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ABSTRACT 

A STUDY OF ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNERS' 

REALISATION OF REQUESTS AND APOLOGIES IN AN ACADEMIC 

SETTING 

Alimie Churlu 

MA Programme in English Language Teaching 

Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Mustafa Kurt 

July 2015, 119 pages 
The aim of the present study is to analyse realizations of speech acts of 

request and apology by EFL students majoring in ELT that occur in the course of 

teacher-student communication and to find out how the students' speech act 

realisations deviate from or conform to English politeness norms. Participants of the 

study were 20 English-major EFL learners studying at Near East University in North 

Cyprus. The data collection instrument was a written Discourse Completion Test 

(DCT) comprised of 20 scenarios describing everyday situations in an academic 

setting, 10 of which required making requests and another 10 - apologising to 

teachers. According to the findings of the study, the respondents demonstrate some 

level of pragmatic awareness and adhere to negative politeness, which is appropriate 

in formal communication in the English communicative culture. However, although 

the data contained instances of overall valid request and apology strategies in the 

target language, some responses featured inappropriate speech acts realisations that 

can result in pragmatic failure. In addition, the respondents showed little variation in 

their choice of linguistic forms: they tended to select routinized, formulaic 

expressions and lacked mastery of the more sophisticated ways of formulating 

speech acts. The results confirmed that even students majoring in English still face 

problems linked to their pragmatic competence. Their deviations from English norms 

can lead to problems in communication with university faculty. Situations that 

require making requests and apologising often arise in teacher-student 

communication, and university students need to learn appropriate ways of voicing 

these speech acts in order to successfully interact with academic staff. 

Keywords: the speech act ofrequest, the speech act of apology, linguistic politeness, 

pragmatic competence. 
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oz 
YABANCI DiL OLARAK iNGiLiZCE OGRENEN OGRENCiLERiN 

AKADEMiK BiR ORTAMDA RiCA VE OZURLERi KA VRA YI~LILARI 
UZERiNE BiR <;ALI~MA 

Alimie Churlu 

ingilizce Ogretmenligi Yiiksek Lisans Programi 

Damsman: Doe. Dr. Mustafa Kurt 

Haziran 2015, 119 sayfa 

Bu arastirmanm amaci, ogretmen-ogrenci iletisimi sirasmda olusan, uzmanhk 

dallan ingilizce ogretmenligi olan yabanci dil ogrencilerinin rica ve ozurle ilgili soz 

eylemlerinin kavrayislanru incelemek ve bu ogrencilerin soz eylem kavrayislanmn 

ingiliz incelik normlarma nasil uydugunu veya onlardan nasil sapugim bulmakti, 

Arastirmada yer alan katihmcilar, Kuzey Kibns'ta Yakm Dcgu Universitesi'nde 

okuyan ve uzmanlik dallan ingilizce olan 20 yabanci dil ogrencisiydi. Bilgi toplama 

araci, akademik ortamda gunluk durumlan anlatan, lO'u istekte bulunma diger lO'u 

ise ogretmenlerden ozur dilemekle alakah 20 senaryodan olusan yazili bir Soylern 

Tarn.am.lama Testi (STT) idi. Arastirmamn bulgularma gore, katihmcilar biraz 

edimsel duyarhhk seviyesi gosterip ingiliz konusma kulturundeki resmi iletisiminde 

kullamlan ve olumsuzluk ifade eden kibarliga bagh kalmislardir. Bununla beraber, 

veriler, yabanci dildeki turn gecerli istek ve ozur orneklerini icermesine ragmen, bazi 

cevaplar edimsel basansizhkla neticelenebilecek uygunsuz soz eylem kavrayislanru 

da icermistir, Buna ek olarak, katihmcilar dilsel bicimlerdeki secimlerinde biraz 

farklihk gostermisler: rutinlesmis, basmakahp ve soz eylemlerini kesin ve acik olarak 

daha karmasik sekillerde belirtmede yetersiz kalan ifadeleri secme egilimi 

gostermisler. Arastirmanm sonuclan, uzmanhk dallan ingilizce olan ogrencilerin bile 

hala edimbilim yetisi ile ilgili problemlerle karsilastiklanru dogrularmsnr. ingiliz 

normlanndan saprnalan, universiteyle iletisimlerinde sorunlara yol acabilir. lstekte 

bulunma ve ozur dilemeyi gerektiren durumlar sikca ogretrnen-ogrenci iletisiminde 

ortaya cikar ve universite ogrencileri akademik personelle basanli bir sekilde diyalog 

kurabilmeleri icin bu soz eylemlerini dogru bicimde ifade etmeyi ogrenmeleri 

gerekir. 

