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Foreword 

 

 

It’s our pleasure to publish twelve articles in this 2012 edition of The Linguistics Journal. The 

preparation of a volume of this magnitude is never the work of one person, and there are a number of 

people whose contributions to this volume have been invaluable. I would also like to thank our 

copyeditor, designer and typesetter for bringing their remarkable talent to these pages. Our 

appreciation is extended to our reviewers/proofreaders for their continual efforts. Also, we’d like to 

congratulate those who have been recently promoted to associate editors, Dr. Amelia Cava and Dr. 

Nola Bacha, and to a large number of new reviewers to the journal. 

 The first research paper in this edition is by Vahid Aryadoust whose article ‘Evaluating the 

psychometric quality of an ESL placement test of writing: A many-facets’ study  investigates the 

psychometric quality of a placement tool to assess English as second language (ESL) writing. The 

author proposes an ESL writing model and applies many-facets Rasch analysis to examine its 

psychometric features. The results were mixed, so further studies should address the psychometric 

properties of the rating scale. The second article by Božana Knežević and Irena Brdar  ‘Deontic 

possibility and necessity: A case study based on two parallel legislative texts’ focuses on syntactic 

and semantic features of modals that express notions like deontic possibility (i.e. permission) and 

deontic necessity (i.e. obligation) in the Croatian text. The researchers compare their uses with those 

in the English text and by analyzing their occurrence and meanings in order to discover similarities 

and differences in translation, and investigate if a shift in modality occurs in translation. 

 Following this is Zuliati Rohmah’s ‘Mitigated disagreements among Indonesian doctorate 

students in an academic setting.’ In mitigating their disagreements, Indonesian doctorate students 

applied strategies, such as expressing uncertainty, minimizing the imposition, showing respect, 

expressing partial disagreements and apologizing. The fourth  article by John Congjun Mu, ‘Using 

hermeneutic multi-case study to investigate L2 students’ academic writing strategies’, describes a 

qualitative hermeneutic approach which encompasses everything in the interpretation process 

including verbal and nonverbal forms of communication, as well as prior aspects that affect 

communication, such as presupposition, pre-understanding, the meaning and philosophy of language 

and semiotics. This multi-case study approach as a research strategy investigates writing strategies in 

a second language. 
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 The fifth article is by John Winward, ‘The role of semantic and pragmatic factors in article 

production by advanced Thai learners’.  Results across the whole sample, and particularly those from 

the higher-ability groups, suggest that the main problem that students have is with mapping semantic 

universals onto the overt features of English morphology, rather than with attributing particular 

phonological forms to terminal nodes. 

 The sixth full research article is by Michael Lessard-Clouston, ‘Technical vocabulary use in 

English-medium disciplinary writing: A native/non-native case study.’ Lessard-Clouston presents a 

corpus-informed case study of technical vocabulary use in the disciplinary writing of both native and 

non-native English speakers in a graduate school of theology. It examines how participants defined 

technical terms, the lexical richness of their term papers, and both similarities and differences 

between native and non-native academic writing, focusing on concordance analyses of seven target 

technical vocabulary items. 

 The final research article by Abbas Fateminia, ‘A study on the closing section of Iranian 

telephone conversations’ investigates the methodology of conversation analysis which  offers 

fascinating insights into turn-taking aspects of the study. It aims at providing a descriptive account of 

characteristics of Persian telephone closings and in particular, examining how Persian telephone 

closings are realized between Iranian intimates. 

  The second section, that of Research Notes, opens with Zoltan Boka’s  ‘Pragmatic and associative 

word learning by young children’ which reviews current research as it relates to fast mapping and 

extended fast mapping of words in the context of associative and pragmatic word learning. The 

existing literature shows a considerable disagreement between those who support associative 

learning and  favor pragmatic learning. Nevertheless there has been more agreement concerning the 

validity of fast mapping.  

 The second research note is by  Satarupa Dattamajumda, ‘Language  change in Lepcha: An 

assessment’, which views language change at the phonological and morphological (or lexical) levels 

in Lepcha and is seen as a result of different social and demographic factors across the time period. 

 The third research by Musallam Al-Ma’ani, ‘A  learner-cantered approach to technical translation 

in undergraduate programmes: Contributions from Arabic’ investigates students’ problems related to 

language which can be hampered by the restrictions of time, resources, and the conditions under 

which they are asked to translate. Such restrictions, of course, are two-dimensional: (1) 

undergraduate students’ understanding of the ST which is always pivotal since they still lack 

language competence; and (2) their ability to make adjustments and/or alterations to TTs which are 

usually limited.  

 The fourth article by Farideh Gholizadeh, Leila Gholizadeh, and Sima Modirkhamene assesses the 

development of metalinguistic awareness (MA) in Azeri Persian bilinguals in learning English as 
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their third language and compares results with those relating to the MA development in Persian 

monolinguals in learning English as their second language 

 The final article contributed by Mohammad Assiri,‘“ ana aasif jiddan yaa akhi”: An intercultural 

study of illocutionary preferences and gender differences in Arabic apology’, illustrates the kinds of 

strategies that speakers of different Arabic dialects would use when they wanted to apologize and 

explores similarities and differences between female and male Arabs in their use of apology 

strategies. 

 We hope you enjoy this collection of articles and look forward to your continued support of the 

journal. 

 

Ahmad Al-Hassan, Ph.D. 

 

Head of Production 
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Evaluating the psychometric quality of an ESL placement test of writing: A many-facets Rasch 

study 

 

Vahid Aryadoust 

National University of Singapore 

 

Bioprofile 

Vahid Aryadoust is a lecturer at the Centre for English Language Communication of the National 

University of Singapore (CELC-NUS), where he teaches academic writing courses. He is also the 

principal investigator in several validation studies, including the International English Language 

Competency Assessment (IELCA). His current research focuses on the application of latent trait, 

neuro-fuzzy models, and neurology in language assessment. 

 

Abstract 

This study investigates the psychometric quality of a placement tool to assess English as a second 

language (ESL) writing. The author proposes an ESL writing model comprising four major facets: 

examinees, raters, tasks, and scoring criteria. The model has five scoring criteria: relevance and 

adequacy of content, compositional organization, cohesion, adequacy of vocabulary, and grammar; 

these are evaluated by using a seven-point scoring rubric. The data were subjected to many-facets 

Rasch analysis which showed that the facets adapted in the present study functioned according to the 

expectations of the Rasch model in several cases, but further studies should address the psychometric 

properties of the rating scale which might be a major cause of central tendency error. 

 

Introduction 

A considerable part of language assessment literature concerns high-stakes tests. Literature 

on placement tests is critically narrow most likely because these tests are “in many instances 

relatively low stakes exams” (Feak & Salehzadeh, 2001, p. 478). Feak and Salehzadeh pointed out 

that placement tests are often constructed by teachers whose primary interests are not assessment; 

therefore, they are not involved in investigating the features of the test. It is likely that schools use an 

“inherited” placement test, which the staff and school administrators are reluctant to replace perhaps 

because the staff feel their efforts will not be acknowledged. Yet, “when those infrequent 

opportunities for discussion of in-house assessments do arise, such as at conferences, there seems to 

be great interest in what everyone else is doing and how they did it” (Feak & Salehzadeh, 2001, p. 

478). In this study, I report on the evaluation of a writing assessment system developed in a language 

school to measure students’ performance on four major tasks (i.e., Agreement-Disagreement, Stating 
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a Preference, Giving an Explanation, and Making Arguments) and the suitability of the many-facets 

Rasch model for this context. Specifically, the study addressed the following questions: 

(a) To what degree do students’ ability levels, rater severity, writing tasks, and scoring 

rubrics’ difficulty vary and fit the many-facets Rasch model? 

(b) To what extent do the rating scale, its categories, and their thresholds function 

appropriately?  

(c) Can teacher raters with different backgrounds distinguish successfully among seven 

performance levels which have been developed for norm-referenced contexts? 

 

Writing Components and Assessment 

Findings about L2 Writing in Previous Research  

There have been two approaches to scoring writing in EFL/ESL: analytic and impressionistic 

(holistic) (Aryadoust, 2010; Jeffery, 2009). In impressionistic scoring, texts are given a single score 

based on a holistic impression of the script (Tyndall & Kenyon, 1996), while analytic systems score 

samples along specific criteria, such as vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, coherence, and organization 

(Weigle, 2002). Few researchers have been supportive of impression scoring, especially in high-

stakes tests of writing (Tyndall & Kenyon, 1996; Mickan, 2003; Mickan & Slater, 2003; Mickan, 

Slater, & Gibson, 2000), and many have argued in favor of analytic scoring (among researchers are 

O’Sullivan, 2002; Banerjee, Franceschina, & Smith, 2007). Vaughan (1991) has noted a major merit 

of analytic schemes: that they provide helpful “diagnostic information” about test takers’ writing 

skills. 

Many analytic scoring schemes have been developed. The IELTS Writing test rates scripts on 

Grammatical Range and Accuracy, Lexical Range and Accuracy, Arrangement of Ideas, and 

Communicative Quality (O’Loughlin & Wigglesworth, 2003; Shaw & Falvey, 2008). Research by 

Mullen (1977) showed four underlying influences on writing performance: control over structure, 

organization of materials, appropriateness of vocabulary, and quantity of writing. Similarly, Jacobs, 

Zinkgarf, Wormuth, Hartfiel, and Hughey (1981) named content, language use, organization, 

vocabulary, and mechanics as five influential factors in writing assessment. Later, J. D. Brown and 

Baily (1984) investigated the frameworks developed by Mullen (1977) and Jacobs et al. (1981), and 

proposed a merged analytic framework comprising organization, logical development of ideas, 

grammar, mechanics of writing, and style. More recently, Hedge (2005) proposed a list of “crafting 

skills” that writers need to possess, including grammar, lexicon, punctuating, spelling, sentence 

structures, and communicating ideas. 

Analytic scoring components can be mapped onto components of knowledge: some, such as 

grammar, and vocabulary, associate with linguistic knowledge; some, such as register and style, 
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associate with sociolinguistic knowledge; and some, such as coherence and cohesion, relate to 

discourse knowledge (Bachman, 1990).  

Some writing evaluation frameworks, such as the linguistic/rhetorical framework employed 

by Connor (1991), have paid explicit attention to the components of knowledge. Connor’s measure 

monitors syntactic features, coherence, and persuasiveness (which further divides into four 

subclasses: superstructure, reasoning, persuasive appeal, and persuasiveness adaptiveness). A similar 

model was developed by McNamara (1996), who used the Rasch partial credit model (PCM) to 

investigate the validity of a six-part category specification in a writing study. He found that his 

categories—overall effectiveness, intelligibility, fluency, comprehension, appropriateness, and 

resources—contribute significantly to writing performance in the sense that each category explained 

part of the variance observed in the data. This indicates that the knowledge of each of these skills 

contributes significantly to the performance of writers and the quality of the written text.    

Research also reveals that much variance in holistic writing scores is ascribable to five 

subclasses of grammatical competence: sentential connectors, errors, length, 

subordination/relativization (Homburg, 1984), and correct usage of cohesive devices and holistic 

ratings (Evola, Mamer, & Lentz, 1980). Cultural and ethnic biases also “can create disadvantages for 

certain groups of writers more easily” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991a, p. 64). For example, Ballard and 

Clanchy (1991) found that the ways in which an argument is formed and concluded can vary 

between cultures, so expected cultural routines can determine how second language (L2) writing is 

performed and assessed.  

This brief review reveals that researchers have used similar, if not identical, writing 

components to analyze L2 writing, although there is no precise scholarly consensus on which 

components to include. A few appropriate scoring criteria emerging from this research are grammar, 

cohesion and coherence, lexis, and genre. In the present study, I further explore the effects of a set of 

five scoring criteria—along with examinees, raters, and tasks—on the psychometric quality of a 

proposed writing construct.  

 

Developing a Writing Assessment Model   

Researchers have developed a number of models of the writing process. Weigle (2002) finds 

that writers draw on two major resources: cognitive processes and sociocultural background. 

 Hayes and Flower (1980) described a model of writing where the elements of long-term 

memory and task monitoring function along with task environment to produce the final product. This 

model was developed as an analysis of first-language writing, but has also been influential in L2 

writing research. Later, Hayes (1996) posited another writing model with two components: the task 

environment and the writer. The former comprises social factors (the audience and collaborators); the 
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physical environment; and the writing medium (handwriting or typing). The features of writers are 

motivation/affect, working memory, long-term memory, and cognitive processes.  

While Hayes and Flower’s (1980) and Hayes’s (1996) models have been very influential in 

research into writing processes and performance, two major concerns remain if we wish to develop 

an L2 writing model for assessment. First and foremost, these models do not pertain to assessment, 

and so do not explore such elements as raters and scoring (see, for example, Bachman & Palmer, 

1996; McNamara, 1996). Test takers’ linguistic, discourse, and sociolinguistic knowledge play 

important roles in their performance on communicative tests (Bachman, 1990), but assessment-

oriented writing models must also monitor task demands, raters, and scoring rubrics—each of which 

can contribute to a valid and reliable measurement process, but may also introduce construct-

irrelevant variance (CIV). To develop a fine-grained and elaborate model of writing, we should 

closely monitor these intervening variables, and attempt to represent the construct elaborately to 

minimize CIV and any other adverse effects from these variables (McNamara, 1996). Secondly, L2 

writing is different from L1 writing: L2 individuals do not usually possess all the writer’s features in 

Hayes’s model (extended vocabulary and grammar knowledge as in their mother tongue, familiarity 

with different writing genres, etc.). 

Based on this discussion, I propose an L2 writing assessment model based on a study by 

Engelhard (1992). As shown in Figure 1, test performance is determined by both intervening factors 

(Engelhard, 1992)—tasks and their features, judge (or rater) severity, and rating criteria—and 

examinee knowledge: the latter is not the only determinant of scores. These elements may also 

interact; for example, raters or judges may have interactions with scoring criteria, with scales, or with 

particular groups of test takers, as indicated by bi-directional arrows. Such interactions are 

overlooked in traditional assessments, but are dealt with in Rasch measurement (McNamara, 1996).  
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Figure 1. Illustration of an L2 writing assessment model, which generalizes the elements affecting 

the assessment of L2 writing performance.  

 

As displayed in Figure 1, the examinee draws on linguistic, discourse, and sociolinguistic 

knowledge to take a writing test (Grabe & Kaplan, 1996). In Grabe and Kaplan’s model, linguistic 

knowledge is knowledge of written codes, vocabulary, and grammar; discourse knowledge includes 

cohesion, coherence, and genre; and sociolinguistic knowledge is knowledge of register parameters, 

cultural awareness, and functional use of language. The present study operationalizes evaluation of 

these three types of knowledge using five scoring criteria, four tasks, and a seven-level rating score, 

which are further discussed below.   

The model is intended to capture rater rating patterns and bias. Raters can be substantially 

biased in performance tests. To date, two major methods have been employed to estimate rater bias: 

MFRM and generalizability studies (e.g., Marcoulides, 2000). Research by Hoyt and Kerns (1999) 

showed that a considerable portion of the observed variance in performance studies was attributed to 

rater effect and rater-examinee interactions (see also Fahim & Bijani, 2011). Language researchers 

have found that the degree of rater severity can affect test scores significantly irrespective of the 

training that raters received (Lumley & McNamara, 1995; Schaefer, 2008; Weigle, 1998) and that 

rater-task interaction can affect the scores significantly (Kondo-Brown, 2002). More recently, 

Engelhard and Myford (2003) showed that raters’ performance can be affected by examinees’ 

gender, ethnicity, and language backgrounds. They referred to this phenomenon as differential rater 

functioning.       
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 The model presented in Figure 1 has a relatively firm theoretical foundation, which is 

supported by previous research that used the Rasch model. Myford and Wolfe (2000) validated the 

Test of Spoken English using the Rasch model with four sources of variance in the analysis; Tyndall 

and Kenyon (1996) validated the holistic ESL writing scale of Georgetown University and reported 

supporting evidence for a model similar to the model presented in Figure 1; Weigle (1998) 

investigated rater severity and the positive effects of rater training on the consistency of scores; 

Kondo-Brown (2002) validated a test of writing Japanese as a second language; and Milanovic, 

Saville, Pollitt, and Cook (1996) reported on the Cambridge Assessment of Spoken English. Two 

research projects are most closely related to the present study: Grabowski (2008) reported a Rasch 

modeling of a writing test that assumed the same intervening variables as the present study, but 

included grammatical and pragmatic knowledge as examinee variables; and Park (2004) validated a 

test of ESL writing using the Rasch model. 

The dashed arrow connecting scoring criteria and tasks indicates that there could exist a 

connection between these two elements. This connection is typically investigated in primary trait 

rubric approach to writing where the teacher or researcher seeks to understand how effectively a 

student can write “within a narrowly defined range of discourse” (Weigle, 2002, p. 110). In this 

approach, every task needs a set of uniquely defined rating guidelines which are strictly task-specific 

(Applebee, 2000). (For example, students are assigned a writing task in which they should persuade 

their school that they deserve a grant.).  

The basic problem with primary trait rubric approach in assessment is that raters must 

concentrate on the degree to which the writer accomplished the task at the expense of errors 

committed by students. Applebee (2000, p. 4) raises this concern, as follows: “to insure that raters 

maintained this focus, scoring guidelines usually instructed raters to ignore errors in conventions of 

written language, and to focus on overall rhetorical effectiveness.” In Figure 1, the knowledge of 

conventions of written language or linguistic resources (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, and coherence) 

and their application are of primary importance; lexicogrammatical features of texts characterize 

discourse and genre types (Schleppegrell, 2004; Schleppegrell, Achugar, & Orteiza, 2004); and their 

application alongside cohesion knowledge helps the writer communicate clearly and successfully 

with the reader, because they are direct indications of writer’s competency in the L2 (Reid, 2006). 

For example, Nation (2005) argued that linguistic knowledge and its application in writing are 

different from those in listening, reading, and speaking skills.  

In addition, the primary trait rubrics typically include a list of several traits rather than the 

rubrics or criteria for effective communication within a rhetorical domain (see Tedick, 2002). As 

such, they provide limited information concerning students’ performance, and their use for 
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assessment and placement purposes would not be fair in our context of study. Finally, Weigle (2002) 

pointed out that the efficacy of using these rubrics in L2 assessment is as yet unclear.    

 

Methodology 

Rating Criteria  

At the request of the language school where the study was performed, we sought to provide 

an L2 writing tool that considered the educational needs of students who enrolled in the English 

classes offered in the school syllabus. The tool would be used to provide fine-grained diagnostic 

feedback to the test takers and teachers and/or place test takers in a range of English writing levels 

(the latter being the major function). Therefore, the writing assessment tool would embrace an 

analytical framework for diagnosis (impressionistic tools cannot provide diagnostic feedback) (see, 

for example, Alderson, 2006, 2010).  

Weir (1990) explained the distinctive features of the writing model used in the TEEP test. 

The TEEP monitors five major attribute writing scales, which I have adapted to represent and 

operationalize my writing model: Relevance and Adequacy of Content (RAC), Compositional 

Organization (CO), Cohesion (C), Adequacy of Vocabulary (AV), and Grammar (G) (Weir, 1990, 

pp. 69-70). TEEP Extended Handbook (2009) reports a many-facets Rasch analysis of the scoring 

guidelines, in a setting in which these criteria had been scored neither too harshly nor too leniently, 

and they fitted the Rasch model sufficiently. However, given the narrow scope of the TEEP scale, we 

opted for a wider scale corresponding to the seven language proficiency levels (see below). 

Engelhard’s (1992) model assumes that text writers use linguistic, discourse, and 

sociolinguistic knowledge to perform the tasks given to them. The writing model used in this study 

operationalizes these components as follows: RAC operationalizes sociolinguistic knowledge, in that 

it measures the relevance of the response to the “topic of interaction” (Grabe & Kaplan, 1996) or the 

task set (Weir, 1990); CO and C are the major components of discourse knowledge (Bachman, 

1990); and AV and G are major components of linguistic knowledge (Bachman, 1990).    

I followed TWE (see H. D. Brown, 2004) in employing a seven-level scoring system because 

it has seven scale points, hypothetically corresponding to the seven proficiency levels defined in the 

school curriculum. Appendix A gives the details of the scoring system.  

 

Writing Prompts  

Lougheed (2004) and Aryadoust, Akbarzadeh, and Nasiri (2007) argued that writing or 

composition tasks for EFL/ESL students fall in at least four major categories, based on the demands 

of the writing prompt: (a) Agreement-Disagreement (AD), (b) Stating a Preference (SP), (c) Giving 
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an Explanation (GE), and (d) Making Arguments (MA). The language school faculty found these 

prompt types relevant to students’ needs in academic writing and preparing for English proficiency 

tests. Prompt selection is especially important for authentic writing tasks: the prompts should not 

cause aberrant test performance (Linacre, 1994) and should not contain socioculturally unknown and 

incomprehensible stimuli (Weigle, 2002). A panel of five English teachers analyzed 12 writing 

prompts (tasks) and judged four of them to be appropriate for the purposes of the present study. 

 

Participants and Raters 

Eighty (80) adult English learners aged 21-28 from the language school were invited to take 

the writing tests. All students were members of language ability levels 4/7 (level 4 out of 7 levels in 

the language school), 5/7 and 6/7 at the school. The four writing prompts were divided into two tests: 

Test 1 comprised an AD task (first) and a SP task (second), and Test 2 a GE task (first) and an MA 

task (second). Each participant took Test 1 in the first session and, within one week, Test 2 in the 

second session. In each session, students were given an interval of 15 minutes after accomplishing 

the first task to eliminate fatigue effects. Writing each task took 40 minutes.  

 Three experienced teachers were recruited as the raters in the study. Two held graduate 

degrees in Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL), and one was a graduate student in 

TEFL. All raters had prior experience scoring the writing scripts of EFL/ESL students. Prior to rating 

students’ exams, they met with the researcher in three two-hour sessions over one week to present 

feedback and ideas about the test. In the first meeting, they discussed the structure of the study, 

including the tasks, scoring criteria, and grade levels, and each of them scored 7 to 9 scripts. Each 

rater scored each script on the five scoring criteria of the five-factor writing model, so every script 

had 15 scores (3 raters × 5 scoring criteria). They then discussed their scores with the researcher to 

find and resolve discrepancies. In the second and third meetings, the researcher further discussed the 

test with the raters and gave them more scripts to score to ascertain their understanding of the scoring 

criteria. These training sessions were an attempt to further standardize the test by controlling the 

intervening variables (McNamara, 1996).  

 

Data Analysis 

To test the psychometric properties of the measurement tool, I used a many-facets Rasch model 

(MFRM) (Linacre, 1994, p. 1), which is expressed as follows:  

Log  

, where 

Pnijk is the probability of examinee n being awarded on item i a rating of k by judge j 
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Pnijk-1 is the probability of examinee n being awarded on item i by judge j a rating of k-1 

Bn is the ability of examinee n 

Di is the difficulty of item i  

Ci is the severity of judge j 

Eh is the difficulty of scoring category h 

Fik is the difficulty of the step from category k-1 to category k of the scale unique to item i    

  

According to this model, the probability of an examinee being awarded a score on each item 

is governed not only by ability, but also by task difficulty, scoring criteria, and rater severity. To 

capture rater behavior, the Rasch model provides a rater severity parameter which resembles the 

ability and difficulty parameters. As expected, raters display some degree of probabilistic (stochastic) 

behavior, which yields some error in measurement. Very high or low error measures are not in 

accord with the Rasch model expectations, and are detrimental to the validity of measurement 

(Eckes, 2011; Linacre, 1994).  

Engelhard (1994) showed that the many-facet Rasch model can identify four sources of error 

in rater performance: “(a) severity or leniency, (b) halo, (c) central tendency, and (d) restriction of 

range” (p. 98). Severity or leniency of a rater refers to the extent to which they assign lower or higher 

rating to test takers’ performance than their actual performance level. Consistent severity or leniency 

can be adjusted so that the test scores will be fair in all instances. The halo effect is present in rating 

if raters fail to distinguish between test takers’ distinct writing sub-skills. For example, if raters in the 

present study rely on their general impression of the text in rating the five conceptually different 

scoring criteria, their scoring pattern will be consistent (such as 33333 or 44444). When a halo effect 

is present, the mean square (MNSQ) fit statistics display overfitting patterns, meaning that they are 

too predictable and fall considerably below the expected value of 1. Engelhard (1994) divided the 

halo effect into a true and an illusory halo. True halo does not indicate error in rating because the 

observed pattern rating indicates students’ actual level in the specified scoring criteria, but illusory 

halo indicates that the scores are influenced by rater’s overall impression of the text rather than 

his/her careful assessment of each scoring criteria.  

Central tendency refers to the situations in which a rater is reluctant to use all levels in the 

continuum in rating, specially the extreme points, and scores tend to cluster around the center of the 

scores. According to Engelhard (1994), “As with the halo effect, this rater error introduces an 

artificial dependency in the ratings that leads to overly consistent response patterns that can be 

detected with rater fit statistics” (p. 99). Restriction of range refers to the situations in which the 

rating process has not satisfactorily distinguished among the performance level of students because 

the rating process is focused on a limited number of performance levels on the scale. To provide 
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evidence regarding this rater error, Engelhard proposes students’ reliability and separation indices 

obtained in the many-facets Rasch model. Low separation of raters and high separation of test takers 

are desirable.  

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics  

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics of the five scoring criteria. Mean and standard 

deviation indices have close ranges in all categories. Skewness and kurtosis indices fell within the 

acceptable range of -2 to +2 (Field, 2005). The minimum awarded score was 2 in the RAC, CO, and 

C categories, and 3 in the AV and G categories. No candidate received the minimum score of 1. The 

maximum score awarded in all categories was 7.  

 

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics of Scoring by Three Raters in Five Scoring Criteria  

 Mean SD Minimum Maximum Skewness Kurtosis 

RAC 4.86 0.84 2 7 -0.46 0.18 

CO 4.86 0.91 2 7 -0.10 -0.92 

C 4.94 0.88 2 7 -0.26 -0.07 

AV 4.94 0.92 3 7 -0.13 -1.15 

G 5.00 0.82 3 7 -.079 -1.04 

Note. RAC = Adequacy of Content. G = Grammar. CO = Compositional Organization. C = Cohesion. AV = Adequacy of 

Vocabulary. 

 

Table 1 also shows the mean scores and standard deviations to be very similar. One may 

argue for the possibility of a halo effect although the mean scores per se cannot represent the rating 

patterns. I will further investigate the possibility of a halo effect below.    

Many-Facets Rasch Measurement (MFRM) 

Wright Map and Reliability Analysis. I used the FACETS computer program, Student 

Version 3.66 (Linacre, 2009) to investigate the psychometric features of persons, raters, tasks, items, 

and rating criteria. The Wright map in Figure 2 gives the distribution and location of these facets.  
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+ 

|Measr|+Examinee                                   |-Raters |-Tasks              |-Items         |Scale| 

|-----+--------------------------------------------+--------+--------------------+---------------+-----| 

|   3 +                                            +        +                    +               + (7) | 

|     | 28                                         |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |  6  | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|   2 +                                            +        +                    +               +     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               | --- | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|   1 +                                            +        +                    +               +     | 

|     | 25  69                                     |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 68  70                                     |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 53  80                                     |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 24  71  8                                  |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 30  42  54  63                             |        |                    |               |  5  | 

|     | 15  38  51  55  58  60  64  67             | Rater2 |                    |               |     | 

|     | 22  26  31  37  5   56  74  79  9          |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 41  48  75  78                             |        |                    |               |     | 

*   0 * 20  33  34  35  4   44  49  50  61  66  73 *        * A/D  GE   MA   SP  *               *     * 

|     | 18  29                                     | Rater3 |                    | CO            |     | 

|     | 14  17  21  32  39                         | Rater1 |                    | AV   C    RAC | --- | 

|     | 2   45  59  65  72  76  77                 |        |                    | G             |     | 

|     | 16  40  46  52  7                          |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 10  62                                     |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 1   12  27  3   36  43  57                 |        |                    |               |     | 

|     | 11  13  23                                 |        |                    |               |  4  | 

|     | 19  6                                      |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|  -1 + 47                                         +        +                    +               +     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               | --- | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|     |                                            |        |                    |               |     | 

|  -2 +                                            +        +                    +               + (2) | 

|-----+--------------------------------------------+--------+--------------------+---------------+-----| 

|Measr|+Examinee                                   |-Raters |-Tasks              |-Items         |Scale| 

+------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------+ 

Figure 2. The vertical variable map comprising four facets: Examinee, Raters, Tasks, and Items.   



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

19 

 

The leftmost column in Figure 2 is the unit of measurement: logits (log odd units), a true 

interval scale. The second column ranks examinees by ability measure. The spread of examinee 

abilities is not large, with the main range of abilities between -1 and +1 logits (Mean = 0.00; SD = 

0.54); only Examinee 28 has a considerably higher ability than +1. In this analysis, examinee ability 

is anchored to zero, so Examinee 28’s ability level is notably higher than the rest of the sample. As 

indicated by red circles, there are three distinct areas where students have clustered; following the 

red arrows to the rightmost column, we find that Examinee 28 has been placed in level 7. Everyone 

else is placed at two adjacent levels: 4 and 5.  

 The average standard error of measurement (SEM) for examinees was 0.16, so we have high 

confidence in the precision of the ability measures of participants. Reliability (the Rasch analogue of 

the KR-20 measure) quantifies a measure’s reproducibility in another sample with similar features; 

separation is another presentation of reliability, and indicates the range of measure estimates based 

on their precision (Wright & Stone, 1988). The reliability and separation indices for examinees are 

.88 and 2.75, respectively. 

The raters’ column in Figure 2 illustrates rater severity. In this study, Rater 2 was the most 

severe, scoring consistently but slightly differently from others; Rater 1 scored most leniently; and 

Rater 3 was between Raters 1 and 2, but more similar to Rater 1. 

The rate at which scorers returned identical scores under the same conditions was 38.5%, 

which actually exceeded the rate of agreement expected by the Rasch model (30%). This indicates 

that unpredicted variance in rater severity fell in an acceptably small range. Reliability and separation 

indices for raters were .99 and 2.55, respectively; the reliability index indicates that the extent to 

which raters reliably differ in their overall severity is contaminated with 1% error only; the 

separation index shows that there are 3 statistically distinct levels of severity.  

The third column expresses task difficulty. The four tasks have very close locations on the 

map, indicating similar difficulty levels for students. The MA, SP, GE, and AD tasks have respective 

measured difficulties of 0.00, 0.03, -0.01, and -0.01. This testifies to their similar difficulty for 

examinees, and the precision of the teacher panel in selecting them. 

The distribution of the five scoring categories in the fourth column was broader than that of 

the four tasks, but narrower than examinees’ measures. RAC, G, CO, C, and AV had respective 

difficulty measures of -0.16, -0.32, -0.15, -0.24, and -0.24. Although the differences in measures are 

not particularly pronounced, CO was the most difficult item, and G was the easiest. 

 

Fit Analysis. I investigated the fit statistics of the four facets. I use Linacre’s (2003) criterion 

of useful fit which considers the aim of the measurement and sample size: The indication of useful fit 
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in a relatively small sample, such as that of the present study, would be MNSQ close to unity 
1
(e.g., 

between 0.3 and 0.7, although Bond and Fox, 2007, opt for a more liberal range between 0.6 and 1.4; 

see also Aryadoust, 2012a, b; Aryadoust, Goh, & Lee, 2011).  

For a reliable and valid measurement, misfitting examinees should not exceed 2% of the 

sample (Pollitt & Hutchinson, 1987). With regard to Bond and Fox’s (2007) fit criterion, the sample 

contained two potentially underfitting examinees (#28: infit MNSQ = 2.19; #39: infit MNSQ = 2.13), 

who represent only slightly more than 2% of examinees. 

 

Table 2 Rater Severity and Fit Report 

Raters 
Severity 

(logits) 
Total score Infit MNSQ Outfit MNSQ 

Model standard 

error 

Rater 1 -0.20 7612 0.95 0.96 0.03 

Rater 3 -0.14 7527 0.99 0.99 0.03 

Rater 2 0.34 6902 1.04 1.04 0.03 

Mean  0.00 7347 0.99 1.00 0.03 

SD 0.30 387.7 0.04 0.04 0.00 

Note. χ
2 
(2) = 229.8, p < 0.05.   

 

Table 2 summarizes the fit statistics of the three raters. Infit and outfit MNSQ indices fell 

within Band and Fox’s (2007) range, likely indicating that raters were self-consistent in their scoring 

(that is, they did not score inconsistently when given different examinees, tasks, or scoring criteria). 

However, there is a significant discrepancy in terms of their severity. The rater reliability and 

separation indices (.99 and 2.55, respectively) testify to some inconsistency in rater severity. 

Observation of fit indices alongside the significant chi-square value (χ
2 

(2) = 229.8, p < 0.05) 

indicates statistically significant differences in rater severity. Therefore, the null hypothesis that all 

raters were equally severe was rejected. Table 2 also presents the standard error of measurement, 

which is low for all raters, indicating that sufficient information was available to estimate raters’ 

severity.  

                                                 
1
 Although fit statistics have been studies in the context of dichotomous and polytomous data, it is unfortunate that 

literature on the MFRM (e.g., simulation studies) falls relatively short.         
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As Table 2 shows, MNSQ fit indices of the raters are close to 1.00 (Rater 1 infit MNSQ = 

0.95; Rater 2 infit MNSQ = 1.04; Rater 3 infit MNSQ = 0.99), so their performance was not too 

erratic to predict by the Rasch model. Table 3 displays fit indices of scoring criteria and tasks.  

 

Table 3 Fit and Measures of Tasks and Items 

Task/ 

Item 

Measure Total score Infit 

MNSQ 

Outfit 

MNSQ 

Standard error of 

measurement 
MA 0.03 5490 0.99 0.99 0.03 

SP  0.00 5512 0.95 0.95 0.03 

GE -0.01 5518 1.00 1.00 0.03 

A/D -0.01 5521 1.05 1.05 0.03 

Mean 0.00 5510 1.00 1.00 0.03 

SD 0.02 14 0.04 0.04 0.00 
RAC -0.16 4360 0.88 0.88 0.04 

G -0.32 4486 0.91 0.93 0.04 

CO -0.15 4352 1.01 1.01 0.04 

C -0.24 4420 1.04 1.03 0.04 

AV -0.24 4423 1.14 1.15 0.04 

Mean -0.22 4408.20 1.00 1.00 0.04 

SD 0.07 54.50 0.11 0.11 0.00 

Note. MA = Making Arguments. SP = Stating a Preference. GE = Giving an Explanation. A/D = 

Agreement/Disagreement. RAC = Adequacy of Content. G = Grammar. CO = Compositional Organization. C = 

Cohesion. AV = Adequacy of Vocabulary.  

 

Table 3 summarizes fit statistics for tasks and scoring criteria. The most difficult task was 

MA—which was, however, only slightly more difficult than the easiest tasks, GE and A/D. The 

narrow spread of task measures confirms the expectations of the teacher panel that the four prompts 

would place similar demands on students. The chi-square test shows that task difficulties were not 

statistically different (χ
2 
(3) = 1.1, p = 0.78; reliability = .51; separation = 1.23), and their fit indices 

fell within acceptable boundaries. Low reliability indicates few identified strata of difficulty within 

tasks. The last column shows a very low standard error of measurement (SEM) for all tasks. SEM is 

an indication of the accuracy and precision of the estimates, so lower SEM values are desirable. 

Each of the scoring criteria in Table 3 depends on a component of language knowledge. 

These elements had a narrow spread from -0.15 to -0.32 (0.17 logits); no criterion was identified as 

misfit. Although they had a narrow range, the scoring criteria had separable and distinct difficulty 

levels, a finding further supported by the significant chi-square value (χ
2
(4) = 15.8, p = 0.00) and 

reliability of .86 (separation = 3.11). The rightmost column shows a very low standard error of 

measurement for scoring criteria. This analysis of scoring criteria findings lends support for these 
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criteria having optimum psychometric features, and supports the hypothesis that the scoring criteria 

function appropriately in the criterion-referenced context.   

The scoring rubric used in this study ranged from 1 (no performance) to 7 (most effective use 

of language). The scores assigned ranged from 2 to 7, but the vast majority of test takers (all but 2) 

had a higher level of proficiency than the minimum. To examine the measurement features of the 

rating scale, I performed a Rating Scale Model (RSM) analysis (Wright & Master, 1982). According 

to this RSM, elements from one facet of the test environment combine with others to produce 

observations on a six-point (2 to 7) rating scale. Table 4 summarizes the results of this investigation.  

 

Table 4 Category Measures and Thresholds of the Rating Scale 

Category Count Percentage 
Outfit 

MNSQ 

Rasch-Andrich 

threshold 

Rasch-Thurstone 

threshold 

2 15 0.32% 1.2 None None 

3 510 11% 0.7 -3.81 -3.88 

4 1266 27% 1.3 -1.00 -1.24 

5 1585 34% 0.9 -0.11 -0.14 

6 1216 26% 1.1 .59 .90 

7 28 0.61% 1.1 4.32 4.34 

 

 

Score level 5 is the most commonly observed level in all ratings (34%), and score levels 2 

(0.32%) and 7 (.61%) the least. The level (step) calibrations range fairly widely, from -0.14 to 0.47, 

and the significant chi-square test further shows these steps were not equally difficult. The fit MNSQ 

indices of these levels fell within the boundary of 0.7 to 1.3, likely indicating a lack of distortion: 

students whose overall test scores were high were typically awarded high scores on individual test 

elements, and students with low overall scores typically scored low on individual elements. 

 As an examinee’s overall score increases, at a certain point the examinee has a greater than 

50% chance of being awarded the next-highest score on a given scoring criterion. This point is 

termed the “threshold”; it should have an adequate increment—from 1.4 to 5 logits—and increase 

monotonically (Bond & Fox, 2007). It is important to note that this criterion applies if we want the 

rating scale to function like dichotomous items. For instance, if the scale comprises 5 categories 

(1,2,3,4,5) and the researcher wants the rating scale to have the same psychometric properties as 4 
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dichotomous items, “then the Rasch-Andrich threshold must advance by at least 1.4 logits. If your 

thresholds are closer together than the 1.4 logits, then your rating scale is more discriminating that 

dichotomous items” (M. Linacre, personal communication, March 20, 2010). The Rasch-Thurstone 

and Rasch-Andrich thresholds possess similar theoretical bases and therefore are similar in the 

present study. We observe that all categories but 2 and 7 have reasonable frequencies and have 

ascending thresholds. All the Rasch-Thurstone thresholds had a reasonable range, testifying to the 

appropriateness of the study’s theory-informed rating scales.  

 

Figure 3. Rater/scoring criteria interactions plotted.  

 

As shown in Figure 3, Rater 2 is clearly more severe than other two raters, but maintains self-

consistency across all scoring criteria. Fluctuations in assigned scores from one criterion to another 

are limited to 0.2 logits in Raters 1 and 3, and to less than this in Rater 2. According to the figure, 

raters have not been unanimous. Unanimity of course is not the ultimate goal of scoring. It means 

raters must not have significant differences in their severity measures.    

 

Discussion  

This study made three major inquiries: (a) the degree of fit of the facets to the MFRM, (b) the 

extent to which the rating scale categories and their thresholds function appropriately, and (c) the 

extent to which teacher raters distinguish successfully among performance levels. I discuss findings 

informing each inquiry below.  
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Students’ Performance and Rating Scale 

Most students’ performance ranged from a low of -1.11 to a high of +0.93 logits; this 

corresponds to scores of 4 to 5 on the scoring criteria, which is the effective region for the sample. 

The person separation index (2.75) showed that three distinct strata were identifiable among students. 

It is not surprising that the ability range of students was narrower than the scale, because they were 

selected from a homogeneous group.  

However, the three distinguished levels do not resonate with our expectations of examinees’ 

writing skills endowment. Because the descriptors have been developed with seven levels of 

learners’ proficiency in mind, we anticipated that a score of 4 would place the test taker in level 4, a 

6 in level 6, and so forth; however, whereas some examinees of level 4 and 5 received scores of 4 

and 5 as they should, it seems that level 6 examinees have been assigned lower scores of 4 and 5 (and 

in one case 7), and not 6. This indicates that their trait levels have been underrepresented (and 

overrepresented in Examinee 28) on the current scale if we assume that students’ proficiency level 

was an external criterion—that is, examinees’ actual writing proficiency has been either under- or 

over-estimated. Construct underrepresentation corresponds to the rater error of central tendency 

because raters tend to stick with only two middle scale points which do not fall on the two extreme 

poles of the scale. Another possible explanation is that the expected one-to-one correspondence 

between scale levels and English class levels in the language school is too ideal and unrealistic. 

Therefore, a score of 7 can place an examinee in level 6, and similarly a score of 5 can place another 

examinee in the same level, attenuating the reliability of measurement. To resolve this issue, future 

research should put focus on consulting students’ compositions in each level to design the descriptors 

of each writing proficiency level. Overall, this observation undermines the efficacy of the adapted 

scale.   

It is intriguing that the scale structure was shown to have other good psychometric features, 

though. Both the Rasch-Andrich and Rasch-Thurstone thresholds had monotonic increments and 

fitted the expectations of the Rasch model; the two extreme levels had the lowest frequency; and the 

scale levels fitted the Rasch model usefully. These results indicate that TWE’s scoring system 

functioned well in a new context. Further research could continue to analyze its use in new testing 

environments. This suggests that the theoretical underpinning and the actual real-world use of the 

rating scale should be considered when a language school attempts to provide an accurate 

interpretation of the observation.   

 Students’ performance fitted the Rasch model, and had a narrow range. Two examinees 

(approximately 2% of the sample) misfitted the model; although in a useful measurement, misfits 

should not exceed 2% of the sample data (Pollitt & Hutchinson, 1987), I argue that if the rating scale 
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malfunctions, tiny fractions of misfitting examinees deserve a closer investigation because they may 

be pointing to a bigger issue in a different facet, such as the scale itself. 

Raters’ Severity, Error, and Performance 

Raters had similar academic backgrounds, and the training sessions apparently helped them 

maintain self-consistency. The consistency of raters in the present study is in agreement with 

findings that well-trained raters typically have some variability across different scoring criteria, but 

low variability within scoring criteria (Kondo-Brown, 2002; Weigle, 1998; McNamara, 1996). 

 However, there were significant differences in severity between raters: Rater 2 scored 

significantly more severely than Raters 1 and 3, who scored with very similar severity. This suggests 

raters should undergo further training to decrease inconsistencies in severity; otherwise, these 

inconsistencies can confound scoring and make inferences from scores invalid (Matsuno, 2009). Fit 

analysis showed raters’ performance was not ascribable to erratic behavior: their performance was 

consistent with the expectations of the many-facets Rasch model, but their severity varied 

consistently. To resolve this problem, either the final scores should be adjusted, or further rigorous 

training must be carried out. Fit statistics further provide evidence regarding the absence of a halo 

effect because they are not significantly lower than the expected value of 1, indicating that raters 

were not influenced by their overall impression of the text in rating the “conceptually distinct” 

writing sub-skills (Engelhard, 1994, p. 98). However, as we observed, fit statistics do not indicate the 

differences in raters’ performance and overreliance on them to decide on the quality of the 

assessment instrument might lead the researcher to murky water.    

This analysis further points to the advantages of the many-facets Rasch model over 

conventional inter-rater reliability, which uses the internal consistency of scores to judge raters’ 

performance. Inter-rater reliability is a measure to analyze rater agreement, rather than their 

consistency in rating; it does not tell us about the leniency or severity of raters (Bond & Fox, 2007, p. 

147). For example, Engelhard (1992) reported that while the inter-rater reliability of several trained 

raters in his study was significant, the Rasch analysis revealed remarkable differences in severity, 

which could confound scores. The many-facet Rasch model can also lead schools to detect rater 

errors and minimize the confounding effect of these errors (Engelhard, 1994). To address rater errors, 

Engelhard (1994) suggests that scores should be adjusted statistically and raters be trained in a 

continuous fashion because “rater errors are amenable to change” (p. 110). 

In this study, raters have not been unanimous—which is not the ultimate goal of performance 

scoring. Rather, raters must maintain self-consistency across the sample and with different tasks 

(Linacre, 1994): If their severity is high, they should maintain this severity across their ratings 

irrespective of the person, task, or item they rate. This facilitates the statistical adjustment of scores 

assigned by different raters.  
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It is worth noting that raters’ performance in in-house assessments is not often monitored and 

their assigned scores are taken as students’ readiness to move on to an upper level. As I hypothesized 

in this study, subjective assessment cannot be devoid of bias. Depending on the utility and 

interpretations of scores, in-house assessment systems should attempt to improve the reliability and 

validity of interpretations of scores by regular investigation of raters’ performance; otherwise, the 

scores would not be reliable indications of students’ readiness to move on to upper levels.  

  

Scoring Criteria  

The calibrations for scoring criteria showed they had significant but small differential 

difficulty levels of scoring criteria: G was the easiest criterion, C and AV were equally difficult, and 

CO was the most difficult. As with previous studies, the present study shows that these components 

are measurable in writing tests, provided the tests have a firm theoretical foundation. Additionally, 

we observed that it is possible and practical to adapt the TEEP (or perhaps any other established) 

writing construct in another domain. 

 

Tasks 

The four tasks exhibited less variation in their difficulty measures. All tasks fitted the Rasch 

model, and had very similar difficulty measures with low reliability and separation indices. This 

indicates few differences in difficulty between tasks; the teacher panel’s attempt to select four 

writing tasks with similar challenges was successful. According to Engelhard (1992) and Bond and 

Fox (2007), it is desirable to choose or create prompts of approximately equal difficulty, because 

scores from prompts with different difficulty levels must be adjusted to be fair. 

 It cannot be made clear from this study why all tasks had such similar difficulty levels despite 

being hypothetically different in their types. Based on professional experience and previous exam 

administrations, the teacher panel intuitively announced that the tasks would make similar demands 

of students. To discover what made the teacher panel think this way, a qualitative analysis of 

students’ cognitive processes might be appropriate; however, classifying tasks based on the criteria 

proposed in the present study may not be a practical way to predict their difficulty in other contexts. 

On the other hand, the results of this study do seem to indicate that experienced teachers can 

effectively judge the difficulty of different test items. If this hypothesis is true, conducting qualitative 

studies with teachers can help identify factors that make some tasks easier or more difficult than 

others. 

Limitations of the Study and Conclusion  

According to the findings, although the training sessions appeared to help raters maintain 

self-consistency in scoring, and the halo effect and restricted range errors were not observed—which 
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lends some support to the good psychometric features of this assessment tool—the error of central 

tendency, which may have been caused by the scale itself, attenuates the efficacy of the rating scale 

adapted in the model.  

Future research can address the issues raised in the present study; especially the upper end of 

the scale should be revised and an investigation into the usefulness of the scale should be carried out, 

so that schools actually have useful rating scales for their educational and assessment purposes. 

Future studies can also evaluate whether a more precise and fine-grained scale functions more 

effectively at higher proficiency levels, taking into account that scale points may have been missed 

or narrowly defined in the present study. To improve the reliability and utility of the scale, it would 

be more useful to consult compositions written by students in different language levels to define 

descriptors for the score levels.   

Although the tool was developed at the request of a language school, the school feedback on 

the tool has not been discussed in the article. Investigating the take of commissioners on tools 

developed by researchers (e.g., their points of agreement and disagreement and how this would affect 

the validity argument of the tool) is an under-developed area which offers great potential for research 

in applied linguistics (Jang, 2011). Finally, new latent trait approaches such as the family of 

cognitive diagnostic models (see Aryadoust, 2011) provide promise for future research in diagnostic 

assessment of writing (see Kim, 2011).   

 

Portions of this research were presented at the Pacific Rim Objective Measurement Symposium 

(PROMS) in Kuala Lumpur (2010) and the Japan Association for Language Teaching (JALT) 

Conference in Shizuoka (2009). 
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Appendix A 

Scoring criterion Informed by Weir’s (1990, pp.69-70) and H. D. Brown’s (2004, p. 239) 

frameworks) 

Scoring criteria Level and Description  

Relevance and 

Adequacy of Content 

(RAC) 

1. No response 2. No relation to the task; totally inadequate answer 3. 

Limited relevance to the task set; possibly major gaps or redundant 

information 4. Somewhat answers the task set, though there are several 

discernable gaps and redundant information 5. For the most part, replies to 

the task, but there are a few gaps and irrelevant written text 6. Except for 

few irrelevant information and minor gaps in information, the text answers 

the task set adequately 7. Satisfies the requirements of the task; relevant and 

adequate answer to the task set.  

Compositional 

Organization (CO) 

1. No response 2. No apparent organization of content 3. Very little 

organization of content; underlying structure not sufficiently apparent 4. 

Some organizational skills are evident, but not fully controlled 5. For the 

most part, underlying structure is evident, though there is some illogical 

progression of the organization 6. Clear organization, though there are 

minor inconsistencies in the text across paragraphs 7. Overall shape and 
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internal pattern are clear; organizational skills adequately controlled and 

paragraphs are adequately related.   

Cohesion (C) 1. No response 2. Cohesion almost totally absent; writing so fragmentary 

that comprehension of the intended communication is virtually impossible. 

3. Unsatisfactory cohesion may cause difficulty in comprehension of most 

of the intended communication 4. For some part, satisfactory cohesion 

though several deficiencies in the text mean that communication is 

sometimes ineffective 5. For the most part satisfactory cohesion, though 

occasional deficiencies may mean that certain parts of the communication 

are not always effective 6. Using a range of cohesive devices appropriately, 

though these devices are occasionally overused or underused; sequencing 

ideas rather logically 7. Satisfactory use of cohesion and cohesion makers 

resulting in effective communication. 

Adequacy of 

Vocabulary (AV) 

1. No response 2. Inadequate vocabulary even for the most basic parts of the 

intended communication 3. Frequent inadequacies in vocabulary for the 

task; frequent lexical inappropriacies or repetition; very limited vocabulary 

repertoire 4. Some inadequacies in vocabulary for the task; some lexical 

inappropriacies and circumlocution which may impede communication 5. 

Uses a rather wide range of vocabulary with some awareness of style, 

though words are inadequately used occasionally 6. Almost no inadequacies 

in vocabulary for the task; only rare inappropriacies and/or circumlocution. 

7. Skillfully uses a wide range of lexical items with accuracy in choice and 

collection; only very rare errors 

Grammar (G) 1. No response 2. Frequent grammatical inaccuracies; very limited range of 

grammatical structures, some of which accurate but errors predominate 3. 

Some grammatical inaccuracies that may cause difficulty for readers; using 

simple and occasionally complex forms 4. Some mistakes are observed but 

they rarely impede comprehension and communication; the range of 

structures is fairly large, though complex structures are occasionally used 

inaccurately 5. Complex structures are used, though errors are observed 

occasionally; communication of ideas through accurate grammatical 

structures is effective most of the time and the majority of simple structures 

are free of errors 6. Almost no grammatical accuracies in most of the 

sentences except for very occasional errors or inappropriacies 7. A wide 

range of grammatical structures with almost no mistake or only minor slips; 

sentences are almost all free of error. 
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Abstract 

 

This article is about a case study that investigates syntactic and semantic features of modals that 

express notions like deontic possibility (i.e. permission) and deontic necessity (i.e. obligation) in the 

Croatian text by comparing their uses with those in the English text and by analyzing their 

occurrence and meanings in order to discover similarities and differences in translation, and 
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investigate if a shift in modality occurs in translation. The results of the study confirm that the 

translation equivalent of the modal verb expressing deontic possibility, Croatian modal verb moći, is 

may in English. In translation, the areas of deontic necessity, Croatian modals valjati, morati, trebati 

and modal lexeme biti dužan, demonstrate the most divergent range of modal verbs in English, that is 

must, shall, to be + past participle and should. The occurrence, nature, specific properties and the use 

of the Croatian modals valjati and trebati as well as the captured shift in modality in translation are 

also discussed.  

 

Key words: modal verbs; deontic modality; translation; shift. 

 

1. Introduction  

This paper does not address the full breadth of modal verbs, nor can it lead to clear universals about 

modal verbs or modality in Croatian and English. It focuses on the results of a case study that 

investigates the category in two parallel legislative texts and on the issue of modal verbs in 

translation. As such this study is conductive to a better understanding of Croatian and English, to the 

analysis of modals and modality and to the translation studies in general. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

Many linguists have exerted a great effort to study modals and types of modality through different 

approaches. Research has shown that modals are a large group of loosely organized meanings and 

the fact that some modals have kept their original lexical meaning has resulted in confusion. On the 

surface they look like content words but syntactically they share properties with grammatical 

markers (Hansen 2007, 35). Hansen (2007, 34) defines a modal as “a polyfunctional expression of 

modality … that does not select its own nominal argument but influences the encoding of the 

arguments of the verbal form.” While Papafragou (1998, 11) writes that “modals are context-

dependent expressions, in that their linguistic semantics radically underdetermines the overall 

meaning they communicate.”   

Linguists have used a variety of terms in addressing modality, a syntactic-semantic category 

associated with the speaker’s attitude and/or opinion about what is said (Kalogjera 1982; Palmer 

1995; de Mendoza Ibáñez & Hernández 2003. It describes the relation between the speaker, the 

conveyed meaning and the state of affairs (Kiefer 1987; Sesar 1989, 2001). The view that possibility 

and necessity are central to modality is widespread and traditional (Papafragou 2000; Narrog 2005; 

von Fintel 2006; Salkie 2009). In terms of function of the meanings, modality is traditionally referred 

to as epistemic (a Greek word episteme meaning knowledge), that is the speaker’s assessment of the 

actuality of a state of affairs in terms of the speaker’s knowledge (Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez & Pérez 
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Hernández 2003), and deontic (from the Greek word deon – what is binding, a duty), that is the 

speaker’s assessment of the actuality of a state of affairs in terms of social, moral or legal norms or, 

in Lyons’ (1994, 823) words “the necessity or possibility of acts performed by morally responsible 

agents.” Deontic modality is performative in the sense that it is about possibility and necessity of 

actions in terms of which the speaker grants permission or imposes an obligation for the performance 

of action. There are two degrees of possibility and necessity. Deontic possibility marked by may and 

can that convey permission, and deontic necessity marked by must and shall that imply an obligation 

(Palmer 1995). Halliday (1994, 88-91) speaks of deontic modality as “modulation” (scales of 

obligation and inclination) and of epistemic modality as “modalization” (scales of probability and 

usuality). Apart from deontic and epistemic, other kinds of modality are distinguished: alethic 

modality (a Greek word aletheia meaning truth) concerns what is possible or necessary in the widest 

sense; bouletic modality concerns what is possible or necessary given a person’s desires; 

circumstantial modality, sometimes dynamic modality, concerns what is possible or necessary, given 

a particular set of circumstances; teleological modality (a Greek word telos meaning goal) concerns 

what means are possible or necessary for achieving a particular goal (von Fintel 2006, 2). 

