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CHAPTER 5 
COMPARISONS OF COMPLAINT BEHAVIORS BETWEEN 

NATIVE SPEAKERS OF AMERICAN ENGLISH AND CHINESE 

LEARNERS OF ENGLISH 

 

     This chapter discusses two research questions. Sections 5.1 and 5.2 provide 

answers to research question 2, which addresses the effects of pragmatic transfer on 

the learners’ DCT and role play performances. Section 5.3 provides answers to 

research question 3, which investigates if the learners’ performances are affected by 

different elicitation methods. Section 5.4 summarizes and discusses the findings from 

the first three sections. 

5.1 Strategy Use in NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L DCT Productions  

     As pointed out by Olshtain & Cohen (1989), learners tend to perform an 

intended speech act in L2 mostly based on their previous knowledge and experience 

in L1. Pragmatic transfer therefore occurs as a result of similarities and differences 

between L1 and L2. In addition, such transfer seems to be influenced by learners’ 

proficiency, although the correlation between transfer and proficiency has not yet 

been well established (Takahashi, 1996).  

    Therefore, the researcher preliminarily predicted that L1-L2 equivalences lead to 

positive transfer, which refers to learners’ projections of L1 pragmatic knowledge 

resulting in comprehension and productions of speech act behaviors similar to L2 

targets. On the other hand, L1-L2 differences lead to negative transfer, which refers to 

learners’ projections of L1 pragmatic knowledge resulting in comprehension and 

productions of speech act behaviors deviant from L2 targets. The sources of the 

L1-L2 comparisons come from the findings of Chapter 4, which investigates the 

complaint behaviors by the native speakers of American English and Chinese. 
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Furthermore, proficiency is also a variable for investigation in order to establish its 

relationship with L1 transfer. Quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted to 

see if transfer predictions and transfer occurrences matched in the learner productions 

in terms of distribution of the six individual strategies, as seen in section 5.1.1, and 

the distributions of the two-strategy patterns, as seen in section 5.1.2.    

5.1.1 Distributions of the Six Individual Strategies Used by NS-A, NNS-H and 

NNS-L  

     In this section, a total of 920 tokens produced by the Americans (NS-A), the 

high-proficiency learners (NNS-H) and the low-proficiency learners (NNS-L) were 

investigated quantitatively and qualitatively with respect to the six strategies 

identified in the present study. These strategies include opting out (OP), indirect 

complaint (IC), indirect accusation (IA), direct complaint (DC), request for repair 

(RR) and threat (TH). Quantitative findings are presented in section 5.1.1.1, and 

qualitative findings are presented in section 5.1.1.2. 

5.1.1.1 Quantitative Analysis 

     As indicated in section 4.1.1, the Americans and the Chinese shared similar 

trends in the distributions of the six individual strategies. The only difference between 

these two languages lay in the fact that the Chinese used indirect accusation 

significantly more than the Americans. Therefore, it was assumed that the learners 

showed tendencies similar to those of the Americans in the use of all the strategies 

except for indirect accusation. Table 5.1 shows the frequency counts of the strategies 

in the American and learner performances. 
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Table 5.1 Distributions of the six individual strategies used by NS-A, NNS-H, 
NNS-L and NS-C in the DCT  

Subjects OP IC IA DC RR TH Total 

NS-A 2 

(0.64%) 

141 

(45.34%) 

15 

(4.82%) 

24 

(7.72%) 

119 

(38.26%) 

10 

(3.22%) 

311 

(100.00%) 

NNS-H 3 

(0.95%) 

123 

(39.04%) 

38 

(12.06%) 

43 

(13.67%) 

95 

(30.16%) 

13 

(4.12%) 

315 

(100.00%) 

NNS-L 3 

(1.02%) 

104 

(35.38%) 

43 

(14.62%) 

45 

(15.31%) 

93 

(31.63%) 

6 

(2.04%) 

294 

(100.00%) 

NS-C 1 

(0.35%) 

116 

(40.99%) 

29 

(10.25%) 

24 

(8.48%) 

102 

(36.04%) 

11 

(3.89%) 

283 

(100.00%) 

Notes. a 
OP (opting out),  IC (indirect complaint), IA (indirect accusation), DC (direct complaint), RR (request 

for repair), TH (threat) 
b 

The numbers in bold face indicate between group significance. 

 

     Figure 5.1 shows the tendencies across the three performances based on the 

frequency counts shown in the above table. 

Figure 5.1 Distributions of the six individual strategies used by NS-A, NNS-H, 
NNS-L and NS-C in the DCT 

 

     The first generalization can be derived from Figure 5.1. In this figure, positive 

transfer prediction concerning the general trend was confirmed since the learners, like 

the native speakers of Chinese in Chapter 4, used indirect complaint and request for 
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repair most frequently, followed by indirect accusation and direct complaint.  

Opting out and threat were least frequently used. Negative transfer prediction 

concerning indirect accusation also occurred since the learners used this strategy 

more frequently than the Americans. However, though the three performances showed 

similar tendencies, Figure 5.1 indicates proportional differences in the use of indirect 

complaint, direct complaint and request for repair between the American and the 

learner performances.     

     The statistical analyses supported this observation. The chi-square test yielded a 

statistically significant difference across the three groups of productions, χ2(10, N = 

60) =32.865, p=.000. This significance existed in the performances of the Americans 

and the high-proficiency learners, χ2(5, N = 40) =19.855, p=.001, as well as in the 

performances of the Americans and the low-proficiency learners, χ2(5, N = 40) 

=29.431, p=.000, but not in the performances of the high and low-proficiency learners, 

χ2(5, N = 40) =3.825, p=.575. To detect which strategies contributed to the 

differences between the American and learner productions, further statistical tests 

were conducted. The results showed that the Americans used significantly more 

indirect complaint (p=.001) and request for repair (p=.000) than the high-proficiency 

learners, while the high-proficiency learners used significantly more indirect 

accusation (p=.000) and direct complaint (p=.000) than the Americans. Likewise, the 

Americans used significantly more indirect complaint (p=.000) and request for repair 

(p=.000) than the low-proficiency learners, while the low-proficiency learners used 

significantly more indirect accusation (p=.000) and direct complaint (p=.000) than the 

Americans. On the whole, the statistical results indicated that the learners deviated 

from the Americans not only in indirect accusation as predicted, but also in indirect 

complaint, direct complaint and request for repair.  

To explain such deviations, indirect complaint and direct complaint were 
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investigated together because these two strategies seemed to complement each other. 

Their percentages were very similar across the three performances (NS-A: 53.06%, 

NNS-H: 52.71%, NNS-L: 50.69%). In other words, the increase of one strategy 

resulted in the decrease of the other. Similarly, request for repair was investigated 

isomorphously with indirect accusation due to the same reason (NS-A: 43.08%, 

NNS-H: 42.21%, NNS-L: 46.26%). The following discussions will focus on indirect 

complaint/direct complaint and request for repair/indirect accusation respectively. 

With regard to indirect complaint and direct complaint, the learners of both 

proficiency groups used indirect complaint less frequently and direct complaint more 

frequently than the Americans. The greater use of direct strategies in the learner 

performances is also present in other complaint studies. For example, Trosborg (1995) 

found that Danish learners of English showed a preference for more direct strategies 

(e.g. accusation) to make complaints as compared to the softer strategies used by 

native speakers of English and Danish.   

 As for indirect accusation and request for repair, the learners showed a 

tendency to use indirect accusation more frequently and request for repair less 

frequently than the Americans. The greater use of indirect accusation could have been 

negative transfer from L1 because as indicated in section 4.1.1, the Chinese used this 

strategy significantly more often than the Americans. The increase of indirect 

accusation also led to decrease of request for repair in the learner productions. It 

might be because in Chinese, requestive intention is inherent in indirect accusation 

through the use of negative questions, which not only implies the speaker’s frustration 

and disappointment, but also his/her hopes and wishes.   

The second generalization can be derived when the strategies are further 

classified as either on-record or off-record. On-record strategies include indirect 

accusation, direct complaint and threat, while off-record strategies include and 
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indirect complaint, as discussed in section 4.1.1. Request for repair is classified as 

on-record if the utterance is hearer dominant (e.g. “Can you…”) or it can be classified 

as off-record if the utterance is speaker dominant (e.g. “Can I…”).  Since section 

4.1.1 shows that the Chinese, like the Americans, tended to use off-record strategies 

more frequently than on-record strategies, it was predicted that the learners used 

off-record strategies more frequently than on-record strategies.  However, the 

expected transfer prediction did not occur, as seen in Figure 5.2.  

Figure 5.2 On-record and off-record strategies used by NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L 

in the DCT 

 

This figure shows different tendencies in the use of on-record and off-record 

strategies between the American and learner performances. The high-proficiency 

learners, as did the Americans, made complaints off record (57.05%) more frequently 

than on-record (42.95%). However, contrary to the Americans and the 

high-proficiency learners, the low-proficiency learners made complaints on record 

(53.95%) more frequently than off record (46.05%). The differences in tendencies can 

be supported by the statistical analysis, which yielded a statistically significant 
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difference across the three performances, χ2(2, N = 60) =22.845, p=.000. The 

significance existed in the performances of the Americans and the high-proficiency 

learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =4.526, p=.033; in the performances of the Americans and the 

low-proficiency learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =8.347, p=.004; and in the performances of 

the high- and low-proficiency learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =7.301, p=.000. 