vi 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

APPROVAL OF THE THESIS ii 

DECLARATION iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .iv 

ABSTRACT v 

62 vi 

LIST OF TABLES x 

ABBREVIATIONS xi 

CHAPTER I INTRODUCTION I 

Background of the Study l 

The Aim of the Study 3 

Research Questions 3 

Significance of the Study 3 

Limitations of the Study 4 

CHAPTER II LITERATURE REVIEW 6 

Introduction 6 

Speech Act Theory 6 

Brown and Levinson's Politeness Theory 10 

The Speech Act of Requesting 14 

The Speech Act of Apologising 20 

CHAPTER III METHODOLOGY 26 

Introduction 26 

Research Design 26 

Participants 26 

Procedure 27 

Instrument 28 

Discourse completion test 28 

Design of the DCT for the study 29 

Data Analysis 30 

Coding of requests 3 0 

Request head act 30 

Request strategy 31 

Request perspective 31 

Internal modification 3 2 

vii 



External modification (supportive moves) 34 

Alerters 35 

Coding of apologies 36 

Conclusion 3 7 

CHAPTER IV RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 38 

Introduction 38 

Requests 38 

Request head act strategies 38 

Opting out 40 

Direct strategies 41 

Mood derivable 42 

Performative 43 

Hedged performative 44 

Obligation statement 44 

Want statement 44 

Conventionally indirect strategies .45 

Suggestory formulae 46 

Query preparatory 46 

Non-conventionally indirect strategies (hints) 50 

Request perspective 51 

Internal modification 53 

Syntactic downgrading 54 

Lexical and phrasal downgrading 55 

External modification 5 8 

Alerters 64 

Attention getters 65 

Address terms 66 

Apologies 69 

Opting out. 73 

Illocutionary force indicating devices (IFIDs) 74 

Intensification of IF IDs 77 

Taking on responsibility 79 

Denial of responsibility 80 

Minimisation 82 

viii 



Admission of facts 82 

Lack of intent 83 

Expression of embarrassment 84 

Expressions of self-criticism 85 

Explicit self-blame 85 

Explanation 86 

Offer of repair 88 

Promise of forbearance 91 

Concern for the hearer 92 

Request. 92 

Combinations of strategies 93 

CHAPTER V CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 95 

Conclusions 95 

Requests 95 

Apologies 100 

Pedagogical Implications 105 

Recommendations for Further Research 106 

REFERENCES 108 

APPENDIX 117 

ix 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1. Classification of Request Strategies 31 

