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Abstract 

This study evaluated Iranian intermediate EFL learners’ knowledge of interlanguage pragmatic learning 
outcomes through the production of the speech acts of apology, request, and refusal. The study drew upon the 
conceptualization of Austin (1962) speech act theory and Brown and Levinson (1987) politeness theory as the 
theoretical framework of this study. The participants of the study included 235 EFL intermediate learners. 
Discourse Completion Task (DCT) was used as the instrument for data collection. The results of the data from 
the tests on speech acts showed that learners utilized more conventional or routinized strategies to perform these 
speech acts. Moreover, the results revealed that there were not so much differences in the frequency, shift and 
type of speech acts strategies or semantic formulas utilized in the production of speech acts by Iranian EFL 
learners in responding to a higher, an equal, and a lower-status person. The results also were suggestive of the 
learners’ lack of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge. The implication of this study is for language 
teachers to teach interlanguage pragmatics explicitly in EFL contexts to draw learners’ attention to both 
pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features, pay more attention to these areas and allocate more time and 
practice to solve learners’ problems in these areas. 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s era of globalization and transculturalism, communication across cultural boundaries is an everyday 
phenomenon. Marlina (2013) states that the outreach of transnational corporations, the increment of human 
dynamics worldwide, the increased contact between people from different cultural backgrounds as a result of the 
progress of information technology have also contributed to the augmentation of encounters between individuals 
in the global system. As such, the exchanges of cultural values and practices, worldviews, and ideologies can 
emerge. Thus, it is vital to utilize language in socio-culturally appropriate ways which pragmatic competence 
plays a key role in this regard. Pragmatic competence is defined as “the ability to perform and produce language 
functions and speech acts in a context which is socially and culturally appropriate” (Taguchi, 2008, p. 34). 

More recently, in EFL contexts, learners are required to utilize the English language for their communicative 
needs to do the business, read scientific articles, and use Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
worldwide and so on. They also learn English and make use of it to interact with speakers of English from 
different cultures. As such, the English language plays a highly important role in intercultural interactions as a 
communication tool which calls into attention the issue of proper and appropriate intercultural understanding of 
speech or more importantly, meaning in interaction between speakers (Al-Zubeiry, 2013; Rashidi & Ramezani, 
2013). 

However, cross-cultural misunderstanding occurs in the communication between individuals from different 
socio-cultural backgrounds and it is one of the difficulties that EFL speakers face in the act of communications 
(Rashidi & Ramezani, 2013). It is claimed that the most important cause of intercultural misunderstanding is 
related to pragmatic failure in using the appropriate speech (Farahian, 2012). Hamouda (2014) believes that 
pragmatic failure emerges as unintentional offensive actions not deliberate mistakes due to the cultural diversity 
of individuals and their lack of knowledge in pragmatic rules and norms to realize speech acts in other cultures. 
For example, in Iranian culture, when somebody wants to make an offer or an invitation, the more direct and 
forceful the offer is, the more polite it is. But offers are made indirectly in English. Making an offer and refusing 
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offers or invitation for the first time is what is named “Taarof” in Iranian culture. Thus, it obliges the host/hostess 
to insist more and ask the guest not to do “Taarof”. In other cultures, there is no such ritual formality and they 
have different cultural norms. So, this case can cause intercultural misunderstanding between speakers. 

Moreover, pragmatic failure is also rooted in the wrong use of communicative acts or speech acts as the social 
functions of language affecting the process of intercultural communication. Non-native speakers may just 
transfer speech acts from their first language to the target language to communicate the meaning. As such, 
pragmatic transfer, cultural variations, religious-oriented norms and social conventions can also contribute to 
pragmatic failures resulting in the communication breakdown across cultures (Al-Zubeiry, 2013). Therefore, in 
order to avoid intercultural misunderstandings and the resultant pragmatic failure, EFL learners’ pragmatic 
knowledge as the core construct of communicative competence should be developed. This can result in more 
effective and successful intercultural communication (Nguyen, 2011; Rafieyan et al., 2014). In this regard, 
Eslami-Raseh (2011) also supports the previous statement and declares that learners’ L2 pragmatic competence 
should be well developed in communicating appropriately in a target language. 