The semantics for deontic modal sentences given in this article relies on the semantics given in 

Kratzer (1991) and theoretical framework of possible worlds. Her main idea is that modals are 

associated with a variety of reading like deontic, epistemic, dynamic and so on. She claims that 

modals are not ambiguous, that they need some clarification about how they should be understood. 

For example, I can speak three foreign languages defines my ability to speak three different 

languages, while Noise can be quite a problem when you live in the city centre conveys a possibility 

in view of the available evidence of what a life in a city centre is like, a possibility, a kind of 

evidence, given what we know. To understand and interpret the modal, and the modality involved, 

we need additional information; Kratzer (2010, 9) calls it a conversational background. She writes 

that at least two elements are involved in the interpretation of modals: “a conversational background 

contributing to the premises from which the conclusions are drawn, and a modal relation determining 

the force of the conclusion.” A conversational background determines the set of accessible worlds 

(modal base) and an ordering of these worlds (ordering sources). Modal meaning is thus a product of 

the interplay of the modal base, the ordering source and the force (possibility, necessity and the 

grades between them). In other words, Kratzer creates the modal base and ordering source 

parameters as functions from worlds to sets of propositions. The modal base f assigns to the world w 

a set of propositions f(w) that describes the domain of possible worlds that the modal quantifies. The 

ordering source g provides a restriction to the domain. It gives a set of propositions to w. The set 

serves to order the modal base worlds with respect to how close they are to the ideal expressed by 

g(w). The modal would thus quantify over those modal base worlds that are best by the ordering 
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source and the modal base and ordering source of an operator are determined partly by its lexical 

meaning and partly by its conversational background.  

Deontic conversational background is thus “a function f such that for any world w, f(w) represents 

the content of a body of laws or regulations in w (Kratzer 2010, 15).” The ordering would favor the 

world that is based on a body of laws and regulations and would disregard the world where the right 

thing will not be done or the right action will not be taken. Kratzer (1991) calls the modal base 

associated with deontic modality circumstantial modal base, as opposed to epistemic modal base. 

While epistemic modal base consists of the evidence available to the speaker, deontic modality has a 

circumstantial modal base which consists of the facts about the world that the speaker knows, 

because “one may have to abstract away from one's knowledge that the right thing will not be done 

(von Fintel 2006, 4).” 

Conversational backgrounds determining facts relevant to the interpretation of a modal are 

realistic conversational backgrounds, they are called modal bases while conversational backgrounds 

dealing with the ideals, with what we want, are normative conversational backgrounds. As already 

said, modal bases determine the accessibility relations, they determine for each world a set of worlds 

that are accessible from it. The normative conversational background determines an ordering on that 

set according to how closer or further away the accessible worlds are from the ideal determined by 

what is good, what we want. The ordering caused by the ordering source is on the basis of a graded 

notion of modality. 

 

3. Brief Overview of Morphosyntactical Features of Modal Verbs in Croatian and English 

Modal verbs and modality do not occupy a prominent position in Croatian research literature. 

Croatian fully-fledged modals are: moći, morati, trebati, valjati. They are polyfunctional because 

they express (more than at least) two types of modality (Hansen 2007), for example, moći (deontic: 

permission and epistemic: probability), morati (deontic: obligation/necessity and epistemic: 

probability), trebati (deontic: obligation/necessity and epistemic: probability), valjati (deontic: 

obligation/necessity and epistemic: assumption).  

Deontic valjati and trebati express an obligation/necessity, and when used as such they occur in 

impersonal, agentless form (Kalogjera 1982; Katičić 2002; Pranjković 2002; Hansen 2005). Jonke 

(1964, 397-398) elucidates that trebati when used as a modal verb means a little more than valjati 

and a little less than morati. In comparison with morati both valjati and trebati express a weaker 

degree of obligation (Hansen 2005). The present tense of morati indicates an obligation while 

advisability is associated with the conditional tense.  

Unlike the modals valjati and trebati which have retained their lexical meanings (vrijediti - to be 

of value; imati potrebu, potrebovati - need), moći has exclusively modal meanings. 
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Htjeti is a semi-auxiliary verb. On the one hand it is polyfunctional (volition and epistemic), but 

on the other hand it is a future marker which behaves syntactically like lexical verbs.  

Smjeti is a semi-modal. It lacks modal polyfunctionality and is restricted to deontic modality – 

permission. Smjeti, however, shows syntactic properties of auxiliaries: it combines with inanimate 

subjects, and allows for passive transformations (Hansen 2005, 2007).  

Biti dužan, a modal lexeme, expresses deontic modality: an obligation. Hansen (2007, 34) 

compares biti dužan (to be obliged to) with morati (must) and concludes that both express deontic 

necessity that is an obligation. In such cases biti dužan can be replaced by morati. Morati, however, 

is also found in epistemic functions where it cannot be replaced by biti dužan.   

English modals are grouped into a) core modal verbs: can, could, may, might, will, shall, would, 

should, must, and b) semi-modal verbs: dare, need, ought to and used to. The core modal verbs are 

used with the base form of a lexical verb, without “to”: e.g. We should go now. Interrogative 

structures involving modal verbs consist of modal verb + subject + lexical verb: e.g. Can I help you? 

“Not” is placed after the modal verb to form the negative: e.g. I couldn’t believe it. Modal verbs 

cannot indicate voice or aspect, yet they may be followed by the auxiliary be and have indicating 

aspect and voice: e.g. We could be waiting here for hours (progressive aspect); He might have got 

killed (perfect aspect). They occupy the initial position in the verbal phrase: e.g. You may be wrong, 

and they do not combine internally: e.g. *He may can do it.  

Unlike in English, co-occurrence of modals is acceptable in Croatian: Moraš moći učiti *You must 

can learn. The initial position in the verbal phrase of Croatian modals is also usual, though a change 

of word order is possible: Govoriti mogu, ali vikati ne smijem *Talk I can but shout I mustn’t 

compared with Mogu govoriti, ali ne smijem vikati, I can talk but I mustn’t shout. The negative 

particle “ne” precedes the modal verb to form the negative: Ne možeš to očekivati *You not can 

expect that. English modals and their Croatian translation equivalents express identical basic 

semantic notions like an obligation, permission and so on.  

 

4. Problem Statement 

On the basis of the data collected from the two parallel legislative texts, one in Croatian (ST) and one 

in English (TT), and on the basis of their nature, the following questions are posed: 

1. How are modal verbs that express deontic possibility (i.e. permission) and deontic necessity 

(i.e. obligation) translated from Croatian into English? 

2. What are the shared meanings, what are the similarities and what are the reasons for them? 

What are the differences? 

3. Has a shift in modality occurred in translation? 
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Aim 

The aim of this case study was to investigate the modal verbs that express deontic possibility (i.e. 

permission) and deontic necessity (i.e. obligation) in the ST by comparing their uses with those in 

the TT and by analyzing their occurrence and meanings in order to 

1. discover similarities and differences in translation;   

2. investigate if a shift in modality occurred in translation. 

5. Method 

Descriptive data was obtained from two legislative texts and official documents: “Plan prihvata 

broda u nevolji” (2008) and its English translation “Plan for the Acceptance of a Ship in Distress” 

(the translator’s name undisclosed). The source text (ST) contained 10,751 words while the 

translated text (TT) had 12,402 words. The document is an integral part of the “Ordinance on places 

of refuge”. It establishes the basic guidelines and the legal framework which applies to the procedure 

in the case of a request for a place of refuge (the content of the “Plan for the Acceptance of a Ship in 

Distress”), to the responsibility of the authorities and their accountability in procedures following 

request for a place of refuge, and procedures for securing financial warranties for liability in the 

event of damage. The text genre determined the choice of modals to be analyzed: those of obligation, 

necessity, advisability and permission. 

The Croatian modal system was the point of departure. Our first step was to isolate and describe 

the morphosyntactic properties of the modal verbs in the ST. This was followed by an analysis of 

their semantic functions and pragmatic uses (a specialized usage for stating rules, legal provisions, 

and so on). The next step taken was to look for the translation equivalents in the TT and investigate 

if a change on the syntactic and semantic level occurred in translation. 

Several problems arose. Initially, it was necessary to decide whether to study modal verbs only or 

modal particles, modal expressions and substitutes as well. After consideration of the corpus in 

detail, and for reasons of space, it was decided to drop out modal particles, modal expressions and 

substitutes, despite their paramount role in linguistic analysis, and analyze modal verbs and the 

modal lexeme biti dužan (to be obliged to) because of its frequent occurrence in the ST only. 

Secondly, it was a problem to categorize the use of the modal as the same modal form can be used 

with different meanings and vice versa. It was decided to keep meanings under verb headings. 

 

5.1 Terminology 

A variety of taxonomies can be found in important theoretical works. While most linguists recognize 

two kinds of modality: epistemic and deontic, Palmer (1980) introduces a third category: dynamic 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

40 

 

modality. As the need for introducing the third category is not clear; this study focused on deontic 

modality for the cases where some linguists may use root and dynamic modality. In this article the 

term modality refers to a set of modal meanings attributed to an identical semantic basis. It allows the 

deontic source to express a degree of commitment to a proposition. 

Modals are a gradience category. Since obligation as a semantic function is not homogenous in 

itself, the gradience between the higher and lower degree of obligation needed to be established in 

the present study. Obligation was graded according to the degree of     commitment. The following 

semantic gradience was chosen and was manifested as: 1. obligation for strong obligation; 2. 

necessity with respect to regular procedures for weaker obligation, and 3. advisability for what is 

desirable, what the speaker considers to be the ideal or desired state of affairs. 

Finally, the notion of potentiality (i.e. necessity) in deontically interpreted sentences. The rationale 

behind this is based on the following grounds. Deontic modality involves a modal source and a 

modal agent. A deontic source assesses the necessity and desirability of an action to be taken and 

lays down rules to be applied in the case. Deontic statements do not assert the potential existence of a 

proposition or the potential occurrence of an event. “What they assert is the existence of permission 

and obligation in some particular extensional world or of prepositions which describe the content of 

the permission and obligations. The notion of potentiality (i.e. necessity) in a deontically interpreted 

sentence is to be associated, not with the existence of the referent of the nominalized sentential 

complement of the modal verb, but rather is to be incorporated within the complement itself (Lyons 

1994, 843).” 

 

6. Results 

6. 1 Contrastive Analysis of Croatian and English Modals in the Parallel Texts 

 

The analysis below offers the findings obtained through the study. The translation of the selected 

Croatian samples (all from the original English version of the document) is only to help 

understanding of the extracted samples. A translationally relevant analysis is presented in the paper 

later.  

 

6.1.1 Croatian modals  

The conducted analysis showed a total of 113 (N=113) modal verbs and a modal lexeme (see Tables 

1 & 2), 51 (N=51) modal verb moći, valjati, morati, and trebati, and 62 (N=62) occurrences of the 

modal lexeme biti dužan. It is because of this high occurrence in the ST that biti dužan, to be obliged 

to, was incorporated in the analysis. No case of smjeti (deontic possibility (i.e. permission) ) was 

reported in the ST.  
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Moći  

The analysis showed that the modal verb moći (may) was the most frequent (N=20) of all modals in 

the ST (see Table 1). Moći appeared in the present tense in 100% of the cases. It combined with 

perfective verbs (90%) and imperfective verbs (10%). Active moći represented 30% of the cases, the 

agentless passive voice amounted to 10% and impersonalization represented 60% of the cases 

respectively and it took on verbs with human (20%) and nonhman agents (10%). 

 

Table 1 Distribution of modal verb moći (syntactic and semantic analysis) 

Modal 

verb 

Tota

l  

 

Potentialit

y  

 

Permissio

n 

 

Agent   Agent- 

less  

passiv

e 

Impersona

l-ization  

Tense* Aspect* 

H N

H 

P C Per IM 

Moći   

20  

■ 

55% 

■ 

45% 

□ 

20 

% 

□ 

10

% 

□ 

10% 

□ 

60% 

■ 

100% 

 ■ 

90

% 

■ 

10 

% 

Total  20 11 9 4 2 2 12 20  18 2 

  *Key: H=human, NH= nonhuman; P= present tense, C= conditional tense; Per= perfective verb, IM= 

imperfective verb  

 

 The analysis of the occurrences identified two meanings, the most salient being potentiality (i.e. 

necessity) in 55% of the cases and permission in 45% of the cases. The proposition in (1a-b) qualifies 

for the deontic modal force. Moreover, permission in (1a-b) is strengthened by the verb dopustiti (to 

permit). In other words, permission in moći is associated with a lexical verb dopustiti, they both 

constitute the meaning the legal framework covers in the analyzed document. 

(1a) Namjerno nasukanje broda može se dopustiti kao mjeru 

predostrožnosti u slučaju kada postoji značajna vjerojatnost 

skorog potonuća broda u području velikih dubina. 

(moći - 

permission) 

 (b) Intentional running aground or beaching may be permitted as a 

safety measure in the case when a significant probability of 

imminent sinking of a ship exists in a deep sea area. 

 

 

The proposition in (2a-b) does not contradict the deontic modal force. The evidential reading of moći 

in the potentiality (i.e. necessity) meaning is retrieved from the context. This means that the deontic 

reading evaluated in (2a-b) can be true depending on (1a-b). The reading in (2a-b) is thus considered 

to be compatible with the proposition in (1a-b). The objective of intentional running aground of a 

ship is aligned with regulations in the 7. 3 section, i.e. “Intentional running aground of a ship”, of the 

analyzed document. As such it is interpreted as the ship is informed that, under certain conditions, for 
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example, when the ship is under threat of sinking, she is permitted to intentionally go aground. The 

deontic meaning of the sentence (potentiality i.e. necessity) is incorporated in the complement of the 

modal verb.  

 

(2a) Cilj namjernog nasukanja broda može biti: 

 spašavanje broda, kada brodu prijeti opasnost od 

potonuća, ili 

 sprečavanje većeg onečišćenja …  

moći - 

potentiality 

 (b) The objective of intentional running aground of a ship 

may be: 

 salvage a ship, when the ship is under threat of 

sinking, or 

 prevention of major pollution, … 

 

Valjati 

Valjati (ought to) was the second most frequent of all modals in the ST, as shown by the number of 

cases (N=15) yielded by the corpus (see Table 2). Valjati, which is by its nature impersonal, occurred 

in the present tense with a transitive verb + the object in the accusative that followed (e.g. valja 

smatrati). In 60% of the cases valjati was followed by the imperfective verb smatrati (to consider) 

and in 40% of the cases it was combined with a perfective verb uputiti, ograničiti, predložiti or dati 

(to send, limit, propose or give).  

The semantic meaning covered the cases where valjati expressed necessity with respect to regular 

procedures (53.33%) and advisability (46.66%). As such advisability was embedded in the 

framework of strict rules, regulations, procedures or a series of actions. Advisability was thus a 

special case of the obligation meaning, it was incorporated into an already imposed obligation of the 

part of the deontic source – the Ministry. An example which illustrates the difference between the 

two degrees of obligation: necessity with respect to regular procedures and advisability is 

exemplified in (3a-b). The evidential reading of valjati conveying necessity is based on the inference 

from the context. A possible paraphrase of the proposition would be: In the case of the ship in 

immediate danger of sinking, capsizing or breaking apart, there is a standard procedure for selecting 

the place of refuge that has to be followed. The reading of implied potential danger does not thus 

allow advisability meaning here. As such the proposition in (3a-b) differs from the proposition in 

(4a-b) which demonstrates the advisability meaning.  

 

(3a) U slučaju da brodu prijeti neposredna opasnost od potonuća, valjati - 
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prevrtanja ili loma, pri izboru mjesta zakloništa prednost valja 

dati: 

 mjestu koje omogućuje bolje ograničenje odnosno prikupljanje 

onečišćenja mora; …  

necessity with 

respect to 

regular 

procedures 

 (b) In the case of the ship in immediate danger of sinking, capsizing 

or breaking apart, in the selection of the place of refuge precedence 

shall be given to: 

 the location which would enable more efficient enclosing and 

collecting of polluted waters;… 

 

 

The word “ako” (if) in (4a-b) invites us to attach the meaning of advisability to valjati here. It does 

not express an epistemic judgment but a statement about normal series of actions. The advisability 

meaning in proposition (4a-b) is contextually feasible. It depends on the context rather than on the 

verb: “If there are more than one potential places of refuge of almost equal characteristics”, then the 

advice on who should be given precedence, e.g. “the location which provides greater shelter from 

external influences (if they represent a critical threat)”, should be taken. 

 (4a) Ako je više mogućih mjesta zakloništa približno jednakih obilježja 

i/ili udaljenosti od položaja broda koji treba pomoć tada prednost 

valja dati: 

 mjestu koje pruža veću zaklonjenost od vanjskih utjecaja (ako 

oni predstavljaju osnovnu prijetnju);…  

valjati - 

advisability 

   (b) If there are more than one potential places of refuge of almost 

equal characteristics and/or distance from the position of the ship 

which is in need of assistance then precedence should be given to: 

 the location which provides greater shelter from external 

influences (if they represent a critical threat); … 

 

 

Morati 

The data showed 12 occurrences of morati (must) (see Table 2). The analysis revealed a full verb 

paradigm form (3rd person singular in all cases except one when 3rd person plural was used) 

followed by a lexical verb in the infinitive. The data showed that 41.66 % of the cases accounted for 

the human agent (e.g. the on-duty officer or the assistant minister), 41.66 % of the cases exemplified 

the nonhuman agent (e.g. the ship(s) ) while 16.66% were impersonalization. The ratio of perfective 

to imperfective aspect was 50% to 50% of the cases.  
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Morati was distributed in two modal meaning classes. The most salient meaning of morati was an 

obligation represented in 75% of the cases, while necessity with respect to regular procedures 

redovito; u pravilu (regularly, in addition to), added up to 25% of the cases. All the meanings were 

expressed in the present tense. The selected examples illustrate this double meaning of morati. The 

inclusion of foreign vessels and airplanes or other resources and staff will not take place unless the 

assistant minister responsible for safety of navigation and protection of the sea against pollution 

approves it. The obligation meaning in (5a-b) is further conveyed in the verb following morati: mora 

odobriti (must be approved). 

 (5a) Uključivanje stranih plovila i zrakoplova odnosno drugih 

sredstava i osoblja temeljem multilateralnih ugovora, a u svezi 

zaštite od onečišćenja ili njegovog uklanjanja mora odobriti 

pomoćnik ministra nadležan za poslove sigurnosti plovidbe i 

zaštite mora od onečišćenja…  

morati - 

obligation 

  (b) The inclusion of foreign vessels and airplanes or other resources 

and staff on the basis of multilateral treaties, and in relation to the 

protection against pollution or its removal from the sea, must be 

approved by the assistant minister responsible for safety of 

navigation and protection of the sea against pollution... 

 

 

In (6a-b) necessity with respect to regular procedures is semantically implied by an adverb 

“redovito” (regularly): reports must be made on regular basis during the procedure of “Sending 

specialized staff and dedicated equipment from shore” (a section of the analyzed document).  

(6a) Tijekom radova dežurni službenik mora redovito pribavljati 

izvještaje o stanju sigurnosti na brodu.  

morati - 

necessity with 

respect to 

regular 

procedures 

 (b) During the work, the on-duty officer must 

regularly be informed on the state of safety 

on board the ship.  

 

 

Trebati 

The analysis did not deploy a high number of occurrences, only four cases of trebati (need, be 

necessary) were found in the ST (see Table 2). Despite the fact that there are only four instances of 

trebati, the same approach of converting values into percentages is adopted. The impersonal structure 
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of trebati occurred in the present tense with infinitive of a verb + the object in the accusative 

following. Trebati was followed by the perfective verbs pozvati (to bring in) and evakuirati (to 

evacuate, it is a two-aspect verb in Croatian) in 50% of the cases, and by the imperfective sidriti (to 

anchor) and pribavljati (to obtain) also in 50% of the cases. Looking at the four examples found in 

the corpus, there seemed to be a clear reference to the deontic source: the Ministry. 

Low occurrence of trebati (followed by transitive verbs as a rule) completed the following 

meanings: trebati had semantic functions of necessity (50%), as in (7a-b), and of advisability (50%), 

conditions that followed an obligation – morati, as in (8a-b). Necessity with respect to regular 

procedures and advisability were embedded in the framework of strict obligation. The proposition in 

(7a-b) exemplifies the meaning of necessity. In case of pollution, a checklist of actions that must be 

done is given. In other words, necessity stems from a set of regulatory activities which the person in 

charge is entitled to enforce. 

 

(7a) Je li odlučeno, za najnepovoljniji odnosno za najizgledniji slučaj 

sljedeće: 

Broj ljudi koje treba pozvati?... [da ] [ne ].  

trebati - 

necessity with 

respect to 

regular 

procedures 

  b) Is it determined, in worst case and for most probable case, 

the  following: 

Number of people to be brought in? … [yes ] [no]. 

 

 

Contextual enrichment of the semantic content of trebati is shown in (8a-b). In the context of 

“Assessment of circumstances, selection of appropriate place of refuge and decision on admittance of 

the ship in distress to the selected place of refuge”, a section of the analyzed document, it is stated 

that the on-duty officer must regularly be informed about the state of safety on board a ship, and 

advice on how to obtain reports is given. Namely the advisability meaning in (8a-b) is embedded in 

the framework of strict obligation.  

(8a) Tijekom plovidbe broda prema luci gdje će se odvijati radovi kao 

i tijekom radova na brodu dežurni službenik mora redovito 

pribavljati izvještaje o stanju sigurnosti na brodu. Ove izvještaje 

treba pribavljati od zapovjednika broda…  

trebati - 

advisability 

 (b) During navigation of a ship towards a port where work is to be 

conducted as well as during the work on a ship, the on-duty 
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officer must regularly be informed about the state of safety 

on board a ship. These reports should be obtained from the 

shipmaster… 

 

Biti dužan 

Biti dužan (to be obliged to), a modal lexeme, accounted for the most frequent modal expression, 62 

occurrences in all (see Table 2). It occurred in the present tense. Biti dužan was followed by 

perfective (87.1%) and imperfective verbs (12.9%). It also combined with a human agent in 90.32% 

of the cases (e.g. the on-duty officer) and nonhuman agent in 9.67% of the cases (e.g. the RCC – the 

Rescue Coordination Centre). 

Its sole meaning was obligation and it accounted for 100% of all the analyzed occurrences. The 

intent to inform the assistant minister of intention to move towards the open sea or territorial waters 

of a neighboring country, as in (9a-b), is not subject to an individual intention-action. It is a purely 

deontic i.e. imposed obligation. In fact, all cases of biti dužan communicated external obligation. 

 

(9a) U slučaju da se brod kojem je odobreno uplovljavanje u zaklonjeno 

područje, zbog utjecaja vjetra i mora, kreće prema otvorenom moru 

ili prema teritorijalnom moru susjedne države, dežurni službenik 

Nacionalne središnjice dužan je o tome izvijestiti pomoćnika 

ministra…  

biti dužan - 

obligation 

    (b) In case of the ship for which sailing into a sheltered area has been 

approved due to the influence of the wind and sea, and moving 

towards the open sea or towards the territorial sea of a neighboring 

country, the on-duty officer of the RCC shall notify the assistant 

minister…. 

 

 

6.1.2. Croatian and English modals contrasted  

The data showed that in the majority of cases, the issuer of deontic necessity (i.e. obligation) or 

deontic possibility (i.e. permission) in the ST was a (non)human agent in morati and biti dužan, while 

impersonalization was demonstrated by valjati, trebati and moći. All deontic modal sentences in the 

ST had the present tense orientation. The findings follow the rule that the present tense is well-suited 

for rules and regulations as they are considered as “always speaking” (see Tables 1-2). In the 

comparison stage, we found that the analyzed Croatian modals conveyed five meanings: potentiality 

(i.e. necessity), permission, obligation, necessity with respect to regular procedures, and advisability. 
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The following regularities, similarities and differences in translation have been observed (see Table 

3). 
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Table 2 Distribution of modal verbs valjati, morati, and trebati, biti dužan (syntactic and semantic analysis) 

Modal verb Total  

modal 

Obligation 

   

Necessity  

with respect to 

regular 

procedures  

Advisability  Agent Impersonal-

ization 

Tense * Aspect* 

     H NH  P C Per IM 

Valjati   

15 (8 + 7) 

 ■ 

53.33%   

■  

46.67% 

  □ 

100% 

■ 

100% 

 ■  

 40% 

■ 

 60% 

Morati  

12 (9 + 3) 

■  

75% 

■  

25% 

 □ 

41.66% 

□ 

41.66% 

□ 

16.66% 

■ 

100% 

 ■   

50% 

■  

50% 

Trebati  

4 (2 + 2) 

 ■  

50% 

■  

50% 

  □ 

100% 

■ 

100% 

 ■   

50% 

■  

50% 

Biti  dužan   

62 

■ 

100% 

  □ 

90.22% 

□ 

9.68% 

 ■ 

100% 

 ■ 

87.1% 

■ 

12.9% 

Total  93 76.34%   13.98%  9.68%  65.59%  11.83% 22.58% 100%  73.12% 26.88% 

  *Key: H=human, NH= nonhuman; P= present tense, C= conditional tense; Per= perfective verb, IM= imperfective verb    

 

Table 3 Distribution of translation (non)equivalents  

Modal verb Total  

modal 

Potentiality  

 

Permission 

 

Obligation 

   

Necessity  

with respect to regular procedures  

Advisability  

Moći  20 (11 + 9) ■ 

May 100% 

■ 

May 100% 

   

Valjati  15 (8 + 7) 

 

 

   ■ 

Shall 87.5% 

■ 

Should 100% 

■ 

Should 12.5% 

 

Morati  

12 (9 + 3) 

  ■ 

Must 88.89% 

■ 

Shall 11.11% 

■ 

Must 66.67% 

■ 

Should 33.33% 

 

Trebati  

4 (2 + 2) 

   ■ 

to be + past participle 100 % 

■ 

Should 100% 

Biti  dužan   

62 

  ■ 

Shall 100% 

  

Total  113      
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The semantic meaning of potentiality (i.e. necessity) conveyed by MOĆI in the ST was translated into 

may in 100% of the cases in the TT, as in (10), while the semantic meaning of permission expressed by 

moći, as in (11), also relied on may in translation (100%). 

 

(10) Cilj namjernog nasukanja 

broda može biti: 

 spašavanje broda, kada 

brodu prijeti opasnost od 

potonuća, ili …  

The objective of intentional 

running aground of a ship 

may be: 

 salvage a ship, when the 

ship is under threat of 

sinking, or … 

 

potentiality 

(11) Sklanjanje broda u 

zaklonjeno područje može se 

dopustiti brodovima kraćim 

od 80 m, brodovima bez 

opasnih ili škodljivih tereta 

te …  

Sheltering of a ship into a 

sheltered area may be 

permitted to ships up to 80 

m in length, to ships 

carrying no dangerous or 

hazardous cargo … 

Permission 

 

The data showed that the central means of expression for necessity with respect to regular procedures, 

conveyed by VALJATI in Croatian, was translated into shall be + past participle in English (87.5%), as in 

(12), and should be + past participle in 12.5% of the cases, as in (14). The dissimilar translation of 

meaning, valjati does not convey a strong obligation in Croatian (Jonke 1964, 397-398), was covered by 

shall in English. The translation choice, as in (12), means that the semantic function, as represented in the 

TT, but not in the ST, took a pragmatic usage into account. And the entire section of the document, 

“Procedure for evaluation and selection of place of refuge”, defines procedures to be strictly followed. 

Also, the context, as in (13), explains what has to be done when the message (request) received is not 

complete. It is unusual to use valjati (ought to) in the ST, as in (14), for cases when the request is 

complete, since it is the basic meaning of the request by definition. A requirement cannot be placed on 

someone using valjati as the addressee can conclude that a requirement may or may not need to be met. 

This contextual obligation is further supported by the use of dužna je smatrati in the ST which was 

translated into shall consider, implying that the translator was aware of contextual strong obligation 

meaning in the TT. Consequently, the level of obligation was raised. Valjati, as in (14), however, was 

translated into should, which places a requirement on the “addressee” (Portner 2009) but clashes with the 

observed obligation laid in (13). The proposition in (14) is one of many cases where the present simple in 
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Croatian would be more natural for many speakers, for example: Zahtjev za dodjelom mjesta zakloništa je 

potpun ako…. (The request for granting of a place of refuge is complete if…). 

 

 (12) Neprikladnim mjestom zakloništa 

valja smatrati i sva područja u  

neposrednoj blizini turističkih i  

sličnih objekata, …  

All areas in the  

immediate vicinity of  

tourist or similar facilities 

shall be considered  

unsuitable places of  

refuge … 

necessity with  

respect to regular 

procedures 

((13) U slučaju kada poruka 

zaprimljena u nacionalnoj središnjici 

ne sadrži sve propisane stavke, …, 

Nacionalna središnjica dužna je 

takvu poruku smatrati zahtjevom 

za dodjelom mjesta zakloništa …  

In the case where the  

message received in the RCC 

does not contain all the 

stipulated items,…, the RCC 

shall consider such a message 

as a request for granting of a  

place of refuge ...  

 

((14) Zahtjev za dodjelom mjesta  

zakloništa valja smatrati potpunim 

ako je zapovjednik: 

 prikupio podatke o stanju broda…  

 

The request for granting 

of a place of refuge  

should be considered 

 complete if the shipmaster: 

 has gathered data about the 

state of the ship … 

necessity with  

respect to regular 

procedures 

Advisability expressed by valjati in the ST was translated into should be + past participle in the TT, as in 

(15), in 100% of the cases. 

(15) Ako ni nakon primjene načela 

navedenih u točkama 11 i 12 nije 

moguće dati prednost jednom mjestu 

tada valja sva razmotrena mjesta 

predložiti kao mjesta zakloništa.  

If after applying the 

principles listed in items 11 

and 12 it is still not possible 

to give precedence to one 

location then all the 

considered places should be 

proposed as places of refuge.  

Advisability 

 

Obligation correspondence of MORATI with the English counterpart was found in must (88.80%) and 

shall (11.11%), as in (16-17).  
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(16) Svako premještanje broda 

iz mjesta zakloništa mora 

biti odobreno od dežurnog 

službenika Nacionalne 

središnjice.  

 

Any relocation of a ship from 

the place of refuge must be 

approved by the on-duty officer 

of the RCC. 

Obligation 

(17) Zahtjev za dodjelom 

mjesta zakloništa mora 

sadržavati najmanje: 

 ime, vrst i zastavu broda, 

… 

 

The request for granting a place  

of refuge shall contain at least 

 the following: 

 name, type and flag of  

the ship,… 

 

Obligation 

The semantic meaning of necessity with respect to regular procedures conveyed by morati in the ST 

(reinforced by redovito (regularly) ) was translated into must (66.67%) and should (33.33%) in the TT, as 

in (18-19).  

(18) Tijekom radova dežurni 

službenik mora redovito 

pribavljati izvještaje o 

stanju sigurnosti na 

brodu  

During the work, the on-duty 

officer must regularly be 

informed on the state of safety 

on board the ship.  

necessity  

with respect to 

regular 

procedures 

 

(19) Pri namjernom nasukanju 

brod se mora postaviti u 

položaj u kojem što većom 

površinom dna trupa leži 

na morskom dnu …  

When intentionally running 

aground, the ship should be 

positioned in way that the 

greatest possible area of the 

bottom of the hull lays on the 

sea bed… 

Necessity 

 with respect to 

regular 

procedures 

When conveying necessity with respect to regular procedures meaning, TREBATI, as in (20), illustrates 

its translation pair to be + past participle (100%). Trebati was also translated by means of should when 

expressing advisability (100%), as in (21). 

(20) Kada je to moguće u slučaju 

potrebe plutanja dužeg od 4 

sata ili tijekom noći brod treba 

sidriti.  

When this is possible, in the 

case of floating longer than 4 

hours or during the night, the 

ship should be anchored. 

necessity 

 with respect to 

regular procedures 
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(21) Evakuacija 

ozlijeđenih? … 

 

Broj osoba koje treba 

evakuirati.  

[da] 

[ne] 

Evacuation of 

injured 

persons?… 

Number of 

persons to be 

evacuated.  

 [yes]  

[no] 

Advisability 

 

The analysis showed that BITI DUŽAN conveying an obligation was granted one translation option in 

English, that is shall in 100% of the cases, as in (22). 

(22) Neposredno nakon 

izvješćivanja broda i 

njegovog upućivanja prema 

mjestu zakloništa dežurni 

službenik Nacionalne 

središnjice dužan je izvijestiti 

lučkog kapetana...  

Immediately after notifying 

the ship, and its advance 

towards the place of refuge, 

the on-duty officer of the 

RCC shall notify the 

harbormaster… 

Obligation 

 

 

6. 2 Shifts in translation 

From the data it is shown that a whole range of shifts occurred in translation from the ST into the TT 

(see Table 4). 

 

Table 4 Shifts in translation from the ST in the TT 

A shift in  Total  From  To  Sample sentence - 

ST 

Translation pair – 

TT 

degree of 

modality 

7 necessity 

with 

respect to 

regular 

procedures 

(valjati)  

 

obligation 

(shall) 
Velikim dubinama 

valja smatrati 

morska područja u 

kojima je dubina 

mora veća od 50 m.  

Areas where depth of 

the sea is greater than 

50 m shall be 

considered as a deep 

sea area.  

 

 2 necessity 

with 

respect to 

regular 

procedures 

(trebati)  

 

obligation 

(to be+pp) 

Evakuacija 

ozlijeđenih?  

Broj osoba koje treba 

evakuirati. [da ] [ne] 

Evacuation of injured 

persons? Number of 

persons to be 

evacuated. [yes ] [no] 
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 1 obligation  

(morati)  

 

advisability 

(should) 

Pri namjernom 

nasukanju brod se 

mora postaviti u 

položaj u kojem što 

većom površinom dna 

trupa leži na 

morskom dnu … 

When intentionally 

running aground, the 

ship should be 

positioned in way that 

the greatest possible 

area of the bottom of 

the hull lays on the sea 

bed, … 

modal 7 valjati  

 

shall Velikim dubinama 

valja smatrati 

morska područja u 

kojima je dubina 

mora veća od 50 m.  

Areas where depth of 

the sea is greater than 

50 m shall be 

considered as a deep 

sea area.  

 

 2 trebati    

 

to be+pp Evakuacija 

ozlijeđenih?  

Broj osoba koje treba 

evakuirati. [da ] [ne] 

Evacuation of injured 

persons? Number of 

persons to be 

evacuated. [yes ] [no]  

 1 morati    

 

should Pri namjernom 

nasukanju brod se 

mora postaviti u 

položaj u kojem što 

većom površinom dna 

trupa leži na 

morskom dnu … 

When intentionally 

running aground, the 

ship should be 

positioned in way that 

the greatest possible 

area of the bottom of 

the hull lays on the sea 

bed, … 

 1 morati   

 

shall Zahtjev za dodjelom 

mjesta zakloništa 

mora sadržavati 

najmanje: 

ime... 

 

The request for 

granting a place of 

refuge shall contain at 

least the following:  

name … 

 62 biti dužan  shall O tijeku pružanja 

pomoći dežurni 

službenik dužan je 

voditi zabilješke na 

propisanom obrascu. 

The on-duty officer 

shall keep records 

during the course of 

providing assistance 

on the stipulated form. 

class 62 biti dužan 

(dužan = 

adj.)  

shall 

(modal 

verb) 

Osoba koja je 

odobrila mjesto 

sidrenja ili područje 

plutanja dužna je o 

tome obavijestiti 

dežurnog službenika 

Nacionalne 

središnjice. 

The person approving 

the anchorage or 

floating area shall 

notify the on-duty 

officer of the RCC. 
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7. Discussion  

This case study investigates syntactic and semantic features of modals that express notions like deontic 

possibility (i.e. permission) and deontic necessity (i.e. obligation) in the Croatian text by comparing their 

uses with those in the English text and by analyzing their occurrence and meanings in order to discover 

similarities and differences in translation, and investigate if a shift in modality occurred in translation.  

The results of the study show the occurrence of 113 modal verbs and the modal lexeme in the Croatian 

corpus. The count of the use of deontic possibility and necessity in the ST demonstrates that some modal 

verbs, for example: moći (may), valjati (ought to) and the modal lexeme biti dužan (to be obliged to) are 

more frequently used than the others in the ST. Biti dužan is clearly in the lead, followed by moći having 

a smaller number of occurrences. Moći is the sole verb conveying deontic possibility (i.e. permission). 

The issuer of an obligation or permission in the ST is a (non)human agent in morati and biti dužan. 

Impersonalization is conveyed by valjati, trebati, moći and by a small number of morati. All deontic 

modal sentences in the ST have the present tense orientation. This supports the rule that the present tense 

is well-suited for rules and regulations as they are considered as “always speaking”.  

 The meaning of potentiality (i.e. necessity) in a deontically interpreted proposition and the meaning of 

permission is associated with moći in the ST. The approach to the analysis and interpretation of moći 

conveying potentiality is in line with the already quoted and applied Lyons’ (1994) theory, and 

Papafragou (1998, 6) who observes that “it is the task of pragmatic interpretation processes to decide 

which of the two domains (root or epistemic) is the intended one, i.e. to resolve the structured polysemy 

in the modal semantics.” While Kratzer (1991) argues that rather than treating the multitude of modal 

meanings as a case of (accidental) polysemy, it should be seen as the outcome of context-dependency. It 

is thus only in combination with the background context that modals take a particular meaning. This has 

been proved along the entire analysis. 

The deontic interpretation of moći arises in cases where modality involves a set of regulatory 

propositions which the person under an obligation is expected to enforce. This is also in line with what 

Wierzbicka (1987) claims when she writes that the different interpretations have more to do with the 

context than with the meaning of the modal. Or in von Fintel’s (2006, 5) words “it is only in conversation 

with the background context that they (modal expressions) take on a particular shade of meaning.”  

The analysis of translation (non)equivalents offered a projection of the use of modal verbs and the 

modal lexeme in the two parallel texts. High correspondence of moći with the English counterpart is 

observed. The data confirm that the translation equivalent of the modal verb expressing potentiality (i.e. 

necessity) and permission (Croatian modal verb moći) is may in English. May is clearly performative 

(Palmer 1980), it gives permission. The translation of moći into may is entirely justified on semantic 

grounds and in the use of the language. It may also be significant that can in one of its core meanings 
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(permission), does not appear as a translation pair of moći in the TT. This again can be explained by the 

concept of (deontic) source of authority (Wierzbicka 1987) and the formality of the text (may is far more 

formal than can (Palmer 1980, 60).  

Most central Croatian meaning associated with advisability (Croatian valjati and trebati) is translated 

into should in English. Should is used to place a requirement on the addressee. Deontic should is weaker 

than deontic must, but closer to must than to may (Portner 2009, 32).   

The areas of obligation  and necessity with respect to regular procedures (Croatian valjati, morati, 

trebati, biti dužan) demonstrate the most divergent range of modal verbs in English, that is must, shall, to 

be + past participle and should. Must only appears as a translation equivalent of morati where the agent 

either imposes the obligation on himself or asks the person under an obligation (the addressee) to behave 

accordingly. Such cases exemplify performativity. Must is performative in the sense that it places a 

requirement on the addressee. Must involves “some sort of speaker authority or some attempt by the 

speaker to initiate action. … (its) practical feature is motivated by the sense that must has an imperative-

like forces …(the speaker) is either trying to get someone to do something or committing herself to doing 

something (Ninan 2005, 11).” Portner (2009, 191) explicates that the difference in strength between must 

and should might be analyzed by saying that they use different subtypes of deontic accessibility relations. 

While must uses an accessibility relation based on a set of rules backed up by serious consequences, 

should uses an accessibility relation based on a wider set of rules, including both rules which are backed 

up by potentially serious consequences and those which might be violated without anything very terrible 

happening. It is assumed that the set of rules which form the basis of should accessibility relation includes 

all of those which form of the basis of must, then it follows that must involves should; consequently must 

is stronger than should (Portner 2009,  33-34).  

The results also demonstrate that several shifts occur in the process of translation from Croatian into 

English. The most significant ones are observed in the translation of the Croatian modals valjati (ought 

to) and trebati (need). A striking shift in the degree of modality, from necessity with respect to regular 

procedures meaning (valjati and trebati) in the ST to an obligation in the TT occurred. As stated in the 

methodology section, in this study an obligation is graded according to the degree of commitment. It is 

important to reiterate that neither valjati nor trebati express a high degree of obligation in Croatian. The 

translation choice, however, sees the move from valjati into shall and trebati into to be + past participle. 

Some previous research findings (Knežević & Brdar 2010) also attribute to the translation pattern of 

trebati and valjati, that is valja/treba + infinitive is always translated into the be passive. It was then 

stated that impersonal constructions like valja/treba + infinitive are used simply to hedge a message by 

attributing it to (an) unknown(s).  
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Trebati is the least frequent of all deontic modals in the Croatian corpus. In comparison with morati 

both valjati and trebati express a slighter degree of obligation (Hansen 2005). However, when expressing 

necessity with respect to regular procedures meaning trebati is translated in to be + past participle. As 

such trebati only appears in the check-lists. And as already seen in the case of valjati, the apparent intent 

to proceed with the use of the impersonal verb underlines the voice neutrality, the deontic source imposes 

a lower degree of obligation, and it equally imposes an obligation for an action to be performed. 

The question of the grammaticality and normativity of the examples where valjati and trebati are used 

has to be left for future research. However, what can be assumed from the readings of the findings of the 

study is the following. The relatively high occurrence of valjati in the ST may be related to its impersonal 

character. In the majority of cases valjati is followed by smatrati (to consider) when conveying necessity 

with respect to regular procedures meaning. The implied meaning is a regulation that is to be respected. 

The intention to highlight the impersonalization is further shown in the voice neutrality. Morati, on the 

other hand, is mostly used as an active verb while active biti dužan is represented in 100% of the cases. 

However, the translation counterpart for valjati when conveying necessity meaning is mainly shall. Here, 

the translator may have been led by the International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue – 

ICOMSAR which states that the use of shall is used to indicate “a provision, the uniform application of 

which by all Parties is required in the interest of safety of life at sea” while should is used to indicate “a 

provision, the uniform application of which by all Parties is recommended in the interest of safety of life 

at sea (1979, 5).” Linguistically, however, should is used to convey conditional necessity in the epistemic 

or the dynamic domain although Palmer (1980, 69) acknowledges that should can have deontic meaning, 

provided deontic is extended to include the uses where the speaker takes responsibility. As for shall, 

Palmer writes that shall is “stronger than must, in that it does not merely lay an obligation, however 

strong, but actually guarantees that the action will occur (1980, 62).” Interestingly the counterpart for 

morati (a modal with the highest degree of obligation meaning in Croatian) is must in the majority of 

cases, while shall is the translation counterpart of biti dužan.  

All but one of modals in the Croatian corpus belong to verb class. Biti dužan, a modal lexeme with the 

greatest number of occurrences in the ST, is an adjective. It is always translated into a verb, shall. 

The observed shift in modality indicates that the lack of clear and unitary syntactic rules in Croatian 

may have resulted in the reported semantic differences. This study witnesses a generally widespread but 

arbitrary usage of valjati and trebati in legislative texts. It places great responsibility on authors of 

legislative texts, since the use of valjati and trebati may result in different interpretations. It is discussed 

elsewhere (Knežević & Brdar 2010) how important it is to see a more influential role of linguistics in 

translation and how crucial the knowledge of linguistics and discourse analysis is for a translator. 
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8. Conclusion  

This case study is intended to capture the translatability of Croatian deontic modals into English and to 

describe a possible shift in modality that occurs in translation. An account that describes the similarities 

and differences in translation of the ST into the TT has been provided here. The effect of modality shift in 

translation has been captured, for example: valjati (necessity with respect to regular procedures) into shall 

(obligation), trebati (necessity with respect to regular procedures) into to be + past participle (obligation) 

and biti dužan into shall. Many similarities exist between Croatian and English modals in the meaning 

and the context where they are used. For example, deontic moći was always translated into may. These 

similarities facilitate transl 

ation. The fact that the findings of this study apply to the two legislative texts, other kinds of texts may 

bear out different findings, should not downplay the following: the use of, in this study deontic, modals 

should be sensitive to the deontic source. Further discussion of modal verbs in general, and of the 

Croatian modal verbs valjati and trebati in particular, will have to await the later research.  
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Abstract 

The article presents strategies applied by doctorate students in mitigating their disagreements. The data 

were collected from seven doctorate students from an English Education Program in East Java, Indonesia 

during classroom discussions. The data were coded by drawing on Blum-Kulka et al.’s CCARP Coding 

Manual (1989) and analyzed with recourse to Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness strategies 

(1987). The results show that the students mitigated their disagreements by expressing uncertainty, 

minimizing the imposition, showing respect, expressing partial disagreements and apologizing. The 

strategies were used to hedge disagreements so that the attacking effects could be minimized.  

 

Key words: disagreements, mitigating strategies, doctorate students, classroom discussions.  

 

Introduction 

A number of researchers have collected data in academic settings (see for instance, Basturkmen, 2002; de 

Klerk & Hunt, 2000; Morita, 2000; Rohmah, 2003, 2006 & 2007; Tracy & Baratz, 1993; Tracy and 

Carjuzaa, 1993; Viechnicki, 1997; Waring, 2000, 2001, 2002 a & b; Weissberg, 1993). The research 

testify that meanings are negotiated by participants during discussions and seminars. In the meetings, the 

speaker and audience exchange information and present arguments in a cooperative search for 

comprehension, conceptual learning and intellectual exercise. de Klerk & Hunt (2000, p. 74) specifically 

mentioned that groups which allowed a fair interaction and collaboration among all discussants were 

likely to benefit the most from the discussions.  

One interesting aspect in the research is that the participants try to display and enact their 

intellectual identities. Tracy & Baratz (1993, p. 306) shows  that one prominent concern of the 
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participants in attending intellectual meetings is to present oneself as being intellectually competent 

without being considered as trying to appear brilliant. Furthermore, Viechnicki (1997, p. 122) explains 

that to save their ‘intellectual face’, the academia are encouraged to attribute their remarks to an 

intellectual figure. Tannen (1998) also states that to sharpen their intellectual capabilities, students are 

trained to evaluate other’s arguments, prove their weaknesses and then offer their own ideas. In this 

situation, the students are expected to feel comfortable when expressing or receiving different opinions 

from others. Hence, expressing a disagreement in intellectual meetings is not only acceptable but also 

promoted.  

However, a number of studies show that disagreement is a dispreferred response (Mori, 1999; 

Pomerantz, 1984; Sack, 1973; Waring, 2000 & 2001). Disagreements may threaten another person’s face 

and may cause a dispute which prevents participants from further collaboration. Therefore, during 

discussions participants are often put in a dilemmatic position when they should express their 

disagreements (Tracy & Baratz, 1993).  

In Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, disagreement expression is considered as one 

of the face threatening acts (FTA). The theory is based on the assumption that all competent, rational 

adult persons have ‘face’ and certain rational capacities.  Brown and Levinson use the word ‘face’ to refer 

to the public self-image that everyone  wants to claim for him/herself. Face can be negative or positive. 

Negative face is the crave of every ‘competent adult member’ that his/her actions be undisturbed by 

others. And positive face is the need of every member that his/her desire to be respected or understood by 

others (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  In addition to face wants, adult people also have rationality, that is, 

the application of specific mode of reasoning. One aspect of rational behavior is the ability to consider 

different means to achieve a goal, and to choose one which is the most suitable. With their wisdom, 

people can consider the maximization and minimization cost assessment in the choice of means to come 

to an end.  

 People, in general, can be expected to defend their faces if threatened, and, therefore, if the 

speakers realize that others may attack them, they will try to maintain each other’s face.  In fact, there are 

some acts which intrinsically threaten face; Brown and Levinson  call them Face Threatening Acts 

(FTAs). These acts, by nature, run contrary to the face wants of the addressee and/or the speaker. Thus, in 

order to save each other’s face, people will employ certain strategies. This is also true for the doctorate 

students when expressing disagreements during discussions; they need to apply strategies to avoid 

communication breakdown.  

Studies focusing on the use of strategies in expressing disagreement were done by Pomerantz 

(1984), Waring (2000 & 2001), Blum-Kulka et al. (2002), Kakava (2002) and Rohmah (2006 & 2007). In 

Pomerantz’s (1984) study, disagreements are shown through rhetorical questions, questioning repeats and 
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statements. Waring’s (2000 & 2001) findings show that participants express their disagreements by 

employing two strategies, i.e. peer referencing and asserting vulnerability. Blum-Kulka et al. (2002) 

shows that disagreements are expressed by giving explanation following the disagreements and by 

downgrading them. Kakava (2002) also reports that some disagreements are mitigated to reduce the effect 

of the ‘attacks’.  Furthermore, Rohmah (2006 & 2007) reported that disagreements expressed by 

acknowledging peers could promote better communication.  

If we relate these findings to Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness, the strategies applied by 

the speakers to soften their disagreements can be grouped into positive and negative politeness strategies. 

This article will mainly report strategies in mitigating disagreements which, according to Brown and 

Levinson, are included as negative politeness. This is to complement Rohmah’s (2007) study that focuses 

on peer acknowledgement during discussions that relate to what Brown and Levinson refer to as positive 

politeness. 

The study is expected to enrich discussions in the fields of discourse analysis and pragmatics as 

well as  practical life in academia with strategies in expressing disagreements applied by Indonesian 

students. The study provides the general theory of interpersonal interaction in academic settings with 

more specific information on strategies in expressing disagreements. By considering the verbal 

disagreeing strategies and responses to them, we can consider the effectiveness of the strategies.  

 

Method 

The study applied Conversational Analysis (hereafter, CA). With CA, the researcher conducted detailed 

examination of the turn-taking and sequential structure of the discussions whereby she could document 

the students’ disagreeing strategies. The data in the current study include the utterances of the students 

during fourteen class sessions – ninety minutes each. The discussions were audio recorded and 

transcribed immediately after each session. In analyzing the disagreeing strategies, the researcher drew on 

Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) CCARP Coding Manual  and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of 

politeness strategies.  

 The subjects of the study were seven doctorate students of the English Education Program at a 

state university in East Java, Indonesia, who were taking the ‘Topics in Foreign Language Teaching’ 

course. In the discussions, the students were required to give an oral presentation on the assigned reading 

materials which were journal articles or book chapters. The presentation was followed by a discussion in 

which the students showed their critical analysis of the field, of trends and shared their understanding of 

the reviewed articles. The students were from different parts of Indonesia ranging from Sumatra Island in 

the west part of Indonesia to Ambon in Maluku Island and Manado in North Celebes – the eastern part of 

Indonesia. Their cultural background was also varied. People often make a stereotypical judgement that 
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those from Java Island tend to be indirect and those from outside Java tend to be frank and direct. They 

were native speakers of Indonesian and speakers of English as a foreign language.  

 

Results and discussion 

The results of the analysis show that mitigating strategies are used to soften disagreements so as to give 

the addressee an option as to whether to accept or refuse the disagreements, to minimize the threat, and to 

dissociate the addressee from a particular intrusion. These are applied in the alerters, supportive moves, 

and downgraders.  The function of mitigation in alerters is to prepare the addressee to listen to the 

disagreement expressed in the later utterances. The softening in the supportive moves are found in the 

utterances external to the head act of disagreeing which may occur either before or after the disagreement. 

Downgraders are utterances existing within the head act of disagreeing, the functions of which are to 

lessen the disagreement. The head act is the minimal unit which can realize a disagreement (Blum-Kulka 

et al., 1989, pp. 277-289). 

  The data showed that the students mitigated their disagreements by expressing uncertainty, 

minimizing the imposition, giving respect, expressing partial disagreements, and apologizing.  

 

Expressing Uncertainty 

This strategy was realized by explicitly expressing uncertainty that the condition for the appropriateness 

of the disagreements could be obtained. The example of the application of this strategy can be seen in the 

following excerpt. 
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Excerpt 1 (12/52)  

Ovi: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to comment on one of the page here, given by a: Gunarwan, it is 

the second alternative. He suggests that it is better for us to change the 

Indonesian system of education, I understand this as the system of 

education in secondary school, from monolingual to bilingual in which 

certain subjects such as mathematics, physics, and biology are taught in 

English, the rests in Indonesian. ((reading from the article on p. 322)). 

But, I want to give a counter evidence for this kind of things. A: I have 

from TESOL. A: the topic from this TESOL quarterly is ‘language and 

development‘. A:nd we talk about a: teaching English for a:, teaching 

certain subject, through English and we give some attitude from, if I’m 

not mistaken, it is a country in Africa. It is Kenya or Nigeria, I forget. 

….. This is just a result of a research in one of the country. So, I don’t 

know whether this alternative is is good or, >maybe< the question is 

when should we, should we teach contents or subjects through English? 

Should we give it in secondary school or university? >Maybe< it is my 

comment on the second alternative.  

 

 

The example above shows how Ovi disagrees with the author of the article entitled Globalization and the 

Teaching of English in Indonesia. In showing her different stance, she frames her disagreement by saying 

“But, I want to give a counter-evidence for this kind of things.” These utterances are then followed by the 

counter-evidence she intends to show, that is, an article reporting a problem resulting from the application 

of content-based approach in the teaching of English. Her being pessimistic in offering different ideas is 

signaled in the supportive move as follows: “This is just a result of a research in one of the country. So, I 

don’t know whether this alternative is is good or, >maybe…” ‘So, I don’t know’ shows that Ovi is 

pessimistic with the accuracy of her ideas. Thus, by using ‘So, I don’t know’, the speaker mitigates her 

disagreement and does not push the addressee to accept her opinion. 

 

Minimizing the Imposition 

The speaker minimized the imposition on the addressee by indicating that the intrinsic seriousness of the 

imposition contained in the disagreement was not great. This was realized by using ‘I don’t mean to 

oppose’, ‘just’, ‘to me’ and ‘for me’. Due to the limited space available, the following excerpt just shows 

the use of ‘I don’t mean to oppose’ to mitigate disagreements. 
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Excerpt 2 (6/36) 

Tia: That is wider than only CCU. That’s my understanding, that’s why, CCU 

is a matter of understanding, and then, understanding, perception, and 

then culture. (.) Okay, Pak Ag.    