It seems to be reasonable that the learners used on-record strategies more 

frequently than off-record strategies because the latter, in general, calls for syntactic 

complexity and leads to learning difficulty. The learners, especially those of lower 

proficiency, tended to employ on-record strategies more frequently since their 

deficient proficiency prohibited them from producing syntactically complex strategies.  

The bluntness seems to be a universal phenomenon for learners of different speech 

acts with various language backgrounds. For example, Scarcella & Brunak (1981) 

reported that Arabic learners of English were more direct in request forms than 

natives. Banerjee & Carrell (1988) found that ESL learners used more direct 

suggestions than native speakers of English. Fukushima (1990) also reported that 

Japanese learners of English were too direct in making requests. One of the 

explanations she provided for the deviation is that learners may have attempted to be 

polite, but they did not know how because their linguistic competence was not good 

enough to express their intentions.  

5.1.1.2 Qualitative Analysis   

     According to Bardovi-Harlig (2001), one of the differences between native and 

non-native performances resides in the choice of linguistic forms of a given speech 

act strategy. Therefore, in this section, a qualitative analysis was conducted to 

investigate the linguistic forms of the six strategies used by the learners in comparison 

with those used by the Americans. According to the findings in section 4.1.2, the 

Chinese differed from the Americans in the linguistic forms of indirect accusation and 
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request for repair. Therefore, the learners were expected to transfer negatviely the 

linguistic forms of these two strategies, which will be discussed in detail below.   

5.1.1.2.1 Indirect Accusation 

In terms of indirect accusation, the learners were assumed to use yes/no 

questions with negative orientation most frequently because the Chinese tended to use 

this form when making indirect accusations, as seen in section 4.1.2.  However, the 

transfer did not occur as expected.  Table 5.2 shows the raw frequencies and 

percentages of indirect accusation forms used by the Americans as well as by the 

high- and low-proficiency learners. 

Table 5.2 Raw frequencies and percentages of indirect accusation forms used by 

NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L in the DCT 

Wh-questions Yes/no questions 

with negative 

orientation 

Yes/no questions 

with neutral polarity 

Total Subjects 

n % n % n % n % 

NS-A 11 73.33 0 0.00 4 26.67 15 100.00 

NNS-H 9 23.68 4 10.53 25 65.79 38 100.00 

NNS-L 28 65.12 2 4.65 13 30.23 43 100.00 

 

In this table, the learners of both proficiency levels used negative questions 

least frequently (NNS-H: 10.53%, NNS-L: 4.65%). One plausible explanation could 

be that this question form has been demonstrated in SLA research to be the most 

difficult for learners because it is usually acquired at the last stage of their 

interlanguage development of interrogatives (Lightbown & Spada, 2001)18. Therefore, 

                                                
18 Lightbown & Spada (2001: 79) identified six developmental stages for question formation. In the 
first stage, learners use single words, formulae or sentence fragments such as “A dog?” In the second 
stage, learners use declarative word order with no inversion and no fronting (e.g. It’s a monster in the 
right corner?) In the third stage, learners front wh-words and auxiliary verbs such as “do”, but they do 
not invert subject and verb in wh-questions (e.g. “Where the little children are?) In the fourth stage, 
learners invert subject and verb in wh- + copula and yes-no questions (e.g. “Where is the sun?”) In the 
fifth stage, learners invert subject and verb in wh-questions (e.g. “What’s the boy doing?”) In the last 
stage, learners produce complex questions such as question tags, negative questions and embedded 
questions (e.g. “It’s better, isn’t it?”) 



 124 

it may not have been easy for the learners of the present study to transfer this form 

from L1 to L2. 

Table 5.2 also shows that except for negative questions, the high-proficiency 

learners tended to produce yes/no questions with neutral polarity most frequently 

(65.79%), followed by wh-questions (23.68%).  By contrast, the low-proficiency 

learners tended to produce wh-questions most frequently (65.12%), followed by 

yes/no questions with neutral polarity (30.23%).  Compare the following examples. 

(1) Why did you open my letter? (NS-A 12) 

(2) Did you open my letter? (NNS-H 1)    

(3) Why you open my letter today? (NNS-L 5) 

The above examples reflect the learners’ different developmental stages in the 

acquisition of interrogatives. According to Lightbown & Spada (2001), there are six 

stages for question formation. From (2), the high-proficiency learners seemed to be at 

stage 4, which is described as occurrences of subject-verb inversion in wh- + copula 

and in yes/no questions. However, from (3), the low-proficiency learners seemed to be 

at stage 3, a step behind the high-proficiency learners and is described as occurrences 

of wh-fronting without subject-verb inversion. 

5.1.1.2.2 Request for Repair  

     With regard to request for repair, the four most commonly used forms were 

investigated in this section, which include mood derivable, hedged performative, 

query preparatory and want statement. It was assumed that the learners tended to use 

want statement more frequently and hedged performative less frequently as a result of 

L1 interference. Table 5.3 shows the raw frequencies and percentages of these forms 

used by the Americans and the learners. 
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Table 5.3 Raw frequencies and percentages of request forms used by NS-A, 
NNS-H and NNS-L in the DCT 
Mood 

derivable 

Hedged 

performative 

Query 

preparatory 

Want statement Total Subjects 

n % n % n % n % n % 

NS-A 31 26.05 37 31.09 46 38.66 5 4.20 119 100.00 

NNS-H 33 34.74 8 8.42 36 37.89 18 18.95 95 100.00 

NNS-L 53 56.99 0 0.00 21 22.58 19 20.43 93 100.00 

 

The transfer prediction was confirmed because both the high- and 

low-proficiency learners used want statement more frequently than the Americans 

(NS-A: 4.20%, NNS-H: 18.95%, NNS-L: 20.43%) and that they used hedged 

performative less frequently than the Americans (NS-A: 31.09%, NNS-H: 8.42%, 

NNS-L: 0%). This finding concurs with the negative transfer prediction that the 

learners would use want statement rather than hedged performative to express the 

speaker’s requestive intention, as seen in the comparison between American and 

Chinese requests in section 4.1.2.2. For example, 

(4) I’d like to return this shirt I bought yesterday because there was a hole in it. 

(NS-A 5)  

(5) I want to change a new T-shirt and I want to change the new color. (NNS-H 13) 

(6) I want return the T-shirt. (NNS-L 6) 

Another observation from the table is that the learners used mood derivable 

more frequently than the Americans (NS-A: 26.05%, NNS-H: 34.74%, NNS-L: 

56.99%). The percentages also indicate that the less proficient the learners were, the 

more imperatives they would have used. This finding seems to lend support to other 

research findings that learners tend to produce more direct request forms. For 

example, Fukushima (1990) pointed out that the Japanese learners tended to use 

imperatives not only when the speaker did not get along well with the hearer, but also 

when the speaker and hearer were very close to each other. However, native speakers 
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of English do not use such direct forms even to an interlocutor with an intimate 

relationship, so the learners’ use of direct expressions made their performances sound 

rude. 

     The final observation is that the learners of both proficiency groups used query 

preparatory to a certain extent (NNS-H: 37.89%, NNS-L: 22.58%), which implies 

positive transfer occurrences of this form from L1 to L2 and supports previous 

research findings that Chinese learners of English may transfer successfully formal 

equivalents of query preparatory such as “Can you” to the target language (Kasper, 

1992). Since query preparatory has many syntactic variations, it is worthwhile 

investigating how they were used in the American and learner productions, as 

indicated in Table 5.4. 

Table 5.4 Raw frequencies and percentages of query preparatory variations used 
by NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L in the DCT 

Can I/you Could 
I/you 

Will you Would you I wonder/I 
am 
wondering 
if 

I was 
wondering 
if 

Total Subjects 

n % n % n % n % n % n % n % 
NS-A 8 17.39 10 21.73 6 13.04 16 34.78 0 0.00 6 13.04 46 100 

NNS-H 14 38.89 11 30.56 5 13.89 3 8.33 3 8.33 0 0.00 36 100 

NNS-L 14 66.67 7 33.33 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 0 0.00 21 100 

 

     This table shows that there are six types of expressions for query preparatory.  

For the convenience of analysis, these six types were further categorized into 

can/could pairs, will/would pairs, and wonder pairs. One common feature shared by 

these three pairs is that all the first pair parts use verbs or modals in present tense, 

while the second pair parts use verbs or modals in past tense.  

