feedback.  

These are the immediate steps which language educators and study abroad programme 

organisers could introduce to ensure study abroad learners are better integrated into the target 

language community, have plenty of opportunities to gain exposure to the target language 

culture, interact with native speakers, and have a positive experience in the target language 

community.  
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Appendices 

Appendix I   Advertisement for the recruitment of native speakers of 

Australian English 

 

Are you an Australian English native speaker? 

Are you interested in earning some cash? 

If yes, then please join a short study on the use of English 

This study investigates how Australian English native speakers use English compared to non-

native English speakers. In this study, you will be asked to fill in a questionnaire, partake in a 

quick interview and a role-play. It will take you approximately 2 hours to complete all the 

tasks for which there is an honorarium of $20. 

The data collected will be strictly confidential, they will be used anonymously for academic 

and research purposes only. If you agree to take part in this study, please contact Dr Keith 

Allan at Keith.Allan@arts.monash.edu.au or Misty Cook at 

misty.cook@vuw.ac.nz/mistycook28@yahoo.com.au. We can arrange a suitable time to meet 

at Monash University in the week of date.  

 

 

mailto:mistycook28@yahoo.com.au
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Appendix II   Advertisement for the recruitment of SALs 

 

Are you a Hong Kong student who has just arrived in Australia? 

Are you interested in improving your English? 

If yes, then please join a study on improving your English 

language skills. 

This study focuses on investigating how Hong Kong students learn and use English as second 

language in Australia. In this study, you will be asked to fill in questionnaires and keep a 

diary to share your learning experience and your knowledge of English. You will also be 

asked to talk about your learning experience, join in conversations and take part in role plays. 

I also hope that we can chat regularly on-line so we can share our experiences in living in 

Australia and questions about the English language. 

Throughout the study, you can practise your written and oral English by joining in some 

interesting activities. At the end of the study, you will be given some feedback about your 

strengths and weaknesses in using English and some suggestions on how to improve on your 

English. I believe you will improve on your English usage. You will receive an honorarium 

of $90 upon the completion of all tasks at the end of the study. 

The results collected from this project will be strictly confidential, they will be used 

anonymously for academic and research purposes only. If you agree to take part in this study, 

please complete the consent form, date it and sign it. I look forward to your reply. 

Contact details: Misty Cook, Victoria University of Wellington. 

E-mail: mistycook28@yahoo.com.au or mistycook@vuw.ac.nz   

mailto:mistycook28@yahoo.com.au
mailto:mistycook@vuw.ac.nz
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Appendix III   Introductory letter 

 

Dear Participant, 

Thank you for agreeing to complete this questionnaire, which will be included as a part of my 

project entitled ‘Interlanguage Pragmatics: Is the development of English pragmatic 

competence affected by different learning environments and instructions?’ This project aims 

to examine to way native and non-native English speakers use English for communication. 

The results collected from this project will be strictly confidential, they will be used 

anonymously for academic and research purposes only. If you agree to take part in this study, 

please fill in the consent form, date it and sign it. 

Please provide your name and email address if you would like to be contacted for future 

research purposes. 

Name:          

E-mail address:           

  

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have questions regarding the questionnaire. My 

email address is: mistycook28@yahoo.com.au 

Once again, thank you very much for your help. Your participation in this study is greatly 

appreciated.  

Yours sincerely, 

 

Misty So-Sum Wai-Cook 
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Appendix IV   Consent form 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Tentative project title: Interlanguage Pragmatics: Is the development of English pragmatic 

competence affected by different learning environments and instructions? 

Researcher’s name: Misty So-Sum Wai-Cook, Department of English, The Chinese 

University of Hong Kong. 

1. I have read the Participant Information Sheet and the nature and purpose of the 

research project has been explained to me. I understand and agree to take part. 

 

2. I understand the purpose of the research project and my involvement in it. 

 

3. I understand that I may withdraw from the research project at any stage and that 

this will not affect my status now or in the future. 