 

Joni: 

 

   

 

 

 

  

…the second is, what I don’t know is (this explains) teaching English or 

teaching foreign languages? So, it’s not clear according to me, and if he 

is speaking English, what is a, for example, what is meant by the 

researcher. I’m thinking of (.) a: a, a, a, students in Indonesia, take for 

example, students at my university, they are consisting of various 

cultures, and then a:, but so far, they’re not going to different classroom 

there (to seek together). But, now, is it also including in that, the global 

context, for example, in terms of, ((smilingly)) in terms of a: a, villages, 

for example, or, so, to me, this title is, to me, I don’t understand. That’s 

a:: a:  my my opinion. I don’t mean to a: >I don’t want<, >I don’t mean 

to< oppose, ya, oppose to your presentation=   

 

 

The point of Joni’s disagreement with the writer is that the writer does not put any account of the 

backgrounds of the students which is – to him – very important to understand the context of the research 

better. He believed the article did not clarify the matter, “So, it’s not clear according to me.” The second 

point of his disagreement is that the language used for communication in the classroom is not made 

explicit by the writer. In this excerpt, although Joni does not direct his evaluation on the paper to the 

presenter, his concluding sentence, “>I don’t mean to< oppose, ya, oppose to your presentation,” shows 

that his prior utterances are directed to the presentation, hence the critique is directed to the presenter.  

In addition to not putting the critique to the presenter (Tia), Joni also minimizes the imposition on 

her – the presenter of the discussion who represents the writer of the article – by using certain utterances, 

“That’s a:: a:  my my opinion. I don’t mean to a: >I don’t want<, >I don’t mean to< oppose, ya, oppose 

to your presentation.” Thus, ‘I don’t mean to oppose’ functions to show that Joni does not give any 

imposition on her. He mainly states his opinion which is different from the content of the article. He 

implies that the presenter may consider what he thinks or not, and support him or not.  

 

 

 

Giving Respect  

In the data, deference was reflected through the use of  forms of address. This can be seen in Excerpt 3. 
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               Excerpt 3 (6/9)  

Adi       : …. there will be one culture in the world by giving by inviting 

others that we can assume that every person in different 

countries will view the same culture. I think this kind of 

attempt is quite difficult, because each nation, each people a:: 

will preserve their own culture without being interfered by 

other culture from another county. … 

 

Tia    : 

 

Okay, thank you. A:: I have a rather different opinion, Pak 

Adi. It’s quite right that the world is getting smaller, but it 

doesn’t mean that later we will have one culture. What I can 

conclude from this article is that how can we understand each 

other. … 

 

               

In Excerpt 3, Tia addresses Adi by using ‘Pak Adi’ to show respect to the addressee. The common 

practice to address an adult male individual in Indonesian context is by using ‘Pak’ or ‘Bapak’ plus his 

name in contrast to ‘Bu’ or ‘Ibu’ plus her name for an adult woman. Inherent in the ‘Pak’ and ‘Bu’ 

addresses is respecting the adult people. Hence, while expressing her disagreements to the addressee, she 

is still expressing respect to him. This serves as a mitigation to one’s disagreement. Another way of 

showing deference is by humbling oneself in front of the addressee. This can be seen in Excerpt 4 as 

follows. 

           Excerpt 4 (14/38) 

Edo:  =Ya, then there is no discrimination, actually. ((Adi laughs 

followed by others))  

 

Ovi: (You just interpret this) Women are usually do the domestic, 

domestic work, ya. So that they have no voice in the public at 

all, ya. So, for example, they can make decision. Decision is 

always made by men, ya. This is a discrimination, ya.  

 

Edo:  ... because, this is is very stupid. Edo is very stupid, Bu Ovi. If 

he:: >what is it< try or work hard to catch for a woman maybe, 

he can himself be considered intolerant, subordinate. So stupid 

Edo is.  

 

 

In the excerpt above, Edo admits as being less intelligent in order to humble himself in front of Ovi. 

While expressing his disagreement,” Ya, then there is no discrimination, actually,” Edo says that the 
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disagreement comes from an unintelligent person, “Edo is very stupid, Bu Ovi.” Therefore, the addressee 

may take the disagreement into consideration or not because it comes from a foolish person. Hence, the 

disagreement might not be relevant. This opens wide room for the addressee to decide whether to 

consider the difference in opinions.  

 Hence, respect or deference can be realized in two important ways: by raising others, that is, by 

satisfying the hearer’s want to be treated as superior, and by humbling or abasing oneself. In both ways, 

what is communicated is that the hearer (henceforth, H) is of higher social status than the speaker 

(hereafter, S) (Brown and Levinson, 1987, p. 178). By giving deference, the S neutralizes the potential 

face threatening acts of the disagreements by indicating that the H’s exclusion from any imposition is 

conveyed and that S is not in the right position to give imposition on the addressee. 

 

Expressing Partial Disagreements  

 Disagreements, as expected, consist of different stances. However, if a disagreement is expressed 

partially and weakly, it can soften its attacking effects on the addressee. Hence, it helps promote 

harmony. In the data, partial disagreements were expressed by using hedges, contrastive markers, and 

adverbs.  

 

Hedges 

Lakoff (1975) suggests that hedges such as ‘well,’ ‘y’know,’ ‘kinda’ and so forth show uncertainty. 

Prefacing a statement with ‘I guess,’ ‘I think’ or prefacing a question with ‘I wonder…’ shows that the 

speaker feels uncertain about what he/she is saying. Brown and Levinson (1987, pp. 145-176) also 

explain that a different opinion  may be hedged so as not to be perceived of as  a disagreement.   

The data show that the students hedge their disagreements by using ‘I think’,  ‘I believe’, 

‘assume’, ‘rather’ ‘okay’, ‘it seems’, ‘maybe’, ‘for one sense’, ‘you know’, ‘a kind of’, and ‘suspicious’. 

The hedges are used to express that the disagreement S conveys is true only in certain respects. There is a 

nuance of showing S’s lack of knowledge, understanding or analysis. Thus, because it is only partially 

true, S leaves the decision whether to accept the different stance and hold it as true or not to the 

addressee. In other words, hedges function to soften the disagreement by not imposing the addressee to 

accept S’s statement and consider him/her as totally true. The article presents ‘I think,’ ‘rather,’ ‘it 

seems,’ ‘for one sense,’ ‘you know,’ and ‘suspicious’ to exemplify the hedges used to express partial 

disagreements.  

Holmes (1990, p. 187) suggests that ‘I think’ be used to express uncertainty (epistemic modal 

meaning), or as a softener expressing politeness (affective meaning), certainty (epistemic modal 

meaning), and also reassurance (affective meaning). In a conversation, the meaning suitable for the words 
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‘I think’ depends on prosodic and syntactic features. In the data, ‘I think’ used to show a softener 

expressing politeness is exemplified in Excerpt 5. 

               

 Excerpt 5 (12/8) 

Adi: 

 

 

I have a comment here. A:: the possibility to: have the English as, a 

English or Indonesian as a language for many people to (    up), I think 

it is not due to, it’s not mainly due to: a what’s it to language 

adequacy, but rather it’s because of economic reason, Pak. For 

example, when the Indonesian <will be go>, will go globally, for 

example, it depends on how many a: people interact with Indonesian 

in Indonesia, for example, or, or maybe in other countries. … So that, 

instead of linguistic reason, such as a:: language adequacy, as you 

explained, I think, the main factors that may lead Indonesian to be 

international language, it much depends, it much depend on >what is 

here< economic factors. This is my comment. … 

 

  

In Excerpt 5, ‘I think’ is used as a softener to express politeness and is chosen  instead of ‘I am sure.’ The 

phrase ‘I think’ in this context has an affective meaning. It implies S’s voice that ‘this is my position 

which is different from yours. I just would like you to consider it.’ Thus, when expressing his 

disagreement, “I think it is not due to, it’s not mainly due to: a what’s it to language adequacy, but rather 

it’s because of economic reason, Pak,” Adi uses ‘I think’ to express his understanding of H’s position. 

Thus, in his disagreement, Adi shows sympathy to H’s position. In this case, he addresses the negative 

face of the addressee by showing the disagreement weakly. Because the disagreement is weak, the 

speaker implies that he is not in a right position to put any imposition on the addressee. 

‘Rather’ is also used to hedge a partial disagreement. The following excerpt contains a 

disagreement expressed partially through the use of ‘rather’. 

Excerpt 6: 

Tia 

 : 

 

Okay, thank you. A:: I have a rather different opinion, Pak Adi. 

It’s quite right that the world is getting smaller, but it doesn’t 

mean that later we will have one culture. What I can conclude 

from this article is that how can we understand each other. … 

 

The word ‘rather’ in the data serves to hedge the difference between Tia’s opinion and Adi’s. By 

attaching the word ‘rather’ in her disagreement, “I have a rather different opinion, Pak Adi,” the speaker 

attempts to reduce the frightening effect of the FTA; hence, it shows the disagreement weakly and 
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partially. As a result, it softens the disagreement and promotes mutual understanding among the 

discussion participants. 

Excerpt 7 illustrates the use of ‘it seems’ by the discussants to state their disagreement softly and 

partially. ‘It seems’, just like ‘I believe’, shows that the speaker is not fully sure of what is said. He/she 

merely thinks that the position he/she holds is more likely to be true.   

   Excerpt 7(12/29) 

Ais: It’s not because we’re super power that they use=  

Koko: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

=And also I want to give some, some what we talk about this. When we 

talk about globalization period, era, it seems that we’re going to 

compete, there are some reasons in this paper that we’re going to 

compete. In terms of economic, wh wh what we are going to compete I 

think is that we are not going to be the buyer, but we are going to be the 

seller, in this case. So, in real, rea, relation to this reason, I think 

productive skill is there, not receptive skill. But, what Gunarwan says 

here, the emphasis should be put on the understanding, and 

understanding written. Translation exercise should be given priority. 

Students do not need to learn how to speak English. Those, especially 

the gifted, who want to learn to speak this language can do it outside 

class ((reading from the article)). So, it seems to me ((laughing)) what 

kinds of suggestion is that ((smiling and laughing cynically)).  

 

 

In this example, Koko expresses his different opinion from that of the author in this way, “I think is that 

we are not going to be the buyer, but we are going to be the seller, in this case. So, in real, rea, relation 

to this reason, I think productive skill is there, not receptive skill. But, what Gunarwan says here, the 

emphasis should be put on the understanding, and understanding written...” The author suggests that 

English taught in the classroom is focused on reading for science and technology. Those who want to 

learn English more, for example, for oral communication, will be given extra classes which are not 

included in the curriculum. Koko does not agree with him. He thinks that in the globalization era,   

students need English not only as a receptive skill, such as reading, but also as a productive skill, so that 

they can compete with other people from other countries. Therefore, he considers the author’s suggestion 

irrelevant in the globalization era.  

In expressing his disagreement, however, Koko uses the phrase ‘it seems’. This phrase  functions 

to hedge his opinion, thus, it reduces its relentlessness. By using ‘it seems’ in, “…it seems that we’re 

going to compete…”, he gives the impression that the competition itself is not real; they just act as if they 
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are going to compete. But the competition itself might be only in their imagination, because they do not 

have adequate preparation to compete. Besides, he pronounces ‘it seems’ in the near end of his opinion. 

“It seems to me, what kinds of suggestion is that”, accompanied by laughter, shows his disagreement. He 

questions the quality of the suggestion offered by the writer of the article. However, he still leaves a room 

for possible inaccuracy on his part. Thus, he admits that the writer might also be correct.  

The way of expressing the disagreement   saved his own and the addressee’s face. Whenever he 

makes a wrong judgment of the writer’s suggestion, he is not so embarrassed, because he conveys his 

disagreement in a less assertive way by using ‘it seems’. Likewise, the addressee’s face is also saved 

because he is not challenged or imposed on. In fact, the addressee, who is the author of the paper, is not 

there. Moreover, the use of ‘it seems’ also admits partial truth on the part of the addressee. Thus, the 

addressee’s position is as safe as the S’s. 

 ‘For one sense’ is also used to hedge a disagreement expression; hence, the function is to show 

the disagreement partially and weakly. Excerpt 8 shows how the speaker uses ‘for one sense’ to claim 

weakness in certain aspects of their opinions, while showing his disagreement in the other sense.  

Excerpt 8 (12/35) 

Koko: … So, it seems to me ((laughing)) what kinds of suggestion is that 

((smiling and laughing cynically)). … 

29 

 

… …  

Koko: Giving final, giving such a suggestion reflected that he is being frustrated, 

in this case= 

33 

Ais: =No= 34 

Joni: =Maybe, maybe he is also right for one sense. He is, a: he is looking at 

people who teach. It’s possible. 

35 

 

Joni disagrees partially with Koko’s attribution to the author as being frustrated by using the phrase ‘for 

one sense’ in, “Maybe, maybe he is also right for one sense.” From Joni’s utterances, we can understand 

that actually he disagrees with Koko’s attribution. This can be seen from the sentence following his ‘for 

one sense’ utterances, that is, “He is, a: he is looking at people who teach.” He sees the writer differently 

from the way Koko evaluates him. He thinks that the writer gives a kind of suggestion with which Koko 

disagrees in the preceding turn (turn 29) because he considers the quality and quantity of the teachers of 

English in Indonesia. Thus, according to him, the suggestion given by the writer can be accepted.  

However, in expressing his disagreement to Koko, Joni does not state it straightforwardly and 

bluntly. He prefers to start a sentence with ‘for one sense’. The S uses ‘for one sense’ to mean ‘in one 

sense’ as a result of interference from Indonesian. This phrase functions to indicate that what he states in 
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the following sentence might be correct in one way and that the addressee with whom he disagrees may 

also have an acceptable opinion in another sense. Thus, by using ‘for one sense’ the S attempts to hedge 

by asserting vulnerability; the hedges signal a partial disagreement.  

Excerpt 9 exemplifies the use of ‘you know’ to hedge the S’s utterances while expressing his/her 

opinion to another party. 

Excerpt 9 (9/38) 

Adi: Indication that native speaker is still needed in Indonesia. This is the 

thing that we can learn from the kind of phenomena. Although the 

course is quite expensive, but many can afford to that kind of courses. 

And there are many private courses without facilitating the students 

with native, and this kind of course is left by the >what is here< 

students. 

33 

 …  

Koko: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes. I’d like to give more comment. A:: first, the researchers compare 

a:: the students’ comprehension to the teachers. The teachers from 

Singaporean are comparing to Dutch. Those teachers spoke English 

very differently when they teach or give lectures. But, some 

weaknesses, I think, when comparing to Singaporean English or 

Indonesian English. We can see that foreign countries that are very 

much different. But, this variable is not discussed here, in this paper. 

You know that the Dutch when they speak English, I think, their (  ) is 

already close, because Dutch and English become a; maybe sister, they 

are sister, sister. They become one Indo-European English. So, this 

factor is not considered. But, Singaporean, as well as Pilipino are ou:r, 

ou::r >what’s that< this is not, they are different from us. They are 

different comparing to the Dutch. Well, these sociolinguistic factors is 

not considered in this context. The researcher consider it is because the 

difficulty of the subject, the cognitive load, in this case. But, I think 

another factor, another variable is influence at the same times. I think 

this. That’s my comment, one of the weaknesses of this, this research= 

38 

 

In the data above, Koko disagrees with the writer on the point of introducing very different varieties of 

English to Japanese students and not providing adequate explanation. The writer in his article entitled 

Students’ Responses to Content-based Instruction Conducted in Non-native varieties of English describes 
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the teaching of English in a school in Japan. In this school, the students are exposed to Indonesian, 

Philippino and Dutch English of the teachers teaching subject matter courses – home economics and 

political economics. In the paper, the writer focused on the students’ perceptions or views of the subject 

matter courses taught in English by different non-native speakers of English, without giving an account 

on why Indonesian, Philippino and Dutch English teachers are employed to teach.  

Koko expresses his disagreement, “But, some weaknesses, I think, when comparing to 

Singaporean English or Indonesian English.” What makes Koko disagree is that the three teachers 

acquired different varieties of English. Dutch English, according to Koko, is more similar to the native 

varieties of English, while Indonesian and Philippino English are both as distinct non-native varieties of 

English. He concludes that presenting them in an article without offering adequate account on it is the 

flaw of the paper. In expressing his different opinion from the writer’s and the presenter of the article, 

Koko uses ‘you know’. ‘You know’ in this context has a function to assert his uncertainty on his own 

position.  

 Another way to show disagreements partially is by hedging them using the word ‘suspicious.’ The 

following excerpt shows the use of ‘suspicious’ to assert uncertainty. 

Excerpt 10 (9/8) 

Ais : 

 

 

 

 

A:: I am suspicious in this case, because I don’t understand because of 

the review or preview because the lecture is in English. And then I also 

suspicious to their attitude in the classroom, whether they pay attention 

to English because later they can rely on the review that is on Japanese. 

My, I’m also suspicious in tha:t part. 

 

  

In the data, Ais expresses her disagreement to the author in a paper entitled Students’ Responses to 

Content-based Instruction Conducted in Non-native Varieties of English. The author reports that before   

subject matter courses were taught in the target language (English), review and preview are conducted in 

the students’ L1 (Japanese). Ais disagrees with the author because the author does not discuss the 

possibility that the students’ understanding in the subject matter courses – home economics and political 

economics – is influenced by the review and preview done in Japanese, and not because of the teaching of 

the courses using non-native varieties of English.  

 Ais’s disagreement “I don’t understand because of the review or preview because the lecture is in 

English…. English because later they can rely on the review that is on Japanese.” is expressed partially. 

By using ‘suspicious’, Ais shows her disagreement partially. Still, she has some space to be wrong in 

understanding the article and/or in judging the author’s writing and is prepared to accept that the writer is 
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right. ‘Suspicious’ is applied to lessen the bluntness of her disagreement, and express it weakly. Thus, Ais 

uses ‘suspicious’ to soften her disagreement with the presenter who represents the author of the article.   

Hence, the discussion participants hedged their disagreements to mitigate them by using ‘I think,’ ‘I 

believe,’ ‘assume,’ ‘rather,’ ‘‘okay’, ‘it seems’, ‘maybe’, ‘for one sense’, ‘in terms of’, ‘you know’, ‘a 

kind of’, and ‘suspicious’.  

Contrastive Marker 

The contrastive marker ‘but’ can also be used to express a partial disagreement. This can be seen in 

Excerpt 11.  

Excerpt 11 (14/12) 

Adi: Bu Ovi. I have the same idea with Bu Ais just now. We’re talking to 

each other. A: WHAT is the use, or what is the advantage of gender 

inclusive language reform. A: I think this kind of a: study fo:r me, 

especially, has no:: significance at all. ((laughing)) because, you 

know, a:: >what is here< a: (.) what I mean by significance is in 

terms of the language teaching, for example. So, I think why should 

we: make a problem on the distinction between gender inclusive and 

a: exclusive? 

2 

 …  

Joni: 

 

 

First of all, I want to say that this article is hard to understand, ya. To 

me, but, I heard from your explanation, then-a I come to (   ) in terms 

of the conclusion of this article. Ya, a: perhaps, I agree, but not 

totally. And then-a:: because I see, I see, and we have to see this also 

that such phenomenon a:: first of all linguistic, in terms of 

morphology. I happen to read, but not finish yet, about derivation (   

) cigarette.  These, these’re phenomena maybe for a long term to 

develop in terms of linguistics. A:: >I don’t know<, let me sa::y, 

something like comparative morphology. Probably, language for 

cultures, ya, of course, they have different morphologies. Just like 

Indonesia, it has morphology compared to other.  …  

12 

 

In the data, Joni uses ‘but’ in, “I agree, but not totally,” to express his partial disagreement with Adi. In 

the preceding turn (turn 2), Adi criticizes the author for offering a paper which is not worth reading. He 

argues that there is no significance in discussing gender-inclusive language reform in language teaching. 

Joni has different ideas from Adi. He maintains that the article   constitutes an  important contribution to 
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linguistics, more specifically, comparative morphology. He conveys his opinion with a full confidence, 

expressing his understanding of the topic he raises. 

However, before showing his disagreement, he asserts an agreement, “Ya, a: perhaps, I agree.” 

This preface helps the S assert commonality between him and the addressee; there is an agreement 

between them. This functions to soften his disagreement he expresses following the preceding agreement. 

The contrastive marker ‘but’ followed by ‘not totally’ is applied to hint that the following remarks are 

different from the preceding utterances. Thus, ‘but’ marks that there are two different positions raised by 

the S. The earlier position is an agreement, whilst the latter is a disagreement. The agreement followed by 

‘but’ functions to soften the disagreement. 

Adverb: still 

Excerpt 12 shows that the adverb ‘still’ can be used to show a partial disagreement. 

Excerpt 12 (11/5&7) 

Adi: 

 

=Or maybe with this one, Bu. We can modify the multiple 

choice format as we have already understood that a: multiple 

choice has one of them is the principle of the number one 

correct answer. It says that the number of correct answer 

should be one, only one, not more than one. For example, if 

we apply this principle into practice, a:: by using this test, for 

example, of course, the possibility of having more than one 

correct answer will be quite big. That’s possible, for example, 

angry with or angry at, will be possible. If this happens, I 

think we can modify the format not mult, multiple choice, but 

using, for example, one and two answers are correct and so 

on. But, theoretically I do not find the theory written by 

western scholar, but it is only found in: [Indonesia. 

Therefore, whether this kind of   

4 

Ais: [in Indonesia  

Adi: modification is permitted or not=  

Ais:  =I think, it’s still, it is the a challenge for us or for test 

developers, we do know that all language    whether angry at 

or angry with, it is angry at, maybe in any other place angry 

of=   

5 

Adi: 

 

=ya, so I am going to  I agree with you, in order to modify 

the a: the test, not only selecting another type of the test, for 

6 
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example, open ended subjective, we can still use multiple 

choice test but with modification, modification.  

Ais:  But, still you have different (.) answers. So, for example, 

choose a, a and the answer is one and two. They might 

choose only one. That’s a [problem 

7 

Koko:: [Ththththth the point of view of the testees only know one 

answer 

8 

Ais:  Ya, the testees only know one answer. So, (   ) ((two speakers 

speak simultaneously)) (.) 

9 

  

In turns 5 and 7, Ais partially accepts Adi’s suggestion to use a modification of the multiple choice format 

as an alternative that can be applied to test the students’ English ability during globalization in which 

there are many varieties of Englishes in the world. Ais disagrees with Adi’s suggestion. She thinks that 

the multiple choice test is problematic, therefore, it is difficult to apply to test the students’ ability 

accurately. “I think, it’s still, it is the a challenge for us or for test developers…. But, still you have 

different (.) answers,” shows Ais’s disagreement to Adi’s offer of a possible test. 

 In expressing her disagreement, Ais uses ‘still’ which means ‘even so’ or ‘in spite of that’. ‘Still’ 

implies an agreement on a certain part accompanied by a disagreement on another part. By using ‘still’, 

Ais suggests that Adi’s opinion might be correct in some respects. However, it leaves some problems 

unresolved. Ais’s utterances, “it is the, a challenge for us or for test developers, we do know that all 

language, whether angry at or angry with, it is angry at, maybe in any other place angry of” and “you 

have different (.) answers. So, for example, choose a, a and the answer is one and two. They might choose 

only one. That’s a problem”, show that the problems of applying multiple choice test cannot be solved by 

Adi’s suggestion of modifying the format of the test.  

 Thus, the use of ‘still’ provides room for both S and H to be correct in certain aspects. Still’ 

neither fully denies the earlier position, nor asserts that the offered opinion is totally correct. Thus, ‘still’ 

admits that the current speaker is not in a right position to impose on the addressee.  

 

Apologizing by Giving Overwhelming Reasons 

The S apologizes for expressing an FTA to show that he/she is reluctant to put an imposition on the 

addressee. Thus, to leave the threat on the negative face of the addressee, the S expresses his/her FTA 

along with an apology. In Brown and Levinson’s theory (1987), the speaker apologizes by admitting the 

impingement, indicating reluctance, giving overwhelming reasons, and begging forgiveness. 
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 In the study, the S apologizes by giving overwhelming reasons and begging forgiveness. This is 

exemplified in the following excerpts. 

Excerpt 13 (6/36) 

Joni: 

 

 

 

A: sorry, I, (.) I’m trying hard to understand the article. First, I 

see that a: they use teaching in the goal of the English teaching in 

the global context is from cross cultural understanding. That’s the 

a:, that’s what I understand, and I think is the point,<cross 

cultural attitude>. A:: what I don’t understand now is this, 

whether this is, whether this study done on classroom occupied 

by barriers the students’ of their English <backgrounds> o::r a: 

this is done to certain samples, for example, students from U.K., 

as you teach your students from abroad, learning a: Indonesian in 

the region, but you said here, and how, a: o: a::: the researcher, 

for example, wants to know that the students is learning a: 

English culture. So, there are two a: different, a: different a: 

(that’s hard to say) classroom to this global context. The research 

is going to know the attitude of students, the difference, who 

learn in one classroom, homogenous students, ya, ya. That’s why 

I don’t understand. the second is, what I don’t know is (this 

explains) teaching English or teaching foreign languages? So, it’s 

not clear according to me, and if he is speaking English, what is 

a, for example, what is meant by the researcher. I’m thinking of 

(.) a: a, a, a, students in Indonesia, take for example, students at 

my university, they are consisting of various cultures, and then 

a:, but so far, they’re not going to different classroom there (to 

seek together). But, now, is it also including in that, the global 

context, for example, in terms of, ((smilingly)) in terms of a: a, 

villages, for example, or, so, to me, this title is, to me, I don’t 

understand. That’s a:: a:  my my opinion…. 

36 

 

The example shown in excerpt 13 is taken from Joni’s long utterances to express his disagreement with 

the presenter and/or the author. In the example, it is apparent that before bringing up his disagreement, 

Joni puts an alerter in the first part of his utterances by saying, “A: sorry, I, (.) I’m trying hard to 

understand the article.” These utterances function as an attention getter from the addressee. This alerter is 
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then followed by a supportive move, especially, a preparator that says, “First, I see that a: they use 

teaching in the goal of the English teaching in the global context is from cross cultural understanding. 

That’s the a:, that’s what I understand, and I think is the point,<cross cultural attitude>. A:: what I don’t 

understand now is this…” By these utterances, Joni prepares his addressee, Tia, for the ensuing of his 

disagreement following the utterances.  

The excerpt above illustrates how Joni’s disagreement is accompanied by an overwhelming reason 

to show his reluctance to express his disagreement with the writer: “That’s the a:, that’s what I 

understand, and I think is the point,<cross cultural attitude>…, but you said here, and how, a: o: a::: the 

researcher…,”. He criticizes the writer for not providing an adequate account on the backgrounds of the 

students and the language used  in classroom communication. This long turn shows his difficulty in 

expressing his disagreement straightforwardly because he does not want to threaten the negative face of 

the addressee. As a result, he beats about the bush and repeats the same expressions several times. For 

instance, he repeats his inability to understand the article with these utterances: “I’m trying hard to 

understand the article,” “what I don’t understand now is …” “That’s why I don’t understand,” “what I 

don’t know is…” “it’s not clear according to me…” and “I don’t understand.” There is a possibility that 

Joni kept repeating his words due to his limited ability in English. However, his daily conversation and 

participation in discussions do not support this inference. His English ability is good enough to express 

his ideas clearly. These repeated utterances show that he is so overwhelmed that he provides such a 

lengthy account for his disagreement. Through the combination of utterances, Joni expresses his 

disagreement with the presenter and expects that the presenter will redefine her position by giving a more 

logical and acceptable account of the article being presented. 

 

Apologizing by Begging Forgiveness 

In addition to being overwhelmed, the S also begs forgiveness in order to mitigate his disagreement. This 

is apparent in the following excerpts. 

Excerpt 14 (13/12) 

Ovi      : No, writing essay first. <They ask the students> they ask the 

students to write essay, and after that, they make the essay, they 

develop  

11 

Koko:  Ssssorry, maybe your (concern) is different from what Pak Adi’s 

question, Pak Adi asks about the: the the good teacher 

characteristic, so you can rea:d on page 86. 

12 
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Excerpt 15 (13/4) 

Koko Ya a:: I think a:: in those (reading), cultures of learning in general is 

not cultures of learning in specific point in this kind of title, but it 

deals wit culture, ya,  of learning So, meaning that maybe there’s a 

reason why the researcher do not, a does not, or did not, put the 

language, the language aspect in the data. From the characteristic of 

the good  teacher, for example, has deep knowledge, is a 

characteristic of common teacher, I think. And being patient, 

humorous, and then good moral example, friendly. So, I think those 

characteristics go to common teachers. Maybe that’s that’s the 

reason, Pak Adi.   

3 

Ovi 

:  

Excuse me= ((raising one hand)) 4 

Koko: =Ya.= 5 

Ovi: =I think, the the result of this this research a:nd the result of the 

research which is transformed into this place, I think, it depends on 

the method of data collection. I think, in this case, the researcher did 

not give a list of, a list o:f a:: traits and other students to: (.) to 

choose the traits, but, >I think< they just, they just ask the students 

to describe what a good teacher is. So based on the description and 

then a: he categorize the responses into this, so, and maybe from the 

responses there’s no: a:: they don’t mention about language. Maybe, 

because they don’t know exactly how this data is, was collected. So, 

that’s very difficult to answer your question ((directed to Pak Adi)) 

6 

 

Excerpt 16 (13/34) 

Joni: 

 

… I don’t think this article are (in accordance) with the title. A: a:: 

ya, ya I’m not asking you this. But, I don’t think this is a good 

article. Sorry to say this. Maybe I’m wrong. So, I’m thinking of 

international school, for example, in Jakarta. So, the students are 

coming from different backgrounds, ya. Then, of course, a: if we 

relate that situation to this article, then, ya, language, cultures, what 

cultures there? Then, the way the students learn. So, I don’t, I don’t 

see any, things (relate) to that. Sorry, I’m not sure that I’m also right.  

34 
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In the three excerpts, “Ssssorry,” “Excuse me,” and “Sorry to say this,” are applied to ask for forgiveness 

to the addressee for directing the disagreement to him/her. By inserting apologies within the utterances, 

Ss soften their disagreement so as not to be perceived as threatening the addressee’s negative face.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The doctorate students assert their feelings of vulnerability to maintain collaboration in order to obtain a 

more refined understanding. The mitigating strategies are realized by expressing uncertainty, minimizing 

the imposition, giving respect, expressing partial disagreements, and apologizing. These strategies help S 

avoid putting any imposition on the addressee. These results support the previous studies which conclude 

that a disagreement is a dispreferred response (Pomerantz, 1984; Mori, 1999; Waring, 2000 & 2001). 

These also show that harmony is more desired by the Indonesian doctorate students.  

The findings also support the previous findings by Thaib (1999), Agar (1991) and Malcolm 

(1996). Thaib (1999) shows that when speaking in English, the Indonesian students still use Indonesian, 

rather than English, rhetorical structure of presentation. Agar (1991) found that his Austrian-descendant 

subject, who spent his life in the United States, spoke fluent  Austrian,  fluency in terms of accuracy and 

complexity, but with American flavors of meaning. Thus, a foreign language has its own meanings and 

grammatical constructions which can be fitted to the culture of its users (Malcolm, 1996). These studies 

bear out what has been stated by Beardsmore (1982) that bilingualism and biculturalism do not have 

symmetrical relationship; the level of language acquisition does not always reflect the level of cultural 

acquisition. 
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Abstract 

As more and more Chinese students came to Australia for further study, English as second language (L2) 

writing has become one of the unavoidable difficulties they had encountered. There are a variety of 

research methods in L2 writing studies with a goal of improving the students’ English writing. This paper 

aims to describe a qualitative hermeneutic multi-case study approach as a research strategy to investigate 

writing strategies in a second language. The research was conducted with three Chinese postgraduate 

students and reports on the writing strategies used while writing academic papers. This paper will be of 

interest to postgraduate students and others considering hermeneutic multi-case study as a research 

approach in the field of L2 writing research. Using hermeneutic multi-case study enables access to a 

phenomenon that is often subconscious and provides a means of interpreting participants’ experiences of 

personal writing journeys. Hermeneutic multi-case study proves to be an appropriate methodology to 

investigate writing strategies used by Chinese students in an authentic context. 

 

Keywords: L2 writing, hermeneutic, multi-case study, Chinese students 

 

1. Introduction 

This paper explores the value of hermeneutic multi-case study as a credible and rigorous qualitative 

research approach to investigate the writing strategies that Chinese postgraduate student writers report 

using while writing academic papers in English (Ajjawi and Higgs, 2007). To begin with, the literature 

concerning L2 writing strategies is reviewed and the gap of research method is pointed out. Then the 

framework of research design is introduced to justify an interpretive qualitative paradigm for this project 

and the hermeneutic multi-case study approach is described in detail. Next, the data collection techniques 

and data analysis methods are expounded. Finally, research findings are presented for readers to 

contextualize the research approach and to understand the connection between the research design and the 

research outcomes. 
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2. Review of Literature 

Writing in a second language (L2), as a rule, is more complex and difficult than writing in one’s native 

language (Bailey, 2003; Schoonen, et al., 2003). Perhaps this difficulty stems from the fact that the writer 

has to “adjust to cultural differences, acquire academic proficiency in the target language, and familiarize 

themselves with the types of texts and tasks associated with academic study in the new country”  

(Cotterall and Cohen, 2003, p. 158). Writing strategies are considered crucial for the quality of L2 writing 

as Krapels (1990) pointed out that “A lack of competence in writing in English results more from the lack 

of composing competence than from the lack of linguistic competence” (p. 49). Under the condition of 

equal language proficiency for L2 students, it is evident that a student capable of employing more 

strategies in the writing process may produce a text with better quality (Angelova, 1999). Murphy and 

Roca de Larios (2010) have noticed that studies of cognitive processes in L2 writing have paid attention 

to the strategies that writers use to tackle problems in composing. In recent years there are a number of 

studies focusing on strategies in L2 writing (e.g. Baruca, 2010; Butler, 2010; Ma, 2009; Roca de Larios et 

al., 2008; VanDeWeghe, 2008; Mu and Carrington, 2007). In fact, the interest in L2 writing strategies has 

never ceased since the start of L2 writing process research approach in 1980s. Using the methods of 

think-aloud protocol analysis and semi-structured interview, Arndt (1987) compared the processes 

underlying the production of academic exposition in both their first and foreign language by six post-

graduate Chinese EFL students. She identified such strategies as planning, rehearsing, revising, 

questioning, re-reading and editing. However, as a method think-aloud protocol analysis is inappropriate 

to be used to investigate journal or longer paper writing because it is difficult for the researcher to record 

the whole writing process during which the writer usually has to spend several days or months to 

complete a journal paper. Leki (1995) examined the academic literacy experiences of five ESL students 

(three Chinese students and two French students) in light of the strategies they brought with them to their 

regular courses across the curriculum. Leki (1995) summarised over ten strategies these students used 

such as clarification, imitation, taking advantage of past writing experience and first language/culture. 

Leki (1995) interviewed all the students and their professors, observed their class, and collected the 

participants’ documents and journals. The methodology of her study (1995) provides a good example for 

the current research because she looked at the students’ writing strategies in an authentic context.   

Riazi (1997) studied four Iranian doctoral students of education and classified their composing 

strategies following distinctions made in previous studies of L2 learning in academic settings between 

cognitive, metacognitive, and social strategies (e.g. Chamot, 2005). According to Riazi (1997), the 

cognitive strategies included note taking, inferencing, and elaboration; use of mother tongue knowledge 

and skill transfer across their two languages; and revising and editing multiple drafts of their papers. The 

meta-cognitive strategies refer to self-regulatory strategies helping the participants exercise control over 
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their performance of the writing tasks. The social strategies included those practices and activities in 

which participants interacted with their professors and other members of their academic community to 

clarify a task, consult on a problem related to a task, or to discuss comments they had received about their 

learning to write in their discipline. Riazi (1997) classified the specific strategies into higher level 

categories, which make L2 writing strategies research more systemic and concentrated. In Wang and 

Wen’s (2002) study, sixteen Chinese EFL learners were asked to compose aloud on two tasks, narration 

and argumentation. After analyses of the students’ think-aloud protocols, Wang and Wen (2002) found: 

 

 “these student writers had both their L1 and L2 at their disposal when composing in their L2. They 

were more likely to rely on L1 when they were managing their writing processes, generating and 

organizing ideas, but more likely to rely on the L2 when undertaking task-examining and text-

generating activities” (p. 225).  

 

The cross-cultural aspect of L2 writing (Wang and Wen, 2002) is an important finding for writing 

strategies research. Belchera and Hivela (2005) found that motivation and perseverance were very 

important in L2 writing. The subjects in their study were observed to have a strong commitment to their 

research paradigm and intense intellectual curiosity about their topics from the subjects’ self-report. Thus, 

the social/affective factors influencing L2 writing also need deeper investigation in the current study 

because writing is a socially-constructed process (Swales, 1990). Butler (2010) has adopted a mixed 

method, longitudinal, descriptive and writer-centred study to explore strategic competence of 

international Master of Laws students. This is the only longitudinal study of L2 writing strategies found in 

this review of L2 writing literature. The above literature review reveals that L2 writing strategies research 

has had some attention from the L2 writing research community. However, most of the previous L2 

writing research was carried out in the writing classroom (Leki, 1995). Students were asked to write an 

essay within limited time and the method of think-aloud protocol analysis was used. The advantage of 

that kind of research was that the cognitive process could be examined through students’ writing and self-

reports, but student writers were pressured by the time limitation, and they could not always make the 

best use of their writing strategies (Leki, 1995). For the above reasons, in the present study an authentic 

context was chosen to demonstrate the “live” writing experience of three Chinese student writers (van 

Manen, 1990). Their experience might deepen researchers’ and teachers’ understandings of L2 writing 

processes and strategies. The current research of L2 writing strategies will be conducted in authentic 

writing situation, which is an attempt to fill the research method gap identified by the literature review. 
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3. Framework of Research Design 

Since this project aims to obtain an in-depth understanding of the strategies that the three Chinese post-

graduate students use while writing academic papers in English, a qualitative interpretive paradigm is 

appropriate for describing and explaining the students’ usage of writing strategies from their perspectives. 

Qualitative research involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world will add “vigour, 

breadth, complexity, richness, and depth” to the phenomenon in question (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003, p. 

8). L2 writing is a complex idiosyncratic developmental process, influenced by a number of factors such 

as educational experience, L1 and L2 proficiency, cognitive development, social, political, and economic 

factors as well as cultural differences. Therefore, qualitative research consisting of a set of interpretive 

practices could make the world visible. With regard to research design, Crotty (2003) proposed a 

framework with four elements including epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and 

methods. This model is important for justifying a qualitative research because it can help to ensure the 

soundness of research and make the outcomes convincing. According to Crotty (2003), there are three 

major epistemological stances. Objectivist epistemology believes that meaning exists without human 

beings’ consciousness. There is objective truth waiting for people to discover. In opposition to this 

epistemological stance, constructionist epistemology insists there is no such objective truth waiting for 

people to discover. Meaning is constructed rather than discovered. Different people construct meaning in 

different ways, even with regard to the similar phenomenon. The third epistemology is subjectivist 

epistemology. This stance holds that meaning is imposed on the object by the subject. Since writing is a 

complicated idiosyncratic developmental process, it is hard for researchers to study it from an objectivist 

epistemological stance (Liu, 1999). Different writers have different understandings of their writing 

experience and writing strategies. The understanding of L2 writing strategies can be constructed by the 

participants and the researcher, so the current study takes a constructionist epistemology which is within 

the scope of qualitative research. The second element of Crotty’s (2003) model is the theoretical 

perspective which is the philosophical stance informing the methodology. The third element is the 

methodology which is the strategy or plan of action that links methods to outcomes. For the current study, 

a hermeneutic multi-case study design is selected and justified in the next section. The fourth element is 

the methods which are techniques or procedures used to gather and analyse data related to research 

questions or hypotheses. The techniques of preliminary questionnaire, semi-structured interview, 

retrospective post-writing discussion and document analysis are also discussed in the later section. The 

four elements in Crotty’s (2003) model demonstrate the four levels a qualitative researcher could use 

when decisions are made in designing research. In addition, these are aspects that inform a choice of 

approach from the broad assumptions to the more specific decisions made about how to collect and 
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analyse data (Creswell, 2003; Richards, 2003). The framework of the research design for the current 

study can be demonstrated in the following diagram (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. A Hermeneutic Multi-case Study Approach 

In accordance with Bassey (1999, p. 43), hermeneutics is one of the alternative labels for the qualitative 

interpretive paradigm. Hermeneutics is also adopted in the study of composition, as Kennedy (1998) 

identified:  

 

    “…hermeneutics and rhetoric have always been closely related, interpreting texts being the counterpart 

to making them. Furthermore, composition itself cannot be distinguished from interpretation. 

Everything that goes into a rhetorical act must be construed: the subject matter itself, what is at issue, 

the readership, the occasion, the lines of reasoning that might work, and so forth — none of which is 

simply ‘there’ as ‘brute fact’” (p. 150).  

Hermeneutic inquiry has the potential to discover meanings and intentions that are hidden in the writing 

process. Interpreters may end up with an explicit awareness of meanings, and especially assumptions, that 

the authors themselves would have been unable to articulate (Crotty, 2003, p. 91). Since knowledge is 

constructed by the interpreters, the understandings of L2 writing strategies provided by the participants in 

the current study can contribute to the knowledge of L2 writing processes and writing strategies. Their 

lived writing experience can be identified to draw more attention to their voice in the English academic 

community. Similarly, a case study is used to gain in-depth understanding replete with meaning for the 

subject, focusing on process rather than outcome, on discovery rather than confirmation (Burns, 2000, p. 

460). In line with Burns (2000), Merriam (1988) and Yin (2003a), case studies are used when how, who, 

why, or what questions are being asked, or when the investigator has little control over events or when the 

Constructionist 

Interpretivism 

Hermeneutic 

Multi-case study 

Preliminary questionnaire 

Semi-structured interview 

Retrospective post-writing discussion 

Document analysis 

Figure 1. The framework of research design for the project 
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focus of the study is on a contemporary phenomenon within a real life context. In other words, the criteria 

for choice of case studies depend on the research questions, control of events and reality of context. An 

interpretive case study is invoked in the present research because of the following characteristics of this 

methodology. Firstly, a case study can make the familiar strange and interesting again — everyday life is 

so familiar that it may be invisible (Merriam, 1988). People write every day, but few are conscious of the 

strategies they have used. It seems that people are quite familiar with writing strategies and they use them 

unconsciously. However, it is sometimes hard for people to give a specific account of the strategies they 

use in the writing process when they are asked to talk about writing strategies. It is interesting to explore 

the strategies that have seemed to be automatised in the writing process and also beneficial for novice 

writers. Secondly, case studies are so intensive and may generate rich subjective data. They may bring to 

light variables, phenomena, processes and relationships that deserve more intensive investigation. In this 

way, case studies may be sources of hypotheses for future research (Burns, 2000). Writing strategies are 

so important for L2 writers, so the relationship between writing strategies and the quality of writing 

products is worthy of further exploration. Thirdly, deep probing and intensive analysis of case studies can 

also shed some light on the long-term controversial issues such as positive or negative transfer of L1 

writing strategies into L2 writing through the current study. Finally, case studies are valuable in their own 

right as unique cases. Readers are entitled to judge what they can draw on from the detailed descriptive 

cases (Bassey, 1999). In the above text, a case has been made for using a qualitative interpretive 

paradigm, hermeneutic approach and multi-case study design in the current research. In fact, it is their 

commonalities that are used to formulate a logic and reasonable integrity of methodology for this 

investigation. In other words, an in-depth understanding or interpretation of the complexities of the 

Chinese L2 students’ writing behaviour in the natural settings brings hermeneutic approach and multi-

case study design together.  

 

4.1 The Participants 

The goal of hermeneutic multi-case study is to develop a rich or dense description of the cases being 

investigated in a particular context (van Manen, 1990). The participants in this investigation are three 

postgraduate students (Roger, Susan and Ally, pseudonyms used here for the protection of the 

participants’ privacy) majoring in public health and nursing respectively. Roger and Susan have got 6.5 in 

IELTS before they came for doctoral study. Ally succeeded in the English language training course after 

she arrived in Australia. The primary reason for choosing these three cases was that they were 

experienced writers both in Chinese and English. Roger acquired two Masters degrees in China and the 

United States. Ally, as an administrative assistant in the Ministry of Health in China, wrote a lot of reports 

in Chinese. She had also studied abroad and travelled a lot in the world. Susan completed a Masters 
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degree in a famous university in China. Therefore, these three participants could be regarded as proficient 

writers both in Chinese and English. More importantly, they all seemed to have a deep understanding of 

English and Chinese culture and their experiences in English and Chinese writing might, therefore, be 

meaningful for other Chinese overseas students. These could be “exemplary” cases for L2 writers (Yin, 

2003b, p. 10). 

A second reason for selecting these cases was a methodological one. According to Burns (2000) and 

Yin (2003b), a multi-case study is based on replication logic rather than the sampling logic of multiple 

subjects. Replication logic means that all three cases were chosen because they claimed to have had 

positive outcomes beforehand. Sampling logic is entirely different. It assumes that an investigation is 

mainly interested in representing a larger universe. The selected cases were therefore chosen according to 

pre-identified representation criteria. These logics did not work well with multiple-case studies; they 

“distort the benefits of using the case study method in the first place” (Yin, 2003b, p. 110). Therefore, the 

replication logic of this multi-case study argued that each case was selected so that it either produced 

contrary results for predictable reasons or produced similar results. The outcome would demonstrate 

either compelling support for the initial propositions or a need to revise and retest with another set of 

cases. In other words, if one case disagreed with another case, the third case could make further 

confirmation. The evidence could be more compelling.  

 

 

4.2 Data Collection Techniques 

Methods of data collection were preliminary questionnaire, semi-structured interview, retrospective post-

writing discussion, and document analysis. Figure 1 above illustrates the sequence of these activities. 

These strategies were chosen because they are congruent with the philosophical framework of the 

research paradigm and methodology, and enabled access to participants’ experiences. 

 

4.2.1 Preliminary Questionnaire     

The preliminary questionnaire is used to help the participants become aware of the strategies which are 

subconscious in their mind. This questionnaire was informed by Victori’s (1995) dissertation. In her 

study, Victori mainly investigated the relationship between good or poor EFL (English as Foreign 

Language) writing skill and the writers’ metacognitive knowledge within the Spanish context. She also 

explored the relationship between good and poor EFL writing strategies. The questionnaire was 

composed of items relating to the influence of Chinese culture, education and writing on the students’ 

English writing and their use of rhetorical, metacognitive, cognitive, communicative and social/affective 

strategies in English writing. This questionnaire was not used as a survey but as a warming-up exercise 
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for the semi-structured interview. It stimulated the participants to think about English and Chinese writing 

so that they could report more about their writing strategies (Petrić and Czárl, 2003).  

 

4.2.2 Semi-structured Interview 

The interview is one of the dominant techniques of data collection in both hermeneutic and case study 

approaches (Burns, 2000; Michrina and Richards, 1996) as well as in L2 writing research. As Cohen 

(1998) points out, the researcher and informants can pursue topics of interest which may not have been 

foreseen when the questions were originally drawn up. Although self-report is always subject to error, no 

better way has yet been devised for identifying learners’ mental processes and strategies for completing a 

learning task (Chamot, 2005). A semi-structured interview was therefore used to generate the strategies 

these three Chinese post-graduate students use while writing academic papers in English. They not only 

help develop conversational relationships about the meaning of an experience but also allow the 

researcher to gather narrative material that will enrich understanding of human phenomena (Parker, 

2004). The semi-structured interview is the major data collection technique for the present project. 

 

4.2.3 Retrospective Post-writing Discussion 

As Hall and Jung (2003) note, retrospective reports can provide insights into writers’ attitudes, and 

interpretations of academic tasks. They reflect on the writers’ actions, their motivations, and the 

contextual influences they perceive. Retrospective reports can provide valuable information about 

writers’ choices and the reasons behind them. In the current study, the discussion was taken immediately 

after the participants completed their paper writing (Kamimura, 2000). With their papers in presence, it 

could be easier for the participants to recall what they have done in the writing process. It is also helpful 

to use the technique to understand the participants’ writing process as a supplementary means to the semi-

structured interview because the data generated from this technique could verify what the participants 

reported in the semi-structured interview. 

 

4.2.4 Document Analysis 

Document analysis is regarded as one of the most important methods for data collection in case studies 

(Bassey, 1999; Burns, 2000). In the present study, documents mainly refer to the drafts and final papers of 

the students’ writing. Important evidence could be found from these documents to verify what the 

students reported in their semi-structured interview. The strategies reported by the participants may be 

regarded as subjective, but those reflected in their documents can provide supporting evidence for their 

reports. As Burns (2000) notes, documents are important as another way to corroborate evidence derived 
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from other sources. They may specify events and issues in greater detail than interviewees can (Burns, 

2000).  

 

4.3 The Role of the Researcher 

As an “insider” of L2 writing learning, the first author had easier access to understanding the participants’ 

problems in writing (Leki, 1995; Riazi, 1997). It would facilitate and strengthen the data collection and 

data analysis (Liu, 1998; Zhu, 2004).  Having gone through experiences similar to the participants’ in 

learning English and doing research, he was able to meet them on common ground and discuss the 

relevant issues with them by sharing his background and experience. The researcher’s subjectivity 

unavoidably affected his analysis of the data, but it also allowed him to elicit more insights from the 

participants on the issues discussed. The disadvantage was that the researcher was also trying to meet the 

expectations of the target discourse community like the participants in the project and was sometimes not 

so sensitive to L2 writing conventions due to lack of mother tongue’s “intuitiveness”. Another 

disadvantage was that it was likely for the researcher to bring bias into the evaluation of the participants’ 

writing and the categorization of the interviews, the discussions and the questionnaires because the 

researcher may judge the participants’ use of writing strategies in accordance with his own writing 

experience. Therefore, the researcher needed to keep an objective position in the investigation. As the 

qualitative hermeneutic approach required, the researcher asked the participants to narrate their lived 

experiences. In this instance, it was the three Chinese post-graduate students rather than the researcher 

who talked about their writing strategies while writing academic papers in English and explained their 

decisions to choose certain writing strategies.  

 

4.4 Methods of Data Analysis 

In this research, hermeneutic analysis was combined with multi-case analysis.  Hermeneutic analysis, also 

called the hermeneutic circle, consisted of three steps that were enacted again in a continuous fashion. 

The researchers first gathered data in a stepwise manner from sources such as written texts and dialogues. 

Then they attributed some meaning to the data. This was the second step called interpretation. In the third 

step, the hermeneutist constructed an understanding of the whole group from interpreted pieces of data. 

With each turn of the cycle, the hermeneutist added more and more detail to his understanding. A holistic 

picture of the cultural members was assumed to be constructed through this process. Michrina and 

Richards (1996) demonstrate the hermeneutic circle in the following Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Hermeneutic circle (from Michrina & Richards, 1996) 

 

Multi-case analysis included within-case and across-case analysis (Burns, 2000; Stake, 2003; Stake, 2006; 

Yin, 2003a). Within each case, the researchers read the data collected very carefully. Then they did the 

across-case analysis and compared the similarities and differences in the writing strategies these three 

participants reported. These students’ understandings of L2 writing and their interpretation of L2 writing 

issues were discussed. In keeping with qualitative hermeneutic research methods, analytic induction 

(Goetz and LeCompte, 1984; Leki, 1995) was used to analyse the transcribed interview data, preliminary 

questionnaire, participants’ papers and their drafts. In this approach, the researchers returned repeatedly to 

transcripts or questionnaires to reread and re-examine the data, searching for salient or recurring themes. 

Merriam (1988) acknowledged that categorisation of qualitative data was an intuitive performance. The 

researchers looked for patterns of meaning or themes as he examined and re-examined the data. They 

sought corroboration or refutation of their hunches and observations from the case study participants, 

following the hermeneutic circle approach of moving from guesses to validation to spiral more deeply 

into meanings. 

 

5. Overview of Research Findings 

There are more commonalities in the use of strategies while writing in English by these three participants 

than differences. A taxonomy of the common writing strategies these participants reported using is 

presented as follows.  

 

Table.  A taxonomy of writing strategies reported by the three Chinese post-graduate students 

Macro-strategies Micro-strategies Methods  

Rhetorical Organising strategies Questionnaire and 

Understanding 

of whole 

Data 

gathering 

Interpretation  
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strategies  

Cohesive strategies 

Genre awareness 

document analysis 

Document analysis 

Semi-structured interview 

Metacognitive 

strategies 

Planning strategies 

Evaluating strategies 

Retrospective post-writing 

discussion 

Cognitive 

strategies 

Generating strategies 

Borrowing strategies 

Revising strategies  

Sense of audience  

Imitating strategies 

Questionnaire 

Document analysis 

Document analysis 

Semi-structured interview 

Semi-structured interview 

Communicative 

strategies 

Avoidance/simplification Document analysis 

Social/Affective 

strategies 

Reducing anxiety 

Drawing on previous experience 

Keeping high motivation and confidence 

Semi-structured interview 

and Retrospective post-

writing discussion 

 

 

5.1 Rhetorical Strategies 

Rhetorical strategies refer to the methods of textual organization. According to Burtoff (1983), strategies 

of organization are culturally preferred rather than culture-specific. The following discussion illustrates 

the organizing strategies, cohesive strategies and genre awareness the participants reported using while 

writing academic papers in English. 

 

5.1.1 Organising Strategies 

Organising strategies are the strategies that the writers used to start, develop and end the academic paper 

in accordance with English writing conventions. In the semi-structured interview all these three 

participants showed their knowledge that every English text should include an introduction, development 

and conclusion. However, in the questionnaire, only Ally agreed that any English text should include an 

introduction, development and conclusion, but both Roger and Susan disagreed because they said they 

had found some English journal papers without conclusions. Thus, Roger made no conclusion in his 

journal paper draft because he thought the redundant conclusion was only the summary of the previous 

discussion. Susan also noticed that few Chinese researchers distinguished results and conclusion in their 

papers. However, studies on writing in the field of medicine indicate that a conclusion is necessary. 