     Some generalizations can be derived from Table 5.4. First, the Americans 

tended to use will/would pairs most frequently (47.82%), followed by can/could pairs 

(39.12%) and wonder pair (13.04%). On the other hand, the high-proficiency learners 

tended to use can/could pairs most frequently (69.45%), followed by will/would pairs 
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(22.22%) and wonder pairs (8.33%). The low-proficiency learners, however, were 

found to use can/could pairs exclusively (100%). The analysis showed that the 

learners have not acquired a repertoire of linguistic variations in the use of query 

preparatory as sophisticated as the Americans. For example, 

(7) Would you please go away or talk a little quieter? (NS-A 3) 

(8) Could you please be quiet for 10 minutes? (NNS-H 15) 

(9) Can you don’t play and make loud noises? (NNS-L 4)  

     Second, the learners seemed to use the first pair parts, which refer to present 

tense verbs/modals more frequently than the second pair parts, which refer to past 

tense verbs/modals. This phenomenon was especially obvious for the performances of 

the low-proficiency learners. It was found that 69.54% of the Americans used past 

tense forms, while only 38.89% of the high-proficiency learners and 33.33% of the 

low-proficiency learners used such past tense devices. In American English, past tense 

forms are used to mitigate the force of an FTA. The learners’ lack of past tense 

verbs/modals may be ascribed to the problems relating to the acquisition of a foreign 

language. Yu (1999a) argues that such lack of past tense forms is a result of the 

different internal structure of words between Chinese and Romance languages. In 

Chinese, there are very few inflectional morphemes indicating tense and aspect, 

which may lead to learner difficulties in acquiring these devices. 

In summary, section 5.1.1 investigates the correspondence between transfer 

predictions and transfer occurrences in terms of the distributions of the six strategies 

used by the high- and low-proficiency learners. The quantitative analysis indicated 

that both groups of learners showed strategy tendencies similar to that of the 

Americans. Negative transfer of indirect accusation occurred in the learner 

performances as predicted, but positive transfer of the remaining strategies was only 

partially confirmed because the learners differed significantly from the Americans in 
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the use of indirect complaint, direct complaint and request for repair. In addition, 

positive transfer in the use of on-record/off-record strategies did not occur as expected 

because the learners did not use these two types of strategies as frequently as the 

Americans did.  

     Moreover, the qualitative analysis showed that the learners did not transfer 

negative questions from L1 to L2 to make indirect accusation as predicted because 

this kind of question forms seemed to pose much difficulty for the learners as shown 

in SLA research. As for request for repair, transfer predictions matched transfer 

occurrences. The learners were found to use want statement rather than hedged 

performative to express requestive intentions, which was a result of L1 interference. 

In addition, the learners used query preparatory in their performances as a result of 

positive transfer from L1, although the low-proficiency learners transferred this 

request form to a lesser extent than the high-proficiency learners.    

     From the quantitative and qualitative analyses, it can be seen that transfer 

predictions, whether positive or negative, did not always coincide with transfer 

occurrences. One of the factors which cause this inconsistency is learners’ proficiency.  

According to Kasper (1992:211), learners may have “access to the same range of 

speech act strategies used to implement particular linguistic actions as native speakers 

have”, provided they have sufficient linguistic abilities. The findings reported so far 

seem to support Kasper’s claim. The high-proficiency learners were found to transfer 

L1 linguistic actions more frequently if they are consistent with L2 targets. On the 

other hand, the low-proficiency learners may not have been able to conduct such 

transfer.  

5.1.2 Distributions of the Two-Strategy Patterns Used by NS-A, NNS-H and 

NNS-L  

     This section compares the two-strategy patterns used in the                                                                                                                                                                                              
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learner productions with those in the American productions. Section 5.1.2.1 reports 

the quantitative findings, which focus on overall distribution of the six strategy 

patterns across the three performances. Section 5.1.2.2 reports the qualitative findings, 

which provide more insights into how the learners used these patterns compared to the 

Americans.  

5.1.2.1 Quantitative Analysis 

     As discussed in section 4.2.1, the Americans and the Chinese indicated similar 

tendencies in the overall use of two-strategy patterns, but they differed significantly in 

the use of IA+IA. Therefore, it was assumed that the learner performances were 

similar to the American performances in the use of all the patterns except for IA+IA.  

The result showed that the transfer prediction was partially confirmed, as seen in 

Table 5.5. 

Table 5.5 Two-strategy patterns used by NS-A, NNS-H, NNS-L and NS-C in the 
DCT  

Subject IC+RR DC+RR IC+IC IA+IC RR+TH IA+IA Total 

NS-A 64 

(73.56%) 

10 

(11.49%) 

6 

(6.90%) 

5 

(5.75%) 

2 

(2.30%) 

0 

(0.00%) 

87 

(100.00%) 

NNS-H 51 

(65.38%) 

8 

(10.26%) 

8 

(10.26%) 

3 

(3.84%) 

1 

(1.28%) 

7 

(8.98%) 

78 

(100.00%) 

NNS-L 47 

(59.49%) 

10 

(12.66%) 

7 

(8.86%) 

4 

(5.06%) 

2 

(2.53%) 

9 

(11.40%) 

79 

(100.00%) 

NS-C 61 

(65.59%) 

7 

(7.52%) 

5 

(5.38%) 

8 

(8.60%) 

4 

(4.30%) 

8 

(8.61%) 

93 

(100.00%) 

Note.  a 
OP (opting out), IC (indirect complaint), IA (indirect accusation), DC (direct complaint), RR (request for 
repair), TH (threat) 

b 
The numbers in bold face indicate between group significance. 

 

     

Based on the frequency counts in the above table, Figure 5.3 depicts the trends of the 

six patterns across the three performances.  



 130 

Figure 5.3 Two-strategy patterns used by NS-A, NNS-H, NNS-L and NS-C in the 

DCT  

 

In this figure, the learners followed a similar trend as the Americans did. The 

chi-square test supported this observation, which yielded no statistical significant 

difference across the three performances, χ2(10, N = 60) =11.861, p=.294. However, 

although the high-proficiency learners did not differ significantly from the Americans 

in the overall use of these patterns, χ2(5, N = 40) =9.348, p=.096, they were found to 

use significantly less IC+RR (p=.022) and more IA+IA (p=.000) than the Americans. 

On the other hand, the low-proficiency learners differed significantly from the 

Americans in the overall use of the patterns, χ2(5, N = 40) =11.433, p=.043, and the 

differences existed in IC+RR (p=.000) and IA+IA (p=.000). The high- and 

low-proficiency performances did not yield statistical significance, χ2(5, N = 40) 

=1.172, p=.948. The greater use of IA+IA in the learner performances, as predicted 

earlier, was caused by L1 interference because the Chinese were found to sequence 

two question forms to make complaints. However, the lesser use of IC+RR was 

unexpected and may be assessed in terms of the fewer occurrences of indirect 
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complaint in the learner performances, as discussed earlier in section 5.1.1.1.  

     The patterns can be classified as either on-record or off-record. Since the 

dichotomy is dependent on the first strategy of the given pattern, on-record patterns 

include DC+RR, IA+IC, RR+TH (request for repair in this pattern is on-record) and 

IA+IA, while off-record patterns include IC+RR and IC+IC. As shown in section 

4.2.1, the Chinese, like the Americans, used off-record patterns more frequently than 

on-record patterns. Therefore, it was predicted that the learners conducted positive 

transfer from L1 by using off-record patterns more frequently than on-record patterns. 

Figure 5.4 shows the comparison of on-record and off-record patterns produced by the 

Americans and the learners. 

������

� ��� 	 �

� ��	 ��


 � ��	 �

� ��	 ��

	 
 �� ��

� �� � �

�� �� � �

� � �� � �

� � �� � �

�� �� � �

�� �� � �

	 � �� � �

� � �� � �


 � �� � �

�� �� � �

�� � �� � �

 � � �   � � �   � � �

� � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � �

Figure 5.4 On-record and off-record patterns used by NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L 
        in the DCT 

 

Figure 5.4 shows that positive transfer was confirmed because the learners of 

both proficiency levels used off-record patterns more frequently (NS-A: 80.46%, 

NNS-H: 75.64%, NNS-L: 68.35%) than on-record patterns (NS-A: 19.54%, NNS-H: 

24.36%, NNS-L: 31.65%). The transfer occurrence was further supported by the 
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statistical analysis. The chi-square results showed that there were no statistically 

significant differences across the three performances, χ2(2, N = 60) =3.241, p=.198. 

Further tests showed that there were no statistically significant differences between 

the American and the high-proficiency learners’ performances, χ2(1, N = 40) =.560, 

p=.454, between the American and the low-proficiency learners’ performances, χ2(1, 

N = 40) =3.210, p=.073, and between the high- and low-proficiency learners’ 

performances, χ2(1, N = 40) =1.033, p=.309. 

     Moreover, these patterns can be classified as either requestive or non-requestive. 

As discussed in section 4.2.1, requestive complaints include IC+RR, DC+RR, and 

RR+TH, while non-requestive complaints include IC+IC, IA+IC and IA+IA. Since 

the Chinese, like the Americans, used requestive complaints more frequently than 

non-requestive complaints, it was reasonable to assume that positive transfer was 

operative in the learner performances. The transfer prediction was confirmed in the 

learner performances, as shown in Figure 5.5. 
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Figure 5.5 Requestive and non-requestive complaints used by NS-A, NNS-H and 
      NNS-L in the DCT 
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This figure shows that like the Americans, the learners of both proficiency 

groups used requestive complaints (NS-A: 87.35%, NNS-H: 76.92%, NNS-L: 74.68%) 

more frequently than non-requestive complaints (NS-A: 12.65%, NNS-H: 23.08%, 

NNS-L: 25.32%). The proportional differences in the use of these two types of 

complaints did not yield statistically significant difference across the three 

performances, χ2(2, N = 60) =4.784, p=.091. Further tests indicated that there were no 

statistically significant differences in the performances of the Americans and the 

high-proficiency learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =3.090, p=.079, in the performances of the 

Americans and the low-proficiency learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =.107, p=.743 and in the 

performances of the high- and low-proficiency learners, χ2(1, N = 40) =.019, p=.890.  