The fact that Iranian EFL learners have continually faced with the challenges to communicate in L2 and they 
have mostly failed in their daily interactions have inspired SLA researchers to explore the status of EFL learners’ 
L2 pragmatic competence in EFL classroom and examine learners’ pragmatic knowledge development(Rajabi & 
Farahian, 2013; Simin et al., 2014). Moreover, the research literature in pragmatic performance has shown that 
the studies done (Alfattah, 2009; Jebahi, 2013; Gu, 2014) were mostly intercultural in nature and compared the 
pragmatic performance of native speakers with non-native speakers with regard to the realization of speech acts 
strategies focusing on learners’ pragmalinguistic knowledge. There is a paucity of study to investigate both 
learners’ pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge. As such, this study seeks to fill this void by evaluating 
Iranian EFL learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge (both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge) 
through the production of certain speech acts. 

2. Methodology 

2.1 Participants 

Two hundred fifty two learners were chosen at the initial level of this study. After carrying out the OPT 
placement test, 235learners proved to be intermediate learners based on the test and the rest were not considered 
for the study. All of the learners were female since gender was not studied in this research as a variable and their 
age ranges between 18 to 45 years old. First, intermediate level learners were chosen as they are expected to 
have more or less a given consistency in the English grammar that they learned in the first semesters and also 
vocabulary knowledge sufficient at least to understand and perform basic communicative activities and also 
develop their pragmatic knowledge (Martinez-Flor & Uso-Juan, 2010).  

Second, the rationale behind choosing the intermediate level learners is that this level is considered as the 
optimal level for pragmatic learning (Kasper, 2006). In addition, learners shared basic demographic 
characteristics such as L1, cultural background and the same language proficiency to some extent. Third, 
Bardovi- Harlig and Dornyei (1998) and Hadley (1993) suggest that pragmatics is best taught and acquired when 
intermediate level L2 learners are involved. The last reason for choosing the intermediate level learners is that 
the textbooks’ content of intermediate levels includes a variety of speech acts and speech acts strategies more 
than other levels. 

2.2 Instruments 

The test selected for the present study was a Written Discourse Completion Task or Test (WDCT), which is an 
internationally recognized and most common used test of measuring interlanguage pragmatic knowledge. The 
WDCT instrument was used for this study for several reasons. First, since the goal of this research was to 
measure learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge, the most efficient way to get the required data is through 
written discourse completion task (WDCT). Secondly, less time is needed to prepare and administer this kind of 
test for a large group of subjects. Thirdly, it allows participants more time to think about their answers and make 
use of different strategies compared to other tasks. More importantly, since the aim of the research was to 
measure both learners’ pragmalinguistic knowledge in opting out the pragmatic forms and strategies and their 
sociopragmatic knowledge in considering the contextual factors of social power, distance and imposition, the 
WDCT was considered as the most suitable test for this reason. In this regard, Kasper (2000, p. 329) argues that 
a WDCT is an effective means of data collection when the purpose of the study is to ‘‘inform about speakers’ 
pragmalinguistic knowledge of the strategies and linguistic forms by which communicative acts can be 
implemented, and about their sociopragmatic knowledge of the context factors under which particular strategic 
and linguistic choices are appropriate’’. In addition, Martinez-Flor (2006) declared that a WDCT is an 
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appropriate instrument which reveals how respondents activate their interlanguage pragmatic knowledge.  

Pragmatic production is the most important area of study in interlanguage pragmatics which is usually measured 
through a written questionnaire (Written discourse completion task). In this study, pragmatic production is 
operationalized as learners’ oral performance in producing the speech acts of request, apology, and suggestion in 
reacting with a variety of situations. The request and apology tests were adapted from Liu (2005), and suggestion 
from Pishghadam & Sharafadini (2011). All of the mentioned studies reported the validity of the used tests.  

The rationale for the selection of these speech acts is that they are among the most used speech acts with 
frequent occurrences among other speech acts in the contents of the intermediate level textbooks. In addition, 
these speech acts are considered as both face-threatening and face-keeping acts as the central concepts of speech 
act and politeness theories and therefore they all call for redressive action. For example, requests affect the face 
of the hearer while apologies counteract the speaker's face wants (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989b). 

Three situational variables (power, distance, and imposition/severity) were included in all of the speech acts. In 
terms of power relationships, the speaker may be in a lower or higher status than the hearer, and in some cases, 
they can also be equal in status. With regard to social distance, the speaker and hearer may know each other or in 
some cases, they do not know each other. Regarding imposition, the task can be of high imposition or low 
imposition. Since each speech act was adapted from the original test, the number of situations in each test is 
different. Moreover, each test includes a variety of situations with regard to three situational factors of power, 
distance and imposition to tap learners’ both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge. 