Table 2. Types of Request Perspective 32 

Table 3a. Classification of Syntactic Downgraders 32 

Table 3b. Classification of Lexical/Phrasal Downgraders 33 

Table 4. Classification of External Modifiers 34 

Table 5. Types of Alerters 35 

Table 6. An Example of Coding for Requests 35 

Table 7. Classification of Apology Realization Strategies 36 

Table 8. An Example of Coding for Apologies 37 

Table 9. Request Strategies Used by the Respondents .40 

Table 10. Types of Query Preparatory Requests .48 

Table 11. Request Perspective 52 

Table 12. Internal Modification 53 

Table 13. Frequency of Use of Syntactic Downgraders 54 

Table 14. Frequency of Use of Lexical and Phrasal Downgraders 55 

Table 15. External Modification 59 

Table 16. Types of External Modifiers 60 

Table 17. Alerters 65 

Table 18. Attention Getters 65 

Table 19. Address Terms 67 

Table 20. Strategies Used by Respondents in Situations Requiring an Apology 72 

Table 21. Types of IFIDs used by the Respondents 74 

Table 22a. IFID Intensification 77 

Table 22b. Types of Iintensifiers 77 

Table 23. Co-occurrence of "Responsibility" with Other Strategies 85 

Table 24. Co-occurrence of "Explanation" with Other Strategies 86 

Table 25. Co-occurrence of "Repair" with Other Strategies 90 

Table 26. Co-occurrence of "Forbearance" with Other Strategies 91 

Table 27. Co-occurrence of "Concern" with Other Strategies 92 

Table 28. Co-occurrence of "Request" with Other Strategies 93 

Table 29. Strategies and their Combinations 94 

X 



CCSARP 

D 

DCT 

EFL 

ELT 

ESL 

~ 

FTA 

H 

IFID 

LI 

L2 

NNS 

NS 

p 

R 

s 
SA 

SPSS 

TLN 

ABBREVIATIONS 

Cross Cultural Speech Act Realization Project 

Social Distance 

Discourse Completion Test 

English as a Foreign Language 

English Language Teaching 

English as a Second Language 

First Name 

Face Threatening Act 

Hearer 

Illocutionary Force Indicating Device 

Fist Language 

Second language 

Non-native Speaker 

Native Speaker 

Social Power 

Ranking of Imposition 

Speaker 

Speech Act 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences 

Title+ Last Name 

xi 



1 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter gives information on the background of the study, the aim of the 

study, research questions, the significance of the study, and the limitations. 

Background of the study 

The study explored the realization of speech acts of requesting and 

apologising in English as a foreign language (EFL) context. This research belongs to 

the field of interlanguage pragmatics - "the study of nonnative speakers' use and 

acquisition of L2 pragmatic knowledge" (Kasper, 1996, p.145). To master a second 

or foreign language, learners should develop not only linguistic competence -"the 

knowledge of the items and rules that comprise the formal system of language" (Ellis 

1994, p. 715), but also pragmatic competence- "the knowledge that speaker-hearer 

use in order to engage in communication, including how speech acts are successfully 

performed" (Ellis 1994, p. 719). Another definition of pragmatic competence is "the 

knowledge of the linguistic resources available in a given language for realising 

particular illocutions, knowledge of the sequential aspects of speech acts, and finally, 

knowledge of the appropriate contextual use of the particular language's linguistic 

resources" (Barron, 2003, p. 10). Developing these two competences leads to the 

mastery of communicative competence. 

Even advanced EFL students sometimes face difficulties communicating in 

the target language because they often study the language focusing only on linguistic 

competence and therefore lack the necessary pragmatic skills. According to 

Woodfield and Economidou-Kogetsidis (2010), even those students who study 

abroad, in English-speaking countries, may reveal important pragmatic deviations 

from native speakers. The researchers suggest that even a long stay in a target­ 

language country not always results in sufficient pragmatic improvement. Hassall 

(2006) claims that "advanced learners remain nonnative in even quite basic 

pragmatic knowledge and aspects of pragmatic performance after a sojourn of one 

year's length or more" (p. 32). 

Mastering speech act realisation in the target language is a key element of 

pragmatic competence (Ellis, 1994 ), and therefore, second and foreign language 
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earners' pragmatic competence is often measured through exammmg their 

oduction of particular speech acts: requests, apologies, suggestions, promises, etc. 

As Saeed (1997) points out: 

Learning to communicate in a language involves more than acquiring the 

pronunciation and grammar. We need to learn how to ask questions, make 

suggestions, greet and thank other speakers. In other words we need to learn 

the uses of language to which utterances are conventionally put in the new 

language community and how these uses are signaled. (p. 203) 

Understanding and producing speech acts in the target language is one of the 

most difficult aspects of developing learners' communicative competence. Language 

learners and teachers should pay more attention to acquisition of speech acts as they 

are culture-specific, meaning that we cannot apply the way we organize the talk in 

our native language into the way we talk in other languages (Trosborg, 1995). 