Salager-Meyer (1990) analysed 77 medical abstracts in order to establish the linguistic realizations of 
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their moves. She included in her sample only abstracts that met the criterion of well-structuredness, which 

she defined as containing at least the four moves: purpose, method, result, and conclusion.  

5.1.2 Cohesive Strategies 

Cohesive strategies refer to the use of connectors, transitional sentences or paragraphs in the writing. The 

most important finding of the cohesion analysis of the participants’ documents was that these students 

used more lexical cohesive devices than other devices like references and conjunctions. For example, in 

Roger’s paper there were 2,378 words, among which he used 209 lexical cohesive devices, but only 37 

references and 68 conjunctions. The coherence of Ally’s paper was also realised through the repetition of 

some key words. The words “health care” appeared 44 times in her paper. This suggests that lexical 

cohesion is the predominant means for these writers to make their writing coherent. However, their 

lexical devices are mainly embodied in the repetition of the key words, which lack variety. In other 

words, their writings appeared to be constrained by the flexibility of their vocabulary.  

 

5.1.3 Genre Awareness 

Genre awareness means the writer needs to understand the different styles before writing. The description 

of a genre specifies the content, its organization, the audience in certain roles and degrees of intimacy and 

social status, and the appropriate syntactic and lexical choice, such as the types of verbs and conjunctions, 

the tenses, and the expected vocabulary with its variations and appropriate jargon, voice, tone, style and 

politeness formulas (Hartnette, 1997). Relatively speaking, Roger and Susan appeared to have a clearer 

understanding of different genres of writing based on document analysis. They realized that there is not 

much difference between an English and Chinese research paper.         

Both have similar structures of introduction, rationale, methodology, result, discussion and 

conclusion. Susan said that ambiguous language should not be used in the academic writing but could be 

used in literary writing because the terms in academic writing were required to be defined accurately 

while ambiguous language could be used to express some indefinite images in literary works. Roger 

distinguished argumentative writing from descriptive writing: 

 

Different from argumentative writing, paper writing in my field is more descriptive. In 

IELTS test we are trained how to write argumentative essay. The writer needs to 

propose the topic first and then support it with some evidence. I seldom use the 

argumentation rather than the description in my paper writing. What I need to do is to 

describe the result, for instance, Figure 2 indicates… (from the interview with Roger). 

This quote from Roger illustrates that different genres should be separated in L2 writing. 
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5.2 Metacognitive Strategies 

Metacognitive strategies are the means that the writers used to control their writing process consciously. 

Planning and evaluating strategies are discussed as follows.  

 

5.2.1 Planning Strategies 

Planning refers to the strategies of finding a focus and deciding what to write about. Ally made an outline 

according to the requirements of her assignment before starting to write. Roger divided his paper into four 

sections: introduction, material/method, results and discussion. He first wrote the framework of the paper 

and put different content into different sections while researching. These writers used the outline as 

directions and kept on adding or deleting some content as the writing proceeded. The three writers in this 

study seemed to be able to control their writing by having a plan to which they kept adding new ideas in 

the process of writing. However, they claimed that they did not write any outline in Chinese writing or 

only did mental outlining because they thought they were capable of writing in Chinese without an 

outline. However, in English writing they had to make an outline first. Otherwise, they might become not 

so confident in their writing. They attributed the usage of this planning strategy to their lower language 

proficiency in English writing.  

 

5.2.2 Evaluating Strategies 

Evaluation refers to the evaluations of one’s own L2 proficiency, source texts and partial or holistic 

evaluation of what one has written. Ally evaluated the resource materials she planned to use in her 

assignment as well as her own writing holistically.  She said she searched a lot of materials for writing the 

assignment and adapted relevant information into her writing. Roger reported that he attended the 

structure of writing more than the arrangement of sentences in the process of evaluation: 

 

I sometimes spend several days in writing a section of a paper.  Suppose I write the 

section of Materials and Methods, I usually write a draft as much as possible at the 

beginning. Then I may evaluate this section to find something wrong with the 

arrangement of sentences or paragraphs. Sometimes I adjust the order of sentences or 

paragraphs or the level of importance in the sentences of paragraphs.  I think I 

generally consider the structure of writing first and then the sentences or expressions 

(from the interview with Roger). 
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5.3 Cognitive Strategies  

Cognitive strategies are the methods the writers used to implement the actual writing process. The 

strategies of generating ideas, borrowing strategies, revising strategies, audience awareness and imitating 

are discussed in the following. 

 

5.3.1 Generating Ideas 

Generating ideas refers to the strategies that the writers used to acquire ideas in the process of pre-writing 

and on-line writing such as brainstorming, talk to readers, issue tree, identifying and listing information in 

the resource text, and relating to previous knowledge and experience. The three participants reported a 

variety of means to generate ideas. They used brainstorming to write down quickly all ideas in their mind 

and then decided the appropriate ones to develop. They also said they adopted such strategies as thinking 

of associations and interacting with other people including supervisors and peers. However, the most 

frequently used strategy to generate ideas reported by these participants was extensive reading. Ally 

reported that she was not so familiar with the topic that she was asked to write about. Therefore, she had 

to read broadly to familiarise herself with the required field. Ally described her process of generating 

ideas as follows: 

 

I started to skim the study guide, reading materials bought from bookshop and 

reference books recommended by the lecturer. In this way I formed the general 

conception of the unit. Then I read the unit guide several times and pondered the 

requirement of the assignment. From these readings some ideas occurred to my mind 

and I put the related notes into the outline in the mean time (from the retrospective 

post writing discussion with Ally). 

 

5.3.2 Borrowing Strategies 

Borrowing strategies refer to the strategies that the writers used to borrow some other writers’ ideas such 

as summarising and paraphrasing. The participants in this project usually borrowed good sentences or 

vocabulary from what they read and used them in their writing. They thought it normal to use similar 

sentence patterns to express different ideas because they found the sentence pattern used by native writers 

could express their ideas better. Susan thought it proper to imitate the similar sentence patterns from other 

academic writings: 
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As for plagiarism, it is really serious if you copy other writers’ ideas.  However, can you 

say she has broken the rule of plagiarism if she only borrowed one or two sentences or 

expressions from other writings?  Many sentence patterns are same in academic writing.  

In my opinion, ideas are more important than expressions. You’d better not to copy the 

whole paragraph from other writings. But I think you can imitate the sentence pattern if 

you think two or three of their sentences are good (from the interview with Susan). 

 

5.3.3 Revising Strategies 

Revising strategies refer to the strategies that writers used to revise and edit their writing. It includes 

reviewing for word, sentence, paragraph and global concerns; changes in spelling, word choice, phrasing, 

sentence arrangement, grammar, paragraph structure and content. The participants in this study first 

focused on revising the macro structure and organisation of their writing. Since they typed the content 

into the computer directly when they wrote, the revising process was continuous and repetitive.  Susan 

had a good description of her revising process: 

 

It is flexible for revising process. I may revise the section of results while writing the 

introduction of my paper. I seldom revise until I complete the writing. Conversely, I 

usually revise while writing. In the revising process I think content is the most 

important, then the structure and the last the wording. Since the structure of my paper 

is definite, I focus on revising paragraphs. I put paragraphs under the same topic. This 

takes me a lot of time. But the word processing can help me with the revision of 

spelling and grammatical mistakes (from the interview with Susan). 

 

5.3.4 Sense of Audience 

Sense of audience refers to the strategies that the writers used to consider the readers of their writing. It 

includes analysing the audience, anticipating the readers’ response and developing a reader-based 

structure. Susan wrote a summary of her writing every time before sending her paper to the supervisors. 

Roger deleted the complex reasoning process of some equations in his paper when it was suggested that 

the medical journal would prefer descriptions to formulas. Ally sent the draft of her assignment to her 

tutor for advice.  

 

5.3.5 Imitating Strategies 

Imitating strategies refer to the strategies the writer used to write based on a model paper. The 

participants in this study tried to seek appropriate models for their writing. Ally borrowed previous 
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students’ assignments to learn the organisation of assignment writing. Susan said the model second stage 

proposal provided by her supervisor was very helpful for her to write her own proposal. Roger found 

papers with viewpoints similar to his and studied the format of those papers. He found almost all those 

papers had similar structures with an introduction, methods, results and discussion section, so he imitated 

this format to frame his own paper writing.  

 

5.4 Communicative Strategies 

Communicative strategies are defined as the strategies that L2 writers use to express their ideas in a more 

effective way (Cohen, 1998). The strategy of simplification is discussed here.  

5.4.1 Simplification 

Simplification indicates that writers may give up some difficulties in writing.  Roger claimed that he 

would simplify the complicated ideas and present ideas more clearly because he said his English language 

proficiency was limited. Ally also chose to simplify the complex ideas when she could not express herself 

clearly: 

 

I think my purpose to write is to make myself understood. I must let the person who 

reads my paper understand what I mean. If I reach that purpose, it proves the success 

of my writing. In contrast, if I cannot articulate what I intend to or if readers cannot 

identify what I want to declare, it indicates failure of my writing (from the interview 

with Ally). 

 

5.5 Social/affective Strategies 

According to Carson and Longhini (2002), social strategies are strategies that L2 writers use to improve 

their understanding and enhance their production of the target language through interaction with others. 

Affective strategies are the strategies that help the learner self-regulate attitudinal and emotional factors 

that have a bearing on the learning of the new language. Since L2 student writers have to face the 

difference of culture and thinking style as well as linguistic barrier, they usually feel pressured in the 

target language writing. It is salient for L2 writers to familiarise themselves with social/affective 

strategies to cope with the difficult situation when writing in another language. The strategies of reducing 

anxiety, drawing on previous experience, and keeping high motivation and confidence are discussed as 

follows.  

 

 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

97 

 

5.5.1 Reducing Anxiety 

Reducing anxiety refers to adjusting one’s own pressure through resting or transferring attention. These 

three writers felt great pressure with their studies in Australia. Ally sometimes had to hand in three or four 

assignments simultaneously and she worked far into the night in order to complete the assignments. She 

said she had no time to learn Australian culture and society which she was so interested in; she had to 

concentrate on her studies. Susan needed to send her supervisors a work-in-progress report every two 

weeks and she said she could not get to sleep when she had to complete a paper. Roger was required to 

publish at least three journal papers before his graduation and he was so worried that he appeared older 

than his real age. To overcome these anxieties, they managed to moderate their passions. After a period of 

hard work, they usually gave themselves several days off. Susan made an effective timeline for herself 

and tried to complete the required writing ahead of the schedule. She also stopped writing and read some 

other books when she could not concentrate on current writing. She talked about her difficulty and 

exchanged information with other peers to lessen the anxiety.  

5.5.2 Drawing on Previous Experience 

Drawing on previous experience refers to the strategies the writers used to work with the people around 

them. Since these three participants were adult writers, all of them had a rich experience in working and 

life. Both Roger and Susan had experienced scientific research training in China. They compared their 

Chinese writing experience with current English writing experience and tried hard to accommodate 

English rhetorical conventions in English writing. The resources Susan used included her supervisors, 

language teachers, workshops and various seminars and presentations. Ally is a confident Chinese writer 

and she knew the importance of getting help as much as possible, so she sought for help from her 

lecturers, classmates, library and on-line resources.  

 

5.5.3 High motivation and Confidence 

It was important for the students to maintain motivation and confidence in writing.  All the participants in 

this study were highly motivated students. They worked very hard to achieve their goals. To acquire a 

degree from an overseas English university motivated them to improve their English. Their supervisors’ 

encouragement facilitated their progress as well. Susan said she sometimes suffered so much anxiety from 

English writing and even had thought of giving up. However, her supervisors’ positive feedback 

improved her confidence gradually. These students were eager to learn as much as possible at the 

university. For example, Ally collected more materials related to her future job, so she claimed she had 

spent three times more time than her peers in the study. Roger worked on three papers aiming for 

international journal publication.  Since Roger and Susan expected to join the international academic 

community after their graduation, they worked hard to send their papers to prestigious international 
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journals for review or did presentations to their peers. In this way, they got feedback from the specialists 

in their field for the purpose of improving their writing. Ally aimed to succeed in completing her Masters 

study because she wanted to return to China after her graduation.  

 

6. Validity and Reliability 

Concerns about validity, reliability, and generalisability are common to all forms of 

research. The qualitative approach is often criticised for its subjectivity. To ensure that the 

findings of the study were believable and trustworthy, several techniques were employed 

during the time when the data were collected, analysed and interpreted.  Internal validity is 

addressed by triangulating various sources of data, asking for the help of two other 

doctoral students majoring in applied linguistics to partially code the data (above 80% of 

coding of the data were consistent between the coders), checking interpretations with the 

informants, asking peers to comment on emerging findings, and clarifying researcher 

biases and assumptions at the outset of the study. 

Reliability is concerned with the extent to which research findings are replicable. The criteria for the 

reliability of the qualitative research are “whether the results are consistent with the data collected” 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 206). Every time the researcher transcribed the data or interpreted the results, he sent 

them to the participants for confirmation. 

Since writing is a very complex individual activity, different writers may use different writing 

strategies. One strategy that may be appropriate for one person may not be appropriate for another. Thus, 

it is hard to generalise the findings, but it is insightful for people to understand the writing strategies these 

three Chinese post-graduate students use in an in-depth way. The findings of the study could only be 

stimulating for further explorations into L2 writing strategies as this study was too small to generalise. 

The hypothesized theory formulated on the basis of data analysis will need to be tested in other contexts 

and with other people.  

  

7. Limitations of the Research 

A number of limitations in this qualitative study need to be acknowledged. These are the results of the 

small number of participants. First, the type of in-depth investigation of a small number of cases 

represented in this study does not lend itself to quantifying data and this lessens the generalisability of the 

research. Moreover, data generated from the questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and retrospective 

post-writing discussions are useful to learn about the participants’ English writing strategies, but they are 

subjective and only reflect the strategies the participants reported. Though the researchers used the 
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document analysis to verify what the participants said, some strategies the participants really used in their 

practice might still be “invisible” to some extent (Moustakas, 1994). Secondly, since writing is a 

cognitive developmental process, the strategies the researcher observed from the participants in a regular 

period cannot represent what they actually did. For some writers, they might use some specific strategies 

in a certain context, but what the researcher observed was just a part instead of the whole developmental 

writing process. In addition, as first year Chinese post-graduate students abroad, they were getting used to 

the completely different environment and it was reasonable for them to be expected to improve their 

writing ability after a period of study. Thus, a further longitudinal study is necessary to find out how the 

students developed their writing strategies over time. Potential differences found in the case studies might 

also reflect different developmental stages, given, for example, that one informant had already completed 

his Masters study in English. Third, the advantage of a qualitative research methodology for this type of 

research is precisely the rich picture we achieve of individuals’ complex motivations, talents, energies, 

and histories as they struggle with varying external demands (the requirements of a course assignment) 

and more internally driven factors they must account for, such as their image of themselves as developing 

professionals or their decisions about the appropriate distributions of their time. Although further research 

employing different types of methodologies (e.g., think-aloud) would potentially add to this catalogue of 

strategies, the methodology employed here provides a rich beginning which informs the understanding of 

L2 writing strategies.  

 

8. Conclusion 

This investigation was carried out within the interpretive paradigm using a hermeneutic multi-case study 

approach. Multiple methods of data collection were used, including preliminary questionnaire, semi-

structured interview, retrospective post-writing discussion and document analysis. All interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and these transcriptions, along with field notes, and all written documents collected 

from the participants, comprised the texts that were used for data analysis. Data analysis was informed by 

Stake (2006), and the hermeneutic circle. Hermeneutic multi-case study was proved to be an appropriate 

methodology to investigate writing strategies used by Chinese students in an authentic context. The multi-

case study approach explored and documented the lived experience of the participants’ use of writing 

strategies. Hermeneutics allowed for an added layer of abstraction and interpretation through the lenses of 

the researchers to make meaning of the cases in a way that is credible and maintains faithfulness to the 

participants and their interpretations. Using the interpretive paradigm enabled understanding of the 

research cases in context from the experiences of the participants. In addition to adding to the body of 

knowledge concerned with learning to writing in another language, this research strategy, through its 

reflexive nature enabled the researchers to engage in their own learning journey towards a deeper 
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understanding of the cases being researched, the strategies adopted, and themselves as researchers.  
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Abstract 

It has been widely observed that Asian L2 learners have difficulty mastering the English article system. 

Most literature aimed at teaching English treats student errors in this area as essentially random and 

unpredictable. Recent work in the application of semantic theory to L2 learner errors (Ionin, 2003, Ko, 

Ionin & Wexler, 2003, 2004, 2007) has suggested that the errors made by L2 learners of English are non-

random, and that strong predictions can be made about the type of Determiner Phrases (DPs) that will 

present difficulties of article choice for advanced Thai learners. To put this concretely, each of the four 

sentences in (1) falls into a different semantic category, and the theoretical approach allows the error-rates 

for each sentence type to be predicted. 

(1) a. My best friend was the winner of that race. 

b. John’s staying with a friend; his name is Henri. 

c. I need to speak to the winner of the next race. 

d. I am looking for a red scarf that would go well with this coat. 

 

Ionin’s model predicts that the patterns of L2 errors will represent a temporary phase in L2 acquisition 

and that eventually, given enough input, learners will home in on correct forms. In order to test this 

prediction, research was carried out on a group of L2 learners of English whose first language is Thai. 

The group included learners across a continuum of ability levels. Overall, the predictions made by the 

theoretical model were strongly supported, and interesting observations emerged on the relative 

performance of learners at different overall levels of English competence.  

Keywords: articles; definiteness; specificity; non-DP languages; L2 acquisition 

Introduction 

Anyone who works with Asian students will be aware of the problems they have mastering the English 

article system.  In a sense this is unsurprising: the system is immensely complex. Yet, in another sense, it 

is mysterious. Articles are among the most frequent words in the language (the is the single most 

frequently occurring item in the British National Corpus, accounting for over 6% of all items, a/an is in 
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fifth place at about 2.5%). Any student who has been exposed to significant amounts of English will have 

encountered numerous tokens of both. So why are students unable to master them? This paper will argue 

that the application of semantic theories, at least to a core range of English DP types, can elucidate this 

problem by exposing regularities in the pattern of errors that Thai students make.  

The students who participated in this experiment spanned a range of overall skill levels, from 

intermediate to advanced learners. Although students in Thailand begin learning English early in their 

school careers, in the vast majority of Thai schools (including ‘international’ schools), the overwhelming 

majority of pupils are Thai, and speak only Thai in contexts outside formal tuition. The exposure to 

English that Thai students receive is therefore essentially limited to classroom contexts. Even advanced 

students may exhibit grammars that diverge noticeably from those of native speakers. 

This research project adopted a framework based on semantic and pragmatic theories which allow 

very precise predictions to be made of the errors in article production that students from article-less L1 

backgrounds will make. The paper is structured as follows.  First, the language acquisition model is 

described, and the predictions that it makes are set out. The paper then examines interlanguage variation, 

and proposes a description of the acquisition task facing an L2 learner of English whose L1 does not 

instantiate an article system. Previous research in the field is reviewed, to show how this body of research 

leads to the hypotheses of the research.  Finally, the research itself is described, and findings, conclusions 

and recommendations reported. 

 

Definiteness, Specificity  

The key concepts used in this research are definiteness and specificity. Both terms have been exhaustively 

discussed in the literature of semantics and pragmatics, and there remains disagreement about the precise 

definition of either. In the definitions used here, Determiner Phrases (DPs) come in four flavours: 

specific, definite, both, or neither
1
. The English article system marks definite DPs by obligatory use of the 

article the.  

There are two main analyses of definiteness. The first, dating back to Russell (1905) focuses on 

the uniqueness of the object being referred to. In one of Russell’s own examples, the use of the definite 

article in the statement ‘x was the father of Charles II.’ means that ‘Charles II had one father and no 

more.’ Russell’s analysis was confined to singulars, but can be extended to plurals by invoking the idea of 

exhaustiveness (Hawkins, 1978); when we say ‘The shop had five puppies and a kitten. John bought the 

puppies’ we imply that John bought the entire set of puppies (as opposed to ‘John bought a puppy’).   

A competing view is that definiteness is established through hearer knowledge. Christophersen 

(1939) argued that ‘… the speaker must always be supposed to know which individual he is thinking of 

[and] the the-form supposes that the hearer knows it too.’ (p28). In Heim’s (1982) pragmatic reading of 
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definiteness, the analogy of file cards is used: A listener has to attribute a unique file card to every 

[+DEFINITE] DP in the discourse. When a new item enters the discourse, it is normally [-DEFINITE] (no file 

card exists). Once entered, however, the DP immediately becomes [+DEFINITE]. In (1), the N problem first 

appears as an indefinite DP (article a), then becomes definite in the response (article the) as shared 

knowledge is established. In (2), definiteness is established by referencing world knowledge (that all cars 

have one, and only one, battery).  

 

(1) Y: I’ve got a problem with my car. 

Z: Could you be more specific? What exactly is the problem? 
(2) Y:  It won’t start. 

Z: Have you checked the battery? 

 

In this approach, definite DPs reference common ground between listener and speaker. A more 

formal statement can be found in Givón (1978): 

 

The notions ‘definite’ and ‘indefinite,’ as far as referential nominals are concerned, are used here 

strictly in their discourse-pragmatic sense, i.e. ‘assumed by the speaker to be uniquely identifiable 

to the hearer’ v. ‘not so assumed’. 

(Givón, 1978, p.296) 

 

At first sight, the contrast between definites and indefinites may appear to be that indefinites do 

not presuppose a unique identity, or salient characteristic, for the referenced object (3). 

 

(3) One day, a boy was walking down the street.  

 

           In (3), the boy is not known to the speaker, or lacks salient characteristics 

that confer a particular identity. This is often invoked to explain article choice, 

especially in English language teaching guides. Taking an example at random: 

 

‘The is the definite article. It is used before … nouns that are specific or 

particular. We use a/an before general, non-specific nouns.’   

      englishbaby.com 
  
 

           Leaving aside issues of terminology, such accounts are clearly inadequate in explanatory terms. 

Fodor and Sag (1982), for example, note that indefinites may refer to particular individuals (4). 

 
(4) A man just proposed to me in the orangery (though I’m much too embarrassed to tell you who it was)! 
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The individual here being referred to is known to the speaker, is far from non-specific and has an 

obvious salient characteristic (that of having proposed marriage). The reason that the DP here is [-

DEFINITE] is that knowledge of this identity is not shared between speaker and listener (and is therefore not 

common ground); it is, in the sense used here, [+SPECIFIC] but [-DEFINITE].  

Non-specific DPs do not seem to constitute a single semantic class. The statement: ‘Mary wants to 

marry a millionaire…’ has two possible readings. In the first, a real individual is being referred to 

(‘…whom she met in Ibiza.’). In the second reading, no such individual exists (‘…but she hasn’t met one 

yet.’). 

Again, there are divergent analyses. Fodor and Sag motivated a distinction between referential 

and quantificational readings. In their view, (4) above is an example of a referential reading, in which the 

speaker has a particular, salient individual in mind. They contrast that with the purely quantificational 

reading in (5) in which, they argue the speaker has no particular individual in mind. 

 
(5) A man is in the women’s bathroom (but I haven’t dared to go in there to see who it is). 

 

In earlier studies like those of Huebner (1983) specificity was treated slightly differently. Whilst 

specific-reference DPs correspond to objects that exist in the real world, non-specific-reference DPs occur 

within irrealis structures (hypotheticals, negation, future tense, questions etc.), and do not reference 

anything that actually exists outside the realm of discourse. Although these two approaches are close, they 

are not quite co-extensive. Fodor and Sag’s approach to the nature of indefinites was adapted by Ionin, 

Ko and Wexler (2004) to group English DPs into a 2x2 matrix: 

 

Table 1.Matrix of definite and specific NPs 

 DEFINITE SPECIFIC Example 

a [+] [+] My best friend Mary was the winner of that race. 

b [+] [-] I need to speak to the winner of the next race – whoever it is. 

c [-] [+] I am looking for a red scarf – I think I left it here 

yesterday. 
d [-] [-] I am looking for a red scarf that would go well with this coat. 

 

Note that in sentences a) and c), the speaker has a specific person or scarf in mind; in b) and d) she 

does not. Nevertheless, sentence b) takes the article the (since both speaker and listener know that races 

have only one winner), while sentence c) takes the article a (since the identity of the scarf is known to the 

speaker, but not the listener). 

Although sentence d) would also be non-specific-reference in Huebner’s terms, it is possible to 

construct sentences that are [-SPECIFIC] in Ionin’s terms, but specific-reference in Huebner’s terms. In 

sentence e) below, the friend is a real person who really exists in the world (and, more formally, not 
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within the scope of an irrealis marker), but is here treated as [-SPECIFIC] because he (or she) is not known to 

the speaker. 

 

 DEFINITE SPECIFIC Example 

e [-] [-] John is staying with a friend, but I have no idea who. 

 

Following Fodor & Sag (1982), Ionin defines specific readings as those characterised by speaker 

certainty about the precise identity of the individual being referred to, and therefore categorises examples 

like (5), repeated as (6), as indefinite.  

 
(6) A man is in the women’s bathroom, but I haven’t dared to go in there to see who it was!  

 

Analyses like Givón’s (1978) draw the line somewhat differently. Givón (1978, p. 293), argues 

that non-specific nominals
2
 are those for which the speaker ‘...is engaged in discussing the genus or its 

properties, but does not commit him/herself to the existence of any specific individual member of that 

genus’. In example (6), the speaker clearly has a particular individual in mind (and presumably, 

moreover, an individual who has at least been glimpsed by the speaker, even if his precise identity is 

unknown). The [-SPECIFIC] test tokens used in this research, therefore, include items that would be 

classified as [-SPECIFIC] by both Huebner and Ionin. 

 

Partitivity 

A further factor may be involved in article choice by L2 learners. Presuppositionality can be established 

for indefinites in roughly the same way as for definites: by referencing in prior discourse a set that the 

target DP belongs to, or by referencing world knowledge. Ko et al. (2008) apply the term partitive to 

indefinites that are part of a pre-established set. In 6(a), ‘a puppy’ is a member of the discourse-linked set 

‘five puppies and seven kittens’. In 7(b), ‘comic book’ is not part of the pre-established set, and therefore 

is neither partitive nor definite. 

 

(7) a. This pet shop had five puppies and seven kittens. Finally, John chose a puppy. 
[+PARTITIVE][-DEFINITE]  

 

b. Kevin had to memorize two stories and three poems from his textbook. But he spent the whole 

evening reading a comic book. 
[-PARTITIVE][-DEFINITE]   
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Again, when world knowledge is referenced, as in (8), partitivity is established without explicit reference 

in the foregoing discourse (to sopranos, in this case). These appear to correspond to what Perovic et al. 

classify as implicit partitives.  

 

(8) The choir fell silent. Then a soprano sneezed. 

 

Yang and Ionin (2008) define (prior reference) partitives as follows: 

 

 If a DP of the form [D NP] is [+PARTITIVE], it denotes an individual that is a member of a set 

introduced by previous discourse. 

 

A further distinction can therefore be made between indefinites that are [+PARTITIVE] and those that are [-

PARTITIVE]. In English, there is no morphological distinction between indefinites that are partitive and 

indefinites that are not: both take the article a.  

 

Table 2 Matrix of partitive and non-partitive indefinite NPs 
[+PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC] There were three dresses and two shirts on the shelf. Mary 

bought a dress. 

[-PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC] Mary likes to go shopping. Yesterday she bought a dress. 

 

 

Interlanguage Variation 

Recent approaches to the acquisition of semantic and pragmatic features (Ramchand & Svenonius, 2008; 

Slabakova, 2011) place the acquisition task at the interface between the language faculty and the wider 

conceptual system. On this view, the conceptual structure (Jackendoff, 2002) or conceptual / intensional 

system (C/I) (Chomsky, 2004) is outside the narrow language faculty itself, and forms representations of 

the human universals that language has evolved to convey. The narrow language faculty comprises the 

pragmatic / semantic / morphosyntactic / phonological modules that map those concepts onto speech. 

Opinions vary on how many distinct modules it is necessary to postulate, and on precisely where the 

interfaces between them lie. 

The conceptual features underlying the article system (uniqueness, familiarity to speaker, common 

ground between hearer and speaker etc.) are assumed to be part of the universal C/I system. However, the 

way in which they are mapped onto lexical and morphological items varies from language to language. In 

the first place, languages vary in whether a particular feature is overtly encoded (lexically or 

morphosyntactically) or covertly encoded, for example through context/discourse (Slabakova, 2009). 

Languages which lack an article system do not explicitly mark definiteness or specificity at the lexical or 

morphosyntactic level. Instead, Ramchand and Svenonius argue, semantic information may be ‘cashed 

out’ (their term) through the universal conceptual system.
3
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In formal registers of English, definiteness is the feature that determines article choice.  

 
 

Specificity is not overtly marked. For example, both (9a) and (9b) take the same article, although (a) is [-

SPECIFIC], while (b) is [+SPECIFIC]. 

 

(9) a. I am looking for a red scarf that would go well with this coat. 

b. I am looking for a red scarf – I think I left it here yesterday. 

 

However, while formal registers of English make no overt distinction between [+SPECIFIC] and [-

SPECIFIC], it can be shown that the distinction remains salient to native speakers by looking at colloquial 

English. Informal registers disambiguate specific and non-specific indefinites by use of (non-

demonstrative) this, as in the contrast between (10a and c). 

 

(10) a. I am looking for a red scarf with pandas on it – I think I left it here yesterday. 

b. I am looking for a red scarf that would go well with this coat. 

c. I am looking for this red scarf with pandas on it – I think I left it here yesterday. 

d. *I am looking for this red scarf that would go well with this coat. 

 

Whereas (10a) clearly implies that the speaker has a specific scarf in mind, (10b) is ambiguous about 

specificity. In contexts like (10d), where only a non-specific reading is available, this is infelicitous. 

Clearly, native speakers of English (including those who would not use this particular register) are 

sensitive to the [-SPECIFIC] [+SPECIFIC] distinction, even though it is not part of the article system of formal 

English. Ramchand and Svenonius (p. 8) argue that Norwegian has two different overt morphological 

features; a noun suffix marking specificity, and a pronominal determiner marking discourse familiarity 

(definiteness). On this account, informal English is a Norwegian-type language. 

Unlike English, Thai lacks inflectional morphology as a way of coding grammatical features. In 

the case of the nominal system, classifiers are used. The use of classifiers with the numeral system is 

shown in (11). 

 

(11)  ma  sam  tua 

dog  three  CL-animate 

three  dogs 
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Classifiers are not obligatory in Thai. In sentence (12), the noun appears without a classifier. This 

sentence could be translated into English in any of the following ways: 

 

Dogs tend to sleep outside the house (generic) 

Dogs are sleeping outside the house (plural, indefinite) 

The dogs are sleeping outside the house (plural, definite) 

The dog is sleeping outside the house (singular, definite) 

 

 

(12)  maa  non  nork   baan 

dog  sleep  outside  house 

 

In such cases, Thai arguments are interpreted as indefinite or definite (and singular 

or plural) by reference to context. However, it is argued that Thai does have overt 

marking of both specificity and definiteness. In Piriyawiboon’s (2010) account, the 

addition of a classifier and nueng4 defines (13) as [+SPECIFIC] [-DEFINITE].  

 

(13)  maa  tua   neung    non  nork       baan 

dog  Cl    Sp          sleep  outside      house 

a (certain) dog is sleeping outside the house 

 

Piriyawiboon argues that the use of a classifier is obligatory in these environments. 

From a language acquisition point of view, however, this is problematic. Thai 

nominals come in a variety of forms. Some (day, month, week) cannot take 

classifiers (Piriyawiboon calls these unit nouns) and others (for example hong – 

‘room’, and many abstract nouns) have a classifier identical to the noun itself. In 

these cases it is technically possible to repeat the noun as a classifier (hong song 

hong – ‘room two rooms’), but in practice, one of the two is normally omitted.  A 

review of a bi-lingual Thai / English corpus (Sealang) suggests that Thai bare nouns 

are both available, and are overwhelmingly the most common option, in NPs5 with 

any combination of definiteness and specificity. For example, in a randomly chosen 

passage of approximately 2,500 (English) words, the English text exhibited 28 

tokens of the indefinite article. In contrast, the Thai passage exhibited a single use 

of a classifier to signal specificity; in all other cases, the English DPs a/an+N were 

represented in Thai by a bare nominal. A single sentence illustrates the point (from 

a Thai translation of the Wizard of Oz): 
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Mi               tao...         tou…              toh,          gowee…si tua    laer tiang non 

There was   a stove...   a cupboard… a table…  four chairs            and a bed.  

 

In this sentence, only the explicitly quantified noun (four chairs) is accompanied by a classifier; the rest 

appear bare. This example is singled out as it is also an existential construction, and the string of DPs 

should be subject to the specificity effect, noted in a range of languages including Mandarin, as well as 

being semantically specific. Nevertheless, no explicit marking of specificity is used.  

In the case of definiteness, Thai (like Mandarin and Korean) has a group of 

demonstratives (ni – thisN; nan – thatN; noon –yonderN), which again, in 

Piriyawiboon’s account, combine with an obligatory classifier to yield a definite 

reading (14). 

 
(14)   maa  tua  nan  non  nork       baan 

dog  Cl    Dem    sleep  outside      house 

 

However, examination of the same 2,500 word passage shows that while the English text has 124 tokens 

of the definite article and three demonstratives, the Thai translation uses only three demonstratives. 

Again, overt marking of definiteness may be possible in Thai, but it is vanishingly rare when contrasted 

with obligatory marking in English. In practice, it appears that interpretation is left to the CI system.  

 

The distinction between languages with and without overt marking of specificity or definiteness 

does not exhaust the possible matrix of interlanguage variation. In other languages ‘[a]rticles marking 

specificity or something close to specificity, rather than definiteness are fairly widespread.’ Lyons (1999, 

p. 59).  Ionin (2003) cites the example of Samoan, which is argued to determine article choice through 

specificity (based on Mosel and Hovdhaugen (1992, p. 2596). Other languages that explicitly encode 

specificity but not definiteness include Lillooet Salish (Schaeffer & Matthewson, 2005). The distinction 

between these four language-types can be summarized in Table 3 (adapted from Ramchand & Svenonius) 

 

Table 3 Realisation of definiteness and specificity 

 Definiteness Specificity 

Thai C-I C-I 

Formal English Syntax/Semantics C-I 

Samoan / Lillooet Salish C-I Syntax/Semantics 

Norwegian / Informal English Syntax/Semantics Syntax/Semantics 

 

Of course, the fact that a particular language lacks a narrow lexical or morphological way of overtly 

marking a semantic feature does not mean that such features cannot be expressed in speech. As 
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Ramchand and Svenonius note, ‘if you don’t have a word for tomorrow you can always say “the day after 

today”’.” However, they go on to argue that the level of abstraction can have ‘serious repercussions’ for 

acquisition (p. 3). 

Following the principles and parameters model of language acquisition, Ionin et al postulate an 

Article Choice Parameter (ACP) with the following settings: 

 
Setting I. Articles are distinguished on the basis of specificity  

Setting II. Articles are distinguished on the basis of definiteness  

(Ionin, Ko, & Wexler, 2004) 

 

Others dispute the idea that a binary parameter setting is involved. If no parameterisation is present, then 

the explanation for the errors of individual L2 learners is not rooted in fluctuation between different 

parameter settings. An alternative view is that the difficulty faced by L2 acquirers is that of mapping from 

the C/I system to the features expressed overtly in the target language. On this view, mapping to 

phonological form is the relatively easy part of the L2 acquisition process. Advanced L2 English learners 

whose L1 instantiates a similar article system should therefore achieve native-like competence in article 

use. An English learner whose L1 is French can transfer the relevant mapping almost directly from the 

L1; the only task such a learner faces is to replace the phonological forms un/une with a/an, and the 

phonological forms le/la with the. Thai students face a similarly straightforward task when producing 

articles for DPs in which there is no conflict between definiteness and specificity. In the case of DPs that 

do instantiate such a conflict, however, mapping presents a severe challenge. 

The main tasks that confront an L2 language learner are therefore first, to 

establish from the available input whether it is definiteness or specificity that is 

marked in the target language (and the distinction is, to our knowledge, never 

explicitly taught as part of language education) and secondly, to map the correct 

semantic item onto the correct overt feature in the morphology. This model allows 

precise predictions to be made about the competence of L2 learners.  

Abstracting away from real articles, let us assume that under the English 

article system, [+DEFINITE] DPs take Aγ, while [-DEFINITE] DPs take Aβ.  Under the 

‘Samoan’ setting, [+SPECIFIC] DPs take Aγ, while [-SPECIFIC] DPs take Aβ. In cases 

where a DP in the target language is [+DEFINITE] [+SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE] [-SPECIFIC], 

either setting will lead to the same endpoint, as in (15). Even if the learner’s 

mapping is insecure, there will be no ambiguity about the correct choice of article.  

 

(15) Insecure mapping: [+DEFINITE] [+SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE] [-SPECIFIC] NPs 
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In the case of DPs that are either [+DEFINITE] [-SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE] [+SPECIFIC] 

however, there will be a conflict between the two possible mappings (16).  

 

(16) Insecure mapping: [+DEFINITE] [-SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE] [+SPECIFIC] NPs 

 

 
 

In such cases, learners can be expected to fluctuate between the two options. It should also be noted that, 

whilst it is technically possible to generate sentences that are [+DEFINITE] [-SPECIFIC], in practice the vast 

majority of (English) DPs that are [+DEFINITE] will also be [+SPECIFIC]. In terms of the input they receive, 

therefore, learners can be expected to face severe difficulty mapping the semantic concepts onto the 

appropriate overt form. This model generates the following predictions: 

 

Table 4.Article choice by semantic type (predicted) 

 [+SPECIFIC] [-SPECIFIC] 

[+DEFINITE] unproblematic problematic 

[-DEFINITE] problematic unproblematic 

 

The final task that the learner faces is associating the appropriate phonetic item 

with the Aγ / Aβ mappings. Acquiring this mapping between syntax and phonology 

should be the easier part of the sequence. In the case of relatively advanced 

learners, these assumptions allow error rates across the four sentence types to be 

predicted (Table 5). 
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Table 5. Error rates by semantic type (predicted) 

 [+SPECIFIC] [-SPECIFIC] 

[+DEFINITE] High accuracy Low accuracy 

[-DEFINITE] Low accuracy High accuracy 

 

In terms of the partitive / non-partitive dimension, Ko et al. (2008) motivate the 

following set of predictions for [-DEFINITE] DPs: 

 
Table 6.Error rates by partitivity (predicted) 

[+PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC] Higher overuse of the 

[-PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC Lower overuse of the 

 

 

Previous empirical research 
A body of recent research has investigated these effects in L2 learners. The predictions about 

performance set out in Table 4 above have been supported by studies with learners whose L1s are 

Russian, Korean (Ionin et al. 2004) and Japanese (Hawkins et al. 2006; Snape undated). In the case of 

respondents whose L1s instantiate the same grammaticalisation as English, the prediction is that L1-

transfer will produce native-speaker-like article use. Again, previous studies consistently report results 

that are in line with this theoretical prediction (for Spanish L1: Ionin et al. 2007, Snape, Leung & Ting 

2006; for Greek L1: Hawkins et al. 2006). 

An anomalous finding has been reported for Mandarin speakers in Ting (2005).  Although 

Mandarin has no overt articles, participants in this study did not fluctuate between definiteness and 

specificity in [-DEFINITE, +SPECIFIC] and [+DEFINITE, -SPECIFIC] contexts, and overuse of a was found in 

[+DEFINITE, +SPECIFIC] contexts; findings which Snape et al (2006) describe as ‘unexpected’. It has been 

suggested that this may reflect partial grammaticalisation of these features in Mandarin, even in the 

absence of explicit articles (Snape et al. 2006; White, 2008). Specifically, it has been argued that the 

comparative accuracy of Mandarin L1 learners may be connected to Mandarin’s use of the existential 

marker you. In English, only weak determiners can appear in existential constructions (17). 

 

(17) a. There is a book on the table. 

b. *There is the book on the table. 
 

 

Although Mandarin does not have articles, it does have strong determiners. Again, only weak determiners 

can appear in existential constructions (18): 
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(18) a. yu yiben shu zai zhuozi shang 

      There is a book on the table. 

b. *yu neiben shu zai zhuozi shang 

      There is that book on the table. 

Thai has an existential construction that closely parallels the Mandarin one; both yu in Mandarin and mi 

in Thai mean ‘have’. As with Mandarin, the Thai existential construction excludes the demonstrative (19). 

The performance of Thai L2 learners might therefore shed additional light on this question.  

 

(19) a. Mi   nangsue lem  nueng  bon  toh 

    Have book   Cl  Sp on table 

    There is a book on the table. 

 

b. *Mi     nangsue lem  nan  bon  toh 

      Have book  Cl  Dem on table  

      *There is that book on the table. 

 

 

On the role of partitivity in article choice, the predictions set out in Table 5 above have been supported by 

studies with learners whose L1s are Korean (Ko, Ionin, & Wexler, 2004), Serbo-Croat (Perovic, Ko, Ionin 

& Wexler, 2005) and Mandarin (Yang & Ionin, 2008). 

 

Hypotheses and predictions: 

Hypothesis 1: The errors in article use that Thai learners make will pattern predictably. The patterns will 

reflect the interaction between semantic factors of definiteness and specificity. 

 

The specific research prediction was that: 

 

Respondents will make significantly fewer errors with DPs that are [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] or [-

DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] than with DPs that are [+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE+SPECIFIC]. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Accuracy in mapping to correct phonological forms will increase in a linear way with 

overall English competence, converging on native-like competence, while accuracy in choosing the 

underlying article type will remain impaired even in advanced English users. 

 

The specific research prediction was that: 

 

When processing DPs that are [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE-SPECIFIC], more advanced students 

will exhibit native-like competence. When processing DPs that are [+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] or [-
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DEFINITE+SPECIFIC], the competence of advanced speakers will be significantly different from that of 

native speakers. 

 

Hypothesis 3: The error patterns of Thai learners will reflect the influence of partitivity on article choice. 

 

The specific research prediction was that: 

 

Thai learners will overuse the significantly more frequently when processing       [-

DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] DPs that are presented in a partitive context, than those that are non-partitive.  

 

Participants:  

The Experimental Group comprised advanced students recruited from an international program at 

Thammasat University in Thailand. Most students on this joint program will spend a significant part of 

their time studying at a university in England or Australia. Recent IELTS scores were therefore available 

for most participants, and these have been used as the overall measure of English proficiency. IELTS is 

the standardised test of English used for higher education and migration in Commonwealth countries and 

beyond.  The IELTS test comprises six modules (Listening, Academic Reading, General Training 

Reading, Academic Writing, General Training Writing, and Speaking).   

Students in Thailand begin learning English early in their school careers. In some cases, this 

begins at kindergarten level (about three years old); in other cases, it begins at ‘Prathom’ level (primary 

school – age about six years). The precise amount of exposure to English during the school years varies 

from program to program. At ‘Matayom’ (11+) level, many private (and some state) schools now offer 

English Program (EP) tracks, where English is used as the medium for teaching other subjects (typically 

maths and science). In standard programs, students study English for two or four hours per week. In the 

vast majority of Thai schools (including ‘international’ schools) all, or almost all, pupils are Thai, and 

speak only Thai in contexts outside formal tuition. We believe, therefore, that none of the participants in 

this study experienced immersion in English before the critical period, although all of them would have 

had contact with the language through low-intensity school study (Birdsong, 2004). Participants in this 

study were learners of English whose first language is Thai, whose education before the age of 15 was 

within the Thai educational system, and whose home background was not English speaking. Learners 

who had been exposed to significant amounts of English before the Critical Period (which we take to be, 

for acquisition of syntax, >15 years), for example by spending a significant continuous period of time in 

an English-speaking country, were excluded, as were participants without a recent IELTS score. In total, 

80 respondents met all criteria.   
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A native speaker group (10 subjects) was used as a control. This group was recruited from native 

English speakers at Thammasat University in Bangkok, Thailand.   

 

Task and Questionnaire Content 

In line with previous studies in this area (Ionin & Wexler 2003; Ionin et al. 2004; Hawkins et al. 2006; 

Snape, Leung & Ting 2006; Ko, Ionin, & Wexler 2004, 2007; Perovic, Ko, Ionin & Wexler, 2005), this 

research used a written, forced-choice elicitation task. Test items were constructed on a 2x2 matrix, as 

shown in Table 7. Although some initial test items were taken from previous studies, the majority were 

constructed specially for this research.   

 

Table 7. Token design 

 1.  [+SPECIFIC] 2. [-SPECIFIC] 

a. [+DEFINITE] 5 tokens 5 tokens 

b.  [-DEFINITE] 5 tokens 5 tokens 

 

 

Subjects were asked to supply articles in context from a provided list. Stimuli took the form of short 

dialogues, entirely in English. The missing article was indicated by a special symbol, and participants 

were asked to circle the correct symbol on a separate line below the dialogue (see example). 

 

 

 

Example test token [-DEFINITE, +SPECIFIC] 

Librarian: Can I help you? 

Melissa: I’m looking for ʘ red scarf with pictures of pandas on it – I think I might have 

left it here yesterday. 

ʘ = a / the 

 

This design was adopted in order to try to ensure that participants read the entire dialogue before 

answering (the entire discourse context is often required in order to establish definiteness). The 

questionnaire comprised 20 token sentences, with equal numbers of each of the four sentence-types. 

Sentence types were alternated across the questionnaire. 
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Procedures 

Respondents were presented with test materials in a classroom environment. Response times were not 

controlled, but respondents were instructed to answer each question as quickly as possible. Questionnaires 

were coded, to shield the identities of individual participants from the researcher. To control for order of 

presentation effects two different versions of the questionnaire were prepared, with questions presented in 

different sequences. Participants were encouraged to attempt to answer all questions in the battery.  

Responses to individual sentences were marked as 1 (the) or 0 (a). Non-responses were discarded. A pilot 

study involving 20 participants was conducted before the main research, and the test instrument was 

modified accordingly. 

 

Distribution of overall proficiency within sample 

Participants had recent IELTS scores ranging from 5 (modest user - partial command of the language, 

likely to make many mistakes) to 8 (very good user - only occasional unsystematic inaccuracies 7), 

distributed as shown in Table 8. 

 

Table 8.Distribution of overall proficiency within sample 

IELTS score Participants 

8 1 

7.5 8 

7 10 

6.5 17 

6 28 

5.5 12 

5 4 

 

Overall error rates 

Across the range of 20 test items, participants’ accuracy ranged from 100 per cent (no errors) to 40 per 

cent. Overall rates were approximately normally distributed. Graph 1 shows accuracy rates aggregated 

into decile ranges. Skewness and kurtosis were within the acceptable range of +1 to -1 (skew: -0.39; 

kurtosis – 0.3). 

Graph 1. Overall accuracy 

n=80 
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The native speaker control group recorded accuracy rates of 100 per cent on [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] [-

DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] and [+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] NPs. In the case of DPs that were [-DEFINITE+SPECIFIC], one 

anomalous response was recorded, yielding an overall accuracy rate of 98 per cent for that category. 

 

Hypothesis Testing 

Hypothesis 2 was that the errors in article use that Thai learners make, will pattern predictably. The 

patterns will reflect the interaction between semantic factors of definiteness and specificity. The specific 

prediction was that: 

 

Respondents will make significantly fewer errors with DPs that are [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] than 

with DPs that are  

[+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE+SPECIFIC]. 

 

By inspection, it is clear that these predictions were confirmed (Table 9).  

 

 

Table  9. Article choice by semantic type (measured) 

Per cent [+SPECIFIC] [-SPECIFIC] 

[+DEFINITE] 86 60 

[-DEFINITE] 56 85 

n=80 

 

One-way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed, followed by paired-samples t-tests. Semantic 

sentence type was used as a factor, with four levels: [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC];    [-DEFINITE-SPECIFIC]; [+DEFINITE-

SPECIFIC] and [-DEFINITE+SPECIFIC]. Alpha was set at 0.01. Maunchley’s test indicated that the assumption of 

sphericity had been violated (chi-square = 63.4, p<.05), so degrees of freedom were corrected using 

Greenhouse-Geisser estimates (epsilon=0.65).  

There was a Main Effect of semantic DP type for the experimental group F(1.95, 153.6)=41.7, 

p<0.01.  Post-hoc tests confirmed that there was no significant difference in accuracy between 

[+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] and [-DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] sentence types, nor between [+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] and [-

DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] sentence types. For simplicity of analysis, therefore, the data were aggregated into 

sentences without conflicts, and sentences with conflicts. Paired t-tests showed significant differences in 

the scores for sentences in which there was no conflict between definiteness and specificity (M=0.86, 

SD=0.17) and sentences in which there was a conflict (M=0.58, SD=0.23); t (79) = 0.97, p <.01. 
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Hypothesis 2 was that accuracy in mapping to correct phonological forms will increase in a linear 

way with overall English competence, converging on native-like competence, while accuracy in choosing 

the underlying article type will remain impaired even in advanced English users. The specific prediction 

was that: 

When processing DPs that are [+DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] or [-DEFINITE-SPECIFIC], more advanced students 

will exhibit native-like competence. When processing DPs that are [+DEFINITE-SPECIFIC] or [-

DEFINITE+SPECIFIC], the competence of advanced speakers will differ significantly from that of native 

speakers. 

As the sample comprised participants with a range of overall English proficiency, measured by 

recent IELTS scores, it was possible to disaggregate the data. Although overall accuracy in article use 

correlated positively with overall proficiency, at all proficiency levels there was a significant difference 

between performance on conflicting and non-conflicting DPs (Graph 2).  

 

Graph 2.  Accuracy by Proficiency Group 

n=80 
 

In each of the six proficiency groupings, the difference in performance on the two sentence types 

was significant at the 0.01 level. Among the group of participants with IELTS scores of 6.5 or above 

(n=36), accuracy in article use for non-conflicting sentences was at 93 per cent, while accuracy in article 

use for sentences with conflicts was at 64 per cent. In the highest test sub-group (IELTS>7; n=9), there 

was no statistically significant difference between the performance of the L2 learners and the 

performance of the native speaker control group when tested on non-conflicting DPs. However, when 

measured on performance with conflicting DPs, a significant difference emerged (p <.01).  

Hypothesis 3 addressed the influence of partitivity on article choice. The specific research 

prediction was that Thai learners will overuse the significantly more frequently when processing [-

DEFINITE+SPECIFIC] DPs that are presented in a partitive context, than those that are non-partitive.  The 

findings do not support this hypothesis. In contrast to results reported in previous studies, no effect of 

partitivity was found. 
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Table 10. Error ratesby partitivity (measured) 

Per cent overuse of the 

[+PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC] 56 

[-PARTITIVE] [+SPECIFIC] 55 
n=80 

 

Paired t-tests confirm that there was no significant difference between the scores for the two sentence 

types (p>.05) 

 

Conclusions 

These results show clearly that, in the case of Thai students, the theoretical model adopted here is a 

powerful predictor of student error patterns. Results across the whole sample, and particularly those from 

the higher-ability groups, suggest that the main problem that students have is with mapping semantic 

universals onto the overt features of English morphology, rather than with attributing particular 

phonological forms to terminal nodes.  

This suggests several possible interventions that English TESL teachers wish to explore. The 

question of whether to explicitly address issues of grammar is one of the most extensively-discussed 

issues in language teaching studies (Ellis, 2006 gives a comprehensive recent overview). As a starting 

point, we would adopt Ellis’ definition of grammar teaching (p. 84): 

 

Grammar teaching involves any instructional technique that draws learners’ attention to 

some specific grammatical form in such a way that it helps them either to understand it 

meta-linguistically and/or process it in comprehension and/or production so that they can 

internalize it. 

 

For those whose epistemic commitment is to the non-interface position (Krashen, 1981), explicit 

(meta-linguistic) knowledge plays no part in the development of language competence. If L2 acquisition 

is indeed UG-based, it should follow automatically if the learners are exposed to relevant input, and 

obliged to process it (thus helping convert it into intake). For TEFL (as opposed to TESL) teachers, a 

major task is to decide what constitutes relevant input. We hope that the analysis presented here might 

offer some pointers to the sort of material that would help learners from non-DP first language 

backgrounds map universal meanings to the overt features of English Morphology.   

For teachers who believe, following DeKeyser (1998) and Ellis (1993), that explicit knowledge 

can be converted into implicit knowledge, the message might be even clearer: teach students the 

difference between specificity and definiteness, and see if this helps their article use to become more 

native-like. 
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Notes: 

 

                                                 
1
 Following Von Heusinger (2002) “Specificity affects definite NPs as well as indefinite NPs”, rather than 

being merely “a subcategorization of indefinite NPs”.  

 
2
Givón uses the term ‘non-referential’ 

 
3
 They identify definiteness as “… precisely the kind of ‘feature’ that can either be expressed by a 

language’s lexical items, or filled in post-linguistically by the C-I system itself.” (2008, p. 7). 

 
4
 In Thai orthography, neung is identical to the numeral ‘one’. However, when used to mark specificity it 

appears after the classifier, rather than before, and is pronounced differently - the numeral nueng has a 

low tone and is stressed while the indefinite nueng is unstressed -  Piriyawiboon (2008) 

 

http://www.englishbaby.com/lessons/grammar/definite_indefinite_articles


The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

126 

 

 

 
5
 It is not clear whether Thai nominal are best classified as DPs or as NPs. 

 
6
Tryzna (2009) argues for a somewhat different understanding of Samoan articles 

 
7
 From: Understand your IELTS scores. British Council. 

http://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/find-out-about-results/understand-your-ielts-scores 
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Abstract 

 

Recognizing the importance of vocabulary in English-medium disciplinary writing, this article presents a 

descriptive, corpus-informed case study of technical vocabulary use in the writing of both native and non-

native English speaker (NES and NNES) students during their early socialization into a Master’s program 

in theology. Using data collected over one semester from 5 NNES and 7 NES volunteers in an intact, 

required first year course at a graduate school in central Canada, it first describes the study’s background, 

research context, and procedures. It then addresses three research questions on 1) how well participants 

define technical terms in the vocabulary section of their written mid-term and final examinations, 2) the 

distribution of general, academic, technical and other (low frequency) vocabulary in their term papers, 

and 3) ways that NNES and NES students’ knowledge and use of vocabulary are similar or different. 