In this study, the request WDCT includes three situations which the test takers were required to write down their 
answers based on the situations involved. The situational variables of power, social distance and imposition were 
included in each item. The test included a variety of topics such as loud music, asking teacher to say something 
again, cell phone ringing in class. The apology WDCT consists of three situations containing three situational 
variables which the learners were required to read each situation and provide the answers as what they would say 
naturally. The test includes a variety of topics such as forgetting to do assignment, taking other's book by mistake 
and forgetting to teach French songs. Moreover, the required data for the speech act of suggestion were collected 
through a WDCT in which 6 natural situations were included, and learners were required to respond to the 
situations as naturally as possible. Furthermore, regarding the status, the situations involve lower, equal and 
higher-status relationship. 

The validity of the three WDCTs was approved by the members of the dissertation committee and also three 
expert professors of School of Language Studies and Linguistics at University Kebangsaan Malaysia. They 
checked the content and face validity of all three pragmatic tests. With regard to the reliability of the WDCTs, 
the inter-rater reliability was conducted for all of three pragmatic tests. The inter-rater reliability estimates for 
WDCTs were satisfactory at around 0.92%, 0.94%, and 0.89%, for apology, request, and suggestion respectively 
which are acceptable indexes. For further evaluation of the reliability and validity, six learners were requested to 
participate in the semi-structured interview. After that, the tape-recorded interviews were transcribed by the 
interviewer. All of the participants stated that the tests are reliable and fair for tapping the pragmatic knowledge 
of Iranian EFL learners. 

2.3 Data Collection Procedure 

Before starting to accumulate the actual data for this study, a pilot study was conducted. In this regard, Ary et al. 
(2010) believed that conducting pilot study aids a researcher make a decision regarding the feasibility of the 
study and the appropriateness of research methodology and instruments. Therefore, they encourage a researcher 
to conduct a pilot study before the actual study. In the last two sessions of the academic semester of 2014, the 
pragmatics tests (WDCTs) were administered to intermediate EFL learners at five private language institutes. 
The number of intermediate EFL learners was 235 learners. This data collection was arranged at times suggested 
by the instructors in one session. The WDCTs including three speech acts of request, apology, and suggestion 
were distributed among the intermediate EFL learners in the class. They were given as much time as needed to 
provide the answers for the speech acts studied. 

2.4 Data Analysis 

The data accumulated through Written Discourse Completion Tests were analyzed and categorized according to 
different taxonomies in terms of the type and frequency of the semantic formulas or strategies used by learners. 
So, the taxonomy of Olshtain and Cohen (1983), Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), and Jiang (2005) were used for the 
speech acts of apology, request, and suggestion respectively. The justification for the use of afore-mentioned 
taxonomies is that they are validated by previous studies and they have been recognized as the most 
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comprehensive and appropriate speech acts realization patterns. The presentation of each taxonomy is illustrated 
below. 

 

Table 1. Apology taxonomy (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983) 

Strategy Example 

(1) Illocutionary Force Indicating Devices (IFIDs) 

a. An expression of regret, I’m sorry 

b. An offer of apology, I apologize 

c. A request for forgiveness, Excuse me/Forgive me/Pardon me 

(2)Explanation or Account 

Any external mitigating circumstances, ‘Objective’ reasons for the violation, The traffic was terrible 

(3)Taking on responsibility 

a. Explicit self-blame, It is my fault/my mistake 

b. Lack of intent, I didn’t mean it 

c. Expression of self-deficiency, I was confused/I didn’t see you/I forgot 

d. Expression of Embarrassment, I feel awful about it 

e. Self- dispraise, I’m such a dimwit! 

f. Justify hearer, You’re right to be angry 

g. Refusal to acknowledge guilt 

Denial of responsibility, It wasn’t my fault 

Blame the hearer, It’s your own fault 

Pretend to be offended, I’m the one to be offended 

(4)Concern for the hearer, I hope I didn’t upset you/Are you all right? 