Inability to recognise norms of the target language and culture and pragmatic transfer 

from learners' first language can lead to misunderstandings, both in producing the 

appropriate speech act and in interpreting the intended meaning of one uttered by 

somebody else. Understanding communicative intent of people who speak a different 

language based on one's own native language systems or cultural norms can 

potentially result in pragmatic failure and communication breakdown. Awareness of 

the differences between the communicative practices in native and target language 

and acquiring nativelike speech act production helps to prevent communication 

breakdowns and avoid being misunderstood or considered rude when interacting in 

non-native language. 

The present study examined EFL learners' the realisation of two speech acts - 

requesting and apologizing- with reference to the phenomenon of linguistic 

politeness. Being able to make request appropriately is very important in human 

interaction since communication often revolves around our need to get somebody to 

do something. This speech act frequently occurs in daily interaction with people and 

is an important part of successful communication, "which gives the request a primary 

position in the whole linguistic repertoire of speech acts" (Belza, 2008, p. 8). Request 

is a face-threatening act (FTA) because it infringes on the hearer's freedom of action. 

Therefore, even if non-native speakers manage to avoid pragmatic transfer from their 

first language when making requests in a foreign language, they may still produce 

inappropriate requests, and so is crucial to understand how to make polite requests in 
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e target language. Another speech act examined in the present study, namely 

apology, is often considered as playing an important politeness role in 

ommunication because repairs face damage when social norms have been violated 

and aims to maintain social harmony (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983) and is 

thus necessary for successful cross-cultural communication. Norrick (1978) 

emphasises the role of apologies in maintaining "the smooth working of society" and 

states "acts of apologizing and forgiving are more basic and important to society than 

such acts as thanking and congratulating, which by comparison are its pleasant 

byproducts rather than functional principles" (p. 284). Apologizing is face­ 

threatening to the speaker and not an easy matter even in native language, and having 

to do it in a foreign language is even more complicated. Previous studies have shown 

that even though nonnative speakers' perceptions of politeness in requests and 

apologies correlate with those of native, differences in performance exist, and 

language learners' pragmatic competence is not native like (Krulatz, 2012). 

The Aim of the Study 

This study aims to analyse EFL learners' realisation of two speech acts - 

requests and apologies - in the target language and to explore how linguistic 

politeness is realised in these speech acts ( emphasising the ways in which the 

respondents' requests and apologies deviate from or conform to English norms). The 

study focuses on speech acts realisation in particular situational context, namely in 

the context of student-teacher communication at university. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What strategies are used by EFL learners in performing the speech act of 

requesting in the course of student-teacher interaction? 

2. What are the strategies employed by EFL learners when apologising to 

academic staff? 

3. How do the students' realisations of requests and apologies deviate from or 

conform to English norms in terms of linguistic politeness? 

Significance of the study 

The current study is expected to contribute to the research on foreign 

language pragmatic competence. The results may provide better understanding of 



4 

earners' production of speech acts of requesting and apologising in a formal 

emic setting. The findings of the study can help identify problems that EFL 

ers face in realisation of these speech acts in the target language. This research 

_,- also help to shed light on sources of pragmatic failure that leads to 

· sunderstandings and miscommunication. The results can be beneficial for teachers 

guiding students to develop their communicative competence and aiding them in 

piiring more native-like language to avoid impoliteness and miscommunication 

en using the target language. The findings may be used for the development of 

hing methods and teaching materials for EFL classrooms that involve teaching 

pragmatics and speech act production. 

Limitations of the Study 

Since the research was conducted with only master students at the EL T 

epartment, and only 20 Discourse Completion Tests (DCTs) were analysed (several 

students' DCTs could not be accepted because they were filled in incorrectly; still 

more students did not submit their DCTs at all), and students of only one university 

were selected for the study, the findings may not be generalized to all learners of 

English. The small size of the sample and the lack of statistical significance, in most 

of the categories, suggest a cautious interpretation of the results. Results from such a 

small sample are not generalizable, but it is interesting that they seem to confirm the 

results of other studies. 