 

4. I understand that while information gained during the study may be published, I 

will not be identified and my personal results will remain confidential.  

 

5. I understand the statement in the information sheet concerning payment to me for 

taking part in the study. Omit this point if no payment will be made. 

 

Name of participant………………………………………………………………....... 

Signed…………………………………………………….Date………………………. 

I have provided information about the research to the research participant and believe that 

he/she understands what is involved. 

Researcher’s signature and date……………………………………………………... 
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Appendix V   Language Contact Profile (LCP) 

1. PRE-TEST VERSION OF THE LANGUAGE CONTACT PROFILE 

PROJECT: ACQUISITION OF ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE 

The responses that you give in this questionnaire will be kept confidential. This cover sheet is 

to allow the researcher to associate your responses with your name if needed. However, only 

the people entering your responses into the computer will see this name. An identification 

number will be used in place of your name when referring to your responses in publications. 

Every effort will be made to keep your responses confidential. Thank you for your 

cooperation. The information that you provide will help us to better understand the 

backgrounds of students who are studying English in various contexts. Your honest and 

detailed responses will be greatly appreciated. 

Name:       

Part 1: Background Information 

1. Gender: Male / Female 

2. Age: ___   

3. Country of birth:      

4. What is your native language?  1) English    2) Cantonese    3) Other               

5. What languages do you speak at home?  

1) English    2) Cantonese    3) Other     

5a. If more than one, with whom do you speak each of these languages? 

             

6. In what languages did you receive the majority of your pre-university education? 

1) English    2) Cantonese    3) Other     

6a. If more than one, please give the approximate number of years for each language. 

   

7. Have you ever been to a English-speaking region for the purpose of studying English? 

Circle one: Yes / No 

7a. If yes, when?            7b. Where?           

7c. For how long?       1 semester or less         2 semesters         more than 2 semesters 

8. Other than the experience mentioned in Question 7, have you ever lived in a situation 

where you were exposed to a language other than your native language (e.g., by living in a 

multilingual community; visiting a community for purposes of study abroad or work; 

exposure through family members, etc.)?      Circle one: Yes / No 
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If Yes, please give details below. If more than three, list others on back of this page. 

 Experience 1 Experience 2 Experience 3 

Country / region    

Language    

Purpose    

From when to when    

 

9. In the boxes below, rate your language ability in each of the languages that you know. Use 

the following ratings: 0) Poor, 1) Good, 2) Very good, 3) Native / nativelike. 

How many years (if any) have you studied this language in a formal school setting? 

Language Listening Speaking Reading Writing Number of years of study 

English      

Chinese      

Other 

 

     

 

10. Have you studied English in school in the past at each of the levels listed below? If yes, 

for how long? 

a) Primary school:                        _No  _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years 

b) Secondary school (Forms1-5): _No  _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years 

c) Secondary school (Forms 6-7): _No _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years  

d) Post-secondary College:        _No _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years 

e) University:                                 _No _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years 

f)Other (Please specify) ______________________________: 
          _No _Yes: _less than 1 year  _1–2 years  _more than 2 years 
 

11. What year are you in school? (circle one): 

Freshman  Sophomore  Junior Senior     Graduate student  Other 

12. What is your major? 

           

13. List any other activities that you commonly did using English prior to this semester. 
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14. Please list all the English courses you are taking this semester. This includes English 

language courses as well as content area courses taught in the English language. 

Course name      Course number  Brief description 

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

                  

 

15. Which situation best describes your living arrangements before this semester? 

     a. I lived in the home of a English-speaking family. 

  i. List the members of the family (e.g., mother, father and one 4-year-old daughter). 

                  

 ii. Did they speak English? Circle one: Yes / No 

 iii. Were there other nonnative speakers of English living with your host family?                 

Circle one: Yes / No 

     b. I lived in the student dormitory. 

   i. I had a private room. 

   ii. I had a roommate who was a native or fluent English speaker. 

   iii. I lived with others who are NOT native or fluent English speakers. 

     c. I lived alone in a room or an apartment. 