Both groups scored well, overall, on their definitions, particularly for the final exam. Corpus analyses of 

the term papers revealed surprisingly few differences in the distribution and use of four types of 

vocabulary in NNES versus NES writing, yet concordance analyses examining the use of seven target 

technical vocabulary items in participants’ papers noted generally similar use but some differences, 

particularly in relation to collocations. Results are discussed with examples from participants’ writing, 

and possible implications for teachers and students are considered. 

 

Key Words: disciplinary writing, English for Academic Purposes, lexis, non-native English speakers, 

technical vocabulary, theology 
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1. Background from the Literature 

Applied linguistics research clearly indicates that NNES (i.e., those who use English as a second language 

- ESL) students pursuing their studies in English at the postsecondary level face various challenges 

(Cheng & Fox, 2008; Cheng, Myles & Curtis, 2004; Flowerdew & Peacock, 2001), including writing, and 

learning to write, in their chosen academic disciplines (Casanave, 2002; Casanave & Li, 2008; Leki, 

2007; Spack, 2004), learning academic vocabulary (Corson, 1997; Coxhead 2000; Nurweni & Read, 

1999; Zimmerman, 2009), and mastering the specialized or technical vocabulary of their particular 

academic fields (Fan, 1998; Lessard-Clouston, 2006, 2008, 2009a; Liu & Nesi, 1999; Ryan, 2012). 

 One helpful division in the vocabulary literature involves the discussion of general (or high 

frequency), academic (i.e., university), technical (or specialized), and other (low frequency) vocabulary 

(Coxhead, 2006; Nation, 2001, 2008). Nation and Waring (1997, pp. 15-17) succinctly summarize two 

crucial observations about English vocabulary. First, West’s (1953) General Service List (GSL) of 

English vocabulary families (i.e., ‘excite’ includes excited, excites, exciting, and excitement) reflects the 

2,000 most frequent words in English and represents an average of “around 82 per cent coverage” of 

various types of texts. Second, Xue and Nation’s (1984) 836-item University Word List (UWL) 

(including ‘accompany’, ‘ignore’, ‘indicate’, ‘occur’, etc.) compiles common academic English and 

provides some 8.5% coverage of academic texts (see also Coxhead’s (2000) Academic Word List, AWL). 

The combined total coverage of the two lists in academic texts is almost 87% (Nation & Waring, 1997). 

In addition, however, student readers and writers encounter and use specialized technical vocabulary in 

their particular fields, as well as other, low frequency vocabulary. Chung and Nation (2004) estimate that 

technical vocabulary covers a larger portion of academic texts than previously thought, perhaps from a 

specialized lexicon of several thousand words per subject. The ‘other’ vocabulary category encompasses 

more than 123,000 low frequency English words that provide a small portion of text coverage but are 

nonetheless the source and reflection of a rich English vocabulary (Nation, 1993). The present study uses 

these four main types of English vocabulary, with the technical one focusing on theology. 

 Another helpful development has been in the increased corpus-based study of language, 

particularly of written texts (e.g., Candlin & Hyland, 1999; Hyland, 2010; Schlitz, 2010). In studies of 

corpora of students’ writing lexical richness, the use of a large, varied vocabulary, has been found to 

relate significantly with lexical variation and raters’ positive holistic scoring of writing and with 

vocabulary size and language proficiency (e.g, Engber, 1995; Laufer & Nation, 1995). Coniam (1999), 

for example, created a tagged corpus of 45 compositions by grade 13 EFL students in Hong Kong, and 

Grant and Ginther (2000) examined different Test of Written English (TWE) compositions for length, 

lexical specificity, and a number of lexical and grammatical features. In both studies the authors report 
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that “more proficient learners write more” (Coniam, 1999, p. 70), and that higher proficiency writers use 

more complex and varied lexical choices. Coniam (1999) used statistical procedures to show that student 

ability is easily differentiated using vocabulary frequency, with those who received a higher grade on 

their writing using more rare and less frequent words. Similarly, Grant and Ginther (2000) discovered that 

writers with higher TWE scores not only produced longer texts but also used longer, more unique, and 

varied words. 

 Research on English-medium first (L1) and second language (L2) writing also indicates that 

learning to write is a long-term process (Albrechtsen, Haastrup, & Henriksen, 2008). Storch’s (2009) 

study of 25 L2 university writers in Australia, for example, indicated that participants’ content 

development and use of rhetorical organization showed improvement over a semester, but that the use of 

academic vocabulary in their writing reflected no change “for lexical complexity or sophistication” in 

terms of the percentage of words appearing on the AWL (p. 113). Perhaps not surprisingly, then, 

Nakamaru’s (2010) case study of four L2 university writers who were tutored individually in the U.S. 

found that only the two international student participants frequently addressed lexical issues in their 

tutoring sessions, while the two other U.S.-educated participants tended to discuss grammatical issues 

more frequently (p. 105). Nakamaru (2010) thus concluded, “the findings presented here suggest that 

some writers’ biggest needs are lexical in nature” (p. 110). Similarly, in studying a corpus of written 

engineering texts, Liu and Nesi (1999) selected 120 technical and 120 academic (subtechnical) 

vocabulary items and developed a yes/no test which they administered to 50 master’s in engineering 

students who were completing their one-year program. One major finding was that students knew a 

significantly higher proportion of the academic words than the technical vocabulary, and Liu and Nesi 

(1999) thus concluded that their participants did not appear to have acquired all the “essential technical 

vocabulary” through their course work that might be expected (p. 146). 

 One way to consider students’ acquisition of technical vocabulary is to examine the use of 

discipline-specific terminology in their normal disciplinary writing, such as examinations and term 

papers. The following descriptive case study was designed with this objective in mind, to address the lack 

of research on technical vocabulary use in English-medium disciplinary writing. Unlike research which 

evaluates large reference corpora of student writing from various contexts (e.g., Hüttner, 2010; Römer & 

Wulff, 2010), the current article offers the first example known to this author of a corpus-informed study 

that examines both native (NES) and non-native (NNES) English-speaking students’ writing in their 

chosen discipline, using real academic tasks and writing samples in one course at the graduate level. In 

doing so it demonstrates one method of researching technical vocabulary use in English-medium 

academic writing and notes some challenges and limitations in this approach. 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

130 

 

 

The study aimed to answer three research questions: 1) How well do participants define technical 

terms or phrases in the vocabulary section of their mid-term and final exams? 2) In their term papers, 

what is the distribution of general, academic, technical theological, and other (low frequency) 

vocabulary? 3) In their writing, in what ways are NNES and NES students’ knowledge and use of 

vocabulary similar and/or different? Specifically, does a corpus analysis focusing on a subsample of 

target theological vocabulary reveal any major differences in the use of such terminology by NNES or 

NES students? For question 1, I will consider both the scoring for each of the theological words or 

phrases and how students wrote such answers. For question 2, of special interest is the percentage of types 

(as opposed to tokens) of vocabulary in each of the four categories outlined earlier. Also, a higher 

percentage of other vocabulary will provide a rough measure of the lexical richness of participants’ term 

papers, as it includes all vocabulary not on the three lists. For question 3, it is expected that both groups 

will use the technical vocabulary similarly, but NES students may well have an advantage over NNES 

participants, in that their vocabulary use in the term papers may be more elaborate. 

 

2. Methods 

Context 

The context for the study was a large, private Christian graduate school of theology (GST) in a major city 

in central Canada. Theology has not been examined much (yet see Lessard-Clouston, 2009a, 2010; Ryan, 

2012), though many NNES learners study it (including about 40% of the students at the GST). The 

specific context was the core theology course, Introduction to Theology I, which is a required class for 

degree students. The course description noted that this is an introductory class concerning Christian 

teachings in the evangelical tradition, with topics including humanity, creation, sin, revelation, Scripture, 

and the doctrine of God. The course is taught in the fall term, with the second follow-up part offered in 

the spring semester. 

Participants 

I attended all of the classes during the fall semester, twice a week over three months, and at the beginning 

of the course I was able to recruit 12 volunteer participants who allowed me to collect their term papers 

and written exams from the course. Of the 12, five were Chinese NNES students who had completed their 

undergraduate studies in English, in Canada, Hong Kong or the U.S., and the other seven were Canadian 

native English-speakers who had completed their schooling in Canada, through to their graduate program 

in theology. There were five women (2 NNES, 3 NES) and seven men (3 NNES, 4 NES). In some ways 

these participants may not be “typical” students, as I also asked for volunteers from Korean language 

backgrounds but only Chinese NNES and Canadian NES students volunteered, and three of them had 
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training as English teachers (one NES and two NNES participants). Also, one NNES participant had an 

M.B.A. and the NES who was an English teacher had also completed an M.A. in English, so they had 

already experienced disciplinary socialization in their previous graduate studies. 

Procedures  

During the semester I collected copies of two full examinations (the October mid-term and the mid-

December final) and two term papers (from early October and late November) from each participant 

(except for Jan, who only wrote the first term paper), but for this article I will describe analyses of the 

vocabulary in the term papers and only the vocabulary sections on the examinations. The main reasons for 

this are that it was a major challenge to decipher and use the hand-written essay question answers from 

each exam and there was a wide variety of topics used in each, so I have excluded them here. However, 

two term papers and the exam vocabulary question responses give us a good idea of something of the 

disciplinary writing of the participants during their first semester in this Master’s program. 

 To analyze participants’ answers in the vocabulary sections of the examinations, I compiled a 

reference list of definitions and examples for each of the ten words or phrases, based largely on the 

recommended theological dictionary (Harvey, 1964/1997) and the glossary at the end of one of the course 

textbooks. I then used these definitions and examples to rate each participant’s answers on a three point 

scale, with zero (0) meaning a wrong answer or no response, .5 representing partial meaning (and 

knowledge), and 1 full point denoting the correct, more detailed meaning of the term or phrase. In 

addition, a subset of 25% of the data (3 mid-term and 3 final exams) was randomly chosen and scored by 

a second rater who was trained in this scoring system. Out of 60 judgements (10 words X six exams), we 

agreed on 53, for an inter-rater reliability rating of 88%
1
. 

 I also scanned or typed and standardized (title, text, spelling, footnotes, etc.) the participants’ term 

papers in word processing files, and then used Nation and Heatley’s (1996) VocabProfile computer 

program to analyze the vocabulary in them. I did so to see the percentage of words from the GSL, the 

UWL, and a target theological list of 100 terms (100WL) which are potentially relevant based on analyses 

of theological vocabulary in the textbooks and lectures of this course. To see the 100WL or examples of 

this technical
2
 vocabulary, please refer to Lessard-Clouston (2009b, 2010) or note the bold italicized 

words in the examples later in this article. Using the VocabProfile results, percentages were noted for 

each of the four categories of vocabulary, and a subsample of seven target theological terms which were 

used in all of the participants’ first or second term papers was highlighted. Using Barlow’s (1999) 

MonoConc Pro concordance software, further analyses of the essays were carried out examining 

similarities or differences in how NNES and NES individuals and groups used these seven target lexical 

items in their term papers. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 Participants’ Mid-term and Final Exam Vocabulary Responses 

Table 1 reports the participants’ examination results, noting the mid-term and final exam scores and the 

types and number of ratings (0, .5, and 1 points) for each participant and group (NNES vs. NES). All 

names are pseudonyms. The Appendix lists the items tested on the final exam and provides the example 

answers of one NNES and NES, with how they were marked for this analysis. Essentially, students 

followed the professor’s directions to “identify or define” the theological terms or phrases and usually 

answered in point form or brief sentences. These responses are representative and participants’ scores are 

close to the average for each group. 

Table 1: Participants’ Vocabulary Scores and Number of Ratings for Section A of their Mid-term and 

Final Exams 
 

  Exam/Points 
Participant 

    0   

points 
    .5 

points 
    1  

 point 
Mid-term 

Exam 

Total 

   Final 

 Exam 

Total 

      0 
  points 

    .5        

points 
    1 
 point 

NNES  Earl  1  4 5 7 9 0 2 8 

             Ed  0  2 8 9 10 0 0 10 

             Eli  2  4 4 6 7 1 4 5 

             Elly  1  2 7 8 7 2 2 6 

             Eve  1  8 1 5 8.5 1 1 8 

NNES Mean  1  4 5 7 8.3 0.8 1.8 7.4 

NNES SD 0.7 2.4 2.7 1.6 1.3 0.8 1.5 1.9 

NES     Don 0 0 10 10 10 0 0 10 

             Jan 4 1 5 5.5 9 1 0 9 

             Joe 1 5 4 6.5 8 1 2 7 

             Jon 2 4 4 6 8 2 0 8 

             Ken 0 1 9 9.5 8.5 1 1 8 

             Kim 0 3 7 8.5 7 2 2 6 

             Sue 0 1 9 9.5 10 0 0 10 

NES Mean 1 2.1 6.9 7.9 8.6 1 0.7 8.3 

NES SD 1.5 1.9 2.5 1.9 1.1 0.8 1 1.5 

Overall Mean 1 2.9 6.1 7.5 8.5 0.9 1.2 7.9 

Overall SD 1.2 2.2 2.7 1.8 1.1 0.8 1.3 1.7 
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Although Table 1 shows a fair bit of variety, participants tended to score well, with overall means 

of 7.5 (out of 10) on the mid-term and 8.5 on the final exam. In the middle columns we see that for the 

mid-term, individuals’ total scores ranged from 5 (Eve) to a perfect 

10 (Don). For the final, the range was smaller, with the lowest score of 7 (Eli, Elly, Kim) and the highest 

10 (Ed, Don, and Sue). The terms tested obviously differ on each examination, and thus reflect the 

knowledge and use of different sets of words or phrases. Yet Table 1 indicates that most participants 

defined terms better on the final than on the mid-term exam. 

 One useful distinction is vocabulary breadth (number of words known) versus depth (quality of 

word) knowledge. Though cautious about one-time tests like this, it’s interesting to look at the 

distribution of scoring for each participant on each exam. Table 1 shows that on average, but particularly 

for the mid-term, NNES and NES participants show a fair amount of partial knowledge of words they 

were asked to identify or define but didn’t appear to have a complete grasp of. Another observation is that 

for four students in each of the NNES and NES groups, the average number of full 1-point scores 

increases from the mid-term to the final exam. For NNES participants that average went from 5 on the 

mid-term to 7.4 full-point answers on the final, and similarly from 6.9 to 8.3 for NES students (with three 

exceptions - Elly, Ken, and Kim). In summary, as Table 1 and the Appendix indicate, participants in both 

groups scored well, overall, on their examination definitions, particularly for the final examination. 

 

3.2 The Distribution of Vocabulary in Participants’ Term Papers 

Term Paper Overview  

It’s helpful to understand the 5-page term paper task. Students were to read a theological text and then to 

do two things: first, to summarize the argument in or content of the reading and, second, to critique the 

stance the theologian had taken as they reflected on it. The rationale was that it was often the first time 

students had read primary texts by theologians and therefore had to evaluate such texts. The professor 

explained this task was different from the one in part two of the course, where students write one longer 

term paper consisting of a literature review and the initial development of their own views concerning one 

theological topic or Christian doctrine. 

 Table 2 indicates the length of each participant’s papers and adds further observations about most 

of them, such as the number of spelling corrections I made (if any) to the text files in order to facilitate 

proper VocabProfile analysis3. Also, although I did not ask for the professor’s grade on the papers, in 

more than half of the cases I received that information and have included it for reference. I have also 

recorded the number of footnotes and/or bibliographical entries that participants used. 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

134 

 

 

 As Table 2 shows, the average first term paper was 1,648 words in length (including the title, 

footnotes, and bibliography). However, the average length of the NNES students’ papers was 1,473 

words, a fair bit shorter (300 words) than the average NES participant’s paper of 1,773 words. 

Nonetheless it is noteworthy that both the shortest first paper (by Kim) and the longest one (by Sue) were 

written by NES participants, so there was variety in length among NES participants, too. With the second 

term paper, all but one student (Ken) wrote longer essays, so that the average paper included 2,073 words 

and was 26% longer than the average Paper 1. Due partly to Eli’s much longer second essay (almost 

1,000 more words), the average NNES paper length not only increased significantly but also slightly 

surpassed the average length of NES papers. For Paper 2, then, the average NNES student essay was 608 

words (41%) longer than Paper 1, while the average NES assignment increased in length by only 293 

words (17%). In essence, most NNES participants wrote much longer second papers, while among the 

NES participants this was only true with Don and Sue. 

 

Table 2: Participants’ First and Second Term Papers: Length and Observations 

 

Group 

    Participant 

     Term Paper #1 

      Observations
1
 

Paper 1 

No. of words 

Paper 2 

No. of words 

      
Term Paper #2 

     Observations
1
 

NNES   Earl 2 corrections, 15/20 (B) 1462 2078 14/20 (B-), 14 footnotes 

              Ed 8 corrections, 15/20 (B) 1519 1819 9 corr., 15/20 (B), 2 notes 

              Eli 1 correction, 2 footnotes 1768 2745  

              Elly 3 corr., 15.5/20 (B+) 1310 1627 3 corr., 15.5/20 (B+) 

              Eve 9 corr., 15.5/20 (B+) 1306 2137 10 corrections 

NNES Mean  1473 2081 608 word increase (41%) 

NNES SD  189.6 423.9  

NES      Don  2 corr., 16/20 (A-) 2094 2657  

              Jan 2 corr., 14/20 (B-) 1565 m.d. missing data (no paper) 

              Joe Bibliography (2 entries) 1659 1793  

              Jon 6 corrections 1408 1473 2 corrections, 15/20 (B) 

              Ken 16/20 (A-) 1795 1649 4 corr., 15.5/20 (B+) 

              Kim  1282 1352 1 correction 

              Sue Bib. (2 entries), 8 notes 2610 3474 17/20 (A), 12 footnotes 

NES Mean
2
  1773 2066 293 word increase (17%) 
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NES SD  453.6 829.7  

Overall Mean
2
  1648 2073 425 word increase (26%) 

Overall SD  386.3 645.1  

Table 2 Notes: 
1
 Possible observations: the number of spelling corrections made to the text files, the grade (number 

and letter) assigned by the professor (if known), and the number of footnotes or bibliographical references included 

(if any). 
2
 The NES and Overall Means for Paper 2 account for Jan’s missing second paper (m.d.). 

  

In terms of observations from Table 2, we see that all five NNES students had made at least one spelling 

error in their first paper, compared with only three NES participants. The grades for the papers that I am 

aware of range from a low of B- (Earl and Jan) through to highs of A- (Don and Ken) and A (Sue). 

Interestingly, of the seven NNES and six NES grades known, the three As were all given to NES 

participants. Perhaps due to the relatively short length of each of the essays, only two students used 

footnotes in Paper 1, while three participants did in Paper 2. Also, two NES students included short 

bibliographies at the end of Paper 1, but only one NNES student (Ed) did in Paper 2. 

Quantitative Analyses of the Vocabulary Use in Participants’ Term Papers 

Overall, the VocabProfile analysis showed fairly consistent patterns between the two papers and across 

language groups in the use of the four kinds of vocabulary. The results presented in Table 3 show type 

percentages, which account for the number of unique individual words within the papers (as compared 

with token percentages, which reflect the total number of words used). 

 

Table 3: Percentage Distribution of Vocabulary Types from Four Word Lists
1
 in the Participants’ Term 

Papers 

 

     Vocabulary GEN. (GSL) UNIV. (UWL) 100WL Vocab. OTHER Vocab. 

   Participant    Paper #1 Paper #2 Paper #1 Paper #2 Paper #1 Paper #2 Paper #1 Paper #2 

NNES  Earl  67.2 65.5 17.2 14.3 2.2 5.3 13.4 14.9 

             Ed 67.7 65.5 20.1 14.1 1.7 4.3 10.5 16.1 

             Eli 62.6 63.4 19.3 16.9 4.3 4.1 13.8 15.7 

             Elly 63.1 66.1 20.9 14.4 2.3 5.3 13.7 14.2 

             Eve 64 69.9 21 14.3 2.2 4 12.8 11.8 

NNES Mean 64.9 66.1 19.7 14.8 2.5 4.6 12.8 14.5 

NNES SD 2.4 2.4 1.6 1.2 1 0.6 1.4 1.7 

NES     Don 69.9 67 16.3 16 2.2 3.9 11.6 13.1 
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             Jan 69.8 m.d. 17.1 m.d. 2.3 m.d. 10.8 m.d. 

             Joe 68.4 71.4 17.9 16.3 2.7 3.2 11 9.1 

             Jon 71.9 73.9 16.3 16 1.3 2.4 10.5 7.7 

             Ken 63.7 64.1 17.8 15 2.4 4.3 16.1 16.6 

             Kim 71.8 72.4 17.8 14.3 2.2 3.4 8.2 9.9 

             Sue 65.8 67.3 18.5 16.5 1.4 3.4 14.3 12.8 

NES Mean
2
 68.8 69.4 17.4 15.7 2.1 3.4 11.8 11.5 

NES SD
2
 3.6 4 0.8 0.9 0.6 0.7 3.2 3.5 

Overall Mean
2
 67.2 67.9 18.4 15.3 2.3 4 12.2 12.9 

Overall SD
2
 3.3 3.5 1.6 1.1 0.8 0.9 2.2 3 

Table 3 Notes: 
1
 GEN. GSL (high frequency vocabulary, 2,000 words), UNIV. UWL academic vocabulary (836 

words), 100WL 100 Theological Word List vocabulary, OTHER All vocabulary not on these lists. 
2
 The 

NES/Overall Means account for Jan’s missing second paper (missing data - m.d.). 

 

 As shown in Table 3, general English vocabulary accounted for 67.2% on average of the types (or 

about 1,107 words) in Paper 1 and slightly more, 67.9% (or 1,407 words), in Paper 2. Academic English 

represented 18.4% (about 301 words) of the vocabulary in the first paper, though this percentage for 

Paper 2 decreased to 15.3% (315 words) on average. Technical theological vocabulary from the 100WL 

represented on average 2.3% (38 words) of the types within the average first paper, though for Paper 2 

this figure increased to 4% (some 83 words). The remaining 12.2% (201 words) and 12.9% (267 words), 

on average, in Papers 1 and 2 respectively, were classified as other low frequency vocabulary. It should 

be recognized again, though, that Paper 2 was on average 425 words (26%) longer than Paper 14. 

 It is noteworthy that academic words account for a relatively large percentage (18.4% or 15.3%) 

of the types in each of the two essays. As the 100WL is rather short (compared with the 2,000 word GSL 

and 836 word UWL), it is also somewhat surprising that it actually accounts for 2.3% and 4% of the 

vocabulary types in the average first and second assignments, especially because it covers a variety of 

theological topics, and each paper focused on only one topic. This explanation seems to account for the 

increase in the average percentage of theological types from Paper 1 to 2, since there are more items (e.g., 

modalism5, subordinationism, trichotomy, trinity, and triune) on the 100WL which relate directly to the 

doctrine of the trinity, the focus of Paper 2, than items (e.g., bible, scripture, and theology) which are 

directly connected with theological method, the subject of Paper 1. 

 In considering the lexical richness of the papers, the ‘other’ vocabulary category indicates that 

12.2% and 12.9% of the average essays represented low frequency words. Since a change in the length or 
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topic of a piece of writing may produce varying levels of lexical richness within it (Laufer & Nation, 

1995, 1999), it is notable that the percentage of ‘other’ vocabulary in each of the two papers is so similar, 

despite a longer (26% on average) Paper 2 and a different subject for each essay. One striking finding in 

Table 3 is that NNES students used a slightly higher proportion of other, low frequency vocabulary and 

technical theological vocabulary (which is also low frequency) on average than did their NES classmates, 

who in turn used correspondingly more general, high frequency vocabulary. Table 3 also shows that, for 

the first paper, on average NNES students used more academic (UWL) vocabulary than their NES 

classmates (19.7% vs. 17.4%). Interestingly, this situation is reversed for Paper 2, where NES participants 

used a slightly higher proportion of UWL vocabulary (15.7% to the NNES mean of 14.8%) on average. 

As a longer paper or change in topic may affect vocabulary use, this situation is perhaps not unusual. 

What is most remarkable about the various trends evident in Table 3, however, is not these differences, 

but their general consistency. 

 

3.3 Similarities and Differences in Participants’ Use of Technical Vocabulary 

Concordance Analyses of Theological Vocabulary Use 

To provide more qualitative data about how technical vocabulary was used in the papers, I examined the 

VocabProfile printouts and identified seven target theological words for further analysis which had been 

used by all of the participants in each of their first or second paper. Next I used MonoConc Pro 

concordancing software to investigate the use of each of the seven target items in context. I grouped the 

NNES students’ essay text files and compared them with those of the NES students, and asked the 

program 1) to list all uses of the seven target word families, providing the immediate context, and 2) to 

calculate the frequency (number of occurrences), for each word. In doing so the word frequencies 

(number of uses per word family per essay) tallied by VocabProfile for each of the target words were 

confirmed by MonoConc Pro. Table 4 summarizes the results of these analyses. 

 

Table 4: Seven Target Theological Words’ Frequency
1
 of Use Overall and by the NNES and NES Groups 

in Term Papers 1 and 2 

 

Paper No./Target Theological Item Overall Total NNES Group
3
   NES Group

4
 

Paper 1   Christian         89   42 (M= 8.4)   47 (M=6.7) 

                -“Christian faith”         30   17 (M=3.4)   13 (M=1.9) 

                -“Christian message”         21   17 (M=3.4)     4 (M=.6) 

                -“Christianity”         17     1 (M=.2)   16 (M=2.3) 
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                -“Christians”          3           0     3 (M=.4) 

                Theology        343 159 (M=31.8) 184 (M=26.3) 

                -“systematic theology”          75    50 (M=10)   25 (M=3.6) 

                Revelation        104   57 (M=11.4)   47 (M=6.7) 

                 (Revealer
2
)         23     4 (M=.8)   19 (M=2.7) 

Paper 2   Modalism            48   16 (M=3.2)   32 (M=5.3) 

                -w/ “subordinationism”         16     7 (M=1.4)     9 (M=1.5) 

                Subordinationism         37   18 (M=3.6)   19 (M=3.2) 

                Scripture        119   47 (M=9.4)   72 (M=12) 

                Doctrine        250 143 (M=28.6) 107 (M=17.8) 

                -“doctrine of (the) trinity”        144   81 (M=16.2)   63 (M=10.5) 

Notes: 
 1
 Frequency = the number of times each word appeared, according to MonoConc Pro.  

2
 ‘Revealer’ was not included in the revelation word family for this analysis. 

3
 For both Papers the 

NNES n = 5. 
4
 For Papers 1 and 2, the NES n = 7 and 6, respectively. 

  

In Paper 1, three target words were used by all 12 participants. The seven NES students used Christian 47 

times, versus 42 times for the five NNES students, and not surprisingly the most common uses were when 

it was followed by “faith” (30 times) or “message” (21 occurrences), with very similar usage by NNES 

and NES participants, although NES students used “Christian message” much less often (4 times, M=.6) 

than NNES students (17 times, M=3.4). Notably, however, an examination of each group showed that 

while NES participants used the related term ‘Christianity’ 16 times, only one NNES student used it 

once. It appears that NESs used both ‘Christian faith’ and ‘Christianity’ here frequently, while NNESs 

used ‘Christian faith’ almost exclusively. Interestingly, the usage of the plural noun Christians (three 

times) was unique to NES participants. Given the topic (theological method) of Paper 1, theology and its 

derivatives understandably appeared quite frequently (343 occurrences), and often following the adjective 

‘systematic’, though much more frequently for NNES students (50 times, M=10) as compared with NES 

students (25 times, M=3.6). Although revelation appears on the UWL, it was a technical theological term 

on a Test of Theological Language (TTL, see Lessard-Clouston, 2006). I was thus interested to see how it 

was used by participants, and in Paper 1 there were 104 occurrences of revelation, used considerably 

more but similarly by NNES students (57 times, M=11.4) compared with NES students (47 times, 

M=6.7), in reference to “God’s revelation” or the “revelation of God”. One notable finding, however, 

was that “Revealer” (not a derivative, and therefore categorized as ‘other’, low frequency vocabulary) 
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was used on 23 occasions, by NES participants Sue (17 uses), Joe, and Ken (once each), and by NNES 

participants Earl (once) and Ed (3 times). 

 In Paper 2, all 11 participants (Jan did not complete it) used the four other target items. From the 

100WL are modalism and subordinationism, which appeared in the essays on 48 and 37 occasions 

respectively, and quite a few times (7 for NNES, 9 for NES) together in the same sentence. As both of 

these terms refer to heresies concerning the trinity, it was expected that they would materialize in this 

essay, but one notable difference between the two groups is that while they both use subordinationism 

very similarly and more or less equally, 18 times for the five NNES students and 19 times for the six NES 

students, NES participants used modalism more frequently than did NNES participants (on 32 occasions, 

M=5.3, vs. 16, M=3.2). 

 Two example sentences are typical of the usage of these terms in the essays. In explaining why it 

is at the foundation of Christian thought, Kim (a NES) quoted Karl Barth’s (1961) rationale for the trinity 

and added: “There was also a need to answer the allegations of Subordinationism and Modalism.” (Kim, 

Paper 2, p. 4) Very similarly, Elly (a NNES) summarized the content of the reading and noted, “Karl 

Barth then propounded his view on the Doctrine of the Trinity as a rejection of Subordinationism and 

Modalism.” (Elly, Paper 2, p. 3) Also from the 100WL is scripture, which appeared 119 times in the 

second essays, but more frequently in those of NES participants (72 occasions, M=12) than NNES 

participants (47 times, M=9.4). Again, the MonoConc analysis suggested very similar patterns of use for 

this term, as in these examples. Ed (a NNES) begins his essay with this sentence: “Barth first states that 

the doctrine of the Trinity is not explicitly taught in the Scripture.” (Ed, Paper 2, p. 1, emphasis mine) 

Likewise Sue (a NES) begins her essay with this third sentence: “For Barth, this dogma comes as the 

necessary answer to the fundamental question of who it is that reveals Himself in the revelation of 

Scripture; God is the Revealer who reveals Himself as the Trinity.” (Sue, paper 2, p. 1, emphasis mine) 

Like revelation, doctrine was included on the TTL, but since it appears on the UWL it was excluded 

from the 100WL. Interestingly, this term was used quite a bit more frequently (143 times, M=28.6) by 

NNES participants than by NESs (107 times, M=17.8), which is consistent with the fact that the 

VocabProfile analysis showed that NNES students use academic vocabulary slightly more than NES 

students do. One very common usage of this term was in the phrase ‘the doctrine of the trinity’ (63 times 

for NES, 81 times for NNES), but there is one notable difference in how NNES and NES participants use 

it. In all cases the NES participants use that exact phrase, including the article ‘the’ on each occasion, as 

does one NNES participant, Elly (see the example above). The four other NNES students, however, drop 

the article about 25% of the time, and thus often use “the doctrine of trinity”, though Eve does so more 

often (10 times) than Earl, Ed, and Eli (4 to 5 times each). 
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 The MonoConc collocate frequency word lists
 
are the concordance’s mechanical listing of (and an 

insightful and objective source for another perspective on) words that co-occur. They reveal that, for these 

seven items, the two groups used more or less the same most frequent immediate collocations, resulting in 

the same or very similar usage and phrasing in most cases. One notable finding, however, is that while the 

most frequent collocations for these terms were virtually identical across the NNES and NES groups, the 

seven word lists for the NES group’s collocate data were quite a bit longer than those for the NNES 

group. Both the NNES and NES group lists typically included a few very frequent words at the top of 

each list, followed by longer strings of words that appeared on only one occasion within a few words to 

the left or right of the target item. Examples of this data are given in Tables 5 and 6, which provide the 

immediate collocations (within two words left and two words right) for modalism, as used by the NNES 

and NES participants in term Paper 2, respectively. As noted earlier, modalism is an interesting example 

because it was used twice as often by the NES group as by the NNES group (32 occurrences vs. 16). Yet 

despite this difference, Tables 5 and 6 show that the most frequent collocations (at the top of each Table) 

are essentially the same for the two groups. 

 

Table 5: The NNES Group Collocate Frequency
1 

Data for modalism in Term Paper 2 

 

Two words left
2
 One word left One word right Two words right 

3 subordinationism 

3 Subordinationism 

1 man 

1 error 

1 against 

1 Trinity 

1 no 

1 4 

1 object 

1 direction 

1 other 

1 creatures 

6 and 

2 of 

1 a 

1 Modalism 

1 against 

1 Lord 

1 or 

1 Third 

1 hand 

1 5 

3 Subordinationism 

2 is 

1 in 

1 that 

1 1 

1 must 

1 Modalism 

1 on 

1 5 

1 may 

1 trends 

1 treats 

1 have 

3 the 

1 would 

1 mind 

1 think 

1 be 

1 is 

1 inaccurate 

1 intends 

1 not 

1 rejected 

1 The 

1 to 

1 tends 

1 one 
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Table 5 Notes: 

1
 Frequency = the number of times the words here appeared with modalism, according to 

MonoConc Pro. 
2
 Two words left = two words to the left of modalism in the text. 

 Yet in Tables 5 and 6, the NES group, admittedly one more in number than the NNES group here, 

used a larger variety of words immediately before or after modalism in their second term papers than the 

NNES group did, as reflected in the long columns of words which usually only appeared once within two 

words to the left or right of modalism. A glance at these Tables indicates that the NES group used a larger 

number and greater variety of various kinds (100WL, UWL, and ‘other’) of vocabulary with modalism. 

Another notable finding in comparing the mostly ‘single use’ collocations in the columns for each NNES 

and NES group Table is that the NNES group lists appear to include many short words, such as 

prepositions, conjunctions, and articles (on, or, the) and fewer content words (Trinity, intends) while the 

NES group lists include many more content words, particularly nouns and verbs (Barth, rejects, 

formulation), and other technical theological words (trinity, doctrine, scripture), in addition to the types 

of shorter words also present on the NNES group’s lists. Since the NES group used modalism twice as 

often as the NNES group, this finding is perhaps not unexpected. At the same time, though, this finding 

echoes the intuitive perspective that NES participants likely have and use more links or associations in 

their lexicon for each content word (like modalism) than their NNES counterparts, as Meara (1996) 

suggested. The columns of collocate frequency data in Tables 5 and 6 present the case for this situation 

visually. They also suggest that while on the surface NNES and NES participants appear to use the target 

technical vocabulary very similarly in their writing, their demonstrated use of it indicates that the NES 

group appears to associate these words with more collocations than its NNES counterpart.   
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Two words left
2
 One word left One word right Two words right 

9 Subordinationism 

2 the 

1 Barth 

1 why 

1 argument 

1 definition 

1 statement 

1 Trinity 

1 spectre 

1 language 

1 god 

1 rejection 

1 strongly 

1 into 

1 from 

1 says 

1 model 

1 faced 

1 arguing 

1 thought 

1 does 

1 counter 

1 actually 

9 and 

5 of 

3 against 

2 that 

2 the 

1 approaches 

1 Trinity 

1 rejects 

1 With 

1 to 

1 Revealer 

1 from 

1 Modalism 

1 have 

1 refutes 

1 fragments 

4 is 

3 Barth 

2 denies 

2 I 

1 formulation 

1 comes 

1 there 

1 on 

1 Although 

1 by 

1 As 

1 the 

1 and 

1 although 

1 later 

1 point 

1 therefore 

1 or 

1 we 

1 Modalism 

1 All 

1 It 

1 with 

1 tendencies 

1 The 

4 the 

3 is 

2 establishes 

2 of 

2 a 

1 not 

1 when 

1 can 

1 two 

1 stating 

1 this 

1 says 

1 Doctrine 

1 uses 

1 on 

1 rejects 

1 that 

1 condones 

1 would 

1 scripture 

1 did 

1 was  

1 Question 

1 doctrine 

Table 6: The NES Group Collocate Frequency
1 

Data for modalism in Term Paper 2 

 

Notes: 
1
 Frequency = the number of times the words here appeared with modalism, according to 

MonoConc Pro. 
2
 Two words left = two words to the left of modalism in the text. 

 

In summary, the concordance analyses of participants’ term papers show that overall the NNES and NES 

participants used these seven target theological terms with similar frequency, in comparable ways, and 
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normally in the same types of contexts. While some individual or group differences in usage were noted, 

overall the use of these terms was quite consistent. The collocate frequency data for modalism in Paper 2, 

however, suggest that the general usage of such words was very similar, but that the NES group appears 

to use a wider range of collocations with this item. In this sense, NES participants may use the technical 

vocabulary in a more elaborate way than NNESs. 

 

4. Possible Implications for ESL/EFL Education 

Before discussing potential implications for ESL or English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, I 

would first like to note some limitations of the present study. First, these findings represent the 

disciplinary writing of students in one Introduction to Theology course, in one GST, and thus may not be 

representative of writing and vocabulary use in another graduate theological context. Second, due to the 

small number of participants (12), particularly in each of the NNES and NES groups (5 and 7 

respectively), I have not used any measures of statistical significance to examine the quantitative data 

here. Third, as noted earlier the participants in the study were volunteers, and as such they may or may 

not be typical of the approximately 100 students in the Introduction to Theology class. Finally, 

quantitative and corpus analyses of essays like these cannot explicitly reveal the quality of writing, or lack 

of it, within them. While spelling errors have been accounted for, particularly outstanding or problematic 

aspects of the papers related to expression, grammar, style, or word choice have essentially been ignored. 

Thus these and other aspects of students’ writing do not emerge. However, these limitations do not negate 

the purpose of the study – to describe English-medium disciplinary writing among both NES and NNES 

graduate students. 

 Recognizing the above limitations, there are nonetheless a number of possible implications from 

this study for teachers and students involved in ESL/EFL or English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

education. The first is that at least initially the overall picture appears to be quite positive. As an L2 

educator I had expected to find the NNES participants in this study to be disadvantaged, but both the term 

paper and examination data suggest that there are many similarities in their and the NESs’ writing and 

vocabulary knowledge and use in this context. Another positive thing is that in the term papers the NES 

participants used a significant amount (about 69% on average) of general, high frequency vocabulary 

from the GSL, in fact more than NNES participants did (about 65% on average). Usually NNES students 

who enter postsecondary studies in English have a fair mastery of this general English (from the GSL), as 

did the participants here (Lessard-Clouston, 2009b). So we can encourage our NNES students by letting 

them know the value of this vocabulary and by encouraging them both to have a firm grasp of it and to 

use it well in their disciplinary writing. The NNES participants in this study seemed to use academic 
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vocabulary more frequently than the NES participants, but in contexts where students are not very 

familiar with such vocabulary we can teach and review UWL or AWL terms by dealing with them 

systematically in our classes. Helpful books by Coxhead (2006) and Nation (2008) suggest various ways 

that teachers can do so in various contexts, and numerous current published ESL/EFL and EAP materials 

are available based on the AWL. 

 Beyond general and academic English vocabulary, however, ESL/EFL and EAP students must 

recognize the importance of the specialized vocabulary for disciplinary writing as well. Although 

complex, such words are important. In the present study, this reality is reflected in the inclusion of a 

vocabulary section which accounted for one third of each examination’s total points. Thus, it would be 

very difficult for students to do well on such a test if they did not answer that part of it well. The 

assumption in this context seems to be that technical vocabulary is not just important for reading, but 

students should also be able to identify, define, and provide examples for theological terms and concepts, 

as well as to be able to use them in their writing. For those working with EAP students, Carlson (1999) 

and Coxhead and Nation (2001) provide insights into developing specialized vocabulary lists and word 

frequency counts that may be of assistance to teachers, as well as students, in a number of fields. Such 

lists may be adapted for vocabulary learning and teaching, perhaps in conjunction with VocabProfile or 

concordance software use within or outside of class, to analyze model or even students’ own disciplinary 

writing samples for vocabulary frequency and use. Several web-based concordancers and lexical 

databases are available (Friedman, 2009), and Yoon and Hirvela (2004) report positive student attitudes 

towards corpus use in and for L2 writing. 

 One challenge with technical vocabulary in theology is that such words may be more difficult to 

learn than others, because they tend to be based on Latin or Greek (Corson, 1997). Also, as Ellis (1994) 

notes, words like these that are often long, have many syllables, and may be more abstract than others 

appear to be more difficult for students to learn. So a further implication seems to be that if NNES 

students know what discipline they will be studying, the earlier they become familiar with its technical 

vocabulary the better (Liu & Nesi, 1999). One way to do so is by reading articles and introductory texts of 

their future academic field, and Worthington and Nation (1996) suggest ways that instructors can 

sequence the introduction of new vocabulary in EAP courses. Another practical way to introduce the 

technical vocabulary of various disciplines in advanced ESL/EFL or EAP courses is to use thematic study 

units from various academic fields (Parry, 1993), or to create individualized class assignments (readings, 

interviews, and presentations) where students may be exposed to and gain some experience in using and 

understanding the technical vocabulary of their future disciplines. As the concordance results here 
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suggest, collocations may be a key area for ESL/EFL and EAP teachers to work on with students, and 

Zimmerman (2009) offers a chapter on this issue. 

 

5. Conclusion 

This article provided a background on technical vocabulary use in English-medium disciplinary writing 

and gleaned much from the study of NNES and NES participants’ writing in a graduate theological 

school. While there were some minor individual and group distinctions, overall surprisingly few major 

differences were found, both within and across language (NNES/NES) groups, in the distribution and 

usage of various types of vocabulary in participants’ term papers. Similarly, both NNES and NES 

students generally tend to score well in writing definitions of technical vocabulary on their course exams. 

Possible implications for ESL/EFL and EAP education were noted, based on these and other findings. 

 

Notes 

1
 The other rater had ESL/EFL certification and teaching experience. In all seven cases where the ratings 

differed slightly, the difference was only half-a-point. In six cases the second rater marked .5 lower than I 

did (and once higher). 

2
 Most of the vocabulary on the 100WL is technical because it’s usually only found in theology, yet some 

of the items may be used in other fields. This reality reflects Nation’s (2001) four levels of technical 

vocabulary, ranging from words that are used exclusively in one field to those used in a number of fields 

but with different meanings in each. 

3
 Essential spelling corrections were made to the VocabProfile text files because misspellings would have 

affected the percentages of words for each category and rendered the results questionable. In the cases 

where the copies of the papers I received had already been marked by the professor, he had in fact noted 

most of the spelling changes on the originals. 

4
 Though some might argue that for comparison it’s desirable to standardize the length of the papers in the 

analysis, I have specifically chosen not to do so, in order 1) to describe, maintain, and reflect the authentic 

use of vocabulary in English-medium disciplinary writing and 2) to ensure the analysis of the natural use 

of technical vocabulary in the participants’ assignments. 

5
 In order to locate the 100WL items more easily in the examples (and other data samples which follow), 

they are printed in bold italics, while academic (UWL) vocabulary appears in bold, ‘other’ (‘not in the 

lists’) example words are in italics, and general (high frequency, GSL) vocabulary is unmarked. 
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Appendix: Sample Final Examination Section A Vocabulary Answers 

EVE (NNES Participant)  Total score 8.5 out of 10 (see marks in brackets) 
1. impassibility of God  -God cannot change and suffer.  (1) 
2. analogy of being -the attributes of God can be compared with that of the creature being  in a certain sense 

even though God is radically different from human being.  (1) 
3. deism -God created the world and is exclusively transcendent to the world. God is not  immanent but 

personal.  (1) 
4. perichoresis         (0) 
5. filioque clause -Holy Spirit proceeds from the father “and from the son”. An addition  to the doctrine 

of Trinity stressing the double procession of the Holy Spirit by  the Western church.   (1)  
6. modalism -a heretical school in claiming one of the persons of Godhead being more  superior than the 

others in stressing the oneness of God.  (.5) 
7. attributes of God -the divine qualities or character of God other than his work or act.  Some of his 

attributes are communicable, can be found in some degree  in  human creature, eg. God is 

loving, but some are incommunicable.  (1) 
8. theodicy -the attempt to justify the goodness and power of God in face of the manifest of  natural or moral 

evil in the world.  (1) 
9. creatio ex nihilo -creation out of nothing.  (1) 
10. trichotomy -human being is composed of 3 substances, namely the body, soul and spirit.  The body as the 

physical part. The soul or psyche refers to intellect, emotion  and morals. The spirit is the part that 

know and can fellowship with God.  (1) 

 

JAN (NES Participant)  Total score 9 out of 10 (see marks in brackets) 
1. impassibility of God  -the “unchageability” of God. He remains the same yesterday, today &   forever  

(1) 
2. analogy of being  -accredited to T. Aquinas who said that there is a correspondence  between God and 

humanity on the basis of His being our Creator and we His  creation  (1) 
3. deism  -the belief in a “watchmaker” God – one who is infinite, impersonal   and transcendent    

-doesn’t get involved in goings-on on earth  (1) 
4. perichoresis -huh?? Perry choruses -choruses sung by Perry Como...  (0) 
 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

150 

 

 

5. filioque clause -split the church    -debate that raged over whether or not the correct  translation of 

New Testament re Scripture speaking Holy Spirit being sent  down from the Father should include 

“and from the Son”  (1) 
6. modalism -the Trinitarian view (espoused in essence by Barth) that the oneness of God  was displayed 

(revealed) to humanity through 3 different modes which  displayed 3 different aspects of His one essence 

as Father, as Saviour (Son),  and as Spirit (Pentecost)  (1) 
7. attributes of God -characteristics of God that make Him what He is - shared by all 3  persons 

(distinctions) of God also known by revelation through  names of God  -mainly: omnipotent, 

transcendent, infinite, personal, spirit, holy  (1) 
8. theodicy  -an attempt to justify the presence/existence of an all-powerful & good God in  the face of 

MANIFOLD (WOW BIG WORD) evil in the world   (1) 
9. creatio ex nihilo -Latin phrase for “created out of nothing”  (1) 
10. trichotomy -the view of humanity that says we consist of 3 parts: body, soul (mind,  intellect, emotions, will) 

& spirit (what communicates with God). Not the  commonly held view of the Reformation & post-

 Reformation Church  (1) 
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Abstract 

This study examines the closing section of Iranian telephone conversations with the aim of providing a 

descriptive account of characteristics of Persian telephone closings and in particular, examining how 

Persian telephone closings are realized between Iranian intimates regarding the three phases of the closing 

section, namely, shut-down, pre-closing, and terminal exchange. The author adopted conversation 

analysis as the methodology to conduct this cultural study. A sample of 18 audio-taped telephone 

conversations was collected. The conversations happened between relatives and friends. The findings of 

this study show that there were nine moves/strategies in the closing section of Iranian telephone 

conversations which were employed in order to terminate the conversations in a non-face-threatening 

manner. These nine moves include using summary expressions, summarizing the content of the 

conversation, blame, expressing gratitude and happiness, mentioning external factors, explaining the 

reason of the call, offering services, giving a message, and wishing health and good luck. The results of 

this study suggest that shut-down and pre-closing play two important roles and occupy a large space in 

the closing section of Iranian telephone conversations. 

 

Key Words: Conversation analysis (CA); telephone conversation; closing section; shut-down; pre-

closing; terminal exchange.   

 

Introduction  

Conversation analysis (hereafter CA) emerged out of ethnomethodological tradition in sociology 

developed by Garfinkel (1967). Garfinkel used the term “ethnomethodology” to refer to the “investigation 

of the rational properties of indexical expressions and other practical actions as contingent ongoing 

accomplishments of organized artful practices of everyday life” (1967, p. 11). He sought to study the 

social structure of everyday life experience and to develop an understanding of how the structures of 

everyday activities are normally and routinely produced and maintained. The work of Garfinkel provides 
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an incentive for the development of CA by setting up an interest for investigating the orderliness of 

everyday life. Originated in the mid 1960s in the work of Sacks and his colleagues, CA sought to study 

the social organization of everyday conduct. It refers to a branch of sociology which studies the detailed 

organization and structure of human conversational interactions in everyday lives, both in verbal and non-

verbal sense (Hutchby & Wooffitt, 1998). 

Conversation as an everyday activity is an indispensable part of communication which 

necessitates people to get familiar with its rules. As to the closing section of conversations, one cannot 

simply say she/he wants to stop the conversation and goes his/her way, since ending a conversation is a 

delicate job both, in the sense that it must be such that no party feels she/he is forced to stop while still 

having something to say, and in the sense that both quick and slow terminations can have unwelcome 

inferences (Levinson, 1983), and if the interlocutors do not perform it appropriately they may seem rude. 

Schegloff and Sacks (1973) are pioneers in investigating the closing section of conversations. 

They have done much work exclusively on American telephone conversations. Since then, many studies 

have been done on this aspect between members of the same culture (Schegloff & Sacks, 1973; Clark & 

French, 1981; Coronel-Molina, 1998; Takami, 2002; Sun, 2005; Bolden, 2008; Park, 2010; Wright, 2011) 

and members of the different cultures (Sifianou, 1989; Pavlidou, 1998). Nevertheless, despite much work 

in this area in languages such as English, Spanish, German, Greek, French, Japanese, etc., little work has 

been done in languages like Persian. However, the opening section of Iranian telephone conversations has 

been studied earlier (Rezazadeh, 2009). This lack of study in Persian language is probably due to the 

complicated and elusive nature of closings. While openings generally have identifiable beginnings, the 

beginnings of closings cannot be as easily identified (Luke & Pavlidou, 2002). Moreover, as pointed out 

by Button (1987, p. 11), “a closing in progress may nevertheless be abandoned; previously discussed 

topics may be reopened and new ones may be introduced.”  

Therefore, to fill the current gap, this study is going to examine how telephone closings are 

realized between intimates in Persian language. The study tries to illustrate the norms of Iranian telephone 

closings, which can be applied in Persian language teaching and learning. In addition, the more 

researchers study conversations in different communities, the more probably one can improve the quality 

of intercultural communication and increase the chances of inter-cultural understanding. Moreover, this 

study can pave the way for further studies in CA in Persian. 

The research questions for the current study are as follows: (1) Are there some identifiable 

patterns used by Persian speakers to close a conversation? What closings are marked and which ones are 

unmarked? (2) Are there any cues speakers use to prepare for closing the conversation? If so, what are 

they? (3) Is it the caller or recipient who normally terminates the conversation? 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

153 

 

 

Background for the study 

Schegloff and Sacks (1973, p. 289) define a closing as the way “how to organize the simultaneous arrival 

of the conversationalists at a point where one speaker’s completion will not occasion another speaker’s 

talk, and that will not be heard as some speaker’s silence”. They claimed that closing a telephone 

conversation is a cooperative job and when closing a conversation, both parties understand the speech 

completion and cooperate to finish the talk. Just stopping to talk does not lead to closing; still, it may be 

interpreted as a pause during the conversation. Schegloff and Sacks introduced the concept of “closing 

section” and divided the section into “pre-closing” and “closing”, with some moves in-between, such as 

arrangements.  

Clark and French (1981) developed a study on the closing sections of telephone conversations and 

divided a closing section into three parts; “topic termination”, “leave-taking”, and “contact termination”. 

They listed the functions of the leave-taking phase as below: (a) Summarizing the content of the contact 

they have had, (b) justifying ending the conversation, (c) expressing joy, (d) indicating continuity in their 

relationship by planning the future contact, and (e) wishing each other well.  

Bardovi-Harlig, Hartford, Mahan-Taylor, Morgan, and Reynolds (1991) investigated closings in 

major ESL textbooks to see if the textbooks properly reflect natural closings. They define a proper closing 

as comprising three parts: “shut down”, “pre-closing”, and “terminal exchange”. The shutdown of the 

topic may happen before pre-closings. The pre-closings are pairs used to show that the speakers finished 

talking. The terminal exchanges are pairs used to terminate the conversation. Within a telephone 

conversation, these might look like the exchange in the following example: 

Shutting down the topic           A: Okay got it. 

Pre-closing                                B: Good OK. 

                                                  A: Well see you then. 

Terminal Exchange                   B: See you. 

                                                  A: Bye. 

 

Bardovi-Harlig, et al. (1991, p. 6) stated that “closings which are overly brief or overly extended may 

make learners appear rude, by seeming either abrupt or hard to get rid of”, and pointed out that 

recognizing these elements is important for learners because shutting-down and pre-closing are the last 

chances for them to keep the conversation. 

Coronel-Molina (1998) investigated the openings and closings in telephone conversations between 

native Spanish speakers. While he was not doing a contrastive analysis with English language, some 
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comparative conclusions were drawn. His findings supported Schegloff’s (1968) assertions of certain 

conversational universals across languages and cultures. Coronel-Molina found that Hispanic 

conversational norms fall within Schegloff’s canonical schema of universality, while at the same time 

exhibiting unique sequential variations. He argued that these variations may or may not be culture-

specific and can only be determined through further investigation. 

Sun (2005) examined the closing section of Chinese telephone conversations. His analysis on the 

Chinese data suggests both similarities and differences between Chinese and English patterns. Similarities 

were manifested in the following aspects: First, initiation of closing is preceded by the shutting down of 

previous topics. Secondly, either the caller or recipient may initiate closing. Thirdly, pre-closing signals 

are observed. Lastly, leave-taking constitutes the final component in closing sequences. Sun also 

mentioned several differences to English patterns: First, closings in Chinese are often marked with 

distinct linguistic expressions that clearly indicate one’s intention to close while pre-closing signals alone 

may not be adequate for such a discursive function. Secondly, leave-taking in Chinese is not 

accomplished in the form of an adjacency pair most of the time, thus exhibiting significant degrees of 

variability with regard to length and complexity. Thirdly, overlap and repetition is the norm rather than 

the exception in Chinese. 

     Although he found general categories of expressions used in Chinese closings similar to those in 

English categorically, Sun (2005) suggests that ways of closing telephone conversations may not be the 

same across languages and cultures. He observed that a “unique matter-of-fact category” constitutes a 

common way for the initiation of closings in Chinese (p. 125). He identified this category as a matter-of-

fact announcement which makes explicit one’s intention to end the call without reference to any particular 

interlocutor’s interest. 

Park (2010) focused on the use of English particle anyway, among American family members and 

friends, as a sequence-closing device, and in particular, as a resort to move past an interactional impasse. 

He concluded that when anyway is produced to close a sequence, the turn that follows anyway is not 

understood to fit to the prior turn; it is rather separate from the prior turn and often consists of either a 

conversation restart or an entry to closing. 