5.1.2.2 Qualitative Analysis 

     In this section, a qualitative analysis was conducted to investigate the content of 

the two-strategy patterns, which generally reflects the sociocultural norms of a society 

(Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin, 2005). Of the six patterns, IA+IC and IC+RR were 

predicted to show the most salient content differences based on the qualitative 

findings in section 4.2.2. Therefore, discussion will focus on these two patterns.    

5.1.2.2.1 Indirect Accusation + Indirect Complaint (IA+IC) 

     As discussed in section 4.2.1, the content differences in the use of IA+IC 

between the American and Chinese performances lay in the fact that the Americans 

tended to express facts of annoyance, while the Chinese tended to express personal 

feelings in indirect complaint. Therefore, the learners were predicted to transfer L1 

sociocultural information to L2 by expressing personal emotions instead of facts of 

annoyance in the use of this pattern. However, a closer look at the learner 

performances did not confirm this transfer prediction. For example,   

(10) Why did you open my letter? We just talked about giving me some privacy. 

(NS-A 10) 



 134 

(11) Did you open my letters? I’ve told you not to open my letters. (NNS-H 12) 

(12) Why you opening my letter? I have privacy. (NNS-L 15) 

     In (11) and (12), the learners used indirect complaint to express facts of 

annoyance as the Americans did, which implies that the L1-L2 differences did not 

lead to negative transfer. Previous ILP studies have also shown similar results 

(Bergman & Kasper, 1993; Maeshiba, et al., 1996; Trosborg, 1987). For example, 

Maeshiba et al. (1996) studied the apology strategies of Japanese learners of English 

and found that L1 interference did not occur in the situation where there were 

different contextual ratings by the native speakers of English and the native speakers 

of Japanese. The explanation could be that learners sometimes perceive certain L1 

pragmatic features as language specific, and thus avoid transferring from L1 to L2 

(Takahashi, 1996). The transfer avoidance is also observable in Kasper’s study (1981, 

cited in Kasper, 1992), which showed that German learners of English did not use the 

mitigating routine “I mean” in face-to-face interactions with native speakers of 

English, although the German formal and functional equivalence “Ich meine” was 

frequently used under similar circumstances. The interviews with the learners 

indicated that they perceived this routine as language specific. In fact, similar transfer 

avoidance has been documented in other interlanguage studies. Kellerman (1977) 

argues that learners’ perceptions of L1 and L2 distance may affect their perceived 

transferability of an L1 item, with more marked forms (those which are less frequent 

or less productive) being less transferable than unmarked ones (those which are more 

frequent and more productive). Although he did not specifically address pragmatic 

features, it seems that his argument is applicable to interlanguage pragmatics as well.  

5.1.2.2.2 Indirect Complaint + Request for Repair (IC+RR)   

Section 4.2.2 points out that the Americans and Chinese differed in the content 

of IC+RR when the speaker is addressing a lower-status or a higher-status interlocutor.  
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The L1-L2 difference was therefore expected to occur in the learner performances. 

When IC+RR was used to give general remarks to a lower-status person, the 

Americans tended to let the hearer off the hook first (e.g. “It’s ok”), followed by a 

statement of understanding (e.g. “Accidents happen”) and request for compensation 

for the damage the hearer has caused. Although the Chinese let the hearer off the hook 

first as the Americans did, they did not add a statement of understanding and their 

requests usually carried a moral overtone to advise the hearer about a future act. It 

was found that twelve out of twenty high-proficiency learners carried their L1 

knowledge over to L2 in the drink ordering scenario, as indicated in (14).  

(13) Oh, it’s ok, accidents happen.  Can you bring me some napkins or a towel 

though, please? (NS-A 4) 

(14) It’s ok.  Just be careful next time. (NNS-H 6) 

     In (14), the high-proficiency learner expressed L2 equivalence of “meiguanxi” 

and she translated the Chinese norm directly. However, only two out of the twenty 

low-proficiency learners produced utterances similar to (14). Most of them expressed 

“This is my shirt” or “My shirt” to indicate the fact that damage had been caused. In 

addition, unlike the high-proficiency learners, their requests did not carry a moral 

overtone but used mood derivable or want statement. For example, 

(15) Oh, My God!  This is my shirt.  I want see your manager. (NNS-L 4) 

The other context where the high-proficiency learners conducted L1 transfer 

more frequently than the low-proficiency learners occurred when the speaker was 

addressing someone higher in status. As pointed out in section 4.2.2.2, the Americans 

tended to stick to the facts of the annoyance, while the Chinese showed two extremes 

in their performances. On the one hand, the Chinese tended to show respect to those 

who have institutionalized power (e.g. employers) by placing downgraders such as 

personal excuses to reduce face threat. On the other hand, the Chinese tended to 
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condemn people of seniority by appealing to moral consciousness. Such extremes 

were clearly shown in the performances of the high-proficiency learners. For 

example, 

(16) My shift is from 6 to 10 and I am always working overtime until 12.  Is there 

any way that we can change something so I get off work at the appropriate time? 

(NS-A 16) 

(17) I always work until 12:00 and that influences my studying at school.  Could you 

adjust the time a little bit?  (NNS-H 3) 

(18) The back of the line is over there.  Would you please go to the back of the line?  

(NS-A 9) 

(19) Everyone should wait in line.  Please don’t cut in line?  (NNS-H 17) 

     In (17), the learner did not specifically point out the scheduled working hours as 

the Americans did, but resorted to personal excuses such as school work as the 

Chinese did.  In (19), the speaker condemned the hearer by raising the hearer’s sense 

of morality. However, most of the low-proficiency learners did not conduct L1 

transfer as the high-proficiency learners did, as indicated in (20) and (21). 

(20) My work at 10:00 have to over, but now is already at 12.  I think you should add 

money for me. (NNS-L 12) 

(21) You are cut in line.  Please go back your place. (NNS-L 9) 

The above examples show that the performances of the low-proficiency learners 

seemed to be comparatively “approximate” to the American performances since they 

did not appeal to the speaker’s personal excuses or the hearer’s moral conscience as 

the high-proficiency learners did. 

In summary, section 5.1.2 investigates the learners’ use of two-strategy patterns. 

Based on the findings in Chapter 4, the learners were expected to evidence similar 

tendencies in the use of these patterns except for IA+IA. The quantitative findings 
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showed that negative transfer of IA+IA occurred in the learner performances as 

expected, but positive transfer of the other six patterns was not completely confirmed.  

It was because the learners showed proportional differences in the use of IC+RR, 

which reached statistical significance. However, positive transfer predictions 

regarding on-record/off-record and requestive/non-requestive patterns were confirmed. 

The learners were found to use off-record patterns more frequently than on-record 

patterns and to use requestive complaints more frequently than non-requestive 

complaints, as predicted by the comparison between American and Chinese 

complaints.   

     On the other hand, the qualitative analysis investigates the content of these 

patterns. The differences in IA+IC and IC+RR between the American and Chinese 

performances predicted content deviations in the learner performances. However, the 

expected negative transfer of content did not occur in IA+IC because the learners may 

have perceived L1 transfer not acceptable. As with IC+RR, transfer prediction was 

only confirmed in the performances of the high-proficiency learners. Since content is 

closely related to the cultural norms of the target language, the transfer occurrences 

may be attributed to the high-proficiency learners’ L2 control to carry L1 

sociocultural knowledge over to their performances.   

     The contributions of section 5.1.2 are twofold.  First, it shows that transfer 

predictions did not always match transfer occurrences not only in terms of the 

individual strategies, as described in section 5.1.1, but also in terms of two-strategy 

patterns.  Second, it shows that proficiency seems to play a role in pragmatic transfer 

not only at a pragmalinguistic level, but also at a sociocultural level.  

5.2 Strategy Use in NS-A, NNS-H and NNS-L Role Play Productions 

     In this section, the learners’ role play tasks were investigated with respect to 

strategy use, linguistic forms and content. As in the DCT, the analysis focuses on the 
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correspondence between transfer predictions and transfer occurrences. Since only two 

pairs of the learners were selected from each of the proficiency groups, the amount of 

data was limited compared to that obtained from the DCT task. Therefore, descriptive 

statistics was used in this section and qualitative analysis played an important role. 

Furthermore, since research has demonstrated that production questionnaires and role 

plays elicit the same range of strategies (Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993; Sasaki, 1998), 

the Americans’ DCT performances were used as norms for comparison based on the 

assumption that they would have evidenced a similar strategy distribution in role play 

tasks. 

      As indicated in section 4.1, both the Americans and the Chinese tended to use 

indirect complaint and request for repair most frequently, followed by indirect 

accusation and direct complaint. Opting out and threat were the least frequently used. 

It was therefore reasonable to predict that the learners would transfer L1 strategy use 

to L2. This transfer prediction matched transfer occurrences in the learners’ role play 

performances, as shown in Table 5.6. 