 

     d. I lived in a room or an apartment with native or fluent English speaker(s). 

 

     e. I lived in a room or an apartment with others who are NOT native or fluent English 

speakers. 
 

     f. Other. Please specify:          

For the following items, please specify: 

(i) How many days per week you typically used English in the situation indicated, and 

(ii) on average how many hours per day you did so. 
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Part 2: All of the questions below refer to your use of English, not your native language, 

unless the question says otherwise.  

For the following items, please specify: 

(i) How many days per week you typically used English in the situation indicated, and 

(ii) on average how many hours per day you did so. 

Circle the appropriate numbers. 

 

Frequency of using Cantonese: 

1. On average, how much time did you spend speaking, in Cantonese before this 

semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Frequency of using English: 

2. On average, how much time did you spend speaking, in English, outside of class with 

native or fluent English speakers before this semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3. Before this semester, outside of class, I tried to speak English to: 

3a. my instructor 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3b. friends who are native or fluent English speakers 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3c. classmates 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3d. strangers whom I thought could speak English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3e. a host family, English roommate, or other English speakers in the dormitory 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3f. service personnel 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 
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ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3g. other; specify: 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Purpose of using English: 

4. Before this semester, how often did you use English outside the classroom for each of 

the following purposes? 

4a. to clarify classroom-related work 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4b. to obtain directions or information (e.g., “Where is the post office?”, “What time is the 

train to . . . ?”, “How much are stamps?”) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4c. for superficial or brief exchanges (e.g., greetings, “Please pass the salt,” “I’m leaving,” 

ordering in a restaurant) with my host family, English roommate, or acquaintances in a 

English-speaking dormitory 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4d. extended conversations with my host family, English roommate, friends, or acquaintances 

in a English-speaking dormitory, native speakers of English with whom I speak English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Using what you have learned in class: 

5a. How often did you try deliberately to use things you were taught in the classroom 

(grammar, vocabulary, expressions) with native or fluent speakers outside the classroom? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

5b. How often did you take things you learned outside of the classroom (grammar, 

vocabulary, expressions) back to class for question or discussion? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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Speaking in English: 

6. How much time did you spend doing the following each week before this semester? 

6a. speaking a language other than English or Chinese to speakers of that language (e.g., 

French with a French-speaking friend) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

6b. speaking English to native or fluent speakers of English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

6c. speaking English to nonnative speakers of English (i.e., classmates) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Activities outside class: 

7. How much time did you spend doing each of the following activities outside of class 

before this semester? 

7a. overall, in reading in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7b. reading English newspapers outside of class 

 i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7c. reading novels in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7d. reading English language magazines outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7e. reading schedules, announcements, menus, and the like in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7f. reading e-mail or Internet web pages in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7g. overall, in listening to English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 
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ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7h. listening to English television and radio outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7i. listening to English movies or videos outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7j. listening to English songs outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7k. trying to catch other people’s conversations in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7l. overall, in writing in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7m. writing homework assignments in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7n. writing personal notes or letters in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7o. writing e-mail in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7p. filling in forms or questionnaires in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Other activities involving the use of English: 

8. On average, how much time did you spend speaking in English outside of class before 

this semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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9. How often did you do the following activities in English before this semester in 

Australia? 

9a. reading newspapers, magazines, or novels or watching movies, television, or videos 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9b. reading e-mail or Internet web pages in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9c. writing e-mail in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9d. writing personal notes and letters in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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Self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence levels: 
1. How would you rate your English level BEFORE you came to Australia (SALs)/this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 

2. How would you rate your English level AFTER you came to Australia (SALs)/this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 

3. How confident were you in using English level BEFORE you came to Australia 
(SALs)/this semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 

4. How confident are you in using English level AFTER you came to Australia (SALs)/this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you very much for your time. 