Recently, Wright (2011) investigated the phonetic and interactional properties of “multi-unit 

sequence transition (MST) turns” (e.g., yes + okay then) among British English speakers (p. 2), and 

argued that the MST turns are one device which speakers regularly use to shift from some on-topic talk 

into the closing section of a conversation. He stated that this shift has a two-unit design each of which has 

different activity. The first unit serves to close down the preceding sequence, whereas the second unit 
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initiates, offers, and makes relevant the subsequent action of conversation closing. Wright mentioned 

some of the differences as follows: 

The first units in the MST turns are typically produced with:  

1)  a low pitch, which is produced low in the speaker’s range, 

2)  a narrow pitch span, 

3)  a non-rising unit-final pitch contour, i.e. the pitch is either level or falling, 

4)  a low amplitude. 

 In comparison, the second units in the MST turns are generally produced with:  

1)  a higher pitch than the preceding unit, placed relatively high in the speaker’s range, 

2)  a wide pitch span relative to the preceding unit, 

3)  a non-falling unit-final pitch contour, i.e. the pitch is either level or rising, 

4)  a higher amplitude than the preceding unit. 

 

More recently, Khadem and Eslamirasekh (2011) examined the closing section of Iranian Persian 

speakers with the aim of making a comparison between Persian and English speakers’ choice of strategies 

in telephone conversation closings. They compared their tape-recorded Persian conversations with those 

of Liddicoat (2007). Despite much similarities reported in their study, a number of differences including 

the types of strategies employed by the speakers to end a telephone conversation was reported. They 

found that “Iranians use a lot of tarofs (ostensible speech), apologize several times for having called and 

interrupted the other party, and say hello to somebody for somebody” (p. 160).  

Characteristics of Iranian telephone closing 

The current study adopted Bardovi-Harlig, et al.’s (1991) categorizations and divided the closing section 

of Iranian telephone conversations into three parts: shut-down, pre-closing, and terminal exchange. 

Definition of each term is provided in the following. 

Shut-down 

Shut-down is the part in which one or both of the parties show willingness to initiate a closing section and 

the other party agrees to it. For instance, Schegloff and Sacks (1973, p. 304) found that “we-ell,” 

“O.K…,” and “So-oo” are exchanged by the parties without making coherent remarks to what they are 

talking about or introducing new topics. This kind of exchange they called a “pass” since it shows that the 

speaker does not have anything more to say. Therefore, by initiating the pass, the parties understand that 
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they both agree to cooperate to finish the talk. The shut-down of the topic may happen before pre-

closings. 

Pre-closing 

The pre-closings are pairs used to show that the speakers finished talking. It is the part in which the caller 

may give a message, offer services, make good wishes, make arrangements, etc. Interlocutors make use of 

such strategies to maintain each other’s face because closing a telephone conversation is a face 

threatening act. 

Terminal exchange 

The last step in closing a telephone conversation is the terminal exchange. It is the last exchange before 

hanging up and it is the part in which the action of terminating the conversation is realized. 

In order to better investigate shut-down, pre-closing and terminal exchange, it is necessary to 

examine adjacency pairs. According to Schegloff and Sacks (1973) adjacency pairs are sequences of two 

utterances that are (a) adjacent, (b) produced by different speakers, (c) ordered as the first part precedes 

the second, and (d) members of the same type, so that the second part is the answer to the first. In shut-

down, for example, when one speaker says um well, the other agrees to it by responding well then. In 

terminal exchange, as well, when one speaker says bye the other agrees to it by responding bye. In these 

examples, the first speaker initiates a signal of closing and the second speaker returns a closing signal in 

response. One of the aims of the current study is to explore these adjacency pair types. 

 

Methodology 

The data for this article were drawn from a sample of 18 audio-taped telephone conversations. All calls 

were made by middle-class Iranians, ranging in age between 20 to 40 years old. The conversations 

exchanged between relatives and friends. In doing so, the callers were asked to audio-tape telephone calls 

initiated by themselves from their home without acknowledgment that what is going to be focused on in 

this study. A conversation analytical study of telephone closings in Persian language was done with 

primary focus on the moves and adjacency pairs as well as the content and the overall structure of the 

closing section. CA is the most practical methodology for the analysis of naturally occurring 

conversations, since it uses audio- and video-tapes of naturally occurring conduct to inductively describe 

the norms and rules of interaction. Therefore, the author has adopted CA as the methodology to conduct 

this cultural research.  
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The data were transcribed according to Jefferson’s transcription system (see e.g., Ochs, Schegloff 

& Thompson, 1996, pp. 461-465). It is the principal system of transcription used by CA. It highlights 

features of the delivery of talk such as overlap, delay, emphasis, volume, etc. In the transcripts, the top 

line is the original talk. The English translation is provided at the bottom of the original talk in italics and 

it is only approximate; utterances that were of interest are in boldface.  

 

Data analysis  

This study examined the three phases of a closing section (i.e., shut-down, pre-closing, and terminal 

exchange) to analyze the section. Although these three phases may not always be clearly identifiable, the 

study examined each of the three as a separate entity in order to see how each particular part was realized 

in the Iranian telephone closing. The following example in table 4.1 marks the three phases, using one of 

the interactions collected for this study. Excerpt 1: 

 

Table 4 .Sample of Interaction with Three Phases Analysis 

Line Phase Speaker Interaction Constituents 

1 Shut-down receiver Xob mæn Xodæm miræm 

æge šod Xæbæret  mikonæm  

Well I’ll go myself and let you 

know if I could 

Summarizing the content 

2 caller Ba:še::(0/5) dæset dærd 

nækone maman 

O:K::(0/5) thank you mom 

Expressing gratitude 

3 receiver Særet dærd nækone. 

You’re welcome. 

 

4 Pre-closing caller Kari nædari? 

Anything I can do? 

Offering services 

5 receiver Næ maman.  

No mom. 

 

6 caller Sælam beresoun,  

Say hello, 

Giving a message 

7 receiver Sæamat baši  

Be healthy 

 

8 Terminal 

exchange 

caller Xodafez. 

Bye. 

farewell 

9 receiver Xodafez. 

Bye. 
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In this interaction, shut-down was realized by one speaker (receiver) saying Xob mæn Xodæm miræm age 

šod Xæbæret mikonæm (Well I’ll go myself and let you know if I could) and the other speaker (caller) 

showing agreement and saying baše dæset dærd nækone maman (Ok thank you mom) (lines 1 and 2). In 

the pre-closing part, the caller employed two strategies including “offering services” and “giving a 

message” (lines 4 and 6). Finally, terminal exchange was achieved by one speaker saying Xodafez (bye) 

and the other speaker answering Xodafez (bye) (lines 8 and 9).  

All of the interactions were examined in this way. That is, each interaction was separately 

analyzed for its included strategies. Then, the frequency and percentage of different closing moves were 

calculated and provided in a table. 

 

Results 

The results of this study indicate that there are some notable closing strategies in each of the three phases 

(i.e., shut-down, pre-closing and terminal exchange). The strategies together with their frequencies are 

illustrated below. 

 

 Shut-down 

All of the interactions included shut-down. Six types of strategies were used to shut the topic down. The 

most frequently used strategy among others is “using summary expressions”. Examples include Xob 

(well), ke intor (so), Xob pæs (well then), etc. All of the interactions included this strategy. However, 

twenty six summary expressions in total out of eighteen interactions were found, because in some of the 

interactions this move was exploited more than once. It is interesting, although perhaps not significant, 

that all of the interactions included Xob (well). 

“Summarizing the content of the conversation” is the other type of strategy which was found in 

five interactions. Coronel-Molina (1998) used the term “recapitulation” to refer to this strategy (p. 61). It 

is the gist of conversation that is expressed at the end of the interaction. The following extract is an 

illustration of the two above closing strategies. Excerpt 2: 

1. Caller:        Xob baše æzizæm (.) >kari nædari?< 

                      Well okay honey (.) >is there anything I can do?< 

2. Receiver:    Næ, sælam beresoun 

                        No, say hello 

3. Caller:       >Sælamat baši šoma hæm sæl[am beresoun]< 
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                       >Be healthy you say he[llo too]< 

4. Receiver:   [Qorbanet] 

                       [Thanks]  

5. Caller:        Pæs mæn emšæb mimounæm 

                        So I’ll stay tonight 

6. Receiver:    Baše baše 

                        Okay okay 

7. Caller:        Xoda:fez 

                        Goodby:e 

8. Receiver:   Xodahafez.  

                        Bye.  

 

This conversation happened between a man and his wife. Having nothing to say, the caller (the wife) shut 

the topic down using a summary expression Xob baše (well okay) (line 1). She, then, summed up their 

previous discussion about staying at her mother’s home, and prepared to close the conversation (line 5). 

The receiver accepted and a closing happened. Generally, summarizing the content could happen due to 

three reasons: reminding, emphasizing, and assuring. In this interaction, it was the emphasizing function 

that the caller had in mind. 

The third type of strategy which was employed to shut the topic down is “blame”. It is a form of 

the excuse in which the need to leave is attributed to the other party. The blame presupposes that the other 

party wants to end the conversation, and construes ending as a polite action on one’s own part. 

Presupposing that the other party wants to end the conversation is a statement that the goal of the 

conversation has been reached. Six interactions included this strategy. A popular example of this strategy 

is mozahemet næbašam (I don’t want to bother you more) which was found in four interactions.  The two 

other cases of blame found in the data are boro be karet beres (go to your work) and Xob boro dæm qæzat 

(well go make your lunch). 

“Expressing gratitude and happiness” is the other strategy which was found in five interactions. 

Gratitude was expressed by saying statements such as mæmnoun æz tæmaset (thanks for calling) and lotf 

kærdi (it was nice of you); three interactions included gratitude. Happiness was found less often than 

gratitude. Two interactions included happiness expressed explicitly by saying Xošhal šodim (I got happy) 

and Xeili Xošhal šodæm (I got very happy). An example of the latter case can be seen in the following 

excerpt. Excerpt 3: 

1. Caller:         XOB (.) æmri færmayeši 
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Well (.) if there is anything I’m at your service 

2. Receiver:     Zende baši Ali jan= 

Be alive dear Ali= 

3. Caller:         =Qorbane šoma= 

=Thank you= 

4. Receiver:     =Qorbane::t, Xošhal šodim sælam beresoun 

=Thank you::, I got happy say hello 

5. Caller:         Sælamæt bašid, Xodahafez šoma (.) šæb bexeir 

Be healthy, good bye (.) good night 

6. Receiver:     Xodaha:fe:z 

Goo:dby:e  

7. Caller:         Xodahafez šoma 

Good bye 

 

This interaction happened between two friends; one of them almost fifteen years older than the other. 

Having a quick look at the conversation above, one soon notices that the expressions exchanged are a 

little more formal than those in other excerpts in this study. The receiver of the call expressed happiness 

to his friend for talking to him (line 4). Immediately, then, he gave a message to his friend and a closing 

happened. 

“Mentioning external factors” to hang up the phone is the forth strategy which was found in two 

interactions. Providing external factors could serve the function of assurance of interlocutors’ 

relationships. Interlocutors are giving a justified reason that the conversation has to be finished soon, not 

that they want to finish it. The two external circumstances found in the data are Xob maman berenjæmo 

gozaštæm sære gaz (well mom I put the rice on the oven) and be karæm beresæm yekæm (I am going to 

do my work). 

The last type of strategy used to shut the topic down is “expressing the reason of the call”; one of 

the interactions included it. An example of this type of strategy can be seen in the following. Excerpt 4: 

1. Caller:         Xob jigær zæng zædæm haleto beporsæm 

Well honey I called you to ask about your health 

2. Receiver:     Mæmnou:n,(.) lotf kærdi, Xeili Xošhal šodæm 

Thank you:, (.) it was nice of you, I got very happy 

3. Caller:         æmri færmayeši?= 

Any words any order?=  
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4. Receiver:     =ærzi nist 

=Nothing 

5. Caller:         Sælam beresoun. 

Say hello. 

6. Receiver:     >Sælamæt baši< kouler rošæne? 

>Be healthy< is the air conditioner on? 

7. Caller:         Are 

Yeah   

8. Receiver:     Ei væl 

Great  

9. Caller:         Kari nædari? 

Is there anything? 

10. Receiver:   Næ æzizæm sælam beresoun 

No honey say hello 

11. Caller:       Sælamæt baši (.) Xodahafez 

Be healthy (.) bye 

12. Receiver:   Xoda:fez 

            By:e 

 

This conversation happened between a man and his wife. The man mentioned the reason of the call 

saying zæng zædæm haleto beporsæm (I called you to ask about your health) and started a closing section 

(line 1). His wife appreciated and cooperated with him to finish the conversation. 

Pre-closing 

Pre-closing strategies were also found in all of the interactions. However, the frequency of the moves 

varied. There were three moves frequently exchanged between shut-down and terminal exchange in the 

closing section namely, offering services, giving a message, and wishing health and good luck.  

The most frequently used pre-closing strategy among others is “offering services”. Sixteen 

interactions included it, but because in some of the interactions it was employed two or three times, 

twenty three cases of this strategy were found. Offering services happened in several forms depending on 

the intimacy and respect that the interlocutors had upon each other. That is, in the interactions in which 

the speakers had much respect upon each other (e.g., a bride and her father-in-law) an expression like 

æmri færmayeši nædarid? (If there is anything I am at your service?) was exchanged, while in the 
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interactions in which speakers were close intimates (e.g., a husband and his wife or two intimate friends) 

expressions such as kari bari? or kari nædari? (Is there anything I can do?) were exchanged. This 

strategy is somehow a complement. The party offering services does not expect the other to say, for 

example, Bale, miše folan karo vasæm ænjam bedi? (Yes, would you please do such and such for me?) or 

expressions like this; rather, he/she expects the other to say qorbane to (thank you) or næ mæmnou:n (no 

thanks). Excerpt 5: 

1. Caller:         Xob hhh ke intor aqa Mohsen hhh (0/7) Mozahemetoun næbašim 

Well hhh OK dear Mohsen hhh (0/7) I don’t wanna bother you more 

2. Receiver:     Qorbane to 

Thank you 

3. Caller:         Kari nædari? 

Is there anything I can do? 

4. Receiver:     Næ sælamati::= 

No thanks= 

5. Caller:         =Sælamæt baši 

=Be healthy 

6. Receiver:     Qorbane:t, 

Tha:nks,  

7. Caller:         Qorbanet, Xodafez. 

Thank you, Goodbye. 

8. Receiver:    Xodahafez. 

Bye.  

 

In this interaction, which happened between a girl (the caller) and her brother (the receiver), the girl asked 

her brother if there was anything she could do for him (line 3). The boy thanked her for the offer, and 

gave a possible indication that he would also like to close the conversation. 

 “Giving a message” is the second type of pre-closing strategy which was exploited ten times out 

of eight interactions (because in two interactions, the receiver of the message responded using the same 

strategy). The strategy was realized using the expression sælam beresoun (say hello). Iranians believe 

sælam sælamæti miare (greeting brings about health) and most often say hello to the other parties’ family 

members. The following is another example which illustrates this strategy. Excerpt 6: 

 1. Caller:       Xob hhh baše, biain (0/2) baše ma Xouneim (.) biain 

                         Well hhh OK come (0/2) okay we are at home (.) join us 
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 2. Receiver:   Baše [miaim] 

          Ok we [will come] 

 3. Caller:      [Kari] nædari? 

          [Anything] I can do? 

 4. Receiver:  Næ:: sælam beresoun 

          No:: say hello. 

 5. Caller:      Xodafez. 

          Bye.  

 6. Receiver:  Xodafez.  

                     Bye. 

 

In this interaction, which happened between a girl (receiver) and her mother (caller), the caller offered her 

services to the receiver (line 3). The receiver rejected the offer, and right away gave a message to the 

caller saying næ sælam beresoun (no say hello) (line 4), and the conversation was successfully closed.  

 “Wishing health and good luck” is the third pre-closing strategy which was found in four 

interactions. It was really troublesome to count the cases of this strategy since Iranians most of the time 

wish each other health and good luck in response to such strategies as giving message, offering services, 

and expressing gratitude and happiness (not that they want to sincerely wish each other health; it is just an 

answer to the previous strategy). Therefore, for the sake of simplicity, the study included only those 

expressions spontaneously initiated by one party and excluded those expressed as a response to some 

other strategies (and the same thing has been done for the strategy “expressing gratitude”). Examples of 

wishing each other health and good luck include Xoš bašin (be happy), movæfæq baši (good luck), and 

movazebe Xodet baš (take care of yourself). Movazebe Xodet baš is the expression exchanged mainly 

between spouses in Persian language. Movæfæq baši (good luck) appears when people are talking about 

something important they plan to do, an exam or a competition they are going to have, and situations like 

these. The following is an illustration to the latter. Excerpt 7: 

 1. Caller:       Xob mæn mozahemet nemišæm,  

Well I don’t want to bother you,  

 2. Receiver:   Qorbanet æzizæmi (.) movæfæq baši 

Thanks my dear (.) good luck 

 3. Caller:       Qorbane to, sælamæt baši (0/2) sælam beresoun be doktor 

Thank you, be healthy (0/2) say hello to the doctor 

 4. Receiver:   >Mersi qorbounet<  
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>Thanks thank you<  

 5. Caller:       Xodahafez.  

Goodbye.  

 6. Receiver:   Xodafez. 

Bye.  

 

This interaction happened between two intimate friends. The receiver of the call said movæfæq baši (good 

luck) to his friend who was going to handle his thesis proposal (line 2). 

 

Terminal exchange 

In order to understand the terminal goodbye exchange, the very last goodbye adjacency pair was 

examined. Xodahafez (bye) and the more formal Xodanegæhdar (goodbye), which carry the same 

meaning, were used as the terminal words. The two expressions are comprised of two words Xoda (God) 

and hafez/negæhdar (protect) which together mean ‘God protect you’. The expressions that usually 

follow these two are either Xodahafez or Xodanegæhdar. Therefore the following patterns are possible: 

1)  Xodahafez              Xodahafez 

2)  Xodanegæhdar        Xodanegæhdar 

3)  Xodahafez              Xodanegæhdar 

4)  Xodanegæhdar        Xodahafez 

 

However, in the present analysis, only pattern number 1 (sixteen interactions) and number 4 (two 

interactions) were used. Thirty six expressions in total out of eighteen interactions were exchanged since 

each adjacency pair consists of two utterances; thirty four Xodahafez and two Xodanegæhdar. 

Summary of the moves and their frequencies in the three phases of Iranian telephone closings are 

presented in table 5.2. 
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Table 5. Summary of the Moves in Three Phases of Iranian Telephone Closings 

Phase Constituents  Examples  F P 

Shut-down Using summary  

expressions 

Xob, Xob pæs, ke intor  

Well, well then, so 

18 100% 

Summarizing the  

content of the  

conversation 

Pæs mæn zohr miam Xoune 

So I’ll come home at noon 

5 28% 

Blame  Mozahem šodæm  

Sorry I bothered you 

6 33% 

Expressing gratitude  

 

and happiness 

Lotf kærdi, mæmnoun 

It was nice of you, thanks 

Xošhal šodæm  

You made me happy  

5 28% 

Mentioning external 

factors 

Berenjæm sære gaze 

My rice is on the oven 

2 11% 

Explaining the  

reason of the call 

Zæng zædæm haleto beporsæm  

I called to say how are you  

1 5.5% 

Pre-closing Offering services Kari bari? 

Is there anything I can do? 

16 89% 

Relaying a message Sælam beresoun 

Say hello 

8 44% 

Wishing health and 

 

good luck  

Xosh bašin 

Enjoy yourself 

Movæfæq baši 

Good luck  

4 22% 

Terminal 

exchange 

Expressing goodbye Xodahafez  

Bye 

Xodanegæhdar  

Goodbye 

34 

 

2 

 

Note. F= Frequency, P= Percentage. The percentages are rounded off for the sake of simplicity, and they 

are intentionally skipped for the terminal words.  

 

 New topic initiation 

New topic initiation simply means an introduction of a new topic of conversation after a pre-closing 

signal. Most often, particularly in telephone conversations, one party offers a pre-closing word or phrase, 

and the other party responds to it with introduction of a new topic. This is quite normal, and even perhaps 

expected in many cases. Such alternations of pre-closing and new topics will continue until both parties 

decide they have nothing new to add. Then, the pre-closing signal will be responded with a similar pre-
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closing cue, and the two parties may move to the final closing. This new topic initiation ranges from two 

simple sentences exchanged between the speakers to some minute conversations. 

New topics can be initiated by either party in a conversation. In the current study, new topics were 

initiated equally: both callers and receivers introduced four new topics. These eight new topics were 

introduced in six interactions, since in two interactions two new topics were initiated. Excerpt 4, for 

example, shows how new topic initiation was realized in line 6 and continued to line 8.  

 

Discussions and conclusion 

With regard to the first question set out earlier, it seems clear that there is an identifiable pattern Iranians 

follow to close a telephone conversation. The results of the current study indicate that a closing in Iranian 

telephone conversations could be achieved by this form: shut-down + pre-closing + terminal exchange. 

Therefore, It could be concluded that the unmarked pattern of closing in Persian language is the one in 

which speakers shut the topic down, use a pre-closing signal, and then terminate the conversation by the 

last farewell.  

With respect to the second question, the findings of this study reveal that there were nine 

moves/strategies in the closing section of Iranian telephone conversations which were employed in order 

to terminate the conversations in a non-face-threatening manner. These nine moves include using 

summary expressions, summarizing the content of the conversation, blame, expressing gratitude and 

happiness, mentioning external factors, explaining the reason of the call, offering services, giving a 

message, and wishing health and good luck. It is quite obvious that shut-down and pre-closing play 

important roles and occupy a large space in the closing section of Iranian telephone conversations.  

Regarding the third question, the results indicate that it was normally the caller who showed the 

desire to terminate the talk. In all of the interactions (eighteen out of eighteen) it was the caller who first 

gave a signal to close the conversation and it would be face-threatening if the receiver did so. In the data 

analyzed, it was observed that whenever a pause happened at the end of the conversation and the 

interlocutors had nothing more to talk about, the receiver had to wait for the caller to initiate the closing.  

The results of this study suggest that shut-down, pre-closing and terminal exchange serve the 

function of assurance of interlocutors’ relationships in Persian language. Providing external factors, as 

mentioned earlier, seems to be effective for the observance of face, since participants are giving a 

justified reason that the conversation has to be finished soon, not that they want to finish it. Employing 

Xodahafez and Xodanegæhdar, meaning ‘God protect you’, as the terminal words also seems to indicate 

the speakers’ effort for the reassurance of their relationships.  
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Finally, it should be mentioned that although it was not the aim of this study to examine 

politeness, the study incidentally directed toward the conclusion that Iranians use a lot of compliments in 

the closing section of their conversations to show politeness. Offering services, expressing gratitude and 

happiness, and wishing health and good luck are three prominent examples in this regard. 

Limitations of the study 

There were some limitations in this study. The most important of all, is the small size of the data sample. 

Eighteen interactions may not be enough to illustrate the norms of any particular speech act. The findings 

in this study need to be carefully interpreted before generalizing to the norms of Iranian telephone 

closing. The data analyzed in this study collected solely from Persian speakers living in one of the cities 

in Iran (i.e. Isfahan). Due to this, the above conclusions can be considered suggestive rather than 

conclusive. Another limitation is that the data sample was not that much inclusive. The conversations 

exchanged merely between family members and friends. In addition, demographic factors of the 

participants such as sex, regional differences, and social background were not focused. Further studies 

with larger sample and more controlled demographic factors of participants are required to ensure the 

findings of this study. 

Pedagogical implications  

In this study, an attempt was made to examine the norms of Iranian telephone conversation closing 

between intimates. The study suggests that closing a conversation is a significant speech behavior for 

language teaching and learning since speakers inevitably must terminate the conversation. Ending a 

telephone conversation is a delicate and face threatening act. If the interlocutors do not perform it 

appropriately it could lead to misunderstanding. Language teachers should be aware of this and raise the 

awareness of these features in their students. Moreover, the quantitative analysis presented in the current 

work may get a better insight to Iranian curriculum developers, language teachers, and language learners 

concerning how to prioritize types of expressions to learn in closing a telephone conversation in Persian. 
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Appendix: Transcription conventions 

The transcription conventions used in the text rely heavily on those presented in Ochs, Schegloff and 

Thompson (1996).                                             

                            

                     

                         

(0.5)          Numbers in round brackets measure pauses in seconds 

(.) A micropause, hearable but too short to measure. 

Oh no:: Colons show degrees of elongation of the prior sound. 

Yeah, A comma indicates continuing intonation. 

Got it? Question marks signal stronger, questioning intonation. 

Good. Full stops mark falling, stopping intonation. 

>he said< Part of an utterance is delivered at a pace quicker than the 

surrounding talk.  

[ ] Square brackets mark the start and end of overlapping speech. 

Leave Underline Indicates emphasis. 

hhh Aspiration (out-breaths); proportionally as for colons. 

CAPITALS Mark speech that is hearably louder than surrounding speech. 

This is   beyond the increase in volume that comes as a by-

product of emphasis. 

you= =Of course          Equal signs mark the immediate latching of successive talk, 

whether of one or more speakers, with no interval. 

                                        

Note that normal punctuation symbols (e.g., periods, commas, or question marks) indicate intonation in 

this system rather than grammatical category.  
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Abstract 

The objective of this paper is to review the state of current research as it relates to fast mapping and 

extended fast mapping of words in the context of associative and pragmatic word learning. For this 

purpose, a review of the highlights of thirty-two years of research is provided. The existing literature 

showed considerable disagreement between those who supported associative learning and who favored 

pragmatic learning. Nevertheless there was more agreement when it came to the validity of fast mapping. 

Additionally, research suggests that fast mapping may be utilized by a broad cross section of populations. 

A number of potential research areas are suggested and discussed, including fast mapping and special 

populations, with a focus on second language learners and autism, and the impact of external disturbances 

such as noise on fast mapping. 

 

Keywords: Adjectives, Associative Learning, Extended Fast Mapping, Fast Mapping, First Language 

Learning, Generics, Nouns, Pragmatics 

 

Introduction 

This paper seeks to explore and contrast different schools of linguistic thought as to word learning by 

young children, focusing on three of the key competing ideas advanced in literature, namely fast 

mapping, pragmatic and associative word learning. These are of course not the only ideas that have been 

discussed in this context and others will be mentioned as well: however, fast mapping, pragmatic and 

associative word learning will be the focus. Fast mapping as it applies to nouns and adjectives will be 

discussed separately. The conclusion of this paper will discuss recent work in the field beyond the 

influential fast mapping theory and suggest new paths of research. 

 Carey (1978) posited that between the ages of eighteen months and six years, children learn nine 

new words per day. As the Carey and Bartlett (1978) paper noted however, this is not word learning the 
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way an adult may think of it. For an adult, if they are introduced to a new word, like eagle, they will need 

to know what it means, how it is spelled and so on: for children however, a word can begin to be learned 

through a process called fast mapping (Carey, 1978; Carey and Bartlett, 1978; Heibeck and Markman, 

1987).  

In the Carey and Bartlett experiment, children were instructed to bring over “the chromium tray, 

not the blue one, the chromium one” and were subsequently able to bring to her the correct tray. More 

significantly however, a week later, when tested, about half of the children involved could remember 

something about the word chromium. In a follow up experiment (Carey 1978), six weeks after the initial 

task, children could remember something about the word chromium, even if it’s just that chromium refers 

to a color. In her 1978 paper, Carey dubbed this behavior fast mapping.  

Heibeck and Markman (1987) showed that even two year olds can learn to fast map and that shape 

and texture words can be fast mapped as well, not just color words like green or chromium. In their paper, 

Heibeck and Markman explain the idea behind fast mapping as the necessity to form a “quick and rough” 

hypothesis about a newly learned word. For the children in the Heibeck and Markman study, the easiest 

words to fast map were the ones related to shape, with color the second easiest and texture being the most 

difficult. 

Subsequently, Hall, Waxman, Bredart and Nicolay (2003) showed that children as young as four 

were able to distinguish between adjectives i.e. “this is red” and proper nouns like “this is Mr. Red” and 

were able to extend this proper noun to Mr. Red once more even if he was now wearing green. Similarly, 

Hall and Moore (1997) found that four year olds (but not three year olds) were able to use lexical 

categories like adjectives to match a word with its meaning. 

The question then becomes, how does this get accomplished? How are children able to perform 

fast mapping at a young age? The rest of this paper discusses dueling theories that seek to answer this 

query.  

 

Associative Learning 

Colunga and Smith (2005), an experimental paper premised on the theory that children as young as two 

and a half can make generalizations about never before encountered non solids and can do this because, 

even at such a young age, and even with little information for them to go on. As Colunga and Smith 

(2005) describe it, “In the typical experiment, a child is shown a single object and told its name. From 

that information alone, the child is asked to indicate the category to which the name applies by extending 

the name to other things. Moreover, the typical experiment uses stimuli that are novel made-up things 

labeled with novel made-up names such that there is little information about the category to be formed. 
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Nonetheless, with just this little to go on, 2- to 3-year-old children form categories for solids and 

nonsolids differently.” (Colunga and Smith 2005 and 348). In Colunga and Smith’s view, children learn 

nouns in the beginning by making associations as necessary between words and concepts. This is called 

establishing connectionist networks (Colunga and Smith, 2005; Xu and Tennenbaum, 2007). The idea of 

associative learning can be viewed as a more formalized explanation of fast mapping.  

 From the beginning however, associative learning has seen its share of criticism and limitations. 

Booth, Waxman and Huang (2005) note that “it seems unlikely that 1.5-year-olds 

could appreciate the causal relations between texture and animacy. We suspect that infants at this age are 

not yet aware that the reason that texture is important for animals is because it is causally related to their 

adaptations for survival in their specific habitats (i.e., for protection from the relevant elements, for 

camouflaging from predators, and for attracting mates). It is entirely possible, then, that these relations are 

initially learned through associative mechanisms similar to those described by proponents of the 

perceptual associationist account. However, because differentiated patterns of extension were observed so 

early in the current study, our data suggest, contrary to the perceptual associationist view, that this 

learning process cannot be attributed to the process of word learning alone.” (Booth, Waxman and Huang 

2005: 502) In other words, the process of associative learning is conscribed by a lack of in-depth 

understanding and is present in learning mechanisms beyond word learning. It is unclear why that second 

point should be taken as a criticism of associative word learning, if Booth, Waxman and Huang (2005) 

meant it as a criticism. Associative learning is present in a multitude of human and, more broadly, primate 

endeavors: for example, Asaad, Rainer and Miller (1998) studied how the prefrontal cortex in monkeys 

helped them make associations and form appropriate responses. 

 Thus, the idea of conceptual word learning via association- that “past learning, activated by cues 

in the context, modulates attention” (Smith and Samuelson, 2006 : 1340) is not a wholly unreasonable 

one. As Smith and Samuelson (2006) review the past data, they form the following accounting of early 

noun learning: 

 One year olds have a very limited ability to understand and produce a few object names. 

 Two year olds can comprehend and produce several hundred object names. 

 Two and a half year olds become far more systematic, noting the similarities in shapes, animals 

and food colors among others.  

The accounts of associative word learning provided are of course worthwhile within their own 

limited scope: however, as has been noted, they are rather limited: If a child is told to bring the chromium 

object not the blue one, and there are only two objects present, one can say that the child forms an 

association between chromium and olive or that the child uses a simple means of process of elimination: 
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if it’s not the blue object, it must be the olive one. In their paper, Xu and Tenenbaum (2007) propose a 

more scientifically rigorous alternative explanation for how a learner can generalize from a few examples. 

They begin by highlighting five acts which they contend a word learning theory must provide an 

explanation for. They are: 

 That word meanings can be learned from just a few examples. 

 That word meanings can be inferred only from positive examples, that is, examples of what the 

word IS referring to, not examples of what the word is NOT referring to. 

 That word learning entails learning a system of labels: words can be an action or a property or a 

number of other things and to learn a word, one must learn which label applies. 

 Inferences of varying qualities about word meanings can be drawn from a learner’s experience. 

 Inferences can be affected by pragmatic or intentional reasoning about the communicative context 

in which the words were first generated. 

In their paper, Xu and Tennenbaum discuss, if briefly, pragmatic considerations a theme which 

will form the second core of this paper. This is an important point because even as they advocate for their 

own Bayesian framework of understanding lexical acquisition, Xu and Tannenbaum nevertheless accept 

the validity of alternative approaches.  

 

Pragmatic Word Learning 

One of the alternatives to associative word learning is pragmatic word learning. Diesendruck, Markson, 

Akhtar and Reudor (2004) and Diesendruck (2005) form the core of the ensuing analysis.  

Before the pragmatic account, word learning was viewed in a more mechanistic framework. 

Associative learning and fast mapping are questions of meaning posed in a vacuum. Experiments like 

Carey and Bartlett (1978) or Heibeck and Markman (1987) do not discuss the emotional content of 

speech. They do not look at the social context of the interaction. Rather, they see it as a question of 

association. If a child is asked to bring over the chromium tray rather than the blue one, and subsequently 

that child has a memory of the word chromium, researchers like Carey implicitly posit that the child 

engaged in a purely intellectual exercise. Diesendruck’s work upends this assumption by moving word 

learning from a realm of intellectual associations to one tinged with social repercussions.  

Diesendruck’s work endorses the social pragmatic theory of word learning by which children can 

infer the meanings of words by relying on non verbal cues like tone and eye contact or eye gaze to 

understand meaning. Diesendruck contrasts this with the mechanistic account of word learning where non 

social and non sensitive automated guiding systems like memory steer children towards understanding. 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

174 

 

 

In his experiment, Diesendruck found support for the social pragmatics theory but Samuelson and 

Smith (1998) claimed that the social pragmatics theory is merely a cover for purely context driven 

decisions, in this particular case that context being whether the parent was in the room when the two year 

olds made their selections. In Samuelson and Smith’s view, attention and memory are independent of 

communicative context and a child has no interest in how selections are being made. This view is 

undermined by Diesendruck’s work which shows that intent on the part of the second participant in 

Diesendruck’s study had an appreciatable effect on the children in question.  

But again, just as Xu and Tennenbaum (2007) do not completely dismiss a competing theory so 

too does Diesendruck, Markson, Akhtar and Reudor (2004) accept that Samuelson and Smith (1998) have 

a valid point in that children’s attention span and memory mechanisms must be taken into account when 

developing a framework for word learning. They simply disagree with the view that these mechanisms 

are all that are needed for word learning: and in so doing, they also reject the notion that associative 

learning is sufficient to explain child language acquisition.  

One of the Diesendruck studies which stands out in particular involves children who did not 

choose a target object when they were not familiar with the adult speaker directing them. This bears out 

the idea that children are not mere automatons and that they do connect, on an emotional level, with 

speakers. This emotional connection was key to the Diesendruck study and is perhaps overlooked by 

Samuelson and Smith (1998). In their drive to reject all traces of emotional and social pragmatic 

interpretations for childrens’ actions, they overlook the emotional bonds children place a premium on in 

the course of certain interactions: for example, a child may more readily follow directions from his 

mother than a stranger, even if the words uttered were the same. (Diesendruck’s point.) If Samuelson and 

Smith were completely valid, these distinctions wouldn’t exist at a young age.  

Additionally, Preissler and Carey (2005) also lend support to the social pragmatics approach. 

Their paper concerned young children with autism: the question raised by Preissler and Carey was 

whether the line of reasoning advanced by Diesendruck as well as peers such as Tomasello (1998), that 

“the relevant pragmatic skills crucially involve monitoring speakers’ referential intentions.” That is to 

say, under this theory, children are guided by perceptions of a speakers’ intent: an invisible, 

unquantifiable but very relevant guide post. In fact, Tomasello, Carpenter and Liszkowski (2007) take this 

a step further and say that infants as young as twelve months make a conscious effort to influence adult 

intent- that is, not only do children understand and draw inferences from adult behavior, they try to direct 

said behavior. 

In studying autistic children, Preissler and Carey (2005) put the Samuelson and Smith (1998) view 

to the test and give it a partial passing grade, noting that “children with autism were impaired in 
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monitoring referential intent, but were equally successful as normally developing 24-month-old toddlers 

at mapping novel words to unnamed items under conditions of referential ambiguity.” Preissler and Carey 

(2005 at B13) and thus conclude that “constraints that lead the child to map a novel label to a previously 

unnamed object under these circumstances are not solely based on assessments of speakers’ intentions.” 

(Preissler and Carey 2005: B13) In their work on autistic children, Preissler and Carey (2005) cite 

approvingly prior research regarding the key role of pragmatic skills in children’s language usage. And, 

as the quote above demonstrates, their experiment is able to prove a negative: that is, if it’s accepted that 

children can monitor a speakers’ intentions and not just their words, those children who have social 

pragmatic deficits should do demonstratably worse when it came to making the sort of selections 

Samuelson and Smith (1998) claimed came only from attention and memory. Preissler and Carey (2005) 

hold that the deficits exhibited by autistic children in monitoring referential intent supports the social 

pragmatic view. A reasonable counter argument could be made that since autism effects memory (cf. 

Boucher and Warrington, 1976) this is an ineffective line of defense for social pragmatics. However, 

more recent research (Williams, Goldstein and Minshew, 2006) demonstrates that associative learning 

abilities and working memory capabilities are untouched by autism.  

Autism is not the only disorder that has been studied using fast mapping. Dollaghan (1987) used 

fast mapping to study children with specific language impairment or SLI. SLI is 

defined as individuals having linguistic (and some non linguistic) processing issues without any 

additional cognitive deficits such as autism (Leonard, 1998) and failing to develop oral language skills 

even without the presence of cognitive, emotional, social and economic obstacles (Bishop, 1992). As 

McArthur, Hogben, Edwards, Heath and Mengler (2000) note, these definitions are both coming from one 

place: an attempt to diagnose specific failures in communication by individuals who are otherwise 

considered “normal.” Given its broad nature, SLI is fairly prevalent, with 7% of the United States 

population suffering from it. (Bishop, 2009) Moreover, in studying different populations, we can see a 

broader range of effectiveness for fast mapping. In her study, Dollaghan (1987) found that children who 

suffer for SLI do not have any difficulties in making a connection between the novel word and the 

referent: however, and unsurprisingly, for SLI is an expressive disorder, the SLI children did worse in 

producing the new word. 

 

 

From Nouns to Adjectives 

Associative and pragmatic word learning, while important, do not tell the whole story of how young 

children learn new words. The second part of this paper takes this topic beyond the initial debate, which 
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had its origins in the notion of fast mapping nouns, and discusses how, once words have been fast 

mapped, their meanings are extended. In so doing, this paper moves beyond the fast mapping of nouns to 

discuss verbs and adjectives as well. 

Waxman and Klibanoff (2000) show how adjectives can be mapped the same way nouns can: that 

is, just as a child can map the word apple onto a second apple, even if the two apples are different from 

each other (say a Jonagold versus a Granny Smith), children can also map adjectives. One transparent 

object can be introduced and children will take its defining characteristic (transparency) and map it onto a 

new object. This is an important expansion of the Carey (1978) and subsequent work since much of fast 

mapping discussed thus far dealt with nouns.  

However, fast-mapping adjectives proved more difficult than mapping nouns: while Heibeck and 

Markman (1987) has shown that even two year olds can fast map nouns, Mintz (2005) writes that one of 

the issues with fast mapping and learning novel adjectives is their sheer relativity. Using the example of 

“That’s a stoof mouse!” where stoof is a novel adjective substituted for big, Mintz makes another 

distinction that makes fast mapping adjectives more difficult, the distinction between absolute adjectives 

and relative adjectives. Returning to the chromium example of Carey, it would seem an easy choice to 

make since chromium was the novel word for green. If something is green, or striped, or spotted, those 

are easy to define, but what about something that is big or heavy? That’s largely in the eye of the 

beholder. Being a few inches above five feet makes you define tall much differently than Bill Bradley, the 

former basketball star would. To categorize relative adjectives like big or heavy or small, one must know 

the speaker’s category construal- how the speaker conceives of an object. This calls for a measure of 

social pragmatic skills, bolstering the Diesendruck line of argument discussed earlier, particularly since 

the speaker will rarely if ever divulge his or her category construal, particularly not without prompting. In 

other words, the following hypothetical discourse, invented by the author, rarely if ever takes place in the 

real world. 

 

“That’s a huge mouse! Huge! And by huge I mean weighing at least 200 grams! 175 grams that 

would just be big, but 200 grams is my cut off for huge!” 

 

Of course, adjectives do not exist in a vacuum and work by Mintz and Gleitman (2002) shows that 

noun properties influence how novel adjectives are interpreted by children between twenty four and thirty 

six months. Nouns are helpful because by accessing their knowledge of a noun, children can rule out 

possible meanings for novel adjectives. Mintz (2005) uses the example of a zebra: knowing that a zebra is 

striped, when a child hears “that’s a stoof zebra!” that child can decode the meaning of stoof easier. For 
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example, the child may decide that stoof can not mean striped since they already know that about the 

zebra. Or perhaps that stoof can not mean spotted since they know that zebra’s have stripes not spots.  

Gasser and Smith (1993) could be looked at as Mintzs’ (2005) predecessor. In this paper, the 

authors note that nouns are learned faster than adjectives because of the various advantages nouns as a 

semantic category offer the learner such as the number of words to be learned as there are far fewer 

adjectives than nouns: and, like Mintz (2005) and Gasser and Smith (1993) note that the lexical 

dimensions of adjectives are more complex than those of nouns. It is harder to navigate specific queries 

like “what color is it?”  

Sandhofer and Smith (2007) offer an interesting counterargument: whereas Mintz (2005) and 

Gasser and Smith (1993) discuss the difficulties of learning adjectives and Mintz and Gleitman (2002) 

argue that nouns are a helpful platform from which children can learn adjectives, Sandhofer and Smith 

(2007) claim that young children are often the victim of adjective noun confusion as a result of 

ambiguous parental input. They found that those children who had produced fewer nouns learned more 

without strong syntactic cues while children with more access to nouns benefited more from said cues. In 

their analysis of the CHILDES database, Sandhofer and Smith found that parents discussed the properties 

of objects infrequently. Thus, not only may such input be ambiguous, it is also quite rare. Combine the 

work of Mintz (2005) and Gasser and Smith (1993) on the relative lexical difficulties of adjectives with 

the Sandhofer and Smith (2007) findings that parents rarely provide such information and when doing so 

they are often ambiguous and sometimes inaccurate and this makes fast mapping adjectives a far more 

difficult task. While Heibeck and Markman (1987) showed that children as young as two are capable of 

fast mapping shape and texture words, Klibanoff and Waxman (2000) found it to be somewhat different, 

claiming that while both three and four year olds were capable of fast mapping, in reality only four year 

olds were ready to take advantage with their three year old peers extending novel adjectives only if the 

target and test objects were from the same basic level category. 

Waxman and Klibanoff (2000) elaborate on these findings and contrastive versus consistent 

properties [i.e. dark v. light- contrastive; both light- consistent], showing that “comparing two contrastive 

members of the same basic-level category facilitated children's ability to identify the relevant property, 

map it to a novel adjective, and subsequently extend that adjective broadly to objects from different basic-

level categories. However, comparing the very same objects, in the absence of a novel adjective, or 

comparing two members of different basic-level categories—with or without a novel adjective—

conferred no such advantage.” (Waxman and Klibanoff 2009: 574). 

 It would seem that fast mapping adjectives, a difficult task, is made easier where children can see 

an obvious distinction that they can make: this seems to support the work of Gasser and Smith (1993) in 
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that nouns should be easier to map since they offer clearer distinctions. That is to say, one apple versus 

many apples is easier for a child to understand than “smooth skinned apple” would be. 

 

Beyond Fast Mapping 

It is perhaps fitting that, having began with Carey (1978) and her work on fast mapping, the final section 

of this paper picks up Carey more than thirty years later with her new article, “Beyond Fast-mapping.” 

(Carey, 2010) 

As Carey (2010) notes, fast mapping is merely the beginning of a process of learning. It is 

followed by what Carey terms “extended mapping”, a much more involved process which can take years. 

Little research has been done on this concept. Markson and Bloom (1997) found that this new fast 

mapped lexical representation persists for at least six weeks in both children and adults and that it 

supports additional learning in both groups. And of course the views on associative and pragmatic 

learning mechanisms both implicitly premise themselves on subsequent learning: For instance, if children 

establish connetivist networks as Colunga and Smith (2005) claim, the association between words and 

concepts should continue over time and more associations should be made. While in the beginning 

children may consider apples round, over time they may call them tasty or may break apples down into 

categories and declare that only MacIntosh apples are tasty. If children can draw inferences, as 

Diesendruck, Markson, Akhtar and Reudor (2004) claim, the extended mapping process Carey describes 

could hold implications for that theory as well. If a child says “I like blickets” and sees Mom frown, 

perhaps the next step would be “I like blickets but I know Mom doesn’t.”  

In her 2010 paper, Carey discusses how children first learn integers like “one” in an orderly 

fashion. However, they cannot, initially at least, count. As Carey (2010) notes, if a child is asked at the 

age of two to hand Mommy a penny, the child will offer a penny: however requests for two pennies will 

yield handfuls of coins. They know what one is: and what one isn’t- but their knowledge, according to 

Carey (2010) does not grow past that for several months. After that, they learn two and its applications. 

For Carey (2010) this is an example of extended mapping. It is no longer about fast mapping the word 

one and adding information to it. It’s no longer about knowing what one means and saying that one can 

refer to one cloud or one apple or one house. In extended mapping, a child learns two (and three and four 

and so on) and, according to Carey, along with learning two and three and four, the children learn what 

those numbers represent: they know that the card with two fish on it represents two as a concept.  

Gelman and Brandone (2010) fill the gap between Carey (1978) fast mapping theory and her 

subsequent work on extended mapping: they propose a placeholder theory whereby the meaning of the 

word is fast mapped and then expanded: these placeholders extend meaning in four distinct ways. 
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 Extendibility because a word once fast mapped can refer to other instances: one apple is seen 

while millions of them exist. 

 Inductive potential since new information about an object can be extended to other objects of the 

same kind: Apples grow on trees and so do other fruits like bananas. 

 A willingness to defer to experts, knowing that the fast mapped knowledge of a subject is 

incomplete: knowing that apples grow on trees and accepting that bananas do so as well can be 

done without being an expert on soil nutrition. 

 Contrasting kinds with individuals and knowing that the word apples refer to a concept not a 

specific apple. 

Gelman and Brandone conclude that while fast mapping is a skeletal link to a kind, placeholders allow for 

more content as knowledge develops. This seems to be a logical extension of both Carey’s fast mapping 

theory and her 2010 follow up. Gelman and Brandone also refute the associative learning theory, at least 

when it comes to generics.  

 

Fast Mapping and Other Species 

The title of this section may at first glance seem inappropriate for this paper. This is especially so given 

the rarity of language. As Jarvis (2006) had found, only three groups of mammals- humans, bats and 

cetaceans [a class of marine life, namely whales and dolphins]- and three groups of birds [parrots, 

hummingbirds and songbirds] have the ability to communicate vocally. Furthermore, out of all the groups 

who have the ability to communicate vocally, human beings are the most advanced. Given the foregoing 

preconditions, some may consider this section to be superfluous at best. However, one must remember 

that fast mapping is, first and foremost, a mental endeavor rather than an expressive one, which explains 

Dollaghan’s (1987) findings that the ability to fast map remains largely intact in children with specific 

language impairment, an expressive disorder. Thus, it naturally follows that if children with expressive 

language disorders can retain the ability to fast map, species with no expressive language abilities should 

also be able to master this skill even if they can not do so to the same extent as humans with no 

expressive language impediments. And in fact, Kaminski, Call and Fischer (2004) have found that, at 

least in one instance, a species other than humans does have the ability to fast map. 

 Rico is a border collie who was born in December 1994. He was reported by his owners as 

knowing the labels of two hundred items- a rather impressive feat. His owners noted that he was able to 

find the items when requested: such materials as shoes and children’s toys. To see whether this was a 
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genuine ability or merely a reward induced response, the researches scrambled and divided the two 

hundred items he was familiar with into twenty sets of ten and then arranged several items for Rico while 

he waited with his owner in a separate room. Then, Rico was instructed to retrieve two randomly chosen 

items at a time: this would be done without Rico seeing or hearing the owner. This was a good safety 

measure and it adds to the credibility of the experiment: it avoids the possibility that Rico received 

external cues that aided the search and helps make this fast mapping experiment similar to others. In the  

end, Rico successfully retrieved thirty seven of the forty requested items. What is more, Rico has the 

ability to put an item into a box or to bring an item to a specific person which further illustrates that this is 

not just about a clever dog making lucky guesses.  

 A second experiment and one which truly demonstrated the ability of Rico to fast map, mixed a 

novel item with seven familiar ones and did this for ten separate trials. In the first trial, Rico was asked to 

bring a familiar item while the second and third trials had Rico bring novel items. Rico responded by 

bringing the desired item seven out of ten times.  

 Rico was tested again four weeks later, ensuring that he had no way to access the target items in 

the interim. Rico’s fifty percent retrival rate was comparable to what was achieved by three year old 

infants (Bloom 2000; Markson and Bloom, 1997) It should be added that Rico also seemed to have 

exceptional recall ability: in all the cases where Rico erred, the error was in bringing the novel items not 

the familiar ones. Retention ability was tested separately: when tested ten minutes after the identification 

task, Rico was correct on four out of six trials, showing that Rico is reliable when associating human 

words with specific objects in his environs. And, given the ability to recall items four weeks later, Rico 

was able to remember novel items and access that recollection as necessary.  

 The foregoing can reasonably show that fast mapping is not a strictly human ability and that 

language production is not necessary in order to master receptive language skills. This last point has been 

demonstrated throughout history by individuals such as Victor of Averyon- sometimes called the Wild 

Boy of Averyon- who failed to learn how to speak, with “lait”, which is milk and “Oh, Dieu” or Oh, God 

being the only phrases Victor learned to spell out loud. (Ingalls 1978 at 86.) Victor did however have a 

better grasp of unspoken language: his comprehension skills extended to so called “action language”. 

(Shattuck 1980 at 98) By this, Itard meant that Victor could understand that mussing his hair was a way to 

get him to fetch a comb. This seems to be further proof of the proposition that language production issues 

do not preclude individuals or other species from the ability to fast map. And of course Dollaghan (1987) 

showed that children with SLI were also capable of fast mapping. 
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Conclusions 

Fast mapping and extended mapping are current topics in the first language acquisition literature. A 

relatively new area focuses on the attention and control children have over their ability to engage in fast 

mapping and extended mapping. Riley (2010)  found clear differences between learners who attempted to 

engage in fast mapping in noisy environments while Winter (2010) noted that content rich songs can help 

second language learners in their fast mapping and extended mapping endeavors.  

 Based on the foregoing, the current issues in fast and extended mapping seem to fall into the 

following broad categories: 

 What groups or categories of words are most amenable to fast mapping? Recall that the initial 

work on fast mapping centered on nouns and also that when it came to adjectives (Mintz, 2005) or 

generics (Gelman and Brandone, 2010) considerable difficulties arose.  

 How are special populations affected? Work on autistic children (Preissler and Carey, 2005) and 

second language learners (Winter, 2010) seem to establish new connections to existing linguistic theories. 

 What can we learn about other species and their linguistic abilities using fast mapping?  

In any case, the Carey paper on fast mapping has certainly stood the test of time and new developments in 

the area of extended mapping seem to confirm her earlier observations.  
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Abstract 

The paper concentrates on the  nature and extent of “language maintenance” (or non-convergence) and 

“language shift (shrinkage)” or broadly speaking, “language loss” in terms of language structure, viewing 

the Lepcha language (a Tibeto-Burman language mainly spoken in Sikkim and in Darjeeling district of 

West Bengal)  from the diachronic point of view. Contact situation of languages cannot be viewed only as 

a dichotomous situation of ‘convergence’ and ‘non-convergence’ or ‘divergence’ but also situation of 

“language loss” or “language shrinkage” where the speech community ceases to use a particular language 

structure, which was once in use as found or available in the earlier literatures. Such “language loss” or 

“language shrinkage” can be the result of different social and demographic factors. The discussion 

especially concentrates on the language change from the view point of phonological and morphological 

(or lexical levels) aspects of the Lepcha language. 

The present work is based on the data collected from field investigation that was carried out mainly in 

Kalimpong subdivision of Darjeeling district in West Bengal and also in Gangtok of Sikkim. 

 

Keywords: Language-shrinkage, Linguistic-hierarchy, Transition, Revivalist, Motivation 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 The Lepchas are the original inhabitants of Sikkim and are mostly settled in Dzongu valley of north 

Sikkim. They are also settled in Kalimpong subdivision of Darjeeling district of West Bengal. Apart from 

Sikkim and West Bengal, Lepcha is also spoken in Bhutan (lower valleys in the West and South) and 

Nepal (Mechi zone, Ilam district). Lepcha speech community is constitutionally declared to be a schedule 

tribe pertaining to the states of West Bengal and Sikkim in India.  The Lepcha language (which is also 
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known as Rong/Rongaring/Rongring) belongs to the Tibeto Burman language sub-family under Tibeto-

Chinese language family. Lepcha is placed in the non-pronominalised group of the Himalayan languages 

under the Tibeto-Burman sub-family (Grierson, 1908). 

 

2.  Study of the Literature in Retrospection 

 Lepcha language, culture and the Lepcha speech community have been studied from different 

perspectives by scholars starting from 19
th

 century. Scholars have analysed the language situation of 

Lepcha and observation has been made on the worn out condition of the language and marginalized 

situation of the speech community (Foning, 1987 and Das, 1978).  

 Although the descriptive grammar of the Lepcha language by Mainwaring (1876) is a detailed study 

of the various phonological, morphological and syntactic aspects of the language, some overlapping in the 

analysis of some phonological and morphological aspects can be noticed (for example, /- sa/, a genitive 

case marker, / – ka/, a locative case marker and /-nun/~/- nu/, an ablative case marker in Lepcha have 

been considered as postpositions in Mainwaring, 1876, p. 78). Further, he considers the Lepcha language 

as pre-eminently an ‘Ursprache,’ a monosyllabic language possessing isolating structure and to some 

degree agglutinative structure, as well. Mainwaring (1876) also mentions the politico-historical 

development of the language with special hints on the hegemony of the Tibetans, Bhutias, Nepali, 

Hindustani that played important roles in hindering the development of the language at different points of 

time. Rules of the Lepcha language structure and phonetic nature of the speech sounds of the language 

has been dealt with in Mainwaring’s (1898)  dictionary on Lepcha language  which was revised and 

completed by Albert Grunwedel (1898). The lexical items dealt with in this work seem to raise question 

regarding the language boundary of Lepcha during that period. Many grammatical elements have been 

noticed in this study which cannot be recognised as Lepcha by the present day speakers (for example, 

many reduplicated forms like /sol-la sol-la/ ‘straight’, /blap-pa blap-pa/ ‘stammering’, etc.). The Tibetan 

umbrella of the region might have influenced the study in this regard.  