The justification for selection of the DCT as the data collection method was 

presented in Chapter 3. Its major advantages include the relative ease of obtaining 

homogenous data, and its common use in studies on speech acts. However, it is clear 

that the task is an artificial one. As a result, the data collected in this study may not 

exactly reflect the way requests and apologies are typically uttered. Addressing a real 

person is a much more complex task exactly because the speaker knows so much 

more about the interlocutor. Without a doubt, the nature of the relationship and the 

personal characteristics of the addressee affect the choice of linguistic moves in the 

message. 

In addition, the participants were asked to write several requests and 

apologies during one data collection session. The serial production of similar speech 

acts could have influenced respondents' answers in such a way that each response 

became more and more repetitive. They may have also been shorter than real 
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sts and apologies would be simply because the participants knew in advance 

w many total messages they would be writing, and they were not compensated for 

e participation in the study. Thus, some respondents may have completed the DCT 

urriedly, and without paying much attention to the strategies they were selecting 

simply because, in real life, they had nothing to lose or gain. Or, on the other hand, 

ey may have actually taken more care and time than they would have in real life 

ause they knew these data were collected for a linguistic study. Overall, both the 

ength of the DCT replies, and the choice of the politeness strategies may have been 

affected by the artificiality of the task. 

Additionally, the investigation of request and apology behaviour in the first 

language of the students would constitute a means of analysing the influence of 

linguistic transfer. Since the respondents in the present study were international 

students from different countries, it would have been difficult to investigate the 

influence of Ll. Moreover, the researcher shares the same Ll with only four 

respondents and doesn't know native languages of the rest of participants. Therefore, 

it would be preferable to investigate a group of students with shared Ll. 

Finally, this study focused on only two speech acts, request and apology. 

Assessing the performance of these two FT As is not enough to evaluate pragmatic 

competence. Future studies need to focus on other speech acts such as refusals, 

disagreements, invitations, etc., in languages other than English, in both written and 

spoken discourse. 

Notwithstanding the limitations, this study does suggest that while acquiring 

the skills that allow language users to construct appropriate and polite messages in 

their L2 takes a long time, certain approximations to native-speaker politeness and 

appropriateness do exist. It is possible that given sufficient time and instructional 

support, L2 leamers can approximate native-speaker models. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This chapter introduces the key concepts of the research and provides the 

review of related literature. First, an account of Austin's (1962) and Searle's (1979) 

speech act theory will be given. Then, Brown and Levinson's (1978, 1987) politeness 

theory will be discussed. Finally, speech acts of request and apology will be 

addressed. Background information on each of the speech acts will be given followed 

by overview of relevant studies focusing on English language learners' production of 

requests and apologies respectively. 

Speech Act Theory 

Speech acts (SAs) can be defined as "actions performed via utterances" 

(Yule, 1996, p. 47). John L. Austin first described speech act theory in his book How 

to Do Things with Words (1962). The researcher claimed that we use language not 

only to describe reality, but to change it: create social relationships, make people do 

what we want, etc. Austin's notion of utterance-as-action offered a new insight into 

language studies. John Searle further developed and improved Austin's theory. 

According to speech act theory, there are three levels of the act occurring in 

an utterance. First, there is a locutionary act, the sentence's literal meaning: "the 

basic act of utterance, or producing a meaningful linguistic expression" (Yule, 1996, p. 

54). It involves uttering sounds, using words in accordance with grammar rules of a 

language. For a long time, linguistics used to study only the locutionary aspect of 

SAs (including phonetics, lexicology, and syntax) without taking into account the 

communicative situations in which they were produced. However, people do not 

usually speak for the sole purpose of producing utterances. They usually perform 

certain actions which have non-linguistic purposes: they ask or answer questions, 

criticize, make promises and so on. This non-linguistic purpose of an utterance is the 

second dimension - the illocutionary act. It is the notion of illocutionary act that is 

central to SA theory. In fact, the term "speech acts" is often used with just this 

meaning of illocutionary acts. Finally, via speaking, people achieve certain results. 

The result of producing SAs may or may be in accordance with the speaker's 

intentions. An SA viewed in the light of its real consequences, the effect of the action 