Adapted from The Language Contact Profile, Barbara F. Freed, Dan Dewey and Norman 

Segalowitz. 
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2. POST-TEST VERSION OF THE LANGUAGE CONTACT PROFILE (Rounds 2 

and 3) 

 

PROJECT: ACQUISITION OF ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE 

 
The responses that you give in this questionnaire will be kept confidential. This cover sheet is 
to allow the researcher to associate your responses with your name if needed. However, only 
the people entering your responses into the computer will see this name. An identification 
number will be used in place of your name when referring to your responses in publications. 
Every effort will be made to keep your responses confidential. 
The information that you provide will help us to better understand the learning experiences of 
students of English. Your honest and detailed responses will be greatly appreciated. 
 

Name:         

 
Please indicate the English language courses you are taking this semester: 
Course name      Course number  Brief description 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
                 
 
 
Part 1. Which situation best describes your living arrangements in Australia during the 
past semester? 
     a. I lived in the home of a English-speaking family. 

  i. List the members of the family (e.g., mother, father and one 4-year-old daughter). 
                 
 ii. Did they speak English? Circle one: Yes / No 
 iii. Were there other nonnative speakers of English living with your host family?                 
Circle one: Yes / No 

     b. I lived in the student dormitory. 
   i. I had a private room. 
   ii. I had a roommate who was a native or fluent English speaker. 
   iii. I lived with others who are NOT native or fluent English speakers. 

     c. I lived alone in a room or an apartment. 
 
     d. I lived in a room or an apartment with native or fluent English speaker(s). 
 
     e. I lived in a room or an apartment with others who are NOT native or fluent English  
speakers. 
 
     f. Other. Please specify:         
 

  



Appendices 

219 
 

Part 2: All of the questions below refer to your use of English, not your native language, 

unless the question says otherwise.  

For the following items, please specify: 

(i) How many days per week you typically used English in the situation indicated, and 

(ii) on average how many hours per day you did so. 

 

Circle the appropriate numbers. 

Frequency of using Cantonese: 

1. On average, how much time did you spend speaking, in Cantonese this semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Frequency of using English: 

2. On average, how much time did you spend speaking, in English, outside of class with 

native or fluent English speakers during this semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3. This semester, outside of class, I tried to speak English to: 

3a. my instructor 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3b. friends who are native or fluent English speakers 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3c. classmates 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3d. strangers whom I thought could speak English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3e. a host family, English roommate, or other English speakers in the dormitory 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

3f. service personnel 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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3g. other; specify: 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Purpose of using English: 

4. How often did you use English outside the classroom for each of the following 

purposes? 

4a. to clarify classroom-related work 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4b. to obtain directions or information (e.g., “Where is the post office?”, “What time is the 

train to . . . ?”, “How much are stamps?”) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4c. for superficial or brief exchanges (e.g., greetings, “Please pass the salt,” “I’m leaving,” 

ordering in a restaurant) with my host family, English roommate, or acquaintances in a 

English-speaking dormitory 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

4d. extended conversations with my host family, English roommate, friends, or acquaintances 

in a English-speaking dormitory, native speakers of English with whom I speak English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Using what you have learned in class: 

5a. How often did you try deliberately to use things you were taught in the classroom 

(grammar, vocabulary, expressions) with native or fluent speakers outside the classroom? 

 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

5b. How often did you take things you learned outside of the classroom (grammar, 

vocabulary, expressions) back to class for question or discussion? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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Speaking in English: 

6. How much time did you spend doing the following each week this semseter? 

6a. speaking a language other than English or English to speakers of that language (e.g., 

Chinese with a Chinese-speaking friend) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

6b. speaking English to native or fluent speakers of English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

6c. speaking English to nonnative speakers of English (i.e., classmates) 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

Activities outside class: 

7. How much time did you spend doing each of the following activities outside of class 

this semester? 