(5)Offer of Repair, I’ll pay for damage 

(6)Promise of Forbearance, It won’t happen again 

 

Table 2. Request taxonomy (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989) 

Strategy Example

I. Direct Expressions 

1. Imperatives Please lend me a pen.

2. Performatives I'm asking you to lend me a pen.

3. Implicit performatives I want to ask you to lend me a pen.

4. Obligation Statements You should lend me a pen.

5. Want Statements I want you to lend me a pen.

II. Indirect Expressions 

II. A. Conventional indirect 

6. Preparatory questions Could you lend me a pen?

7. Suggestions How about lending me a pen?

8. Permissions May I borrow a pen?

9. Mitigated Preparatory I'm wondering if you could lend me a pen.

10. Mitigated Wants I'd appreciate it if you could lend me a pen.

II. B. Non-conventional indirect 

11. Strong hint My pen just quit. I need a pen.

12. Mild hint Can you guess what I want?
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Table 3. Taxonomy for suggestion (Jiang, 2005) 

Strategy Example 

1) Let’s Let’s try… 

2) Certain models and semi-models 

You have to… 

You need to… 

You’d/had better 

(3) Wh-questions Why don’t you….? 

(4) Conditionals If I were… 

(5) Performatives 

I suggest… 

I propose… 

My suggestion is… 

My recommendation is… 

(6) Pseudo cleft structures All you need to do is… 

(7) Extraposed to-clauses It might be difficult to… 

(8) Yes/no questions Have you heard… 

(9) Imperatives Do your best. 

 

3. Results 

In order to answer the research question, the data were collected through the Written Discourse Completion 
Test/Tasks (WDCTs). The researcher examined learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge through the 
production of three speech acts of apology, request, and suggestion. It was aimed to evaluate learners’ knowledge 
in production of accurate and appropriate speech act strategies or linguistic forms as well as situational 
understanding of three factors of social power, distance and imposition. In so doing, they were given some 
situations for each speech act and they had to write the answers to the situations based on what they would say 
verbally for each scenario.  

The tables below represent the descriptive results gained based on frequency of the speech acts’ strategies and 
the corresponding percentage in each situation. Needless to say, the items of the questionnaires differ in terms of 
social distance, power and rank of imposition to tap learners’ awareness in using various strategies. 

 

Table 4. Frequency and percentage of apology strategies across situations 

Apology Strategies Situation 1 Situation 2 Situation 3 Total 

1)Illocutionary Force Indicating Device 
F P F P F P F P 

      79 36.% 

a. An expression of regret 20 30.3% 24 34.2% 17 21.5% 61 28.3% 

b. An offer of apology 0 - 4 5.7% 3 3.7% 7 3.2% 

c. Request for forgiveness 5 7.5% 2 2.8% 4 5.% 11 5.1% 

2)Explanation or Account 9 13.6% 9 12.8% 13 16.4% 31 14.4% 

3)Taking on responsibility - - - - - - - 27.8% 

a. Explicit self-blame 0 - 0 - 0 - - - 

b. Lack of intent 0 - 7 10% 0 - 7 3.2% 

c. Expression of self-deficiency 14 21.2% 7 10% 18 22.7% 39 18.1% 

d. Expression of Embarrassment 2 3.03% 8 11.4% 2 2.5% 12 5.5% 

e. Self-dispraise 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0 

f. Justify hearer 0 - 2 2.8% 0 - 2 0.9% 

g. Refusal to acknowledge guilt 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0 
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Apology Strategies Situation 1 Situation 2 Situation 3 Total 

- Denial of responsibility 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0 

- Blame the hearer 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0 

- Pretend to be offended 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0 

4)Concern for the hearer 0 - 1 1.4% 0 - 1 0.4% 

5)Offer of Repair 14 21.2% 6 8.5% 21 24.3% 41 19.% 

6)Promise of Forbearance 2 3.03% 0 - 1 1.26% 3 1.3% 

Total 66 100% 70 100% 79 100% 215 100% 

F= Frequency, P= Percentage. 

 

As shown in the above table, learners were given three different situations to make an apology. The results 
showed that in terms of illocutionary force indicating device, the respondents showed the highest overall ability 
which means that more than 28% of the respondents could use an expression of regret to apologize. Respondents 
had low ability in choosing a sentence after representing their regret by either an offer for an apology or a request 
for forgiveness which were 3.25% and 5.11% respectively. As a whole, IFIDs were the most frequently used 
strategy by learners (36.73%) followed by Taking on Responsibility (27.89%), Offer of Repair (19.06%), 
Explanation (14.41%), Promise of Forbearance (1.39%) and Concern for the hearer (0.46%) as the second, third, 
fourth, fifth and last strategies used by the learners. Therefore, IFIDs with 36.73% and concern for the hearer 
with 0.46% were the most frequentand least used apology strategies. 