 Coming to the 20
th
 century, we find Grierson (1908) introducing us with Lepcha or Rong speech 

community. He provides with the speaker strength of Lepcha (according to 1901 census). Comments have 

been made along with examples on the written character, pronunciation, affixes, articles, nouns, gender, 

number, case, adjectives, numerals, pronouns, verbs, verb substantives, verbal nouns and participles, 

voices, irregular verbs, negative and interrogative particles. The description also cites specimens of the 

Lepcha language in terms of word list, sentences and a story. This study helps us to have a picture of 

Lepcha language structure as it was realised in the early part of the 20
th

 century. Sprigg (1966 and1989) 

deals with vowel sounds and glottal stop consonants in Lepcha language and traces Tibetan influence in 
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Lepcha speech sounds. Such studies provide insight to look into the matter of language change in Lepcha 

from the point of view of the influence of the dominant and neighbouring languages across the time 

period. A detailed study of the grammatical structure of the Lepcha language has been attempted by 

Plaisier (2003.b. and 2007), where the present - day use of the language has been highlighted in a 

descriptive framework. The reduplicated expressives and the grammatical phenomenon of reduplication 

in Lepcha have been studied by Dattamajumdar (2009 and 2011). The kinship terminology of the Lepcha 

language has been studied by Dattamajumdar (2010). But no observation has been made on the language 

change in Lepcha in these works. 

 The genealogical classification of the Lepcha language has been provided by Kloss, Mahapatra, 

Padmanabha, MacConnell & Verma (Ed.) (1989) in the volume of The Written languages of the World. It 

also provides different views on the classification offered by Grierson (1908), Neethivanan (1967), 

Robert Shafer (1966-74) and Benedict (1972). The survey write-up takes into account the status of 

Lepcha as a language with its indigenous script, literature and its position as official language, determined 

by the Sikkim Govt. A Mongoloid and a non-Mongoloid element have been traced in the Lepcha people 

by Hermanns (1954). This is an anthropological classification of the Lepcha community. A sketch of 

comparative vocables of Tibetan, Serpa, Bhutani, Limbu, Kiranti, Murmi, Newari, Gurung, Magar, 

Sunwar is available along with Lepcha in Hodgson (1847), which tries to establish the genealogical 

relationship among the languages. 

 An account of the Lepcha life, culture, profession, social structure, history, politics, livelihood pattern 

and temperament can be had from Campbell (1840), Gorer (1938), Morris (1938), Chattopadhyay (1946), 

Das and Banerjee (1962), Siiger (1967), Das (1975 ) and Tamsang (1983). The studies essentially 

concentrate on the livelihood pattern, heritage and social structure of Lepcha community. A pilot survey 

on the occupation (primary and secondary) of the Lepcha population in Ngsaey village located in 

Kalimpong block of  Darjeeling district was conducted in November 1979 by Mallick and Chowdhuri 

(1980). Roy (2005) studies the Lepcha tribal economy keeping in view the dynamics of social formation. 

The existing views offered by the scholars regarding economy in social evolution, have been taken into 

consideration for the understanding of the formation of the economy of the Lepcha society. How far the 

essentialist description of tribe is fulfilled by the economy of Lepcha community has been made the focal 

point of the study.  The distribution of occupation by sex, age wise literacy rate among the Lepchas based 

on 1981 census has been dealt with in Debbarman (1992). The history of Sikkim has been traced by Singh 

(1993) where he mentions the role of Lepcha speech community in the socio-political development of the 

land. Regarding the position of the languages in Sikkim, Singh (1993, p. 9) mentions the overwhelming 

presence of the Nepalese and states that the Nepali language has become the lingua franca (a language 
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used for communicating between the people of an area in which several languages are spoken) of the 

state. Nothing has been commented on the language situation of the Lepchas in this connection. 

 Contributions have been made on the development of the Lepcha language from time to time. 

Legends and the ritualistic tradition of the Lepcha speech community have been dealt with by Stocks 

(1925), which reflects the social beliefs and practices of the tribal community. The ancient nature of the 

songs, the preservation of archaic words, the metaphorical homonymic character of the language have 

been discussed along with the songs and their translations in Waddell (1898), which essentially reflects 

the Lepcha culture. An account of the nature and function of  Lepcha vowels, consonants, diphthongs and 

triphthongs have also been given along with some comments on the tonic characters and homonymous 

forms of the language, which is sketchy. Chakraborty (1978) provides us with information on the 

development of Lepcha language and script, which stands as an evidence for a developed literary tradition 

for the Lepchas. Foning (1979, 1980 and 1987) are short accounts of the Lepcha language and its literary 

development and customary laws of social organization. Significantly, it is mentioned that Lepcha 

language was in extensive use in the Kalimpong area till the end of the 19
th

 century. Circulars, receipt 

books were printed in Lepcha scripts and many such non-official documents in Lepcha are found in the 

Government archive. Lepcha primer was compiled and published in 1929 from the Baptist Mission Press 

of Calcutta (Foning, 1987, p. 162). Such information on the developmental status of the language surely 

enriches the understanding of the language situation during that period and helps in comparing the 

position of the language as it is found in the present day. Plaisier (2003.a.) is a catalogue of Lepcha 

manuscripts in the Van Manen Collection. She offers a description of the 182 Lepcha manuscripts 

presently kept in the Kern Institute of Leiden University. The Lepcha literary tradition that dates back to 

the 18
th

 century has been identified by describing the contents and external features (Plaisier, 2003.a.). 

Comments have also been made on Lepcha orthography (Plaisier, 2003.a.). Yet, nothing has been 

observed on the structural change in the Lepcha language.  

 The bilingual situation of Lepcha and its impact on the speech community have been viewed by 

many scholars with importance. Das and Banerjee (1962) comment on the bilingual situation of Lepcha 

keeping in view the 1951 census report. Das and Banerjee (1962, p.  63) significantly highlight the 

bilingual situation of the Lepchas by stating: (1) Majority of the people (about 72%) are bilingual, i.e., 

they speak both Nepali and Lepcha and these people are largely distributed over the age group 16 and 

above; (2) A few (7.9%) of the people can speak in three languages, viz., Lepcha, Nepali and Hindi. The 

number of females is very few in this group; (3) Not a single person claims that he knows Lepcha 

language only, whereas 20.1 percent of the people speak only in Nepali, though they are Lepchas. These 

people are mostly aged below 15 and consist of both males and females. A few females also belong to 
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this group whose age varies from 16-18. It may be mentioned in this connection that the lingua franca of 

the Lepchas is Nepali and they do not culture language mainly because of circumstantial reasons and lack 

of opportunity. Even the primary school follows Nepali as media of instruction and hence the children do 

not know their own language (Lepcha) fully well and they cannot get opportunity of talking in that 

language with their parents, who generally are habituated to speaking Nepali because the circumstances 

demand that. The people generally learn the Lepcha language at a higher age. No doubt some reflections 

of Lepcha language loosing its ground can be had from this study, but a more objective study for 

establishing such a claim is yet to be attempted. Foning (1972) points out the worn out socio-political 

condition of the speech community along with the passage of time. The endangered situation of the 

speech community and the language has been hinted by Foning. Awasty (1978) is an account that deals 

with the influence of lamaistic Buddhism on Lepcha speech community. The fast loosing cultural identity 

of the Lepchas due to Nepali socio-cultural hegemony has been observed by Awasty also. The study 

significantly comments on the impact of Nepali on Lepcha. The gradual loss of practice of the Lepcha 

language as mother tongue has been commented by Das (1978). He (1978, p. 243) tries to trace the reason 

behind such loss in the history of the Lepcha inhabiting region. He states that the language with its 

literature which flourished during the reign of the Lepcha kings (like Turvo-Panoo and Tur-ayek-Panoo), 

was pushed back by the Tibetan dominance (in the fifth decade of the seventeenth century) when Lepcha 

literature was replaced by the Tibetan language. Later, with the British administration, English (by the 

Christian Missionaries) and Hindi came into practise and Lepcha received the status of secondary 

language (Das, 1978). The gradual establishment of the Lamaism in Sikkim and the destruction of the 

mythological manuscript by the Tibetan lamas ultimately led the Lepcha language to its present state. 

Language loss of the Lepchas has been observed by many scholars though the nature and extent of such 

loss is yet to be studied objectively. Sprigg (1982) attests various historical evidences, traces the influence 

of Tibetan language, literature and culture in Lepcha.  

The ethno-linguistic vitality of the Lepchas of Dzongu valley in north Sikkim has been studied by 

Dattamajumdar (2008) keeping in view the indicators or factors of ethno-linguistic vitality. The study of 

the language attitude of the Lepchas and the nature and extent of marginalization of the Lepcha language 

in Darjeeling hills of West Bengal has been carried out in Dattamajumdar (2009 and 2010). The studies 

highlight the dominance of Nepali and the marginalization of the Lepcha language from deterministic 

view point. The study by focusing light on the use of Lepcha in different social domains relates the 

language situation with the socio-political aspects of Lepcha life. But the need for assessing the change 

that has taken place at different levels of the language across the time period was always felt to be 

essential. 
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From the above discussion it is apparent that though comments have been made by the earlier scholars 

regarding the loss of the Lepcha language and the significant impact of Tibetan and Nepali languages on 

Lepcha, no objective study on the change or loss of language structure in Lepcha has been attempted as 

yet.  

 

3 . Scope/Objective of the Study  

 The review of the existing literatures (discussed in section 2) on Lepcha speech community and 

Lepcha language reveals the fact that though Lepcha has been studied by different scholars from different 

points of view starting from 1840 to 2011, a study regarding the status of the language in respect to 

maintenance and shift is yet to be attempted. In the context of the current position of the languages of the 

North East India, where many languages are found to be marginalized, an enquiry regarding the nature of 

language change is felt to be essential especially in case of a tribal language like Lepcha.    

 As revealed in the literatures on the history of Lepcha land and the people, Lepcha speech 

community is found to witness changes in the socio-cultural, political horizon from time to time, which 

has influenced the language situation of the speech community. The impact of Tibetan and Nepali 

languages has contributed a good deal in the process of this change.  The present study concentrates on 

the   nature and extent of language maintenance (or non-convergence) and language shift (shrinkage) or 

broadly speaking, language loss in terms of language structure, viewing the Lepcha language from the 

diachronic perspective. It is important to note here that contact situation cannot be viewed only as a 

dichotomous situation of ‘convergence’ and ‘non-convergence’ or ‘divergence’, but also situation of 

language loss or language shrinkage, where the speech community ceases to use a particular language 

structure, which was once in use as found or available in the earlier literatures (Giles, Bourhis and Taylor, 

1977). Such language loss or language shrinkage can be the result of different social and demographic 

situations. Considering a broader spectrum of language change it can be argued that, language loss entails 

replacement of the lost structure with the structure of another language in contact, which in its turn 

implies convergence with the other language (Giles, Bourhis and Taylor, 1977). But such   structural 

replacement cannot always be determined objectively, the reason being varied social, historical and 

demographic factors that evolve over a long time period. Therefore in the present study, comments will 

be made on the areas of language loss or language change only. 

 The present study is based on the data collected from field investigation that was carried out mainly 

in Kalimpong subdivision of Darjeeling district in West Bengal and also in Gangtok of Sikkim. 
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4 . Language Change: The Present State of Affairs 

 Language contact situations usually attest the notions of language maintenance and language shift, 

which results from the motivation (both integrative and instrumental) and social consequences that owes 

its root in the psycho-social aspect of a speech community (Dattamajumdar 2003, p. 50). Giles, Bourhis 

and Taylor (1977, p. 322) consider the notions under the theory of Speech Accommodation, where 

language shift towards another speech form has been termed as language convergence and shift away 

from  other speech form as language divergence or non –convergence. Here it is pertinent to quote the 

observation of Giles, Bourhis and Taylor (1977, p. 322-323) regarding the motivation of a speech 

community, that works behind convergence or non-convergence. “This is an important oversight since 

non-converging speech is an important medium often used by ethnic groups as a symbolic tactic for 

maintaining their identity and cultural distinctiveness.” The present study in its course will highlight the 

influence of the languages like Tibetan, Nepali along with other languages in the linguistic network of the 

speech community , that worked as motivating or influencing factors behind language change or loss 

(convergence)  in Lepcha.   

 The major structures of the language are found to be maintained in the present day use of the Lepcha 

language compared to the earlier linguistic structures attested in the indigenous literatures like Namtho 

Namthar and in Mainwaring (1876).  

Mainwaring (1876) being the earliest record of the Lepcha language structure is considered to attest the 

language in its earlier form. The deviations from those norms as it has been realised from the present-day 

use of the language has been mapped as areas of language loss or change  and those  that tally have been 

considered to be situations of language maintenance. 

 The detected areas of language change or loss have been enumerated in the following with examples. 

The discussion especially concentrates on the language change from the view point of phonological and 

morphological (or lexical) aspects. 

 

4.1. Phonological 

 As already mentioned the detected areas of phonological change will be discussed in this section.   

 

4.1.1 The overlapping of /ph/ and /f/ sounds 

 The pronunciation of the two consonants /ph/, the aspirated voiceless bilabial stop and /f/ the labio-

dental fricative are sometimes found to overlap in case of informal spontaneous speech though not 

uniformly.  

Instance in support of the claim is presented below. 
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i) /lɔppɔŋ  afɔŋ  (~aphɔŋ) ni/ 

   leaf –pl. green               be 

The leaf is green. 

 

ii) /fo (~pho) kuŋka ni/ 

    bird          tree-loc. be 

The bird is on the tree. 

 

 With conscious enquiry, the distinction is reported to be maintained. The situation has also been 

observed by Plaisier (2007, p.26) as “The difference between the two phonemes /ph/ and /f/ appears to be 

fading these days, no doubt under the influence of Nepali, although in the spoken language of some 

Lepcha speakers the contrast is still clearly audible.” Nepali being an Indo-Aryan language has aspirated 

voiceless bilabial stop /ph/ (not /f/) where as, Tibeto-Burman languages have both /ph/ and /f/. The Nepali 

/ph/ might have influenced and the contrast of /ph/ and /f/ is being compromised in Lepcha. Perhaps the 

revivalist attitude of the Lepchas of Kalimpong (under the umbrella of The Indigenous Lepcha Tribal 

Association) may have consciously retained the contrast of the two sounds of the language. 

 

4.1.2. Lexical diffusion of retroflex sounds 

 As attested in the retrospective literatures, there was no retroflex series of consonants in Lepcha 

language. But the use of the retroflex sounds has been observed among the Lepchas in Sikkim. This is 

claimed to be a Tibetan loan mainly used among the Sikkim Lepchas where Tibetan influence is 

immense. The Kalimpong Lepchas especially those who are involved in the revivalist movement of the 

language (under the umbrella of The Indigenous Lepcha Tribal Association, Kalimpong) deny the 

presence of such a feature. But field investigation in Kalimpong reveals the use of retroflex sounds like 

[ʈ],[ʈh],[ɖ] also, though not as a consistent feature. It has been reported that the words like /sigrek / 

‘throat’ has become /siɖek/, /akrim/ ‘bitter’ has become /aʈim/, /krɯk/ ‘umbrella’ has become / ʈuk/,  /hro/ 

‘hammer’ has become /ʈho/.  These retroflex sounds owe their origin in the controversy that centres round 

the historical decision taken by Col.G.B. Mainwaring (1876) while trying to accommodate some 

borrowed lexical elements from Tibetan in the writing system of the Lepcha language. He (1876, p. 10) 

remarks, “But in no pure Lepcha word do these letters take these pronunciations: it is only in words 

derived from the Tibetan or some foreign source, that they are so sounded.” The Sanskrit correspondence 

to Tibetan word has also been mentioned by Mainwaring in this connection. Mainwaring (1876, p. 11) 

states, “… I have introduced a sign (which the Lepchas, who have been taught it, have at once adopted) to 
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render the letters when bearing these pronunciations easily distinguishable. A dot under the letter effects 

this…Lepchas sometimes give these pronunciations to words that ought not to possess them, the 

following of this error ought to be guarded against.”  

 The exact correspondence i.e., /gr/ becoming /ɖ/, /kr/ becoming /ʈ/ and /hr/ becomimg /ʈh/, though  

not clearly reflected in Mainwaring (1876), it is true that Mainwaring’s introduction of a dot for 

representing retroflex sounds under the Lepcha alphabets  “/kra/”, “/Hra/”, “/Ra/” and “/za/” has given 

rise to such a situation in the Lepcha language. Retroflex series of consonants have been incorporated in 

the alphabetical system of Sikkim Lepchas whereas this is still not accepted in the codified system of the 

language of the Kalimpong Lepchas. No doubt such influence of retroflex series has diffused among the 

speech of Kalimpong Lepchas to some extent in the recent years.  

 What Mainwaring (1876) did for the simplification of alphabets and for incorporating Tibetan or 

foreign sounds in Lepcha orthography, has become confusing for recognising the original pronunciation 

of Lepcha words. Kalimpong Lepchas, especially those are with the revivalist movement of the language 

and culture, seriously disagree regarding the existence of such retroflex sound series in Lepcha with much 

justification.  The Sikkim Lepchas have been found to have accepted the situation may be largely because 

of the lack of traditional inheritance of early literatures like Namtho Namthar which Kalimpong Lepchas 

have and also may be due to more Tibetan socio-political influence (Tibetan rulers) in Sikkim. Therefore 

a socio-political factor (that can be traced historically with the Tibetan influence) which leads to socio-

cultural distinction has been observed to have been reflected in determining the status of the existence of 

retroflex speech sounds in the Lepcha language. 

 Though the Kalimpong Lepchas consciously deny the existence of these retroflex sounds as an 

original speech sound of Lepcha, with the change of time and being influenced by the Sikkim Lepchas to 

some extent, the Kalimpong Lepchas are found to be consciously or unconsciously replacing the clusters 

with that of the retroflex sounds irrespectively. This has been observed in the fluent speech of even some 

of those who are in the revivalist movement of the language, Therefore diffusion in the phonological level 

that is taking place can be said to be a definite feature of language change in Lepcha.    

4.1.3. The variation of /ɯ/ and /⋀/ sounds 

 The vowel sounds -- /ɯ/, a high unrounded close vowel (but relatively  central in terms of the place 

of articulation than the high back rounded /u/) and /⋀/, a central high-mid unrounded half-close vowel , 

though phonemes of the language, are sometimes found to exhibit some overlapping in terms of 

pronunciation by the native Lepcha speakers in fluent speech. Some instances are cited below. 

i) /nɯ/ ~/n⋀/ ‘by’ 
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ii) /tɯklyaŋ/ ~/t⋀klyaŋ/ ‘sky’ 

iii) /dɯn/~/d⋀n/ ‘near’ 

 

 On conscious enquiry sometimes the distinction becomes prominent, but sometimes it is reported that 

both the vocalic forms are acceptable in the concerned word. This reflects some lack of rigidity regarding 

the usage of the linguistic norms of the language which may be considered as a sign of, ‘language loosing 

ground’. 

 

4.1.4. The overlapping of the distinction between /ʤ/ and /z/ sounds  

 The distinction between /ʤ/ a voiced alveo-palatal affricate and /z/ a voiced alveolar fricative, though 

phonemes of the Lepcha language, is often found to become blurred in spontaneous speech. Examples are 

given in the following. 

i) /kɯzyu/ ∼/kɯʤyu/ ‘dog’ 

ii) /zuʔk/ ∼ /ʤuʔk/ ‘work’ 

iii) /zot/∼/ ʤot/ ‘graze’ 

iv) /zyɔk/ ∼/ ʤyɔk/ ‘speak’ 

v) /zyen/~/ʤyen/ ‘poor’ 

vi) /zɔŋ/ ~/ʤɔŋ/  ‘like’ 

 

 On conscious enquiry, the distinction is recognised by the speakers but the words with /ʤ/ and the 

words having /z/ sounds are not clearly demarcated in their spontaneous speech. But this distinction is 

clearly demarcated in the earlier literatures and in the codified system of the language.  

4.2. Morphological 

4.2.1. Use of articles 

 Regarding the use of article (determiner), Mainwaring (1876, p. 23) mentions two forms /re/ and 

/mu/. /re/ form is found to be a widely used phenomenon in the present day use of the language. An 

example is given below. 

 

 i) /rɯmre atim mɔ/ 

 god- det. big be  

 The God is great.  
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 But the /mu/ form as used in the sentence available in Mainwaring (1876, p. 23) like “/maro mu li/” 

meaning ‘the person said’ is marginally (almost non-used form) found in the spoken form of the present 

day Lepcha language. 

 

4.2.2. Gender suffix 

 The distinction between the gender is said to be marked by the suffixes 

/-mot/ (for female) and /-bu/ (for male). This has been mentioned by Mainwaring (1876, p. 25) as, “ɑ-bu 

and a-mot are sometimes affixed, emphatically, to the terms for the male and female human beings; thus 

ta-gri-bu, a male (person); ta-ayu mot, a female (person).” Though the use of /-bu/ indicative of masculine 

gender is available, the use of /-mot/ is not found in the data of the spoken form of the language of the 

present day. Instances of the use of /-bu/ (for masculine gender) that are presently in use are given in the 

following. 

 

i)  /hik/ ‘hen’→ /hikbu/ ‘cock’ 

ii) /bik/ ‘cow’→/bikbu/ ‘bull’ 

iii) /mɔn/ ‘pig’→ /mɔnbu/ ‘male pig’ 

iv) /kɯʤyu/ ‘dog’ → /kɯʤyubu/ ‘male dog’ 

 

4.2.3. The use of dual form 

 The dual number has become almost a non-used phenomenon of the Lepcha language except a few 

remnants. As recorded in Mainwaring (1876, p.  27) “The Dual is expressed by affixing to the noun, the 

word nyum.” e.g, “ma-ro nyum, two persons”. But no such formation marking dual is found in the 

colloquial speech of the Lepchas these days. It is only in the nominative case of the second personal 

pronoun that the dual form /ɔni/ is observed to be used but that too is rare. The dual number in the 

nominative form of second personal pronoun /ɔni/ is observed to be a marginal feature available in some 

earlier Lepcha literatures like Namtho Namthar (like Choten Manlom ‘a book of prophecy’ ,  Nyolik 

Nyosung ‘a book of mythological story regarding the making of chi or the indigenous liquor of the 

Lepchas’). 

 

An example can be cited. 

i)  /ɔni          ɲet nɔŋka di/ 

   you (dual) two inside come 

You two come inside. 
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4.2.4.  Use of plural suffix with pronominals 

 Though we find the use of /kayu/ ‘we’ as the nominative plural form of first personal pronoun, the 

use of /kayupɔŋ/meaning ‘we’ (where /-pɔŋ/ stands for plural marker) is also found to be used. Similarly, 

the use of /hayupɔŋ/ and /hayusɔŋ/(where /-pɔŋ/ and /-sɔŋ/ stand for plural marker or suffix) both have 

been recorded to be used as nominative plural form of third personal pronoun, where /hayu/ itself is a 

plural form. Astonishingly, the same speaker is found using both the forms randomly.  

The plural forms /kayu/ ‘we’ (nominative plural of first personal pronoun) and /hayu/ ‘they’ (nominative 

plural of third personal pronoun) have been used as the base to which the plural marker /-pɔŋ/ or /-sɔŋ/   is 

being added to the new plural construct to form   /kayupɔŋ/meaning ‘we’ and /hayupɔŋ/ or /hayusɔŋ/ 

meaning ‘they’.  Some examples of the above claimed use of Lepcha pronouns are given in  the 

following. 

 

i) /hayupɔŋ nɔŋʃyo/ 

   they-pl.    go-fut. 

They will go. 

(cf.)  

/ hayu telnɔn/ 

      they   fell down 

They fell. 

 

ii) /kayusɔŋ nɔn/ 

      we        went away 

We went away. 

 

(cf.) 

 

 /kayu tusɔ lat/ 

 we  yesterday came 

We came yesterday. 

 

4.2.5. Specification in using plural suffix   

 It is claimed in the earlier works that there is a specification regarding the use of the plural markers –  

/-sɔŋ/ for +human and /-pɔŋ/ for – human  noun forms to which it is suffixed. Examples are given below. 
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i)/ iŋɔsɔŋ ripnyɔtka diam/ 

 child-pl. garden-loc. come-pres. 

Children come to the garden. 

 

ii)/ lɔppɔŋ kuŋn⋀ gluam/ 

     leaf-pl.  tree-abl. fall-pres. 

  Leaves fall from the tree. 

 

 But it has been found from field investigation that such a distinction in the use of plural suffixes has 

been blurred amongst the Lepchas of the present generation. The restricted use of the mother tongue by 

the Lepchas might have given rise to such situation.   

 This has also been observed by Plaisier (2007, p. 54) as, “Despite the fact that the distinction 

described here between the two plural suffixes is used by most speakers of Lepcha, a small number of 

Lepcha speakers use the plural suffixes differently. These less fluent speakers use both the suffixes 

interchangeably in free variation, without making any distinction between human and non-human 

referents.”   

 

4.2.6. Adjectival forms 

 The present day Lepcha language situation states that the comparative and superlative degrees of 

adjectives are expressed from the context of the sentence and by using a comparative conjunction /len/ 

‘than’. Examples are cited below. 

i) /darjulyaŋre         agyap  ahyoŋ  ni    damsaŋlyaŋ  len/ 

    Darjeeling-det.    more   cold     be  Kalimpong  than 

  Darjeeling is cooler than Kalimpong. 

 

ii) /letbu (pɔyuk) len nigure    atim      hunʃyo/ 

     sword            than pen-det. mighty be-fut.  

Pen is mightier than the sword.  

 

 Though the earlier language situation records the use of /len/ ‘than’ for expressing comparative 

degree, the form “/chho/” is claimed to be used to express superlative degree. This has been observed by 

Mainwaring (1876, p. 32-33) as, “The superlative may also be formed, by affixing to the root of the 
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adjective, the word chho ;… thus hu tim chho gum, he is the greatest. (This word chho, corresponds to the 

Tibetan mchhog, the chief, the best)”. 

 It is remarkable to note in this connection that Mainwaring (1876, p. 33) also stated that, “When the 

signification is distinct, the signs of comparison need merely be understood, thus a-re nyum ka sa-re ryu, 

of these two, which is good, i.e., better, a-yu nong ka to ti gum, who among you is great, i.e., the 

greatest.” Probably, it is this sense of ‘distinct signification’ that has been established irrespectively in the 

language structure (ignoring the use of superlative marker) over the period of time in order to convey the 

comparative and superlative degrees of adjectives. 

 It is not unlikely that such a way of expressing the degrees of adjective from the context is an 

influence of the modern Indo-Aryan languages existing in the neighbourhood of the Lepcha speaking 

community of Kalimpong.  

 

4.2.7. Instrumental and Ablative suffix 

 Though the form /-nun/ is attested as instrumental and ablative marker of the language, which 

Plaisier observes to be a variation of the form /-nu/ , this is not found to be a stable usage among the 

Lepchas of present day Darjeeling hills. In this context the observation of Plaisier (2007, p.78) can be 

cited, “There are native speakers and Lepcha authors who consistently use the form –nun after nouns and 

the form –nu after verbs….  However it is a cultivated norm because in practice most speakers and writers 

do not observe any distinction… This situation therefore appears to be in flux, and widespread 

bilingualism may have exacerbated the confusion because in certain areas fluent monolingual speakers of 

Lepcha are in minority.” Examples of this variation of form are presented below. 

 

i) /hu   li nu  (~nun) pl⋀yɯ/ 

     he    house- abl. come out 

He came out of the house. 

 

ii) /gonu (~nun) yuʔk   m⋀zuʔk/ 

     I –instr.          work  neg. do 

I did not do the work. 

4.2.8. Position of Nominal modifiers 

 Though the retrospective literatures mention that the occurrence of the nominal modifiers is followed 

by the head noun, presently the nominal modifiers in Lepcha are found both, to precede and to follow the 
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head noun of a sentence. It is not unlikely that, such a feature i.e., the nominal modifiers following the 

head noun being an Indo-Aryan feature, has influenced the language in this regard due to its contact 

situation with Indo-Aryan languages. Examples are presented in the following. 

I. Nominal modifiers following the head noun. 

 

i)/ go aganbu/ 

   I      old 

I am old. 

 

ii) /sɯkm⋀t  akyɔŋ  hunʃyo/ 

        air         light      be-fut. 

The air is light.      

 

iii) hadosa   ak⋀p fuleŋ nibam. 

     he-gen. child  young be- pres. 

  His child is young. 

 

II. Nominal Modifiers preceding the head noun. 

i) /are azukmu    kyɔŋ     kat/ 

   this beautiful  village  one 

 This is a beautiful village.  

ii) aʃyɔm ako. 

  dirty   hand 

 The dirty hand. 

 

iii) are kɯsusa nurɔziŋ azɔm. 

    this  my       usual   food 

 This is my usual food. 

 

4.2.9. Adverbial particles 

 There are many verbal and adverbial particles used in Lepcha like ‘/sao/’ , ‘/paro/’, ‘/tung/’, ‘/da/’, 

‘/che na/’,etc. to convey an indefinite meaning or emphasis. These are mentioned in Mainwaring (1876, p. 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

200 

 

 

51-52).The use of such particles seems to be a non-used or marginal feature in the current use of the 

Lepcha language. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 The Tibetan language that penetrated the life and culture (religion) of the Lepchas from 14
th

 c 

(approx.) exerted immense pressure on the Lepcha language across the time period (also mentioned in 

Foning 1987, p.281). This is reflected in the language structure of Lepcha.  Nepali, an Indo Aryan 

language also influenced every aspect of Lepcha social life, even in the field of education. This is also 

clearly found in the present day use of language structure of Lepcha.  Apart from these major influences, 

the impact of other neighbouring languages (mostly Indo-Aryan) cannot be denied in this regard.  

Scholars like Annamalai (1990) opine that tribal languages which are considered as languages at the 

lowest rung of the linguistic hierarchy, having a nominal and inadequate patronage generally tend towards 

shift. In this connection it is observed that Lepcha speech community though shows sign of linguistic 

shrinkage, do not show evidence for language shift in the truest sense of the term. Furthermore, in 

connection with the discussion regarding the dilemma of language maintenance and shift of Lepcha, a 

Tibeto-Burman language, the observations of Gnanasundaram and Elangaiyan (2000, p.31) are felt 

pertinent to be mentioned. “In the Indian context, according to the extensive field experience of Indian 

linguists, we find that there has been no language loss among the speakers of the languages belonging to 

the Tibeto Burman family of languages.”  

 However, it was reasonable enough for the earlier scholars to be alarmed with the worn out 

demographic and linguistic status of the Lepcha, the present investigation brings into light, the fact that, 

the language and the speech community is probably in a phase of transition regarding language change 

and language convergence. But institutional effort like the revivalist activities of The Indigenous Lepcha 

Tribal Association, Kalimpong, which attempts to create awareness and motivation towards tribal literacy 

in the tribal language can be considered as a means to prevent language shift. This may not lead to 

language death, shift or loss though it cannot be denied that, linguistic shrinkage is a definite phenomenon 

of the present scenario for the Lepcha speech community.  
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List of Abbreviations Used 

 

abl. = ablative 

det. = determiner 

fut.=future tense 

instr.=instrumental case 

loc. = locative 

neg. = negative  marker 

pl. = plural 

pres.=simple present tense 

gen. = genitive case 
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Abstract 

The unprecedented global proliferation of undergraduate translation programmes over the last three 

decades or so has emphasized the ever increasing market needs for multidisciplinary-trained translators. 

The training of undergraduate students to become professional translators is theoretically expected to 

meet the demands of the work place, including the norms and conventions of the potential hiring 

institutions. However, despite the fact that technical translation accounts for the majority of the 

translation work, technical translation courses offered within translation undergraduate programs are 

either limited in number or tend to be approached in a traditional teacher-centred way in which instructors 

pass on knowledge to their students and the instructors’ knowledge is taken as a benchmark for 

acceptable and quality translation. However, with all the implications this approach has, there has been a 

recent trend in translation to shift to a learner-centred approach to translation; an approach which can be 

very useful in handling texts of a technical nature. This article, therefore, addresses issues related to such 

an approach used at the undergraduate level, where students at Sultan Qaboos University were placed in 

semi-real situations and asked to produce texts while using whatever resources are available beyond the 

classroom. 

 

Keywords: learner-centred approach, translator training, translation instructors, verbal transmission.  
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Introduction 

A teacher-centred approach has traditionally dominated and is still being used in universities at the 

undergraduate level. Within this approach, undergraduate students normally rely on the instructors’ 

comments which they make when students commit mistakes in translation. Here, the instructors’ 

knowledge is transferred to students through what Kiraly (2000) calls ‘verbal transmission'. The extent to 

which students can absorb the transmitted knowledge is always a key factor in determining the quality of 

the translation work produced by them. However, to what extent are translation instructors equipped with 

the technical knowledge necessary for easing the process of knowledge transfer, especially in a multi-

disciplinary area? Due to the classroom setting and resource limitations, a simulated environment cannot 

be provided for the production of technical target texts. This is certainly the case in an Arabic language 

environment, where the gulf is wide between supposedly-simulated undergraduate training and the 

situations in which technical translators normally work. Al Qiani (2011, p. 29) succinctly argues that most 

traditional approaches to translator training in the Arab world relies on “assigning random texts from a 

sundry of subjects to all trainees regardless of the nature of their backgrounds or their sought careers. The 

inadequacy of such an approach stems from the fact that it does not prepare translators for the job market 

where a specialised experience in a given track is required”.  

 According to Gouadec (2007, p. 30), technical translation covers “any material belonging to a 

particular area of knowledge, technical field or technology (e.g. mechanical engineering, hydraulics, 

electrical engineering, business management, etc.), providing the materials require special knowledge of 

the area involved”. A technical text is produced in its original environment for a particular purpose in a 

particular situation for a particular audience. Similarly, the production of these texts in the target culture 

(TC) is subject to conditions similar to those of the source culture (SC). In between, many factors, such as 

the purpose of translation, the audience, the specialised terminology and knowledge of the subject matter, 

are in play. In a normal situation, translating technical texts involves a process in which translators may 

consult the writer, available dictionaries and references, and target texts (TTs) can be cross-checked for 

their linguistic and technical merits. The extra-textual factors including sender, receiver, medium, time, 

place, motive, and function are all available and known to translators (Nord, 2005). This is particularly 

important for technical translation because of the distinctive features of technical texts.  

 In real translation situations, inaccurate translation of technical documents might have disastrous and 

detrimental effect to those whose action depends entirely on the material translated into the TC. A 

mistake in the translation of a technical document cannot be compared, for example, to a mistake in 

translating a novel. That is why certain institutions still insist that the translation of technical texts would 

not be assigned to translators without scientific and technical background because it is difficult to produce 
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an acceptable translation without a combination of technical knowledge, language and translation skills. 

Unacceptable technical translations or badly-produced texts as such poorly composed, stilted, and boring 

TTs are often attributed to translators' lack of technical knowledge. Professional translators may not 

always possess this knowledge, but they should at least know “where to look and where to find it” 

(Neubert, 2000, p. 25). 

 In Arabic translation circumstances, another equally important issue, especially when it comes to the 

translation of technical texts, is that some technical terms do not have Arabic equivalents. This can cause 

real challenges and obstacles to translators, let alone students, especially when the term’s absence is 

joined by the complete absence of the concept behind it (Hann, 2004).  But even when Arabic equivalents 

are available, many terms are not standardized, as their use might differ from one country to another (Al-

Ma'ani, 2011b). As an example, several Arabic words, “ عموديا  طائرة  ” “ṭāʔiRah ʕamūDiyyah” , “هليكاوترة” 

“halikuwBTaR”, “ سامري” “SamTiyyah”, and “ مةوحيا” “miRwahiyyah”, are used as equivalents to the word 

helicopter. However, if “  سمري”  “SamTiyyah” is used in an Omani context, an Omani audience would not 

be able to link it to its intended meaning because the word, “ عموديا  طائرة  ” “ṭāʔiRah ʕamūDiyyah” ,  is 

used in Oman. 

 Professional translators working on technical texts, especially on those which are source-oriented and 

which demand the retention of their technicality, still face problems with new terminology. In some 

situations, technical content accuracy, including terminology, is prioritized over other elements. As 

Gouadec (2007, p. 22) puts it, terminology “is a highly sensitive substance since it is the sign of 

knowledgeability and technical competence and even the slightest error may have quite impressive 

consequences”. It affects, he says, the quality of a technical translation, which should be 'accurate' in the 

sense that “the contents of the translation must be true to the facts and to the interpretation of those facts 

within the limits of the domain or specialist field concerned” (ibid. 6). 

  Hence, given the conditions under which real translation is performed, and how translation is handled 

at the undergraduate level, a teacher-centred approach to Arabic technical translation cannot be seen as 

ideal. Reasons include the following: 

 First, technical translation is an interdisciplinary area in which diverse topics arise. Hence translators 

should be “specialists in all areas in which they have to operate as part of their professional work” 

(Neubert, 2000, p. 19). The problem, however, is how to include the full range of technical domains in a 

single course; and even when there are technical courses, there is a difficulty in selecting the most 

important domains that might be taken as a model for the others.  

 Second, students cannot be provided with the necessary knowledge on a particular domain in a single 

course which normally extends for 15 weeks. In Sultan Qaboos University (SQU), for instance, there is 
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only one course on scientific and technical translation which is offered for translation undergraduate 

students. 

 Third, the complexity of texts varies from one to another, depending on the nature of the subject 

matter and on students’ familiarity with it.  

 Fourth, the instructors could less likely possess technical knowledge so the information given to 

students would be general and might not be specific, especially when instructors lack practical 

experience.  

 Finally, new technical terms are not always available in Arabic. Hence, the instructor needs to move 

students, as it were, beyond the classroom. They should first be given some background on the subject 

matter and then taught techniques necessary for coining new Arabic terms. In an ordinary classroom 

setting, specialists, professional dictionaries and encyclopedias are unavailable.  In addition, a paucity of 

standardized terms in Arabic constitutes a hurdle even for professional translators, let alone 

undergraduate students. 

The efficacy of either a teacher-centred or learner-centred approach to technical translation can only 

be determined by outcomes.  

In an effort to move away from a teacher-centred approach, a group of 16 undergraduates in SQU’s 

translation program were asked to translate a book. This was part of an internal practicum course which 

included an individual extended, closely supervised translation project. Importantly, the course instructor 

acted as guide, counselor and evaluator, rather than as sole problem-solver and knowledge transmitter. 

The students were encouraged to carry out both self and peer evaluation in order to foster a cooperative 

working atmosphere and to be active participants in the whole translation process. They were also 

encouraged to discuss the source language (SL) or target language (TL) and cultural elements within the 

text. Though each student was translating a different section of the book, they were encouraged to work 

as a team trying to overcome problems related to terminology standardization and to observe stylistic 

variations. They also developed strategies for different translation situations, prominent among which was 

their role in researching how to use diverse sources when performing this task.  

 Stone Treasures of Oman by Guba (2005) was the book chosen. Technical in nature, it reflects the 

type of text translators normally handle, though its technicality levels vary from one part to another. And 

because the students were not familiar with the subject matter, they could replicate the kind of reality 

experienced by professional translators. 

 The book contains two parts. Part one includes a special comprehensive coverage of the different 

kinds of stones that could be found in Oman, their mineral composition, the way in which they can be 

identified and the places where these types of stones are found.  This part is characterized by technical 
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terms such as Ophiolite, cryptocrystalline silica, graywacke, augite, olivine, plagioclase feldspar and 

porphyritic crystals. The importance here lies in the fact that the information contained in this part cannot 

possibly and by any chance be understood or comprehended by a general readership. For example, Guba 

(2005, p. 34) writes about sedimentary rocks, “Cherts are marine sedimentary rocks composed of 

cryptocrystalline or amorphous silicon dioxide SiO2”. A general reader cannot understand the meaning of 

cherts and their composition, because this is highly specialised knowledge requiring a geological 

background.  

Part two, however, is also technical but the technical content is reduced as the writer tends to direct 

the audience into how to make decorative items and jewellery from stones. Although the language used is 

technical, the information in this part only requires the least background-knowledge on geology. The 

combination of descriptions along with general language is intended to give general readers (experts and 

non-experts alike) the power of imagination. In other words, the emphasis is on making readers imagine 

the excitement of transforming stones into treasures.  

By following a learner-centred approach to the translation of the book, the students were encouraged 

to work independently with minimal supervision to carry out a translation task. As technical translation, 

like any other types of translation, is a process in which translators deal with various elements in the 

textual world, there are three stages students in a learner-centred approach follow: (1) source text (ST) 

understanding; (2) comparative analysis (CA); and (3) target text (TT) production. 

In the first stage, students need to understand the communicative situation under which the ST was 

produced. It is at this stage that students should understand the communicative situation and conditions 

for the ST production. Nord (2005, p. 43) succinctly says that the extra-textual factors are analysed before 

the translating process starts “by enquiring about the author or sender of the text (who?), the sender’s 

intention (what for?), the audience the text is directed at (to whom?), the medium or channel the text is 

communicated by (by which medium?), the place (where?) and time (when?) of text production and text 

reception, and the motive (why?) for communication.” This stage is not visible in the TT production, but 

greatly enhances the outcome of the later stages.  

This stage leads to the second one where students focus on the intra-textual (semantic, syntactic, 

and stylistic) elements. Students at this stage have the opportunity to determine the 'untranslatable' 

components which pose difficulties in the TT production stage. But it is at this stage that they decide the 

course of action they may take by consulting the ST writer, if available, specialised dictionaries, 

specialists in the same area, and other references on the subject matter.  

At this stage, it is important to place a special emphasis on terminology, by identifying new 

technical words which do not have Arabic equivalents and bilingual dictionaries offer little help. It is 
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important that students understand the original message in order to convey the meaning without 

distortion. This can be achieved by analysing the ST, which gives the advantage of identifying ST 

complex structures and grammatical properties specific to SL. They would also be able to identify new 

technical words which they do not know, as well as any other difficulties such as, those related to cultural, 

contextual and textual elements. 

  It follows that this stage serves as the linking point between the ST and TT, and it is rather a test of 

students’ competence in both languages, their knowledge of the subject matter and their ability to meet 

the needs of the TL readership. The comparative analysis stage, in which the differences between the SL 

and TL are specified and hopefully appropriately mediated, leads to the final stage: the production of the 

TT. Here, students would choose structures and technical words specific to the TL, and try to search for 

appropriate equivalents. 

 The three stages, hence, shed light on the production of the TT which can be assessed in terms of 

both TT structural aspects comprising problems of morphology and syntax (from phrase to discourse) and 

lexical categories involving words in use and terminology management.   

 

Analysis and Discussion 

 

Structural Considerations 

In his work on interpreting and translation, Gile (2009) emphasizes the importance of linguistic and extra-

linguistic knowledge in the understanding of specialised discourse. He argues that because languages are not 

“modeled on exactly the same lexical and structural patterns, there is no one-to-one correspondence 

between all words and structures of any two languages” (p. 79). Structural features can range from the 

relative complexity of word formation (word classes and morphological formations) to phrase and clause 

structure. At the undergraduate level, the learning process, including the acquisition of language 

competence, is almost always emphasized throughout the program. Regardless of the type and degree of 

transfer processes involved, the language factor is dominant because students at this level do not only 

learn techniques of translation but also learn the foreign language though and in conjunction with 

translation. This is a major difference between postgraduate and undergraduate students. Neubert (2000, 

p. 8) stresses the importance of language competence, which can be seen as “part and parcel of linguistic 

competence” and includes knowledge of preferred syntactic and morphological conventions.  

In the project given to SQU students, it was clear that they were able to conform to Arabic style and 

structures. Consider the following Arabic translation: 

English Source Text: 
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“Rocks that come into contact with the atmosphere and with water are gradually weathered, even the 

hard lavas and granite. Water seeps in between the mineral grains and chemically reacts with the rock to 

break it down. Particles of the weathered rock are removed by falling rain, or are blown away by the wind 

and dropped elsewhere” (Guba, 2005, p. 18). 

 

Arabic Target Text: 

تنشأ الصخور الةسوتي  نريج  تعةضهئ لعوامل الرجوي  والمئء الذي يرسةب إلى الشقوق المعدني  ثم يرفئعل مع 

 .الصخور ليفررهئ تعد ذلك، وترحةك الجزيئئت المرفرر  تفعل سقوط األمطئر أو هبوب الةيئح الري تنقلهئ إلى مكئن آخة

“Tanshaʔu aṣṣuKhūRu aRRuSūBiyyaTu naTiJaT  TaʕaRRuḍuhā liʕawāmili alTaʔJwiyaTi walmāi allaĐī 

yaTaSaRRaBu ilā alshuqūqu almaʕDaniyyaTu Θumma yaTafāʕalu maʕa aṣuKhūRu  liyufaTiTuha BaʕDa 

Đālika, waTaTaḥaRRaku alJuZayʔāTu almuTafaTiTaTu Bifiʕli Suqūṭu alʔamṭāRu ʔaw huBuBu alRiyāḥu 

allaTī Tanquluhā ilā makanin āKhaRin.” 

 

  The students were able to manage difficulties represented by differences between Arabic and English 

structures. As the English sentence normally starts with the subject, the Arabic sentence, however, starts 

with the verb. The ability of the students to realize differences in the sentence and even noun phrase 

structures reflects their language competence. In the above example the English ST starts with rocks 

whereas the Arabic TT starts with the verb “تنشأ” “Tanshaʔu”. The same sentence structure can be seen 

in other parts of the Arabic TT. 

 The continuity of the information flow, achieved through the supply of cohesive devices for 

implicitly recognized ones in the ST, is another typical feature of Arabic discourse. The deployment of 

such devices in the Arabic TT helps the audience to appreciate connections. They are explicitly shown in 

the text so that the sentences as a whole look cohesive. Rather than short sentences being used in an 

independent way, clusters of sentences are merged by cohesive devices and without the use of full stops. 

Devices such as “و” “waw” are used to maintain cohesion in the Arabic version of the students’ 

translation. The use of “و” “waw”, in this context, is not equivalent to and. It indicates “continuative 

particles”, similar to what Nida (1964, p. 210) calls “prostaxis”, which are used in Semitic languages, 

including Arabic, to “mark divisions between clauses” (ibid.).  

 These are the basic conventions trainees should be familiar with from the moment they begin 

translating. However, the real test is their ability to handle matters involving problem solving and 

decision making. As an example, certain syntactic structures are used in instruction texts, including 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glottal_stop


The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

212 

 

 

directions for use. A typical English structure uses the imperative for texts of this type and is usually 

neutral in terms of gender, as in the following example: 

English Source Text: 

“ Instructions: 

1. Arrange the pieces of stone on the metal foil in the order to be fastened, leaving a space the 

thickness of the cord between them. 

2. Cut the nylon thread into five 3-cm lengths. Form tiny loops and glue them down to the metal 

foil at the corners of the design with a strong epoxy adhesive: 2 loops as hangars to attach the 

chain, 3 loops to attach the bead pendants 

3. Glue the stone pieces down to the metal foil, concealing the ends of the loops under them. The 

loops should stick out not more than 2 mm” (Guba, 2005, p. 156). 

In Arabic, however, the imperative must be either masculine or feminine, as such normal sentence 

components as subject, verb and predicate must agree in terms of being masculine or feminine. To avoid 

this problem, the students shifted the sentence structure into the passive in the Arabic TT to conceal 

gender, as in the following translation: 

Arabic Target Text: 

 :طةيق  الصنع

 .تةتب قطع األحجئرعلى الصفيح  المعدني  تطةيق  تمكن من تثبيرهئ الحقئً مع تةك مسئفئت تينهئ تسئوي سمك الحبل -1

سم، ثم تشكل حلقئت حلزوني  صغية  جداً، وتلصق تواسط  مئد  إتوكسي  3يقطع خيط النئيلون إلى خمس  أجزاء طول كل جزء  -2

حلقرئن حلزونيرئن تمثالن عالق  :  عدني  توضعهئ على زوايئ الرصميم، فيكون الرصميم كئلرئليالالصق  القوي  على الصفيح  الم

 .حلقئت حلزوني  تسرخدم لةتط الحلى المصنوع  من الخةز 3لةتط السلسل  و

ال تبةز  يجب أن. تلصق قطع األحجئر على الصفيح  المعدني  تئسرخدام الصمغ على نحو يخفي أطةاف الحلقئت الحلزوني  تحرهئ -3

 .مم 2الحلقئت الحلزوني  لمئ يزيد عن 

”ṭaRīqaTu aṣṣunʕi: 

1. “TuRaTTaBu qiṭaʕu alaḥJāRu ʕalā alṣafīḥaTi almaʕDaniyyaTi BiṭaRīqaTin Tumakkinu 

min TaΘBīTuhā lāḥiqan maʕa TaRki maSāfāTin Baynahā TuSāwī Sumku alḥaBli”. 

2.  yuqaṭṭaʕu Khayṭa annāylūn ilā KhamSaTa ʔaJZāin ṭūla kulli JuZʔin minhā 3 SanTimiTiR, 

Θumma Tushakalu ḥalaqāTin ḥalaZūniyyaTin ṣaghīRaTin  JiDDan,  waTulṣaqu 

BiwāSiṭaTi māDDaT ʔiBukSī ʔallāṣiqaTu alqawiyyaTu ʕalā alṣafīḥaTi almaʕDaniyyaTi 

Biwaḍʕihā ʕalā  Zawāyā alTaṣmīm kaTTālī: ḥalaqaTāni ḥalaZūniyyaTani TumaΘilāni 
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ʕalāqaTun liRaBṭi al SilSilaTi wa 3 ḥalaqāT ḥalaZūniyyāT TuSTaKhDamu liRaBṭi al 

ḥuliyyi almaṣnūʕaTu mina al KhaRaZi. 

3. Tulṣaqu qiṭaʕu al aḥJāRi ʕalāʕalā alṣafīḥaTi almaʕDaniyyaTi  BiSTiKhDāmi al  ṣumghu 

ʕalā  naḥwin yuKhfī aṭRāfu alḥalaqāTi alḥalaZūniyyati limā yaZīDu ʕan 2 millīmiTiR.” 

 

Terminology management & sourcing skills 

Technical terms occupy a special attention within the Arab world for a variety of reasons. Arabic still 

faces formidable obstacles when it comes to terminology and its management in the Arab world as it “has 

been competed by other foreign languages in its own territories. The widespread use of European 

languages … has undermined its role” (Al-Ma’ani, 2011a, p.  22). But how can this have a direct or 

indirect effect on translation?  

It is generally agreed that technical terms are the distinctive feature of technical discourse and it is 

also generally agreed that words are the most basic constituent of any discourse type. An individual word 

can have different meanings when looked at in isolation. But beyond the referential denotations lies the 

context, which heavily influences the meanings the word can acquire, depending on whether the context 

is general or specialised. It is the latter which demands attention. The present situation in the Arab world 

can be characterized by (1) the lack of scientific terms to account for developing technical fields; (2) the 

lack of technical Arabic references arising from a shrinking translation movement; and (3) terms not 

being standardized and effectively disseminated across Arab countries. This is particularly important 

since translators in technical fields struggle to find equivalent Arabic terms and also to decide whether to 

use a term introduced elsewhere in Arab countries or to introduce new ones where an established Arabic 

equivalent is lacking. The implications of this for undergraduate Arabic translation students are serious. 

They are still at a very early stage of learning and must face the problem of finding an appropriate Arabic 

technical equivalent and deciding which word to use.  

For instance, the students had difficulty in translating the term jump rings, because (1) it does not 

have an established Arabic equivalent and (2) literal translation would be meaningless in Arabic and 

would fail to have an impact on Arabic readers. The decision taken by the students was to coin a new 

term, “ حلقئت الوصل  المفروح” “ḥalaqāT alwaṣlah almafTūḥa”, which literally means open-connecting 

rings. The meaning in Arabic was not based on a word-for-word correspondence; instead the students had 

to see the implied images and come up with a new term based on what they saw. 

Another example where the students had to search for Arabic equivalents involved the number of 

knots used in making necklaces. Finding an equivalent in Arabic might have been difficult since their 

names have probably developed over time or have been introduced into Arabic only recently.  
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In an attempt to solve the problems around technical terms, the students first consulted a wide range 

of relevant dictionaries, both soft and hard copies. They included A Comprehensive Engineering 

Dictionary by Hamdan (2003), Oil and Gas Dictionary by Al Zaki, Al Alawi, Hussain & Al Barwani 

(2006), A New Dictionary of Petroleum and the Oil Industry by Al Khatib (1975), and The Illustrated 

Dictionary of Geology (1995). The software dictionaries included Multilingual and Analogic Dictionary, 

Babylon, and Atida Dictionary.  

However, some terms, such as corallium rubrum, stone pencils, haliotis, trace fossils, 

lamellibranches and foraminifera, could not be found. The students, therefore, took a further step and 

began searching for specialists in this domain who might explain these terms and guide them to other 

sources that might be helpful. For instance, the expression overhand knot has no one-to-one equivalent in 

Arabic. Another term for it is thumb knot, which means in Arabic“  اإلتهائم عقاد ” “ʕuqdaT alʔiBhām”. So 

when the Arabic term, “  اإلتهائم عقاد ” “ʕuqdaT alʔiBhām”, was put into a search engine, the only finding 

was  “  تسيط  عقد ”  “ʕuqdaT BaSītah”, which literally means simple knot. The students now had to consult 

SQU scouts and discovered that“  اإلتهئم عقد ” “ʕuqdaT alʔiBhām” is the word commonly used. 

Overall, the students consulted faculty members from several of SQU’s specialised departments, 

including Geology, Archeology and Geography. One text they were advised to use was The Secrets and 

Wonders of Gemstones: Examples from Oman by Nasir and Al Sayigh (2008). Written in Arabic, this 

book helped the students not only to find Arabic equivalents but also to enrich their knowledge of the 

subject matter. 

The students also prepared a list of English technical terms along with their Arabic equivalents and 

asked faculty members to check them and thus make sure that the Arabic terms were both correct and 

appropriate for the technical context in which they were used. This  included terms such as “العةوق” 

“alʕuRūq” for veins, “صخور األفيوليت”  “ṣuKhūR alʔafyūliT” for ophiolite, “منطق  الرصدع”“manṭiqaT 

alTaṣaĐuʕ”for fault zone, “كةوي”“kuRawiyy” for spheroidal and “تآكل تئإلحركئك”  “taʔākul BilʔiḥTikāk” 

for attrition. 