7a. overall, in reading in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7b. reading English newspapers outside of class 

 i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7c. reading novels in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7d. reading English language magazines outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7e. reading schedules, announcements, menus, and the like in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7f. reading e-mail or Internet web pages in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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7g. overall, in listening to English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7h. listening to English television and radio outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7i. listening to English movies or videos outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7j. listening to English songs outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7k. trying to catch other people’s conversations in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7l. overall, in writing in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7m. writing homework assignments in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7n. writing personal notes or letters in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7o. writing e-mail in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

7p. filling in forms or questionnaires in English outside of class 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendices 

223 
 

Other activities involving the use of English: 

8. On average, how much time did you spend speaking in English outside of class during 

this semester? 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9. How often did you do the following activities in English during this semester in 

Australia? 

9a. reading newspapers, magazines, or novels or watching movies, television, or videos 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9b. reading e-mail or Internet web pages in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9c. writing e-mail in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 

9d. writing personal notes and letters in English 

i. Typically, how many days per week?  0       1       2       3       4       5       6      7 

ii. On those days, typically how many hours per day? 0–1    1–2    2–3    3–4    4–5    more 

than 5 
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Self-rated proficiency and self-rated confidence levels: 

1. How would you rate your English level BEFORE you came to Australia (SALs) / this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 
2. How would you rate your English level AFTER you came to Australia (SALs) / this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 
3. How confident were you in using English level BEFORE you came to Australia (SALs) / 
this semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 
4. How confident are you in using English level AFTER you came to Australia (SALs) / this 
semester (AHLs)? 
1 = Very poor, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Very good 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Speaking      

Reading      

Listening      

Writing      

Ability to Communicate effectively       

Grammar      

 

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you very much for your time. 

 

Adapted from The Language Contact Profile, Barbara F. Freed, Dan Dewey and Norman 

Segalowitz. 
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Appendix VI   Pre- and post- oral EDCTs (The questions were presented in 

different order in the three rounds of data collection. 

Here are some scenarios. Please say aloud what you feel is a good response to each situation. 

There is no word limit. 

There are some situations. Listen to each one carefully. Put yourself in the situation and think 

about what you would say based on your past experiences. Then say aloud your answer. 

There is no right or wrong answer. If you don’t understand the situation after I read it out, let 

me know and I will read it out to you again. Do you understand? Remember, there is no right 

or wrong answer, OK. 

1. Participant with equal status as interlocutor: 

i. It is 2am on a Wednesday night and you have a very important exam for your major at 8am 

tomorrow morning. You have been trying to sleep for three hours and you can’t because you 

hear loud music coming from another student’s room down the hall. You decide to ask her to 

turn the volume down. The television has been on at this volume for three hours. You have 

occasionally seen the student, Anita Jones, in the same dorm during the past six months. She 

is a student like you and she is your friend. You have heard other people in the dormitory 

complain about the volume of her music on several occasions, although you never have 

because you usually sleep late. However, you must sleep early before the exam otherwise you 

will be tired and can’t concentrate during the exam. You know that the professor is very strict 

with marking and the exam is very difficult. What would you say? 

ii. You are at the end of a history class and you are sitting next to Tom Yates. You missed last 

week’s class and need to borrow his notes. He has been in the same program as you for one 

year and you see him socially about once a month in a group. You will also be taking classes 

together in the future. He is a good note taker and one of the best students in the class. You 

have borrowed his notes twice before for the same class and the last time you borrowed them 

he was reluctant to give them up. In two weeks, you both have final exam for your class. 

What would you say? 

 

2. Participant has higher status than interlocutor: 

i. You are an associate professor teaching an English course. You want your graduate student 

to teach an undergraduate class a week earlier than scheduled. It is the middle of the term and 

you know your graduate student is very busy. You want your graduate student who is a native 

English speaker to teach the class how to write an essay.  Your student, Rose Goodwin, is 

very hardworking and clever. She always gives you very good work and submits work on 

time. Even though you didn’t know her until this semester, she has a reputation as one of the 

best students in the department. You want her to teach your class next week instead of three 

weeks from now because her lesson is more relevant to next week’s lecture. However, 

midterm exams are next week and you know she has a heavy course load. She has made 

several contributions to the department, and has been given some good feedback from you. 
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You ask her if you could see her for a minute when you saw her in the canteen. No one else is 

there and you are talking to her alone. What would you say? 