Among the taking on responsibility strategy, none of the respondents used an explicit sentence of self-blame, 
self-dispraise, deny the responsibility, blame the hearer and pretend to be offended. Only 2 respondents in 
situation 2- mistakenly taking a classmate's book- and 7 respondents in situation two showed their lack of intent. 
The respondents were not able to show their concern for the hearer as only 1 respondent out of 215 could 
perform this strategy. 41 respondents could offer for repair while only 3 respondents could promise forebearance. 
Overall, intermediate learners’ knowledge in apologizing in different situations were far too low. 

With regard to each situation, the most frequent used strategy was IFIDs in all of them. In situation one, the most 
frequent used strategy was IFIDs with 37.8% and the least used one was concern for the hearer. None of the 
respondents showed concern for the hearer. This trend was the same in situation three. In situation two, in 
contrast, the least used strategy was promise of forbearance. None of the respondents made use of this strategy. 
Therefore, the findings are suggestive of the fact that the learners almost utilized the same strategies across all 
the situations and they did not show any variations with regard to three contextual factors of social power, 
distance and imposition. 

 

Figure 1. Apology strategies across all the situations 
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The above bar graph shows the percentage of the most frequently used strategy to the least frequent one as a 
whole. As the figure illustrates, among the apology strategies, IFIDs used most by respondents compared to the 
concern for the hearer which was used the least. 

 

Table 5. Frequency and percentages of request strategies across situations 

Strategies 
Situation 1 Situation 2 Situation 3 Total 

F P F P F P  

I. Direct Expressions 16 61.4% 17 58.6% 28 96.5% 62 72.6%

1. Imperatives 15 57.6% 16 55.1% 27 93.1% 58 69%

2. Performatives 1 3.8% 0 - 0 - 1 1.1%

3. Implicit Performatives 0 - 1 3.4% 0 - 1 1.1%

4. Obligation Statements 0 - 0 - 1 3.4% 1 1.1%

5. Want Statements 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0

II. Indirect Expressions - - - - - - - 27.3%

II. A. Conventional indirect 10 38.4% 12 41.3% 1 3.4% 23 27.3%

6. Preparatory questions 8 30.7% 11 37.9% 0 - 19 22.6%

7. Suggestions 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0

8. Permissions 1 3.8% 1 3.4% 0 - 2 2.3%

9. Mitigated Preparatory 1 3.8% 0 - 0 - 1 1.1%

10. Mitigated Wants 0 - 0 - 1 3.4% 1 1.1%

II. B. Non-conventional indirect 0 - 0 - 0 - - -

11. Strong hint 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0

12. Mild hint 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 0

Total 26 100% 29 100% 29 100% 84 100%

 

The table above represents the intermediate respondents’ abilities in order to ask for a request in three different 
situations. Situation 1 was regarding asking another student to turn the music down, situation 2 was to ask the 
teacher to speak slower and situation 3 was to ask a student to turn the cell phone off in the classroom as a 
teacher. The situations required the request from three different social standings. Based on the WDCT responses, 
the respondents’ answers were assessed in terms of direct expressions, conventional indirect expressions and 
non-conventional indirect expressions. 

The data show that the learners made use of direct strategies (72.61%) more than indirect strategies (27.36%). In 
other words, they used direct strategies three times more than indirect ones. Regarding the indirect strategies, 
they used just conventional indirect forms. 

Looking at the strategies used holistically, direct and indirect ones, imperatives with 69.04% stand the first 
position and has been used as the first most frequently strategy followed by preparatory questions with 22.61% 
and permissions with 2.38% as the second and third most frequent strategies opted out by the learners. Other 
strategies such as Performatives, Implicit Performatives, Obligation Statements, Mitigated Preparatory, Mitigated 
Wants had the same frequency with 1.19% stand the forth position and Want Statements, Suggestions, Strong 
hint and Mild hint were not opted out by learners at all. 