Table 5.6 Distributions of the six individual strategies used by NNS-H and 
NNS-L in the role plays 

Subjects OP IC IA DC RR TH Total 

NS-A 

 

NNS-H 

 

NNS-L 

2 

(0.64%) 

0 

(0.00%) 

0 

(0.00%) 

141 

(45.34%) 

16 

(39.02%) 

12 

(31.58%) 

15 

(4.82%) 

7 

(17.08%) 

9 

(23.68%) 

24 

(7.72%) 

5 

(12.19%) 

5 

(13.15%) 

119 

(38.26%) 

12 

(29.27%) 

11 

(28.95%) 

10 

(3.22%) 

1 

(2.44%) 

1 

(2.64%) 

311 

(100.00%) 

41 

(100.00%) 

38 

(100.00%) 
Note. OP (opting out), IC (indirect complaint), IA (indirect accusation), DC (direct complaint), RR (request for 

repair), TH (threat) 
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     The data in the above table is diagrammed in Figure 5.6 to show general 

tendencies of strategy use by the learners. 

Figure 5.6 Distributions of the six individual strategies used by NNS-H and 
     NNS-L in the role plays  

 

     In this figure, it can be seen that the learners of both proficiency levels 

evidenced tendencies similar to that produced by the Americans. The learners, like the 

Americans, used indirect complaint and request for repair most frequently (NNS-H: 

68.29%; NNS-L: 60.53%). Indirect accusation and direct complaint had the second 

highest frequency of occurrence (NNS-H: 29.27% NNS-L: 36.83%), while opting out 

and threat comprised less than 3% of the occurrences (NNS-H: 2.44%, NNS-L: 

2.64%). However, the learners produced indirect accusation and direct complaint 

more frequently than the Americans, while they produced indirect complaint and 

request for repair less frequently than the Americans.   

     The strategies can be further categorized as either off-record or on-record.  

Off-record strategies include indirect complaint, and request for repair with speaker 

dominance (e.g. “Can I…”), while on-record strategies include indirect accusation, 
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direct complaint, threat and request for repair with hearer dominance (e.g. “Can 

you…”).  Figure 5.7 shows the percentages of on-record and off-record strategies of 

the learner performances as compared to the American performances. 
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Figure 5.7 On-record and off-record strategies used by NNS-H and NNS-L in the 
     role plays 

 

As the graph shows, both the high- and low-proficiency learners were found to 

use off-record strategies (NNS-H: 63.41%, NNS-L: 52.74%) more frequently than 

on-record strategies (NNS-H: 36.59%, NNS-L: 47.26%). This finding indicated that 

positive transfer was operative in the learner performances because the Chinese were 

also found to use off-record strategies more frequently than on-record strategies, as 

seen in section 4.1.1. However, the proportional difference between on-record and 

off-record strategies in the performances of the low-proficiency learners was not as 

great (5.48%) as those in the performances of the Americans (30.72%) and of the 

high-proficiency learners (26.82%), which implies that proficiency may play a role in 

the degree of transfer.    

     Apart from the overall tendencies, the linguistic forms of the individual 
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strategies were investigated. Indirect accusation and request for repair were expected 

to exhibit the most salient deviations from the American norms as shown in the DCT 

task. In terms of indirect accusation, the learners of both proficiency levels did not 

use negative questions as predicted. Table 5.7 shows the raw frequencies and 

percentages of indirect accusation forms used by the Americans and the learners.  

Table 5.7 Raw frequencies and percentages of indirect accusation forms used by 
NNS-H and NNS-L in the role plays 

Declaratives  Wh-questions  Yes/no 

questions with 

negative 

orientation 

Yes/no 

questions with 

neutral polarity 

Total  Subjects 

n % n % n % n % n % 

NS-A 0 0 11 73.33 0 0.00 4 26.67 15 100 

NNS-H 0 0 5 71.43 0 0.00 2 28.57 7 100 

NNS-L 6 66.67 2 22.22 0 11.11 1 11.11 9 100 

 

As indicated earlier, negative questions are difficult for learners to acquire 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2001), so it was less likely for the learners to transfer this type 

of question form. In the performances of the high-proficiency learners, five out of the 

seven IA occurrences used wh-questions, most of which were ungrammatical as 

shown in (22). On the other hand, in the performances of the low-proficiency learners, 

six out of the nine IA occurrences used declaratives with no fronting and subject-verb 

inversion as shown in (23).  

(22) Why is the cheeseburger don’t have a cheese? (NNS-H 2) 

(23) You don’t put cheese? (NNS-L 13) 

       With regard to request for repair, Table 5.8 shows the raw frequencies and 

percentages of the four major request forms commonly used in the present study. 

 
 
 



 142 

Table 5.8 Raw frequencies and percentages of request forms used by NNS-H and 
NNS-L in the role plays 
Mood 

derivable 

Hedged 

performative 

Query 

preparatory 

Want statement Total Subjects 

n % n % n % n % n % 

NS-A 31 26.05 37 31.09 46 38.66 5 4.20 119 100.00 

NNS-H 10 83.33 0 0 2 16.67 0 0 12 100.00 

NNS-L 9 81.82 0 0 2 18.18 0 0 11 100.00 

 

As shown in this table, there were ten occurrences of mood derivable in the 

performances of the high-proficiency learners, and there were nine occurrences of this 

request form in the performances of the low-proficiency learners. Query preparatory 

was far less frequently used, with only two occurrences in the high- and 

low-proficiency performances respectively. Want statement did not occur as expected 

and hedged performative was not observable either. For example, 

(24) You need to go outside because this place needs to be quiet. (NNS-H 5) 

(25) This is computer center you should be quiet. (NNS-L 8)  

      Finally, in terms of content, the learners did not show any negative transfer of 

L1 sociocultural knowledge, as seen in the DCT performances. For example,  

(26) The milk I bought yesterday was a little bit sour. May I have an exchange? 

(NNS-H 3) 

(27) I bought the milk yesterday but today it was sour.  May I change the other one? 

(NNS-L 13) 

     In (26) and (27), the learners, like the Americans, were found to state facts of 

annoyance about the sour milk, followed by requests for compensation. It might be 

because the role plays did not allocate time and additional resources for the learners to 

perform literal translations (Kasper, 1992). Or it might be because the situational 

contexts described in the role play scenarios happened to prohibit the occurrences of 

negative transfer. 
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     In summary, section 5.2 denotes some major findings from the analysis of the 

learners’ role play performances. First, the learners demonstrated overall tendencies of 

strategy use similar to that of the Americans, which was a result of positive transfer 

from L1. Second, the learners evidenced more ungrammaticality and directness in the 

linguistic forms of indirect accusation and request for repair respectively. Finally, the 

content expressed through IC+RR did not evidence negative transfer of L1 

sociocultural knowledge. Since sections 5.1 and 5.2 showed that the learners’ role 

play performances somewhat differed from their DCT ones, the instrument effects 

were therefore investigated, which will be discussed in detail in the following.   

5.3 Comparisons of DCT and Role Plays  

     In ILP research, investigations have been probing into the impacts of different 

instruments on the collected data in terms of content, amount of talk, response length, 

and strategy use (Beebe & Cummings, 1996; Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993; Kasper & 

Dahl, 1991; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; Sasaki, 1998; Yuan, 2001). Of these studies, 

DCTs have been compared to closed role plays and have been demonstrated to elicit 

similar responses (e.g. Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; Sasaki, 1998). This is probably 

because closed role plays function more like oral DCTs (Yuan, 2001). The comparison 

in this section has its significance because the role play tasks were open, which is 

generally seen as closer to authentic discourse because subjects are allowed to interact 

freely with each other (Yuan, 2001). The learners’ DCT and role play performances 

were compared in section 5.3.1. In addition, their perceptions of these two elicitation 

methods from interview protocols were analyzed, as reported in section 5.3.2. 

5.3.1 Learner Productions in DCT and Role Plays 

     In this section, the learners’ DCT and role play productions were compared in 

terms of strategy use, linguistic forms and content. These three areas were chosen for 

investigation because they are the major foci of the present study. Section 5.3.1.1 
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addresses strategy use, 5.3.1.2 linguistic forms and 5.3.1.3 content.   

5.3.1.1 Strategy Use 

As far as strategy use is concerned, sections 5.1 and 5.2 note that the learners 

evidenced similar tendencies in the overall strategy use in both the DCT and role play 

tasks, with indirect complaint and request for repair most frequently used, followed 

by indirect accusation and direct complaint. Opting out and threat were least 

frequently used. This finding seems to be in support with the findings in the studies 

conducted by Rintell & Mitchell (1989), Beebe & Cummings (1996) and Sasaki 

(1998) that the major strategies, or the Head Acts, are generally the same in written 

and oral tasks. In Rintell & Mitchell’s (1989) study, they found great similarity in the 

distributions of request strategy types in the oral and written data across most 

situations. Beebe & Cummings (1996) compared the refusal strategies produced in the 

DCT and naturalistic telephone conversations. They found that in both the 

productions, the adjunct of positive feeling, the expression of regret, the statement of 

negative ability or willingness, and the excuse were the strategies most frequently 

used, while performative and direct rejections were the strategies least frequently used. 

Sasaki (1998) also argues that although the DCT and role plays differ in the degree of 

interactions, subjects generally produce similar types of critical speech act 

expressions (e.g. the Head Acts) across the two methods. 