 

ii. You (an associate professor teaching a course on Environmental Science) want a student to 

write a paper in class a week earlier than scheduled. It is the middle of the term and topics 

were assigned at the beginning of the course. The paper is 1,500 words about how to improve 

the pollution problem. Your student, Rose Goodwin, is a very hardworking and clever student 

who always contributes to class discussions and is very well prepared for class. Even though 

you have never had her in class before this semester, she has a reputation as one of the best 

students in the department. You want her to submit the paper next week instead of three 

weeks from now because her article is more relevant to next week’s lecture. However, 

midterm exams are next week and you know she has a heavy course load. She has made 

several contributions during this class, and has been given some good feedback from you. 

You ask her if you could see her for a minute after class. The students have all left and you 

are talking to her alone. What would you say? 

 

3. Participant has low status than interlocutor: 

i. Your final essay for your major is due today, but you haven’t finished it yet. You want to 

ask the teacher Mr James Wilson for an extension. You had a lot of difficulty writing the 

essay, but you know you can make it better if you could have another week to finish it. You 

have never handed work in late before, and have contributed a lot of ideas in class and 

prepared well for all the classes. In fact, you got an A for Mr James Wilson’s course last 

semester. But you haven’t seen him a lot since then. You know Mr James Wilson doesn’t 

give extensions to students because he is usually very busy. However, you think you might 

have a chance because you have been a good student in the past. You are with him at the end 

of the class. What would you say?  

 

ii. It is 5.30pm, your last lesson has just finished and you need a lift home. You realise that a 

fellow classmate who was supposed to give you a lift is not in lesson today. You have a lot of 

books with you tonight, the snow has made walking difficult and you need a lift home from 

school. As you come out of lesson, you see Amy Bernstead, an assistant professor in the 

department who teaches a lesson that ends at the same time as yours. She lives on the same 

street as you and she is standing talking to some other students. She is smiling and laughing. 

You have never spoken to her before but you have seen her on occasion in the department in 

the last few months and have both nodded to each other once or twice in the neighbourhood. 

You know that she has a car and you once saw her give a lift to one of the students. What 

would you say? 
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Appendix VII   Open role-plays 

Instructions for open role-plays 

Tasks: 

1. All of you must put together a conversation right from the beginning to the end. 

2. You must find a solution. 

3. Everyone in the group must speak. 

 

1. Participant with equal status as interlocutor: 

i. Plagiarism (letting your friends copy your work) 

You have always got good marks for your English essays and all your friends know that. 

Your friends (including your boyfriend/girlfriend) always ask if they can copy of your work. 

You always let them in the past. 

One day, you got sick of ALL your friends copying of your work, including your 

boyfriend/girlfriend. How will you tell them you do not want them to copy anymore??? You 

may lose your friends if you tell them! 

ii. Dinner with classmates 

You just got paid from your part-time job and you invited your classmates out for dinner and 

told them you will pay, so your classmates agreed to go to dinner with you. 

Many of your classmates hate ‘X’, so many of them enjoyed saying so many bad things about 

‘X’ during dinner. You are the only person who likes ‘X’. 

During the dinner, you got so angry about how nasty your classmates were about ‘X’ that you 

do not want to pay for their dinner anymore! 

How embarrassing!!! What are you going to do?? How are you going to tell your friends? 

 

2. Participant has higher status than interlocutor: 

i. Presenting work earlier than scheduled 

You are a supervisor working in a company 

You lent one of your team members money because there were problems with his/her family.  

You really need to get the money back for emergency. 