As the social power of the respondents rose in situation 3, more respondents, more than 93%, used imperatives to 
request while in situations 2 and 3, the results were revealing that the respondents could not distinguish the 
situations as they almost used the same form or strategy talking to a classmate and a teacher. 57.69% of the 
respondents used imperatives in situation 1 and about 55% in situation 2. While only 1 respondent had a correct 
answer by obliging the respondent to turn the cell phone off as a teacher, respondents showed low ability to use 
performatives. In general, using direct expressions, respondents could use performatives with a higher 
knowledge of the social situation. Also, none of the respondents opted out the expression using the word “want”. 

Respondents, however, showed lower ability in producing conventional and non-conventional strategies. For 
conventional indirect statements, only in situation 1(31%) and situation 3(38%) the respondents could ask 
preparatory questions before they ask their request. The respondents showed zero ability in giving suggestions 
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for their request. About 4% of the respondents, both in situation 1 and 2, asked for permission. This fact is due to 
equal and lowers imposition rank which was understood by the learners. In case of non-conventional direct 
requests, the respondents were not able to give any hint either strong or mild in any of the three situations. 
Therefore, they did not have enough knowledge in this regard. 

 

 

Figure 2. Request strategies across all the situations 

 

The above pie chart shows that the direct strategies with 72.6% were opted out three times more than indirect 
ones with 27.3% in performing the request. 

 

 

Figure 3. The most frequent used request strategies in all situations 

 

This bar graph shows the most frequent strategies in all of the three situations. As the figure shows, the 
imperatives strategy is the most used strategy among other strategies followed by preparatory questions and 
permissions strategies as the second and third most frequently used strategies across all the situations. 

 

Table 6. The frequency and percentages of suggestion strategies across all situations 

Situations One Two Three Four Five Six 
Total 

Strategies F P F P F P F P F P F P 

1) Let’s 0 - 0 - 0 - 1 1.6% 1 1.4% 0 -  

2) Certain models and 19 48.7% 37 57.8% 37 53.6% 26 41.9% 30 44.1% 15 30.6% 46.7%
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Situations One Two Three Four Five Six 
Total 

Strategies F P F P F P F P F P F P 

semi-models 

3) Wh-questions 4 10.2% 4 6.2% 10 14.4% 3 4.8% 3 4.4% 3 6.1% 7.6% 

4) Conditionals 3 7.6% 1 1.5% 5 7.2% 7 11.2% 6 8.8% 7 14.2% 8.2% 

5) Performatives 11 28.2% 13 20.3% 10 14.4% 4 6.4% 8 11.7% 10 20.4% 15.9%

6) Pseudo cleft 
structures 1 2.5% 4 6.2% 0 - 0 - 0 - 0 - 1.4% 

7) Extraposed 
to-clauses 0 - 2 3.1% 1 1.4% 0 - 0 - 0 - 0.8% 

8) Yes/No questions 0 - 1 1.5% 1 1.4% 0 - 3 4.4% 0 - 1.4% 

9) Imperatives 1 2.5% 2 3.1% 5 7.2% 21 33.8% 17 25% 14 28.5% 17.% 

Total              

 

As the table shows, the respondents produced about 351 suggestion statements in all the six situations. Using 
certain models and semi modals with percentages ranging between 30.61% to 57.81% was the most frequent 
strategy used by respondents in all situations. Let’s strategy, on the other hand, was the least used strategy by the 
respondents and less than 2% of the respondents used this strategy in situation 4 and 5.  

In addition, besides modals and semi-modals, the respondents utilized imperative statement (17%) and 
performatives (15.9%) to make suggestions. These two strategies were the second and third frequently used 
strategies among other strategies. The respondents also used conditional sentences and wh-questions to perform 
the speech act of suggestion but they employed these strategies less than other ones. Other low frequent 
strategies used by the respondents were extraposed to-clauses (0.8%), Pseudo Cleft structures and Yes/No 
questions (1.45). 

Therefore, it is inferred that the range and frequency of strategies in all of the situations and also in each situation 
do not differ significantly to show drastic variations in the use of different strategies by learners. As a result, 
learners’ use of strategies were confined to modals since this strategy comprises about half of the strategies opted 
out by learners. So, it can be said that they were not aware of different context and contextual factors of social 
power, distance and imposition to be considered by them in choosing more appropriate pragmalinguistic forms in 
different situations. 