     However, although the strategy distributions in the learners’ DCT and role play 

performances were similar, they differed in the number of strategies used within a 

single conversational turn. Table 5.9 shows the raw frequencies and percentages of 

one-strategy, two-strategy and multiple-strategy use in the DCT and role plays. 

 

 

 



 145 

Table 5.9 Raw frequencies and percentages of one-strategy, two-strategy and 
multiple-strategy use in the DCT and role plays 

DCT performances Role play performances Subjects 

One  Two  Multiple  One  Two  Multiple  

NNS-H 57 

(33.93%) 

78 

(46.43%) 

33 

(19.64%) 

31 

(86.11%) 

5 

(13.89%) 

0 

(0.00%) 

NNS-L 48 

(30.77%) 

79 

(50.64%) 

29 

(18.59%) 

30 

(88.23%) 

4 

(11.77%) 

0 

(0.00%) 

     

The above table shows that in the DCT, the learners of both proficiency levels 

used two strategies (NNS-H: 46.43%, NNS-L: 50.64%) more frequently than one 

strategy (NNS-H: 33.93%, NNS-L: 30.77%) and multiple strategies (NNS-H: 19.64%, 

NNS-L: 18.59%) within a single conversational turn. However, more than 85% of the 

role play performances produced only one strategy within a single turn (NNS-H: 

86.11%, NNS-L: 88.23%). Two-strategy use was found in less than 15% of the 

performances (NNS-H: 13.89%, NNS-L: 11.77%), and multiple-strategy use was not 

observed. Compare (28) and (29).  

DCT response:  

(28) 

Scenario: You bought a T-shirt at a store. When you got home, you found that there was a 

small hole in it. You go to the store the next day. You want to return the T-shirt.  

 

Clerk: May I help you? 

You: Yes.  I bought this T-shirt yesterday, but when I got home, I found that there 

was a small hole in it.  I want to return the T-shirt. (NNS-H 5) 

Role play response:  

(29) 

Scenario: You bought some milk from the supermarket and the next day it was sour. 

You take it back to the supermarket. 

Clerk: May I help you? 

NNS-H6: Yes, The milk I bought is sour. 
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NNS-H5: So…Uh…Would you like to exchange one? 

NNS-H6: Of course. 

NNS-H5: OK.  You want the same brand of milk or get another one? 

NNS-H6: Uh…the same. 

NNS-H5: OK, I’ll take it right away. 

NNS-H6: Ok, here’s the receipt. 

 

     This finding is in agreement with other findings that subjects generally produce 

more strategies within a conversational turn in written productions than in oral 

productions (Beebe & Cummings, 1996; Golato, 2003; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; 

Sasaki, 1998, Yuan, 2001). Since there is no interlocutor in the DCT, the speaker may 

adjust by expanding his/her turn and speaking longer. As a result, he/she needs to 

include everything important on the first turn. By contrast, open role play 

performances are governed by turn-taking rules, in which the other interlocutor may 

come in and take the floor at any transition-relevance place (Sacks, Schegloff & 

Jefferson, 1974), so it is less likely for the speaker to “squeeze” what he/she is trying 

to say within one turn (See Golato, 2003 for a similar explanation).   

5.3.1.2 Linguistic Forms  

     The analyses in sections 5.1 and 5.2 also showed that there were differences in 

the use of linguistic forms between the DCT and role plays. First, the learners seemed 

to produce ungrammatical utterances more frequently in the role plays than in the 

DCT. Compare (30) and (31). 
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DCT response: 

(30) 

Scenario: You think you are old enough to have some privacy. Therefore, you told 

your mother not to open your letters and she agreed. Coming back from school one 

Friday night, you find that a letter from your friend has been opened.  

 

You: Mom!  Mom! 

Mom: What’s the matter? 

You: Why did you open my letter?  I’ve told you not to open it. (NNS-H2) 

Role play response: 

(31) 

Scenario: Your mother cleaned your room for you, but she rearranged everything. 

Now you can’t find anything. 

 

You: Mom!  Mom! 

Mom: What’s the matter? 

NNS-H2: Why you clean my room? 

NNS-H3: Of course! Your room is very dirty like a pig. 

NNS-H2: Oh, no! That’s all my report in my bag. You…you just put all my report 

gone. 

NNS-H3: So…Uh…Is is your report in your…save in your computer? 

NNS-H2: No, I just print it out and I delete from my computer. 

NNS-H3: Oh…maybe I can find that in the garbage. 

NNS-H2: Oh, no…no! 

      

In (30), NNS-H2 produced grammatically correct utterances. However, in (31), 

he started the role play by producing an ungrammatical wh-question with no 

subject-verb inversion. On his second turn, he said another ungrammatical utterance 

“That’s all my report in my bag. You just put all my report gone.” In addition, he did 

not use past tense verbs on his third turn as required. The ungrammaticality in the role 

plays can be explained in terms of Krashen’s Monitor Hypothesis (1988), which states 
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that grammatical rules can be used as a monitor, or editor, under three conditions. 

First, the speaker has to have enough time. Second, the speaker has to be thinking 

about correctness, or be focused on form. Finally, the speaker has to know the rule. 

Since the DCT is a writing task, the learner had plenty of time to think about the rules 

and go back to correct ungrammatical utterances. However, in rapid role play 

interactions, he/she may not have had enough time to process the rules, and may have 

been more concerned with what to say (fluency) instead of how to say it (accuracy).  

     The second observation is that the learners seemed to use more direct forms in 

the role plays than in the DCT.  Compare (32) and (33). 

DCT response:  

(32) 

Scenario: You have an appointment with the chairperson of your department, 

whom you've never talked with before. You've been waiting for over one hour. The 

chairperson finally shows up, but seems to have forgotten about the appointment. 

 

You: Excuse me, sir. 

Chairperson: Yes? 

You: We have a meeting an hour ago. Can I talk to you now? (NNS-H 5) 

Role play response: 

(33) 

Scenario: You are writing your report at the computer center at your school. A 

teacher sitting besides you is talking loudly on the cell phone. You can hardly 

concentrate. 

 

You: Excuse me, sir. 

Teacher: Yes? 

NNS-H5: Please be quiet because I’m busy typing my homework. 

NNS-H6: But I’m talking to my old friend. 

NNS-H5: You still have to go outside because this place needs to be quiet. 
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NNS-H6: But I didn’t see any sign says here is not allow to. 

NNS-H5: You know? Your voice is annoying! 

NNS-H6: But I’m the teacher you know?  I can just sit here and speak! 

NNS-H5: No, you seem don’t like a… 

NNS-H6: Maybe I’m younger.  Thank you. 

NNS-H5: You can you speak cell phone here but please be quiet. 

NNS-H6: Ok…ok. 

      

In (32), the learner used query preparatory “Can I talk to you now?” in the DCT, 

which is appropriate in this context. However, as shown in (33), the same learner used 

imperatives in a similar role play context, which seems to be inappropriate because he 

was facing someone higher in status. This finding appears to be contradictory to the 

one presented in Rintell & Mitchell’s (1989) study, where the learners tended to use 

less direct request strategies. This contradiction may come from methodological 

concerns. In their study, the learners were engaged in face-to-face interactions with 

the experimenter, and they may have felt uncomfortable in the use of more direct 

request forms. However, in the present study, the learners were not interacting with 

the experimenter, but with their classmates. They may have perceived the role plays 

as interactions with equals, although they were required to assume the imagined roles.   

5.3.1.3 Content 

     Content is another area of investigation in the comparison between the DCT 

and role plays. Generally speaking, role plays contain more conversational 

characteristics such as elaborations and negotiations than the DCT, but, in this study, 

they did not necessarily produce more complaint behaviors. Compare (34) and (35). 
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DCT response: 

(34) 

Scenario: You are talking on the phone to your classmate. Your 10-year-old younger 

brother Peter is playing and making loud noises around the house. You can hardly 

hear your classmate.  

 

You: Peter! Peter! 

Peter: Yeah? 

You: I’m talking on the phone. Please be quiet. (NNS-H2) 

Role play response: 

(35) 

Scenario: You are reading the newspaper and find that your younger sister Jane has 

cut out many articles, making it impossible to read the newspaper thoroughly. 

 

You: Jane!  Jane! 

Jane: Yeah? 

NNS-H2: You cut off some of the newspapers that I couldn’t read it through! 

NNS-H3: Oh…Hmmm… 

NNS-H2: Look at what you did! 

NNS-H3: Uh…I need to do my report so I cut it out. 

NNS-H2: Really? But this is important to me because I have a report as well, so… 

NNS-H3: Oh…Really? So…maybe you can go to 7-11 and buy another newspaper. 

NNS-H2: Maybe I’ll go to OK. I can buy the magazine I want at OK. 

NNS-H3: But OK is very far. 

NNS-H2: I can drive there. 

NNS-H3: Do you have the key? 

NNS-H2: Oh, it’s here. 

NNS-H3: All right. 

NNS-H2: Yeah. 