 

ii. Asking students to submit work earlier than scheduled 

You are a professor. 

You know your students are all very busy. 

You need one of your students to teach your class about essay writing but you feel very bad. 

What will you do? 
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3. Participant has low status than interlocutor: 

i. Returning book 

Your professor let you borrow his book so you could do your assignment. 

When you got home one day, you found that your dog has bitten the book into pieces. 

You did not want to tell your professor the book yet because you were hoping you could find 

another copy. Unfortunately, you cannot find another copy in any bookshop in HK. 

After two months, you friend wanted you to return the book. What are you going to do? 

 

ii. Borrowing an umbrella 

You just finished a lecture with your professor. 

It’s raining very heavily outside. 

None of your friends has umbrellas.  

You urgently need to get to work. You need to get to the bus-stop to catch a bus to work. 

You start work in 15 minutes in a restaurant so you can’t let your uniform get wet. 

You can see your professor has an umbrella. 
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Appendix VIII   Interview questions on at-home and study abroad 

learners’ experiences and attitudes towards learning English 

1. HK students (pre- and post- tests): 

i. Pre-test 

1. What is the main reason for you to come to CUHK? 

2. Are you a first year CUHK student? 

3. Where do you live—Hostel or home? 

4. Do you speak in English or Cantonese/Putonghua in your living environment? 

5. Did you go to an EMI or CMI school? 

6. How long have you been learning English? 

7. Did you go to additional English classes outside school?  

 If so, what courses? 

          Length of course? 

how often? 

8. Did you speak in English outside the classroom in secondary school? 

If yes, with whom? 

           how often per week? Never, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours or 

more than 21 hours? 

 

9. Do you speak in English outside the classroom since coming to university? 

If yes, with whom? 

           how often per week? Never, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours or 

more than 21 hours? 

10. In your spare time, do you only mix with local HK people or mainland people? 

What language do you use—Chinese or English? 

11. Tell me three things you like and dislike about CUHK so far. 

12. What are your experiences in learning English so far? Diff between sec and uni? 

13. Are you confident in communicating in English?  

14. Have you had to use English to communicate? 

15. Have you had difficulties communicating in English? (Give two or three examples) 

16. Tell me three situations in which you had to use English to ask for help or someone to 

give you information. 
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2.  Post-tests 

1. How do you find studying at CUHK so far? 

2. What are three things you have most improved on since coming to CUHK? 

3. Can you please tell me what courses you have taken this semester (English courses 

and lectures)? 

4. How do you feel about learning English at CUHK? 

5. What is the most important thing you have learned about English from the courses at 

CUHK?  Why? 

6. Have you had more opportunities to use English this semester than the past?  

WHEN?  WHY? 

7. Have you had to ask people to do something or give you something in English? 

Successful? How do you feel? 

8. Three situations you feel very good / bad about in communicating in English (i.e. 

when people don’t understand what you say). 

9. Do you spend much time speaking in English inside and outside class? 

WHY? WHY NOT? 

10. What are your strengths and weaknesses? What will you do to improve on them? 

11. How confident are you in speaking English?  (REFER TO SHEET) 

12. Refer to any comments from the pre-test? 

 

2. Hong Kong study abroad learners in Australia (pre- and post-tests): 

i. Pre- test 

1. When did you arrive in Australia? How long do you plan to stay? 

2. What is the main reason for you to come to Australia? 

3. What did you do before you came to Australia? Highest level of course studied—e.g 

EMI or CMI sec school / foundation course? 

4. How long have you been learning English in home country and in Australia? 

5. Did you go to additional English classes outside school in home country and 

Australia?  

 If so, what courses? 

          Length of course? 

how often? 

6.   Did you speak in English outside the classroom in secondary school? 
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If yes, with whom? 

           how often per week? Never, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours or 

more than 21 hours? 

7.   Do you speak in English outside the classroom in Hong Kong compared with now? 

If yes, with whom? 

           how often per week? Never, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours or 

more than 21 hours? 