 

 

Figure 4. Suggestion strategies across all the situations 
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The above figure shows the strategies used in suggestion situations in all six situations from the most utilized one 
to the least. As it can been seen, certain models and semi-modals, imperatives, performatives, conditional 
sentences, wh-questions, pseudo-cleft structures and yes,no questions, extraposed to-clauses and let’s structure 
were opted out by learners respectively to suggest different things to the hearer. 

4. Discussion 

As the findings showed, the learners mostly utilized the routinized strategies in performing the speech acts. As a 
whole, the findings point to the learners’ lack of both pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics competences. This 
finding could be attributed to the fact that speech acts mirror the routinized language behavior (Dastjerdi & 
Farshid, 2011). 

Moreover, the results revealed that there were not so much differences in the frequency, shift and type of speech 
acts strategies or semantic formulas utilized in the production of speech acts by Iranian EFL learners in 
responding to a higher, an equal, and a lower-status person. In other words, EFL learners did not use different 
strategies and their use of semantic formulas was almost similar across most of the situations. In fact, they did 
not consider the contextual or sociopragmatic variables of social power, social distance and imposition across the 
situations. This finding can be discussed in light of interlanguage pragmatics theory (politeness theory) and SLA 
theory (Schmidt’s Noticing Hypothesis). 

The finding of this study is inconsistent with politeness theory since as Brown and Levinson (1987) proposed, 
the speaker should consider the three contextual factors of distance, power and imposition in performing the 
face-threatening acts. In fact, there is a direct relationship between language use and these three variables. The 
findings of this study showed that the learners nearly opted out the identical strategies or semantic formulas in 
performing the speech acts to a higher, an equal and a lower status person just with minor variations. It means 
that they did not consider the three situational/contextual variables of social distance, power and imposition. 

Moreover, based on Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis (1995, p. 30), two levels of noticing and understanding of 
pragmatic features are identified, noticing and understanding. Noticing refers to the “conscious registration of 
the occurrence of some event,” while understanding implies “the recognition of some general principle, rule, or 
pattern. Noticing refers to surface level phenomena and item learning, while understanding refers to deeper level 
(s) of abstraction related to (semantic, syntactic, or communicative) meaning, system learning”. In pragmatics 
domain, awareness that on a particular occasion someone says to his/her interlocutor the statement like “ I’m 
terribly sorry to bother you, but if you have time could you look at this problem?” is something pertinent to 
noticing. Connecting a variety of forms by considering the politeness issue and recognizing their co-occurrence 
with the elements of context or contextual factors such as social distance, power, level of imposition and so on 
are all matters of understanding .Therefore, it can be discussed that the learners may just have reached the 
noticing level to pick up a semantic formula and produce the speech acts without considering and understanding 
the contextual variables underlying the choice of appropriate strategy or linguistic form. In other words, they 
have not reached to the deeper levels of abstraction and rule learning. 

The previous section discussed the weak performance of Iranian EFL learners generally. The following section 
discusses the results of learners’ performance with regard to each speech act in relation to those of the past 
studies conducted in the area. The findings of learners’ performance with regard to the speech act of request 
revealed that learners mostly made use of the direct strategies (72.6%) compared to the indirect ones (27.3%) in 
making requests in all the situations. Among the direct types, imperative strategy with 69% is among the most 
frequently direct used strategy while preparatory question with 22.6% constitutes the most used strategy among 
the indirect types. Non-conventional indirect strategies were not used by learners at all. Contrary to such findings, 
Alfattah (2009) found that Yemeni EFL learners employed the indirect strategies (query-preparatory) as the most 
frequent request strategies. The findings of Ahanggari and Shoghli’s (2011) research, too, showed that both 
Iranian EFL learners and Canadian native speakers utilized conventionally indirect strategies as manifested by 
the use of query-preparatory. 

The overuse of direct strategies by Iranian EFL learners in this study can be justified based on the fact that 
learners are not provided with sufficient opportunities to develop and learn a variety of request strategies and 
semantic formulas. Moreover, it seems that teachers mostly make direct requests to students in their interactions 
in a classroom context due to the contextual features of the classroom and teacher’s status as an authority from 
whom learners can gain the most reliable source of information. It is also of significance that first form learners 
encounter and learn in their school textbooks is the direct type of request. 