    

The response in (34) is simple. The learner started with the fact that he was on 

the phone, followed by a request to make the hearer stop the noises. The response in 
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(35), however, is more complex. The speaker started by accusing the hearer of the cut 

newspaper. On his next turn, he complained with a stronger tone by saying “Look at 

what you did”. Then he stressed the importance of the newspaper because he had a 

report to be finished. From the third turn of NNS-H3 to the end of the conversation, it 

can be seen that the learners negotiated about where to buy a replacement newspaper 

and how to get there. This kind of topic change seems to be one of the non-native 

features of open role plays, which have also been evidenced in other studies when 

learners do not know how to keep conversation going (Eisenstein, Bodman & 

Carpenter, 1996; Wolfson, 1989). 

     The other observation is that the learners seemed to be more likely to transfer 

L1 sociocultural norms to L2 in the DCT. For example, section 5.1.2.2 shows that in 

the DCT, the high-proficiency learners tended to express personal excuses, as did the 

Chinese, rather than facts of annoyance, as did the Americans. However, this kind of 

transfer was not observable in the role plays. For example, 

DCT response: 

(36) 

Scenario: You work part time at a gas station from 6:00 to 10:00 every night. But 

you usually cannot go home until 12:00. You discuss this situation with your 

employer, Mr. Brown. 

 

You: Mr. Brown, may I talk to you now? 

Mr. Brown: Yes, of course. 

You: I always work until 12:00, and that really influence my studying at school.  

Could adjust the time a little bit? (NNS-H3) 

Role play response: 

(37) 

Scenario: Your boss always gives you extra work and you need to work very late 

every night. You discuss this situation with your boss, Mr. White. 
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You: Mr. White, may I talk to you now? 

NNS-H2: Yes. What’s the matter? 

NNS-H3: The thing is that I always have to work late every night. 

NNS-H2: Really? Why? 

NNS-H3: I think you gave me too much work. 

NNS-H2: It’s not true. I gave you the work like Jane. 

NNS-H3: No. My work is more than Jane. 

NNS-H2: What do you want? 

NNS-H3: I want to change my job. 

NNS-H2: OK. Fine. I’ll think about it. 

 

This finding is in support with Bodman & Eisenstein’s (1988, cited in Kasper, 

1992) finding that learners transferred L1 proverbs and formulaic expressions in the 

DCT, but not in the role plays. As Kasper (1992) points out, the differences can be 

ascribed to the written conditions in the DCT and spoken conditions in the role plays.  

The written conditions allow learners much time to process the material for literal 

translation, while the spoken conditions do not allow such processing due to the lack 

of time and attentional resources.   

5.3.2 Learner Perceptions of DCT and Role Plays 

     In this section, the interview protocols from the eight learners performing both 

the DCT and role play tasks were analyzed and discussed in terms of the difficulties 

they faced and their preference for the two tasks.  Section 5.3.2.1 addresses learners’ 

difficulties and section 5.3.2.2 concerns learners’ preference. 

5.3.2.1 Learner Difficulty 

The interview protocols revealed that the learners’ greatest difficulty in 

performing the DCT and role play tasks existed in lexical deficiencies. All the high- 

and low-proficiency learners interviewed reported that the most difficult part for them 
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in performing the tasks was that they did not have adequate vocabulary to express 

themselves appropriately, which they thought may lead to meager content or 

misinterpretation. For example, NNS-H 7 said, “I knew only a few words about 

complaining. I usually used the words again and again, and I felt that I couldn’t fully 

express myself.” NNS-L 11 also noted, “I am worried that different word usage may 

make Americans misinterpret my intentions and lead to more serious arguments.”  

Lexical difficulty may become more serious if the learners were not familiar 

with the scenarios described in the DCT, which seems to be in support with 

Takahashi’ s (1996) argument that learners’ familiarity with L2 context affected their 

performances. NNS-H 4 put it, 

     (38) I have never had the experience as described in the drink-ordering 

scenario, so I didn’t know what to say.  The sentences which popped 

out in my mind were only �It’s ok”.  So if I am not familiar with the 

scenario, it would be very hard for me to come up with something to say. 

Though the scenarios in the DCT and role plays in the present study were 

designed to approximate as much as possible the situations which the learners were 

most likely to have in their daily interactions, the learners still had to imagine the 

roles which they may not have a chance to play in their life. The need to play an 

imagined role and to seek out the appropriate complaint may be a cognitively 

demanding task for the learners (Kasper & Dahl, 1991). Eisenstein & Bodman (1993) 

reported a similar finding with their nonnative speakers in expressing gratitude in 

American English. The speakers showed in post hoc interviews that they didn’t do 

well in certain scenarios because they had no such real-life experience. Tateyama 

(2001) also notes that situational familiarity may influence the ease or difficulty in 

planning and producing a speech act under investigation. 

From the interview protocols, the learners were found to tackle the problem of 
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lexical deficiencies differently when performing the DCT and role plays. In the DCT, 

the way which the learners used to solve vocabulary problems was to replace the 

words they originally intended to use. NNS-L3 remarked, 

      (39) I think it would be very difficult for me if I don’t know the words to 

express what I’d like to say.  For example, in the movie ticket scenario, 

I couldn’t think of the right words.  I tried to be polite, but I couldn’t.  

It ended up with the sentence �Get out!” 

In Cohen & Olshtain’s (1993) study, the attempts to compensate for the 

uncertainty about linguistic forms were observed in ESL learner productions. They 

reported that the learners were inclined to omit difficult sentences and substitute them 

with easier ones, to abandon a word or expression if they got stuck, to deliver a 

partially different or totally different thought, to simplify or avoid lexical items, or to 

find a word which approximated the meaning of the word they intended to express. 

On the other hand, in the role plays, the learners did not have a chance to plan 

in advance, so they tended to use paralinguistic cues to convey what they were trying 

to say. NNS-H 3 commented, 

      (40) When I did not know how to express myself in the role plays, I would use 

different ways to make it up.  I would not consider grammar because it 

is not that important in conversation.  I would rather use gestures, eye 

contact, or tone of voice to make the other person understand. 

     Apart from paralinguistic cues, the learners, especially those of lower 

proficiency, reported using repetitions and hesitations to avoid conversational 

breakdowns. As NNS-L 8 put it, 

      (41) When I don’t know a word or how to express myself in English, I would 

hesitate for a while before going on, or I would repeat the same word 

again and again until I found the next word.  In this way, I felt that I 
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could have more time to think. 

Paralinguistic cues, repetitions and hesitations are natural outcomes of interactions.  

They are hardly seen in written language, but they are characteristic of spoken 

language. In role plays, learner’s language ability is challenged because the flow of 

conversation offers no chance to plan an utterance in advance. Therefore, these 

strategies, like the other approaches such as paraphrase, circumlocution, avoidance 

and guessing, are the strategic competences underlying language’s ability to cope with 

an imperfect knowledge of rules and to sustain communication to avoid possible 

breakdowns (Canale & Swain, 1980; Savignon, 1983).   

The different approaches the learners used to compensate for their lexical 

deficiencies in the DCT and role plays can be attributed to the different natures of the 

two tasks.  Basically, DCT is a writing task. It is a planned discourse because 

subjects have total control over the dialogues. On the other hand, role plays are an 

oral task. It is an unplanned discourse because subjects need to make impromptu 

responses. The planned/unplanned distinction may be the major reason for different 

compensatory approaches. In a planned discourse like the DCT, the output is 

generally well organized and thought out because the performer has time to monitor 

the speech and think about linguistic correctness if he/she knows the rules (Krashen, 

1988). However, in an unplanned discourse, the on-line task takes the luxury of being 

able to monitor speech away from the performer, so the speaker tends to rely on 

immediate context, employ simple syntactic structures, or adopt paralinguistic cues to 

aid communications (Ochs, 1979). Closer investigations into the learners’ DCT and 

role play productions revealed that the former seemed to be more grammatical and 

comprehensible than the latter. In fact, research has shown that learners who do 

minimal planning before starting to speak are more inclined to violate sociolinguistic 

and sociocultural rules resulting in poor performances than those who do more careful 
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planning (Cohen, 1996; Tateyama, 2001). 

5.3.2.2 Learner Preference 

     The second issue addressed the learner preferences for the DCT or role plays.  

It is interesting to note that learner preferences seemed to correlate negatively with 

degree of task difficulty. When asked about which method was easier, all the eight 

subjects participating in both the DCT and role play tasks showed that the DCT was 

easier for them. The explanations they provided were that they had more control over 

language use and drama creation. NNS-L13 reported, 

      (42) Basically, I feel that the written questionnaire is easier than the role 

plays.  In the questionnaire, I can decide what the complainer would say 

in this situation, but in the role plays, because you don’t know what the 

other person would say, I sense more uncertainty. I am not sure what the 

other person would say and what I would respond. I am afraid that I may 

say too much or too little. I am also afraid that I may not be able to 

understand what the other person is trying to say. 

Although the DCT was easier for the learners, all of them interviewed claimed 

that they liked the role plays better than the DCT. Five out of eight learners reported 

that the role plays involved interactions, which expressed more of what they would 

actually say in real-life encounters. NNS-L 8 remarked, 

(43) When responding to the questionnaire, you may manipulate the 

conversation.  But in the role plays, since you have the other person to 

talk with you, it’s more like the real situation in our daily lives.  So I 

like role plays better. 