8.   Why do you need to improve on your English? 

9.   Where are you staying? 

10.  Where do you live? Do you have many chances to speak in English? 

11.  In your spare time, do you see Hong Kong students or local Western Australian 

students? 

12.  Tell me three main differences between learning English in Australia compared to 

Hong Kong. 

13.  Tell me three things you like and dislike most about Australia. 

14.  What are your experiences in learning English so far? Diff between Hong 

Kong/China and Australia? 

15.  How do you like learning English in Australia so far? 

16.  Have you had difficulties communicating in English? (Give two or three examples) 

17.  Are you confident in communicating in English?  

18.  Tell me three situations in which you had to use English to ask for help or someone 

to give you information. 

      19. How would you rate your English level before you came to Australia? 

2. During the study and post-test 

1. How do you find studying in Australia so far? 

2. How do you feel about learning English in Australia? 

3. What are the main differences between studying in the Australia and Hong Kong?  

4. Do/did the courses meet your expectations? 

5. What are three things you have most improved on since coming to Australia? 

6.  What are the three things you have enjoyed most? 

7. Can you please tell me what courses you have taken this semester (English courses 

and lectures)? 

8. What is the most important thing you have learned about English from the courses at 

Australia?  Why? 
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9. Have you had more opportunities to use English this semester than the past?

 WHEN?  WHY? 

10. Have you had to ask people to do something or give you something in English? 

Successful? How do you feel? 

11. Three situations you feel very good / bad about in communicating in English (i.e. 

when people don’t understand what you say). 

12. Do you spend much time speaking in English inside and outside class? 

WHY? WHY NOT? 

13. What are your strengths and weaknesses? What will you do to improve on them? 

14. How confident are you in speaking English?  (REFER TO SHEET) 

15. Refer to any comments from the pre-test? 

16. Evaluation: 

1. You did the same listening exercise at the beginning of the semester. How do you feel 

about doing it again this time? (SAME, EASIER OR MORE DIFFICULT, NO 

DIFFERENCE).  What was easy, or difficult or why? 

2. How do you feel about having to respond immediately afterwards? 

3. Any difference between reading, then writing and listening and speaking? 

4. Difference between short and long listening time? 

5. Comment on the length of written and verbal responses and address.  

6. Check awareness of talking so much before asking questions. 
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Appendix IX: Instructions for writing diaries 

Diary instructions 

What should you write in the diary? 

 

Think about situations you come across where you have to speak in English. Write down the 

times where you communicate successfully and unsuccessfully and try to work out the 

reasons why your communication is successful or unsuccessful.  

 

1. Write down what you learn. 

2. Write down the situations you face where you have to speak in English. 

3. What was your conversation and discussion like? 

4. How did you feel? 

5. Did you have to ask someone to give you something or do something for you? 

6. What did you say? How did your listener respond? 

7.   Did your listener(s) understand what you want—why or why not? 

8. Feel free to write down anything else that you would like to share with me, or any 

questions you may have. 

 

It is important for you to write down the good and bad experiences, then try to work out why 

you are successful or unsuccessful in the communication you have when you speak in 

English.  

 

You will see how much you improve over time. More importantly, I will read it and give you 

feedback at the end of the programme. This is a good learning process for you. 

  

Please write in a diary (i.e. exercise book) at least once per week. Your diary will be 

collected at the end of the study. Don’t forget to write your name on the diary, and to include 

the date every time you write in it.  

Please write to me at any time you have problems.  

 

Email is: mistycook28@yahoo.com.au / misty.cook@vuw.ac.nz 

 

Thank you so much for your help. 

mailto:mistycook28@yahoo.com.au
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Appendix X: Transcription conventions 

 

(.) Pause of specific number of seconds (above two seconds) 

...  Section of transcript omitted 

- Incomplete or cut-off utterance 

: Stress 

= Simultaneous speech 

[ ] comments 
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