In terms of the speech act of apology, learners were asked to provide answers in three different situations with 
higher, lower and equal status, high and low social distance and high and low impositions. The results showed 
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that 36.7% of learners opted out the IFID strategy, 27.8% taking on responsibility, 19% offer of repair as three 
most frequent apology strategies. This finding is partially consistent with Istifei’s (2009) research who found that 
the most used strategy by Turkish EFL learners was IFID+ Explanation (e.g. I’m sorry, my daughter was ill. I’m 
sorry, I had to go to the police station). 

In contrast to the finding of this study, a noticeable percentage of Tunisian university students in the study of 
Jebahi (2011) and Sudanese speakers denied the responsibility for the committed offence and they shifted the 
responsibility to other sources with the use of accounts or explanations. The use of IFID as the most opted out 
strategy by Iranian EFL learners in this study can be attributed to some facts. The first point is that IFID 
(Illocutionary Force Indicating Device) is the most central form of apology in many languages (Al-Zumor, 2011). 
Therefore, it is logical to presume that the justification of more use of this form compared to other strategies by 
Iranian EFL learners is based on this fact. Another point is that as Owen (1983) declares, the most 
conventionalized and routinized strategies for apologizing are IFIDs as the center of speech act category which 
also represents the verbal routines and syntactic formula. Taking on responsibility and offer of repair as the 
second and third most frequently used apology strategies showed that Iranian EFL learners paid attention to their 
hearer’s positive face by threatening their own positive face. This matter can be justified by this fact that the 
concept of face is of significant value in Iranian culture. Therefore, learners tried to save the hearer’s face. 

Regarding the speech act of suggestion, modals and semi-modals with the percentage of 46.7% and imperatives 
with 17% were among the most opted out strategies among others by learners. Consistent with this is Gu (2014) 
who found out that Chinese learners made use of more modal verbs, explicit performatives and conditional forms 
in making suggestions. Contrary to such findings, Liu and Zhao (2007) showed that all the instructors (native 
speaking and non-native speaking instructors) utilized more direct suggestions such as performative verbs and 
noun of suggestion even though the non-native speaking instructors provided more direct strategies than native 
speaking instructors. On the other hand, the least used strategy was let’s structure. This finding is in sharp 
contrast with that of Gahrouei (2013) who showed that “let’s” is the most frequently used structure for making 
suggestions among TEFL students. 

It can be discussed that as Kasper (1996, as cited in Jiang, 2006) declares, learners’ lack of appropriate pragmatic 
competence in possessing a full range of linguistics forms can be attributable to the pedagogical materials which 
do not provide enough input. Moreover, Scotton and Bernsten (1988) claimed that there is no consistency 
between textbook language or samples and real-life language. Since Top-Notch series is the dominant textbooks 
taught in most institutes and the institutes observed by the researcher, they present suggestion samples in patterns 
such as modals, imperatives and interrogatives whereas no sample of let’s syntactic structure is seen in these 
books. Therefore, more use of modals and imperatives and less use of let’s structure by Iranian EFL learners can 
be justified on this basis. 

As a whole, the results showed that the learners mostly utilized more reutilized strategies to perform the speech 
acts and the frequency and type of the strategy used is not different significantly across different situations with 
regard to the contextual factors. It means that the contextual factors of social power, distance and imposition did 
not affect the learners’ choice of the strategies that much. It can be concluded that the learners did not aware of 
the mentioned factors since they almost made use of the same strategies across different situations. This study 
has a number of limitations. The first limitation is that Iranian EFL learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge 
was tapped by means of WDCT due to its practicality for a large sample. So, the findings can be limited to the 
learners’ production of some specific speech acts. The second limitation is the selection of EFL learners. The 
participants were from one province in Iran. So, they may not represent all Iranian EFL learners. The last 
limitation is the fact that although all participants were considered intermediate learners, they were not 
homogeneous in age and educational background which may have influenced the results of the current study. 

Based on the results of this study, it is suggested that although learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge was 
measured through WDCT, future research could employ other data collection instruments such as role-plays or 
other tasks to examine multiple turns of interaction. In this study, the data analysis was based on answers to a 
written DCT questionnaire. The DCT format is constructed for eliciting pair responses, so multiple turns of 
interaction cannot be examined. Moreover, the contextual variables examined in this study were “power,” “social 
distance,” and “imposition of the task” .Further studies could be designed to examine other contextual factors, 
such as age and gender of interlocutors in situations. 
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