     The learners’ preference reflects the interactive nature of role plays, which 

distinguishes role plays from DCTs (Sasaki, 1998). Eisenstein & Bodman (1993) used 

three types of data to compare the gratitude performance by the native and nonnative 
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speakers of English. The data was collected from the DCT, role plays and field notes 

of naturally occurring expressions. It was observed that the role plays went beyond 

the questionnaire data since it provided additional information on how the subjects 

interacted in a conversation. Their study concludes that the extent to which the DCT 

matches with day-to-day interactions is not as great as the extent to which role play 

matches with day-to-day interactions.   

     The second reason why the learners liked the role plays better was that they 

could help the learners express their emotions more deeply. Four out of the eight 

learners had the same opinion. NNS-L13 put it this way, 

      (44) I like role plays better. In the questionnaire, I can’t express my 

emotions in a deeper way. For example, I can’t express low mood 

through writing. But in the role plays, I can use my body language to 

express it. Sometimes when I don’t know how to express, body language 

is really helpful. But in the DCT, you can’t really do that. 

     Beebe & Cummings (1996) found that the DCT and natural telephone 

conversations are different in that the latter reflect the psychological domain of an 

interaction. In other words, natural conversations are more closely related to the 

expressions of feelings. Their study revealed that telephone conversations displayed 

more avoidance by hedging, request for empathy, expression of empathy, expression 

of positive feeling and criticism. They explained that the DCT did not indicate as 

many expressions of feelings as role plays did because it was not necessary to show 

feelings towards “a fictional character on paper” (Beebe & Cummings, 1996: 78).  

As open role plays in the present study reflected many features of natural 

conversations, it is not surprising that this task brings out the psychological dynamics 

of interactions between the learners. 

     The final reason why the learners liked role plays better was that they were 
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more interesting. Six out of the eight learners had similar comments as remarked by 

NNS-H 5, “I like role plays better. It’s not fun in doing the DCT because you have to 

create the dialogues on your own.” Golato (2003) had a similar observation. She 

mentioned that her subjects complained about the DCT because they felt funny and it 

was difficult for them to imagine what one would say. In addition, the learners had to 

worry about grammar and spelling in the DCT, which made the task even less 

interesting. NNS-L 8 argued, 

      (45) It takes me longer to write the responses for the questionnaire. I need to 

know how to create the sentences grammatically and to use the words 

correctly. In the DCT, there is a problem when I don’t know how to spell 

a word. But in the role plays, maybe I can pronounce the word right. I 

don’t want to write too much, and I don’t want to spend too much 

time thinking about spelling and grammar. It was not fun at all. 

In summary, section 5.3 addresses the learners’ productions in the DCT and role 

plays and their perceptions of these two tasks. In terms of their productions, the 

learners were found to show similar tendencies in strategy use in the two methods. In 

both types of productions, the learners were found to use indirect complaint and 

request for repair most frequently, followed by direct complaint and indirect 

accusation. Opting out and threat were the least frequently used. However, they 

differed in the number of strategies used within a single conversational turn. The 

learners tended to use two strategies within a turn in the DCT, while they tended to 

use one strategy within a turn in the role plays. The content also showed differences 

between these two methods. The DCT appears to reflect the most critical part of a 

speech act under investigation, while the role plays appear to reflect conversational 

characteristics in addition to the head acts. 

As for the learners’ perceptions, the DCT and role plays were examined from 
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two perspectives: difficulty and preference. The major difficulty the learners faced in 

both methods was lexical deficiencies, but they solved the problem in a different way.  

In the DCT, the learners tended to think of another word to replace the word they 

originally intended to use. However, in the role plays, they used communication 

strategies such as paralinguistic cues, repetitions and hesitations. Although the 

learners with no exception agreed that the DCT was easier for them because they had 

complete control over the task, they liked the role plays better because they reflected 

real-life interactions and expressed emotions to a greater extent.  In addition, they 

felt that role plays were more interesting. 

The learners’ productions and perceptions seem to reflect the nature of the DCT 

and role plays. Although these two methods do not necessarily reflect distinctions 

between written and spoken languages (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989), they are basically 

two different types of tasks. The DCT is a writing task, in which learners are given 

total control. They have more time to monitor their speech, so they may produce more 

grammatical utterances. However, they may have to squeeze everything to say within 

one single turn, which makes the first turn longer than that in the role plays. On the 

other hand, the role play is an oral task, in which the learners have to follow the 

conversational flow and have little control. The role play productions seemed to be 

less grammatical than the DCT productions because learners were not allowed time to 

go back and correct what they said. On the whole, role plays are more challenging 

because impromptu planning is cognitively demanding for learners, especially those 

who are of lower proficiency. DCTs may be easier because learners can plan what 

they would say and create dialogues on their own, but they may be less interesting 

because they reflect real-life interactions and personal emotions to a lesser extent. 

5.4 Summary of Chapter 5 

     This chapter sets out to answer two research questions. First, research question 
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2 concerns how pragmatic transfer affects the learners’ DCT and role play 

performances. In ILP research, it has been well recognized that learners depend on 

their L1 knowledge and experiences to perform an intended speech act. The 

researcher therefore predicted positive and negative transfer occurrences based on the 

results of Chapter 4. Positive transfer occurrences were expected if there were L1-L2 

equivalence, while negative transfer occurrences were expected if there were L1-L2 

differences. The general finding is that transfer predictions did not always match 

transfer occurrences, as seen in the quantitative and qualitative analyses in sections 

5.1 and 5.2. 

     To explain why transfer occurrences did not always occur as expected, it is 

important to distinguish pragmatic transfer into two types: pragmalinguistic transfer 

and sociopragmatic transfer. According to Kasper (1992: 209), pragmalinguistic 

transfer refers to “the process whereby the illocutionary force or politeness value 

assigned to particular linguistic material in L1 influences learners’ perception and 

production of form-function mappings in L2”. On the other hand, sociopragmatic 

transfer refers to “social perceptions underlying language users’ interpretation and 

performance of linguistic action in L2 are influenced by their assessment of 

subjectively equivalent L1 contexts”. Based on Kasper’s definitions, pragmalinguistic 

transfer in the present study was examined from the learners’ overall use of strategies, 

as indicated in the quantitative analysis of distributions of individual strategies and 

two-strategy patterns, as well as the linguistic forms of a given strategy, as indicated 

in the qualitative analysis of indirect accusation and request for repair. 

Sociopragmatic transfer was examined from the content presented in the learners’ 

performances, as indicated in the qualitative analysis of IA+IC and IC+RR. 

     In the present study, it was found that both pragmalinguistic transfer and 

sociopragmatic transfer are closely related to L2 proficiency. The high-proficiency 
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learners were more likely to transfer pragmalinguistically acceptable items to L2 to a 

greater extent, which was evidenced by the more use of indirect complaint, request 

for repair, off-record strategies or patterns, IC+RR, and requestive complaints, as 

compared to those produced by the low-proficiency learners. However, they were also 

more likely to transfer sociopragmatically unacceptable items to L2, which was 

evidenced by their non-credible content in IC+RR. This was probably because they 

had enough control over L2. On the other hand, the low-proficiency learners were 

more likely to transfer pragmalinguistically acceptable items to L2 to a lesser extent, 

which was evidenced by the lesser use of indirect complaint, request for repair, 

off-record strategies or patterns, IC+RR, and requestive complaints, as compared to 

the high-proficiency learners. However, they did not transfer sociopragmatically 

unacceptable items to L2 because their linguistic competence did not permit this kind 

of transfer to occur. Overall, both groups covertly liked to perform pragmatic transfer 

from L1, but their overt productions were constrained by their linguistic proficiency.   

The findings may partially solve the controversies over the relationship between 

pragmatic transfer and L2 proficiency in ILP research (Maeshiba et al, 1996; 

Takahashi, 1996). 

     The second issue addressed in this chapter is the comparison between the DCT 

and open role plays. The major similarity is that both methods elicited similar strategy 

distributions. However, differences between these two methods also existed. The first 

difference can be ascribed to different formats of these two methods.  The learners 

tended to use two strategies within one turn in the DCT, but they tended to use only 

one strategy in the role plays. The second difference can be ascribed to the processing 

modes. In the DCT, the learners had more time to think and monitor their productions, 

so they tended to produce more grammatical utterances and to transfer L1 

sociocutural norms to L2. However, the learners were not allowed time to focus on 



 162 

forms or conduct L1 transfer in the role plays. Finally, some of the differences 

between the DCT and role plays can be ascribed to the interactive characteristics of 

the role plays. It was found that the DCT did not elicit any conversational features but 

the most stereotypical part of a given speech act. The role plays, on the other hand, 

elicited characteristics of spoken language (Golato, 2003; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; 

Sasaki, 1998; Yuan, 2001), but did not necessarily produce more complaint behaviors. 

In fact, the learners tended to shift the topic if they could not keep the conversation 

going. One plausible explanation may be that the learners’ proficiency was not high 

enough to stick to the topic and to produce more complaints. Therefore, the researcher 

agrees with Sasaki’s (1998) argument that if the researcher intends to study the critical 

parts of a speech act, DCTs are sufficient. On the other hand, if the researcher intends 

to examine interlocutors’ turn-taking mechanism, impromptu planning and 

negotiation of meaning (Kasper & Dahl, 1991), then role plays are a better choice. 

However, in addition to research purposes, it is also suggested that learners’ 

proficiency level be taken into consideration when choosing between DCTs and role 

plays.   