Omani faculty members from SQU were also consulted to ensure that the Arabic equivalents were 

compatible with their use in the Omani context. The students noticed that some terms lacked standardized 

Arabic equivalents, let alone Omani ones. As a result of consultation, therefore, they were able to find 

some equivalents used in the Omani context, such as abalone for “  alṣufaīliḥ”, although some“ “  الصافيل 

other Arabic equivalents, not found in Oman, were used, such as “ البحاة أذن ”  “ʔuĐun alBaḥaR”and 

 .”ʔaBlūniyy“ ”أتلوني“
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Concluding Remarks 

In a classroom environment, students’ ability to overcome problems related to language can be hampered 

by the restrictions of time, resources, and the conditions under which they are asked to translate. Such 

restrictions, of course, are two-dimensional: (1) undergraduate students’ understanding of the ST is 

always pivotal since they still lack language competence and (2) their ability to make adjustments and/or 

alterations to TTs is usually limited.  

One of the benefits of a learner-centred approach is that translation is approached collectively. 

Hence, all members of the SQU group regarded themselves as players in a team, each with a specific 

function. All who took part in the project spent time outside the classroom, seeking information and data 

from diverse sources and making it available to the rest of the group. 

 Clearly the students had no technical background in geology and thus had not only to overcome 

language obstacles (whether scientific terms or technical jargon) but also to familiarize themselves with 

the subject matter.  

 Difficulties with terminology not only involve students’ ability to find equivalents in another 

language but also their capacity for dealing with words unfamiliar to them. Unlike professional 

translators, they find it hard to handle new terms or even to try and find ways of dealing with them 

(Fraser, 1993). In a classroom technical course, the lack of such resources as dictionaries and reference 

books can be seen as a major impediment to the whole translation learning and teaching process.  

 However, the translation project given to SQU students has shown that it encouraged them to 

assume responsibility for learning continuously about the field in which they were translating. By 

working together, the students succeeded in unifying terms in Arabic and reaching a kind of Arabic 

approximation in respect of style and other aesthetic values. A challenge and benefit of this approach was 

that the students were all expected to agree on terms. Their insistence on acquiring knowledge in a field 

they were not familiar with, or much discussed in Arabic, guaranteed to a certain extent an appropriately-

produced Arabic technical TT. Text analysis and the process of translating were carried out as one 

activity. The students were allowed to use all available means to help them understand the ST and then to 

produce an Arabic version, thus confirming Kussmaul’s (1995, p.  31) view that “the phase of 

understanding the source text is linked up with the phase of producing the target text”. 
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Appendix (1) 

A Guide to Arabic Transliteration 

Transcription from The Linguistics Journal, 5(1), June 2011  

(adopted from Al-Arabiyya) 

Arabic Letters (Consonants) Vowels Transliteration 

   ʔ ء

   B ب

-------َ   T ت  a 

--َ  ---- Θ ث  u 

--َ  ----- J ج  i, e 

 u --و---- ḥ ح

--ا---- Kh خ  ā 

 ū و D د

--ي---- Ð ذ  ī 

ي  ---- R ر  iyy 

و Z ز  َ  aw 

و   S س  َ  uww 

ي sh ش  َ  ay 

   ṣ ص

   ḍ ض

   ṭ ط

   ẓ ظ

   ʕ ع

   gh غ

   f ف

   q ق

   k ك

   l ل

   m م

   n ن

   h ه

   w و

   y ي
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Abstract 

There are differences in the development of metalinguistic awareness (MA) between monolinguals and 

bilinguals. The process of third language acquisition may further foster MA development which is 

considered as an important factor to increase the ability of mulitilinguals to learn a new language. This 

study aimed to assess the development of MA in Azeri Persian bilinguals in learning English as their third 

language and compare the results with those relating to the MA development in Persian monolinguals in 

learning English as their second language. 87 EFL learners from two Iranian universities participated in 

the study. The students were asked to complete the study tasks designed to assess their metalinguistic 

awareness on three dimensions: syntactic awareness, spelling awareness and lexical awareness.  The 

students’ motivation to learn English as a foreign language was assessed and its effect on metalinguistic 

awareness of participants was controlled. The results showed that Persian-monolingual students 

outperformed Azeri Persian bilinguals in syntactic awareness (error noticing & correction) and spelling 

tests (error noticing & correction). However, Azeri Persian bilingual students outperformed Persian-

English bilingual students in lexical awareness. Interpretations were sought to account for   these 

differences.  

 

Key words: metalinguistic awareness, bilingualism, third language acquisition, Azeri Persian bilinguals 
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Introduction 

Increased global trade, tourism and immigration, and therefore, necessity of effective cross-cultural 

communication has resulted in multilingualism becoming a norm all over the world, with about 70% of 

the world’s population being bilingual (Trask, 1999). Nowadays, learning of a new language is rarely 

centred around teacher’s preferences but rather on the learner’s factors, such as interests, motivation and 

their linguistic background. The linguistic repertoire, referred to in the literature as monolingualism, 

bilingualism, trilingualism, multilingualism and plurilingualism, plays a role in the learner’s ability to 

learn a new language (Jessner, 2008). 

Most of the earlier studies suggest that bilingualism is associated with negative outcomes. These 

studies support the idea that bilinguals suffer from academic retardation and have a lower intelligence 

quotient as compared with monolinguals (Darcy, 1953; Matters & Omark, 1984). According to Matters 

and Omark (1984) bilinguals are more prone to stuttering and are handicapped in language development. 

In contrast to the earlier studies, most recent scholars (Jessner, 2008; Modirkhamene, 2008; Nanez, 

Padilla, & Lopez-Maez, 1992) argue that   previous studies have examined the general effects of 

bilingualism on cognitive development and failed to consider the nature of bilingual functioning and 

certain circumstances in which these functions are highlighted. In the past, bilingualism was perceived as 

two monolinguals and therefore, theoretical and methodological approaches of the researchers in the field 

were informed by this insight (Jessner, 2008). Herdina and Jessner (2002) suggest that some individual 

and language specific factors (e.g., language typology) affect the development of a multilingual user and 

the learner’s language proficiency. Multilinguals are different from monolinguals and bilinguals in terms 

of linguistic experiences and knowledge, allowing them to develop different and more diverse strategies,  

both unconscious conscious, that are applied when dealing with languages in general. They termed these 

differences as “the multilingual factor” and believed that multilingual proficiency is affected by cross-

linguistic interactions (e.g., transfer, borrowing) between psycholinguistic systems (first language system, 

second language system, third language system, etc.) of a multilingual and the multilingual factor. For 

them, the multilingual factor, which results from metacognitive and prior linguistic knowledge, is a 

critical variable contributing to the catalytic or accelerating effects in additional language acquisition 

(Herdina & Jessner, 2002).  

 

Metalinguistic awareness has been described in the literature as a unified developmental construct or 

a unitary achievement about the nature of a language and manipulation of it in oral and written tasks. It 

has been widely studied in bilinguals and the relationships between MA and bilingualism have been 

mixed ( Bialystok, 2001; Thomas, 1992). Jessner (2008) argued that the advantage of bilinguals in MA 
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development does not mean that monolinguals lack MA, but rather the nature of MA in bilinguals and 

monolinguals is different. In this respect, Bialystok (1988) suggested that MA development was the same 

in bilinguals and monolinguals, but bilinguals were more advanced in metalinguistic abilities than 

monolinguals ( Bialystok, 1988). Bialystok (2001) listed some tasks in link with the degree of explicitness 

needed in solving MA tasks and determined the conditions under which bilinguals profit more. According 

to her, the following tasks produced an advantage for bilinguals: counting words in sentences, symbol 

substitution, using novel names in sentences, solving word referent problem, judging grammaticality of 

anomalous sentences and phoneme segmentation. The tasks also included misleading information, 

making them high in their demand for control of attention. For her, the following tasks did not produce 

bilingual advantages: counting words in strings, describing attributes of words, determining ambiguity, 

explaining grammatical errors, and judging grammaticality of incorrect (but meaningful) sentences, 

understanding count-mass distinction and phoneme substitution. Bialystok (1986) reported that bilinguals, 

regardless of the level of bilingualism, were superior to monolinguals in tasks that required some 

controlling process ( Bialystok, 1986). According to Bialystok (1988) the control of linguistic processing 

is a component responsible for directing attention to the selection and integration of information. She 

suggests that in conversation control it is required to integrate and monitor the ongoing utterances and 

determining, for example, how pauses will be filled. For her, learning to read requires much higher levels 

of control of processing, including proper sampling and integration of formal (graphic, syntactic) and 

semantic (lexical) information, as metalinguistic tasks require focusing on forms and, functions of 

language. For analysis tasks, Bialystok introduced two conditions under which bilingualism affected the 

performance of bilinguals. She distinguished between the level of bilingualism and literacy and suggested 

that those who were biliterate and had a high level of proficiency in two languages outperformed 

monolinguals and those with partial competency in both languages in their level of analyses of linguistic 

knowledge. 

Some research studies offer evidence that metalinguistic awareness can transfer easily, as a result of 

cross-linguistic transfer, between languages in several areas including phonemic awareness and 

phonological processes (Cisero & Royer, 1995), orthographic awareness (Koda, 1997), decoding and 

word recognition strategies (Koda, 2005), use of cognates, i.e. word awareness (Nagy, Garcia, 

Durgunoglu, & Hancin-Bhatt, 1993) and syntactic awareness (Tunmer & Chapman, 2002). The transfer 

of strategy is another issue resulting from MA in bilinguals. While all language learners use strategies to 

learn a new language, students who show high MA use them more consciously, purposefully, 

appropriately and frequently than less effective students. Investigating the role of MA in the success of 

second and third language learning has led the researchers to hypothesize that students’ prior linguistic 
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experience affects the strategies that they use in learning another language, their level of consciousness 

about strategies that can be effective as well as their ultimate success in learning a new language (Oxford 

et al., 1990). While there is a considerable amount of evidence on the issues related to second language 

learning, not much prominence has been given to factors facilitating third language acquisition. Some 

researchers have developed more realistic views by studying the bilingual norm and have suggested that 

bilingualism differs from monolingualism in various ways (Grosjean, 1985; Jessner, 2008; Thomas, 

1992). The available evidence suggests that learning a language beyond a second language may be further 

facilitated by cognitive development of the bilingual (Cenoz, 2003). Bilingualism provides the learner 

with the necessary prerequisites to successfully learn a   new language (McCarthy, 1994). Cenoz (2003), 

similarly, reported that bilingualism positively affected the learning of a third language by promoting 

learning strategies, MA and communication abilities in the learner, particularly when the languages in 

contact were typologically close. More recently, Jessner (2008) found that third language learning 

changed the metalinguistic awareness of bilinguals and helped them to use different strategies in learning 

their third language compared to monolinguals in learning their second language. Hence, one can propose 

that a rich linguistic background benefits bilinguals in learning a third language. 

In the same vein, Modirkhamene (2008) studied the effects of bilingualism on development of 

cognitive skills of analysis and control in the process of learning English as a third language. A group of 

monolingual Persian speakers (n=38) were compared with Azeri-Persian bilinguals (n=47) on 

grammaticality judgment (noticing and correction) and translation tasks. Participants were homogeneous 

in terms of age, socioeconomic status, motivation, and English language proficiency. The results of the 

study confirmed the bilinguals’ advantages in MA development compared to monolinguals. 

Modirkhamene’s findings are in accordance with Herdina and Jessner’s (2002) dynamic model of 

multilingualism (DMM) that different linguistic backgrounds affect MA in different ways. 

Modirkhamene related the findings to the bilinguals’ enhanced monitoring system. According to her, 

bilinguals have advanced compensatory strategies through use of constant analyses of language systems 

especially in translation tasks. The results demonstrated the role of MA in conscious and appropriate use 

of strategy in third language acquisition (Modirkhamene, 2008).  

Rosenblum and Pinker (1983) examined 12 bilinguals and 12 monolinguals’ awareness of the 

arbitrary nature of language. Participants were consistent in terms of socioeconomic status and age. The 

study found no differences among Hebrew-English bilinguals, English monolinguals and Hebrew 

monolinguals in their ability to substitute a nonsense word for an actual word, but there were differences 

in their explanations related to the arbitrary nature of word-referent relationship. Monolingual subjects 

focused on the attributes of objects and explained that the name of an object, such as table, could be 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

222 

 

 

changed to ‘shig’ because it still had four legs. Bilingual subjects justified their answers in more abstract 

and general terms and explained that the name of an object was arbitrary and could be changed under 

certain conditions (Rosenblum & Pinker, 1983). This is in line with Bialystok’s view (2001) that the 

effects of bilingualism are manifested more on tasks demanding a higher level of MA or explicitness. 

These findings suggest MA development in bilinguals benefits them in completing tasks which require a 

higher degree of explicitness (Bialystok, 2001).  

However, it is noted that not every type and context of bilingualism can lead to positive effects 

(Cummins, 1976) and there are certain circumstances that a rich linguistic background puts the learner in 

advantage (Lambert, 1955). Yelland et al. (1993) examined whether metalinguistic benefits of childhood 

bilingualism extended to learners whose knowledge and experience with a second language were 

considerably more limited. The study focused on developing word awareness skills of two groups of 14 

bilinguals and monolinguals who participated in the experiment. One group was strictly monolingual in 

English. The other group, marginal bilinguals, consisted of English monolinguals who were participating 

in a second language acquisition that provided 1 hour of Italian instruction each week. The results of the 

study showed that the marginal bilinguals had significantly higher levels of word awareness than their 

monolingual counterparts (Yelland, Pollard, & Mercuri, 1993). The results of this study suggest that 

metalinguistic benefits from exposure to a second language in bilinguals extend to subjects who have 

limited contact with a second language. One hour of Italian instruction each week for 6 months was 

sufficient for the bilinguals to show a significant advancement in the development of word awareness 

compared with monolinguals who received no training in a second language. According to the authors, 

what is particularly important in this study is the fact that the benefits were achieved in the absence of real 

competency in Italian (Yelland et al., 1993). The findings are also in line with Bialystok’s (1988) 

proposal that the development of metalinguistic skills is not dependant on an equivalence of competency 

in two languages. Further, given the very restricted competence of the marginal bilinguals in Italian, the 

results do not sit well with Cummins’s argument that the metalinguistic benefits of a second language 

would be met only after some threshold level of competency in a second language has been achieved 

(Cummins, 1976). Bialystok (1988) also confirms that some of the benefits of full bilinguals’ 

metalinguistic skills extend to partial bilinguals. She compared three groups of fluent English – French 

bilinguals, English – French partial bilinguals, and English monolinguals in terms of word and syntactic 

awareness skills. Bialystok found that in tasks that needed a low level of explicitness, both partial and full 

bilinguals performed at the same level and better than their monolingual counterparts.  In other words, 

increase in bilinguals' proficiency in a second language contributes to the extent of their access to explicit 

knowledge of language structures ( Bialystok, 1988).  
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Increasingly more linguists, psycholinguists and sociolinguists are becoming interested in 

understanding   the impact of bilingualism on cognitive abilities (J.  Cummins, 1991; Herdina & Jessner, 

2002), metalinguistic awareness (Bahrainy, 2007; Jessner, 1999) and additional language acquisition 

(Modirkhamene, 2006). The results of these studies suggest that language development is a complex and 

dynamic process and many factors can mediate these relationships. These studies suggest that given the 

psycholinguistic processes involved in learning a new language, the complexity and dynamics of 

language learning become even more evident when several languages are involved.  

Motivation is conceived as a major mediating factor affecting the learner’s achievement in the 

process of learning a second language. Gardner and Lambert (1972) identified two types of motivation: 

instrumental motivation which relates to a desire to gain social recognition or economic advantages 

through knowledge of a foreign language and integrative motivation which is defined as a desire to be a 

representative member of the other language community. The authors reported that learners with high 

integrative motivation were more successful in learning a second/foreign language than those with 

instrumental motivation ( Gardner & Lambert, 1972).  

Overall, a critical review of the literature in research on MA and its relation to bilingualism reveals 

that language development is a dynamic process and many factors can mediate these relationships. The 

majority of the studies on bilingualism and its effects on third language learning have been undertaken in 

children and these studies had been mostly limited to bilitrate bilinguals while adult learners have some 

cognitive experiences different from children (Edwards, 1994) and, therefore, further research is needed 

to understand MA development in bilingual adults and the way this can affect third language learning. In 

addition, most of the studies on multilingualism have focused on only one component of MA at a time 

and few studies have explored the possible effects of linguistic background on all the three components 

including syntactic awareness, spelling awareness and lexical awareness simultaneously (Jessner, 2008) 

2008). The current study aimed to contribute to the findings on multilingualism by scrutinizing the 

possible effects of linguistic background on syntactic awareness, spelling awareness and lexical 

awareness in a sample of Azeri Persian bilinguals and Persian monolinguals. 

 

Method 

This study   compared the level of metalinguistic awareness between Azeri Persian bilinguals and Persian 

monolinguals in the process of learning English as a new language. The researchers were particularly 

interested in this population, because of the distinctive characteristics of this bilingual population. Iran is 

a multilingual and multicultural country, where people speak different languages including Persian, Azeri, 

Kurdish, Arabic and Urdu. Persian is the formal and educational language of the country and Azeri is the 
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second most commonly spoken language after Persian, spoken mainly in the northwest of Iran. Azeri 

speakers do not have literacy in their first language; in other words, they cannot read and write in Azeri 

and they can only speak the language. Azeri speakers may start learning Persian language in early ages; 

however, education on reading and writing in Persian is provided at the age of seven. This study concerns 

whether illiteracy in the first language could limit the development of metalinguistic awareness of Azeri-

Persian bilinguals in the process acquisition of their third language  

 

Instruments 

English Proficiency Test 

A researcher designed questionnaire was used to obtain information on the participants’ socio 

demographics and linguistic background. All participants’ level of proficiency in English language was 

assessed using the standard Preliminary English Test (PET). The test has been designed to assess one’s 

ability to cope with everyday written and spoken communication and measures all four language skills, 

i.e. reading, writing, listening and speaking. Due to logistic constraints, the speaking component was not 

administered in this study. 

 

Motivation to learn English Questionnaire 

There is evidence that metalinguistic awareness and motivation are positively associated (Modirkhamene, 

2008).  Therefore, the motivation level of the study participants was examined to control for the 

cofounding effects of motivation on metalinguistic awareness. The integrative and instrumental 

motivation of the participants to learn English as a foreign language were assessed using a questionnaire 

consisted of 10 items (Gardner, 1985). The participants were asked to rate their motivation for each of 

items on a 5-point likert type scale with responses ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. 

 

Metalinguistic Awareness Test 

The first part of the test related to syntactic awareness and contained 15 sentences, each with one 

grammatical error. Ungrammaticality judgement test has been suggested as a more precise method for 

assessing MA (Galambos & Goldin-Meadow, 1990). To this end, 15 items from a standard Michigan test 

of English as a foreign language (TOEFL) and a grammaticality judgement test (UJT) adopted from 

examples used by Keshavarz (Keshavarz, 1999). The participants were asked to note and correct the 

errors. Noticing and correcting are systematically related to the analysis part of linguistic processing, 

however, correction demands a higher level of analysis than noticing (E. Bialystok, 1988). The second 

part of the test, i.e. spelling awareness, aimed to assess the participants’ awareness of the orthographic 
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system of language. This section consisted of 15 statements, each with one spelling error. Participants 

were asked to note and correct the spelling errors. Because of the inconsistency and irregularity of the 

English orthographic system, the chosen items violated the conventional spelling. The last part of the test 

related to lexical awareness. Nation (1983) recommended using cloze tests consisted of 3000- 5000 words 

to assess one’s lexical awareness in a given language (Nation, 1983). Accordingly, three valid and 

standard cloze tests of 3000 word level were selected and administered to the participants. The first cloze 

test included 15 blanks, the second test 16 and the third test 8 blanks. The participants were asked to 

guess the relevant missing vocabularies (appropriate one) from the text and fill in the blanks. The total 

score for each of ungrammatical structures and spelling awareness tests was 15, but the total score of 39 

was assigned for the lexical awareness test.  

Procedure 

130 second year EFL students from two Iranian universities were invited to participate in the study, their 

consents were obtained, and they were asked to complete the English proficiency test. The students were 

then screened to meet the inclusion criteria for the study which included age between 18-24 and achieving 

middle quartile scores in the English proficiency test.   87 students including 59 Azeri Persian bilinguals 

and 28 Persian monolinguals met the inclusion criteria for the study. Participants who reported knowing 

languages other than Persian, Azeri and English were excluded from the study (n=6). The socio 

demographic characteristics of the study participants are summarized in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (N=87) 

Variable Frequency (N) Percent (%) 

Gender: 

Male       

Female   

 

   27 

   60 

 

31% 

69% 

Age group: 

18-21 

22-24 

 

   72 

   15 

 

83% 

17% 

Participant’s first language: 

Azeri 

Persian 

 

   59 

   28 

 

68% 

32% 

Languages spoken by parents: 

Azeri 

Persian 

 Other languages 

 

   59 

   28 

   - 

 

68% 

32% 

- 
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Students who met the study inclusion criteria were asked to also complete the Motivation to Learn 

English Questionnaire and the MA test, which included the three components of syntactic awareness, 

spelling awareness and lexical awareness. Motivation has been shown to be a predictor of additional 

language learning. Motivation orientations, both instrumental and integrative, are related to different 

stages of information processing like input and output (Manolopoulou-Sergi, 2004).  

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 15) was used to analyse the data. The significance 

level was set at 0.05. A distribution of frequency was used to display the distribution of the variables, 

including demographic characteristics and language background and motivation to learn English as a 

foreign language. Inferential statistical analysis, including a one way between groups multivariate 

analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to investigate the effects of linguistic background on 

MA development. Preliminary assumption testing was conducted to check for normal distribution of data 

and homogeneity of variance, with no serious violations noted.  

 

Results 

Participants in the bilingual and monolingual groups were assessed with regard to their motivation to 

learn English as a foreign language and there was no statistically significant difference between the two 

groups in their instrumental motivation (t = 1.084, p= 0.283) and integrative motivation  

(t= 1.829, p= 0.071). Mean scores of integrative and instrumental motivations of bilingual and 

monolinguals students are presented in Table 2 and Figure 1 demonstrates the integrative and 

instrumental motivations between the bilingual and monolingual students.  

 

Table 2  

Integrative and Instrumental Motivations in Bilingual and Monolingual Students 

Type of motivation Groups n Mean SD t- test P value 

Integrative motivation 
Bilinguals 59 22.24 3.06 1.829 

 

0.071 

Monolinguals 28 20.78 2.07 

Instrumental motivation Bilinguals 59 18.35 
3.49 1.084          0.283 
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Figure 1: Mean scores of instrumental and integrative motivation in bilinguals and monolinguals 

 

The possible effects of the independent variables (bilingualism and monolingualism) on the 

dependant variables (different components of the MA test) were examined using MANOVA. The results 

showed that bilinguals achieved significantly higher mean scores than monolinguals with regard to lexical 

awareness (f= 6.293, p= 0.020). There was found no significant difference between the groups in 

correcting grammar errors (f= 0.336, p= 0.569). In other components of the MA test including noticing 

grammatical errors (f= 2.731, p= 0.042), noticing spelling errors (f= 3.942, p= 0.036) and correcting 

spelling errors (f= 2.093, p= 0.046) monolinguals achieved significantly higher mean scores than 

bilinguals. Table 3 presents the performance of bilingual and monolingual students on the different 

components of the MA test. 

 

Table 3  

Performance of Azeri-Persian Bilinguals and Persian Monolinguals on the Components of MA Test  

Metalinguistic 

Awareness 

Mean SD F test P value 

Bilinguals  Monolinguals Bilinguals  Monolinguals 

Noticing 

grammatical 

errors 

11.07 12.36 2.53                     1.80 2.731 0.042
*
 

Correcting 

grammatical 

errors 

11.07 11.55 2.53 2.65 0.336 0.569 

 

Noticing 

spelling errors 

10.57 12.45 

 

2.82 

 

3.17 

 

3.942 

 

0.036
*
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Correcting  

spelling errors 

9.29 11.36 

 

2.37 

 

2.73 

 

2.093 

 

0.046
*
 

 

Lexical 

awareness 

 

19.14 

 

14.09 

 

 

5.57 

 

 

4.63 

 

 

6.293 

 

 

0.020
*
 

  Note: *P<0.05  

 

Discussion & Conclusion 

This study provides further evidence on the effects of bilingualism in MA development within a unique 

context, i.e. Azerbaijan, Iran. Results of the study revealed that Azeri Persian bilinguals performed 

differently from Persian monolinguals as far as various metalinguistic awareness tasks were concerned. 

Monolinguals performed significantly better than bilinguals in noticing grammatical errors and spelling 

awareness (both noticing & correcting). These findings may be related to the fact that Azeri Persian 

bilinguals as opposed to Persian monolinguals in Iran do not receive formal education and literacy in their 

first language. Given the observed difference between the two groups in MA tasks, the findings 

contribute to the generally held view that high levels of bilingualism influences the analysis of language 

knowledge ( Bialystok, 1988; Thomas, 1988). In other words, these results are in accordance with 

Cummins' threshold hypothesis (1979) which proposes a threshold level of competence in first language 

especially the literacy skills and suggests that first language literacy has an important role in subsequent 

language learning (Cummins, 1976). Bialystok (1986) also suggested that literacy is   an important factor 

facilitating language analysis in bilinguals. In her study, the strongest effect of bilingualism was observed 

among students who had formal education in both languages and could efficiently read and write in both 

languages. Advocating the positive contributions of first language literacy in learning an additional 

language, Danesi (1989) referred to the Cummins’s interdependence hypothesis and suggested that the 

learner can transfer some of the grammatical rules and knowledge from their first language to the target 

language on the condition that a certain threshold literacy level in the first language is achieved (Danesi, 

1989).  

We found that bilingual students performed significantly better than monolingual students in lexical 

awareness. These findings can be partially explained by the fact that bilinguals use a wide range of 

language materials than monolinguals and by which their linguistic capability is enlarged and they 

become more flexible in using compensatory strategies such as code switching (Cenoz, 2000). In this 

regard, Jessner (2008) suggests that cross-linguistic interaction and increased MA in multilinguals play an 

important role in the use of compensatory strategies. The second interpretation relates to the active use of 
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languages that one already knows. Bilinguals in the context of the present study used their languages 

actively in daily communication, as Persian is the formal language of Iran. According to Modirkhamane 

(2006) there is a positive relationship between active use of background languages and subsequent 

language learning. She believes that active use of languages in the family or community is an important 

factor promoting language processing strategies. Our findings may  provide further support to Hufeisen 

and Marx’s (2007) Factor Model which suggests that multilinguals possess extra world knowledge which 

may be lacking in monolinguals (Hufeisen & Marx, 2007). When exposed to a special lexicon, bilinguals 

possess two interrelated language systems activated, which help boost their lexical and conceptual 

memory and broaden their scope beyond the limits of one culture, language and country. Bilinguals 

confer the benefit of more cognitive flexibility compared to monolinguals, which increases their lexical 

awareness (Cook, 1992).  

The findings of this study confirm the common notion that influences of bilingualism appear under 

certain circumstances and that various degrees of bilingualism and different linguistic backgrounds may 

have different dispositional effects on the achievements of bilingual individuals (Cummins, 1986). 

Otherwise stated, not every type of bilingualism or bilingual contexts can lead to beneficial outcomes. In 

multilingual contexts, performance of learners from diverse linguistic backgrounds may also depend on 

other factors such as the type of the tasks to be carried out, language dominance as well as sociolinguistic, 

cultural and affective factors (Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Jessner, 2008), which were not controlled for 

in current study and which might have affected the results.  

In our study, the bilinguals’ first language failed to confer benefit on their subsequent language 

learning. These findings imply that the linguistic background of learners exerts its possible influences 

under certain circumstances. In other words, not every type of bilingualism leads to positive outcomes.  In 

addition to learners’ linguistic background, in multilingual contexts,   learners’ performance may depend 

on a range of other different factors, such as the type of the tasks to be done, language dominance, 

affective factors, as well as first language literacy (Chamot & O’Malley, 1994; Jessner, 2008). Although 

we gathered information on the participants’ literacy in their first language, further statistical analysis to 

examine the effects of first language literacy on metalinguistic awareness was not possible, as all the 

Azeri-Persian bilingual participants in this study were found to be illiterate in their first language. 

Nevertheless, based on the findings from previous research (Bialystok, 1988), the lack of literacy in the 

Azeri-Persian bilinguals might partially explain their inferior performance in the most components of the 

MA test of literacy in their first language. Research shows that developing literacy in one’s first language 

is the key to developing his literacy in a new language. Individuals who have no or very limited literacy 

in their mother tongue find learning a new language very challenging. People who speak a language 
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without being able to read and write show a very limited ability they can use when learning the new 

language. They may have challenges understanding the fact that language can be visually represented as 

well as audibly transmitted. Further, the learner’s experience of spoken language is highly context 

dependent and relates mostly to concrete experience which might not help with learning a written 

language and the language of the classroom, which is less tied to the context (Australian Government 

Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2009). These findings have implications 

to policy makers in providing opportunities to subgroups of the population to get literacy in their first 

language. 

The findings also have implications to language instructors in that teachers should try to raise the 

linguistic awareness of students, as recommended by educational linguists (Candelier, 2003). Also 

learning strategy training can help students more efficiently learn a new language. In multilingual 

contexts, teachers need to find better strategies to teach typologically related languages, improve students’ 

learning strategies in acquisition of a new language and take into account students’ prior linguistic 

background (Cenoz, Hufeisen, & Jessner, 2001). Including metalinguistic dimension in classroom based 

contrastive analysis may also be of great help. In other words, teachers must   raise students’ awareness of 

their language structures in order to facilitate their language learning processes. This would imply 

changes in teaching methodologies and program curriculum (James, 1996). 

In conclusion, the findings of this study suggest that bilingualism did not put Azeri Persian students 

in advantage for developing their metalinguistic awareness in syntactic awareness and spelling awareness 

components in the process of learning English as their third language and Persian monolinguals in the 

process of learning English as their second language achieved better results on performing the above 

tasks. Bilingualism, however, advantaged Azeri Persian students in development of lexical awareness 

component of the metalinguistic awareness test. These findings may further support the role of social 

factors, such as literacy in background languages, in fostering metalinguistic awareness and promoting 

extra language learning.  
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Abstract 

Apology is a speech act intended to perform the act of regretting. Cultures vary among themselves in the 

ways they express apology (Trosborg, 2010). In a variety of other cultural contexts than Arabic, it has 

been confirmed that apology strategies are culture-specific and that similarities and differences exist 

between the two sexes in apology. Hence, the goal of this study is to explore strategies specific to Arabic 

apology as well as similarities and differences between female and male Arabs in apology. Eight female 

and eight male Arabic speakers’ responses to a ten-item written completion task were analyzed. This task 

required the participants to respond to ten different situations using apologies they would use in similar, 

real-life situations. The results confirmed the previous findings regarding the most commonly used 

apology strategies among Arabs, and revealed a few other strategies. Although some similarities did 

emerge, obvious differences between the two genders were observed in the expression of apology. 

 

Key words: apologies, gender, politeness, cross-cultural pragmatics, language and culture, socio-

pragmatics 

 

Introduction  

Apology is a speech act that has been studied more extensively in some cultures than others. In fact, 

apology remains an area worth research in more languages in order that we can establish a more universal 

view of how apology manifests itself across cultures and communities. One specific example of these 

languages is Arabic where apology has not been researched as thoroughly as in other languages such as 

English and Japanese. Besides, research on Arabic apology has focused on speakers who belong to 

specific dialectical backgrounds (e.g., El-Khalil, 1998; Khaled, 2011; Nureddeen, 2008), but not those 
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from a variety of Arabic dialects. Also, gender differences in Arabic apology have been little addressed in 

previous research (cf., Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006). Therefore, the research goals here are to investigate 

illocutionary preferences and find out if there are gender-related differences in the expression of 

apologies among Arabic speakers of a variety of dialects, with due consideration to the roles of social and 

contextual factors in this regard. 

 

Related literature 

Definitions and descriptions  

In her definition, Olshtain (1989) defined an apology as “a speech act which is intended to provide 

support for the hearer who was actually or potentially malaffected by a violation” (pp. 156-157). In order 

for an apology to be successful, Gooder and Jacobs (2000) suggested that the apologizer should admit 

committing the offense in a regretful manner, confess that he is to blame for the offense, and affirm that 

the offense will never recur. Based on their research, Brown and Attardo (2000) noted that an apology can 

have the following five components: an expression of apology, an explanation of the situation, an 

acknowledgment of responsibility, an offer of repair, and a promise of non-recurrence. There are specific 

elements that influence the efficacy of an apology, which include the offender’s familiarity with the 

offended person, the severity of the offense committed, the social power of the participants in the 

apologetic context, the social distance factors such as age and gender of the participants, and the 

apologetic context itself (Jarbou, 2002; Soliman, 2003). 

 

Apology strategies 

Apology strategies can be defined as verbal or non-verbal maneuvers that offenders resort to in order to 

express their regret for a violation of a norm or an offense to another party. This is, in my view, a more 

encompassing definition than other definitions that have limited these strategies to verbal behaviors. One 

example of a non-verbal or gestural apology strategy is used in Thai by one’s bringing his or her palms 

together (Hongladarom, 2007). Scholars who researched apology have devised a number of taxonomies to 

demonstrate how apology strategies are realized either from their theoretical perspectives or empirical 

work, or both. One of the most comprehensive taxonomies of apology strategies is developed by 

Sugimoto (1997). In her taxonomy, Sugimoto offered a variety of apology strategies, classifying them 

into three main categories on the basis of their frequencies of use in her study: primary strategies, 

secondary strategies, and least-frequent strategies. The primary strategies are the most frequent ones, 

which include statement of remorse (expressing regret for the offense), accounts (telling what has 

happened), description of damage (describing what has resulted), and reparation (repairing the damage). 
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Secondary strategies are those that are used less frequently than the primary strategies, which include 

request for forgiveness (asking the offended person to forgive), compensation (offering to compensate for 

the damage or loss), promise not to repeat offense (assuring the offense will not recur). And, the least-

frequent strategies are used less frequently than the secondary strategies, which include explicit or 

positive assessment of responsibility (describing one’s role in what has happened), contextualization 

(describing the whole context of the offense), self-castigation (being critical of own behavior), gratitude 

(expressing gratefulness for being given the chance to apologize), and showing lack of intent to do harm 

(convincing the offended person that the offense was not intentional) (pp. 356-359).  

Besides considering the apology strategies offered by Sugimoto (1997), Bataineh and Bataineh 

(2005) have pointed out that offenders may use strategies that are not excusatory in nature so as to deny 

their responsibility for the offense. Such strategies include brushing off incident as unimportant 

(convincing the offended person that the offense is marginal), negative assessment of responsibility 

(claiming that another person or thing was the causer), avoidance of person or subject (avoiding the 

offended person or mention of the offense), offending victim (attacking the victim to marginalize the 

offense), and blaming victim (blaming the victim for the offense) (Bataineh & Bataineh, 2005, Definition 

of Significant Terms section, para. 5). What distinguishes the classification by Olshtain and Cohen (1983) 

from Sugimoto’s is that the former used an Illocutionary Force Indicating Device (IFID) as the first 

strategy, which has the same referent as statement of remorse. To be specific, an IFID is an explicit 

expression of apology, indicating that the speaker is regretful for an offense, and as such it uses a 

performative entailing the act of apologizing (e.g., sorry, I apologize, excuse me ...etc). According to 

Olshtain (1989), an apologizer may intensify her apology using intensifiers such as very, so, really, etc., 

or downgrade it using one of the non-apology strategies (e.g., but you shouldn’t really get this upset). In a 

study of apology strategies of Sudanese Arabic, Nureddeen (2008) has referred to strategies such as final 

IFIDs (using an IFID at the end of the apology), concern for the hearer (showing sympathy or fellow 

feeling for the victim), intensification (either by using intensifiers with IFIDs or repeating IFIDs), and 

humor (using humorous expressions to minimize the effect of the offence) (pp. 288-294).  

 

Apology and politeness 

From the way scholars have defined politeness, it becomes evident that politeness constitutes an 

inseparable element of any discussion of apology. For example, Lakoff (1975) has defined politeness as a 

form of behavior “developed in societies in order to reduce friction in personal interaction” (p. 45). In this 

sense, politeness is important in that it mitigates the level of tension between interlocutors and so, as 

Eelen (2001) suggests, determines the success of communication. Therefore, an apology should exhibit 
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the extent of politeness that qualifies it to be appropriate and acceptable. Similar to other language 

aspects, politeness varies from one culture to another and from one language or variety to another 

(Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006). This would certainly make it interesting to look into facets of politeness in 

specific cultures and find out how such facets show similarities and/or disparities across cultures.   

 

Apology and gender 

The literature on gender suggests that females and males are socialized differently in their childhood, 

which influences their language behaviors as they grow up and causes them to behave in different ways 

(cf., Holmes, 1995; Tannen, 1990). For example, Tannen (1990) has held the view that gender differences 

are apparent in politeness and that women tend to use more polite and less critical language than men. 

Tannen (1990) has also suggested that women are more naturally disposed toward rapport or cooperative 

talk than men who prefer competitive talk. Because women are more caring for their interlocutor’s 

feelings than men, they use more positive strategies for interaction (Holmes, 1995). In the Basow and 

Rubenfeld (2003) study of 58 men and 107 women, women demonstrated stronger emotions than men 

when responding to advice and sympathy. As far as apology is concerned, Brown and Attardo (2000) 

have observed that when compared to males, females are socialized in a manner that instills into them a 

more notable tendency to apologize to both sexes. In her study, Holmes (1995) found that the two sexes 

differed in that women apologized more than men, and that women showed this tendency more with 

interlocutors of equal status (e.g., female friends).  

With a sample of friends who speak Jordanian Arabic, El-Khalil (1998) found that males used 

more explicit apology strategies than females who rarely promised not to repeat the offense. Bataineh and 

Bataineh (2005) studied gender differences in apology strategies among American university students and 

found that both sexes used four primary apology strategies which were IFIDs, accounts, compensation, 

and reparation, as well as two non-apology strategies which were blaming the victim and brushing off the 

incident as not important. However, the female participants used more explicit apology strategies and 

fewer non-apology strategies than did the males. In another study, Bataineh and Bataineh (2006) 

investigated the use of apology strategies among Jordanian EFL university students and found that 

although both sexes showed similarities in their use of primary apology strategies, they differed in their 

use of non-apology strategies in that female participants preferred to avoid the talk about the offense, 

while males opted for blaming the victim. 
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Apology among Arabs 

Research points out distinctive aspects of apology among Arabs. In El-Khalil’s (1998) study which 

involved Jordanian respondents, explicit apologies such as IFIDs (e.g., I’m sorry) and accounts (e.g., 

Sorry, I wasn’t able to buy you a present) were used more frequently than were other strategies. 

Respondents also used more justification strategies along with explicit assessment of responsibility and 

self-castigation strategies (e.g., The loss is mine, and I owe you one). Nureddeen (2008) studied the use 

of apology strategies in Sudanese Arabic among one hundred and ten college students in Khartoum, 

Sudan, using a discourse completion task (DCT). Nureddeen found that the respondents made extensive 

use of explanations or accounts as well as IFIDs strategies. In a more recent study, Khaled (2011) had a 

hundred Tunisian university students complete a DCT. The researcher found that there were certain 

situations in which the subjects used statement of remorse most frequently, which included apologies 

made to a close friend and a person who was older or had more power or authority. 

 

In a comparative study of Egyptian and American styles of apology, Soliman (2003) found that 

while both groups of subjects used intensifiers and interjections and expressed embarrassment for the 

offense, Egyptians were more inclined to blame the victim and praise Allah (God) for what happened. In 

a study of apologies of native speakers of American English and those of Jordanian Arabic, Bataineh and 

Bataineh (2008) found that Jordanians used more varied apologies in the form of two to three expressions 

of apology in addition to one to two intensifiers, which they attributed to the Jordanians’ tendency to 

overdo their regret so as to win the offended person’s understanding. They also found that Jordanians 

tended more to use proverbs and sayings (e.g., spilling coffee is a good omen) to mitigate the offence 

committed and to relieve the offended person. Jordanians also used equal instances of positive assessment 

of responsibility strategy (e.g., it was my fault) and negative assessment of responsibility strategy (e.g., he 

showed up and I could not say no), whereas Americans used only negative assessment of responsibility 

strategies.  

Based on his study which looked into the pragmatics of Arab EFL learners in comparison to 

English native speakers, Al-Zumor (2003) concluded that Arabs are more disposed than English native 

speakers to claim responsibility for the offence one has caused to the offended party. In an attempt to see 

what apology strategies Jordanian EFL students tend to use in English, Bataineh and Bataineh (2006) 

found IFIDs to be the most frequent strategy used by both females and males. They also found that both 

females and males often used accounts and compensation strategies; however, females demonstrated 

more frequent use of promise not to repeat offense strategy.  
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In summary, the previous research findings suggest that although similarities of patterns of 

apology realization exist across cultures and genders, striking differences do exist and that the choice of 

apology strategies is often determined by social and contextual parameters.  

 In light of the research goals stated earlier, this study sought to answer the questions: What 

apology strategies would Arabic speakers of different dialects use in selected apologetic situations? And, 

are there any differences between females and males in the use of apology strategies in these situations? 

This study represents a unique attempt to find out how speakers of different Arabic dialects express their 

apologies with due consideration to gender differences and roles of social and contextual factors that 

influence apologetic expressions. Because of the relatively small sample size of this study, qualitative 

analyses were used to substantiate quantitative results.  

 

Methodology 

Participants 

The target population in this study was eight female and eight male Arabic native speakers whose ages 

ranged from 25 to 42 years. The subjects were selected so as to represent different Arabic dialects 

comprising Egyptian, Emirati, Iraqi, Libyan, Saudi, and Yemeni. The female subjects were three 

Egyptians, three Libyans, one Emirati, and one Saudi. The male subjects were four Saudis, two Libyans, 

one Iraqi, and one Yemeni. At the time of the data collection, the participants were living on the campus 

of Oklahoma State University, United States of America.  

 

Instrumentation  

A written completion task consisting of ten items was used to collect the data (See Appendix A for the 

English version of the questionnaire); it is often referred to in the literature as a discourse completion task 

(DCT). Each item on the questionnaire represents a situation involving an offense for which the 

respondent was expected to apologize; in so doing, the respondent had to express in writing what he or 

she perceived as the most appropriate strategy of apology to use in that particular situation. The situations 

were chosen and formulated such that they vary in terms of factors such as societal domains and roles, 

social power and distance, level of formality, and the severity of offense. Similar to the case of previous 

studies that used a DCT to collect data on speech acts, the societal domains and roles expressed in the 

situations are deemed appropriate so long as they are familiar to participants, but not necessarily 

experienced in their lives (cf., Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, & Gabriele, 1996; 

Nureddeen, 2008). Eight of the ten situations (i.e., 2-9) on the DCT were adapted from (Bataineh & 
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Bataineh, 2006; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, & Gabriele, 1996), and all the ten situations were checked with a 

native speaker of Arabic to ensure their intelligibility and adequacy.  

The DCT was first devised in English, and then was translated to two Arabic versions to 

incorporate and so reflect the dual marking of gender in Arabic; that is, one version was used with the 

female respondents and the other with the males. The rationale for using a DCT as a data collection 

technique in this study was that, as Cohen (1996) suggested based on Beebe and Cummings’ (1996) 

study, it allows for the elicitation of unrestricted quality and quantity of response within a brief period of 

time. Another advantage, from the researcher’s perspective, is that the respondents to this type of data 

elicitation technique can find it more comforting and less tense in comparison to performing role-plays, 

which can maximize the opportunity of eliciting more representative or real-life data from the 

respondents. 

 

Data collection  

The questionnaires designated for males were administered by the male researcher and the ones for 

females were administered by a female assistant, both in person. First, the participants were each 

informed in Arabic about the research according to the guidelines of the Institutional Review Board in 

order for them to make an informed decision about participating in the study. Then, each of the 

participants was instructed to respond personally to each one of the ten situations on the DCT, imagining 

oneself acting the role in the context as given in the situation even if this had never occurred to her or 

him, such that whatever response a respondent provides would reflect his or her actual dealing with that 

particular situation in the real world. Respondents were each asked to feel free to ask any questions when 

in need to get clarification or explanation of any of the situations, or the DCT in general.  

 

Data analysis  

The data were coded using Sugimoto’s (1997) taxonomy of apology strategies. The reason was that 

Sugimoto’s taxonomy is by far the most comprehensive one of its kind up to the date when this report 

was written. Other strategies found to be typical of Arabic apology in previous research were also 

considered in the data analysis. Furthermore, the possibility that new strategies might emerge was not 

precluded; consequently, these strategies were categorized independently. It was postulated that following 

the previous steps would prove helpful in capturing a potential multitude of apology strategies used by the 

participants.  
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Three apology strategies have emerged with no matches in previous research, which included 

offering the victim something (e.g. a food, a drink, a gift, etc.), expressing closeness to the victim (e.g. the 

use of aakhi meaning brother in yaa akhi ana aasif Oh, my brother! I’m sorry!), and asking the offended 

person for permission (e.g. akhi! lo fi imkaniyah aagdar aaghayer aattalab Brother! Is there a possibility 

I can change the order?). As such, the third strategy might be perceived as a non-apology strategy while 

in fact the way it is expressed implies an apology, and so would best be described as an implicit apology. 

These three strategies, shown as strategies (15-17) in Tables 1 and 2, constituted an important portion of 

the total strategies used by the respondents. Moreover, two of these strategies accounted for notable 

differences between female and male respondents.  

The coding of the strategies used by respondents provided the results shown in Tables 1 and 2. 

Table 1 below shows the strategies, their frequencies in the ten situation items (1-10) on the DCT, the 

total of frequencies for each strategy across the situation items, and the percentage of using each strategy 

in relation to the total strategy use. As can be seen in Table 1, respondents exhibited noticeable use of 

eight apology strategies (1-7&15) comprising 84.64 % of the total strategy use. IFIDs was the most 

frequent strategy, counting for almost one-third of the total strategy use. The second most frequent 

strategy was accounts which made up almost 14% of the total strategies. Intensification was the third 

most frequent strategy comprising almost 11% of the total strategy use. Reparation ranks fourth, counting 

for 7.24%. Compensation along with positive assessment of responsibility share the fifth rank, each 

comprising 6.14%. Expressing closeness to the victim was the most frequent strategy among emergent 

strategies and the sixth most frequent strategy of all strategies, counting for 5.48%. The strategy ranked 

eighth was showing lack of intent to do harm which made up almost 5% of the total strategy use. 

In what follows, examples of the above-mentioned strategies are offered beginning with the 

situation or item number on the DCT, the initial of respondent gender with F for female and M for male, 

the strategy used, how it sounds in Arabic with the underlined text highlighting the key word or affix 

reflecting the strategy where needed, and the English gloss. 

 

Table 1: Apology strategies used by respondents 

 Strategies Situation items 

#  Expected strategies 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total % 

1 IFIDs 15 8 17 15 15 15 17 11 12 12 137 30.04 

2 Accounts 4 5  3 12 8 9 8 3 11 63 13.82 

3 Intensification  6  8 5 4 9 7 5 3 3 50 10.96 

4 Reparation 5 1 7 1 11 5  2  1 33 7.24 

5 Compensation  1 4 6     10 7 28 6.14 
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6 Positive assessment of 

responsibility 

2 3 3  2 2 6 8 2  28 6.14 

7 Showing lack of intent 

to do harm 

3  6 5   1  7  22 4.82 

8 Asking or requesting 

victim to forgive 

2  2 2  1  3 1 1 12 2.63 

9 Concern for the hearer    1 1 2 2 1 2 1  10 2.19 

10 Final IFIDs 1  2  1 1 1 1 1  8 1.75 

11 Promise not to repeat 

offense 

4       1 1 1 7 1.54 

12 Description of damage    2     4  6 1.32 

13 Self-castigation   1   1 1 3   6 1.32 

14 Negative assessment 

of responsibility 

 2      1   3 0.66 

# Emergent strategies  

15 Expressing closeness 

to victim 

1 1 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 5 25 5.48 

16 Asking offended 

person for permission 

 12   1     1 14 3.07 

17 Offering victim 

something 

1  2     1   4 0.88 

 Total 456 100.00 

 1. M. IFID: ana aasif (I’m sorry.)    

 5. F. Accounts: lam yuse’funi alwaqt litassheeh waraqatuki (I didn’t have the time to mark your 

paper.) 

 1. M. Intensification: ana aasiff jiddan (I’m so sorry.) 

 3. F. Reparation: sawfa uhdhir laki mindeelan litunadhifi qameessaki (I’ll bring you some tissues 

so that you can clean your dress.) 

 9. M. Compensation: bashtree lak badaluh (I’ll buy you another.) 

 7.  F. Positive assessment of responsibility: aa’alam annahu khatta’ee linissiyan irja’a haatha 

asseedee (I know it’s my mistake not to return this CD.) 

 1. M. Expressing closeness to the victim: ana aasif jiddan yaa akhi (I’m so sorry, oh my brother!)   

 4. M. Showing lack of intent to do harm: aasif bass maa a’aqssid thaalik (Sorry, but I didn’t mean 

it.) 

On the other hand, the emergent strategies in this study (i.e., strategies 15-17) were used by the 

respondents at variable frequencies. For example, expressing closeness to the victim was by far the most 

frequent strategy of all three emerging strategies with almost 5.48% of the total strategy use. The second 

most frequent strategy is asking the offended person for permission counting for 3.07%. The least-
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frequent strategy was offering the victim something making up 0.88% of strategy use, used only by four 

respondents.  

Table 2 below sums up the data for both females and males in a comparison layout showing the 

strategies used, the totals of strategy frequencies, and the percentages of using each strategy to the total 

strategy use. Using the difference-over-sum formula to determine the strength of similarities and 

differences between percentages reflecting female and male strategy use, the estimates for the strength of 

difference (SoD) in percentages were calculated and entered into the table in the column labeled SoD. To 

illustrate the use of the formula, to calculate the SoD between female and male proportions of using 

IFIDs strategy, we adopt the absolute value that results from dividing the difference between the two 

respective percentages by the sum of these two percentages; as a result, we obtain 0.009 which is a very 

low estimate and so indicative of the high similarity between female and male use of this strategy. The 

estimates for SoD range from 0 to 1, with 0 indicating no difference and so strong similarity and 1 

indicating strong difference. The data in Table 2 are arranged so that they accord with the ascending order 

of the SoD values to help spot and cluster any potential similarities and differences between the two 

genders in strategy use. 

For the purpose of this study, SoD values less than 0.1 were considered as suggestive of strong 

similarity and so are worth being reported here; these values are marked with superscript (S) in Table 2 to 

indicate strong similarity. On this basis, both females and males were considerably similar in their 

frequent use of five strategies including IFIDs (SoD=0.009), compensation (SoD= 0.013), positive 

assessment of responsibility (SoD=0.058), accounts (SoD=0.066), and asking the offended person for 

permission (SoD=0.013). 

 

Table 2: Similarities and differences between the two genders in using apology strategies 

 Strategy Females Males  

# Expected strategies Total % Total % Comparison  SoD  

1 IFIDs 70 30.30 67 29.78 F≈M 0.009
S 

2 Compensation 14 6.06 14 6.22 F≈M 0.013
S 

3 Positive assessment 

of responsibility 

15 6.49 13 5.78 F≈M 0.058
S 

4 Accounts 34 14.72 29 12.89 F≈M 0.066
S 

5 Promise not to 

repeat offense 

4 1.73 3 1.33   0.130 

6 Intensification  31 13.42 19 8.44   0.228 

7 Showing lack of 

intent to do harm 

8 3.46% 14 6.22   0.285 
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8 Description of 

damage 

2 0.87% 4 1.78

% 

F<M 0.345
D 

9 Reparation 23 9.96% 10 4.44

% 

F>M 0.383
D 

10 Concern for the 

hearer  

3 1.30% 7 3.11

% 

F<M 0.411
D 

11 Final IFIDs 2 0.87% 6 2.67

% 

F<M 0.510
D 

12 Negative assessment 

of responsibility 

0 0.00% 3 1.33

% 

F<M 1.000
D 

13 Self-castigation 0 0.00% 6 2.67

% 

F<M 1.000
D 

14 Asking or requesting 

victim to forgive 

7 3.03% 5 2.22

% 

  0.154 

# Emergent strategies  

15 Asking offended 

person for 

permission 

7 3.03% 7 3.11

% 

F≈M 0.013
S 

16 Expressing closeness 

to victim 

8 3.46% 17 7.56

% 

F<M 0.371
D 

17 Offering victim 

something 

3 1.30% 1 0.44

% 

F>M 0.490
D 

Total 231 100.00

% 

225 100.0

0% 

 

Note. F=females, M=males, SoD=strength of difference, superscript (S)=strong similarity,  

superscript (D)=strong difference. 

Examples: (Situation or item number, gender, strategy, Arabic, English gloss) 

 1. F . IFIDs: ana aasifah (I’m sorry.) 

 9. M . Compensation: bashtree lak badaluh (I’ll buy you another.) 

 8. F. Positive assessment of responsibility: aa’alam annahu khatta’ee linissiyan irja’a 

haatha asseedee (I know it’s my mistake not to return this CD.) 

 5. F . Accounts: lam yuse’funi alwaqt litassheeh waraqatuki (I didn’t have the time to 

mark your paper.) 

 2. M . Asking the offended person for permission: hall mumkin taghyeeruh lu samaht (Can 

it be changed, if you permit?)  

On the other hand, differences between the two sexes become evident if we consider other strategies as 

shown in Table 2. For the purpose of this study, SoD values greater than 0.3 were considered as 

suggestive of strong differences and so are worth being reported here; these values are marked with 

superscript (D) to indicate strong difference. On this basis, male respondents made more frequent use of 

such strategies as description of damage (SoD=0.345), concern for the hearer (SoD=0.411), Final IFIDs 

(SoD=0.510), negative assessment of responsibility (SoD=1), self-castigation (SoD=1), and expressing 
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closeness to the victim (SoD=0.371), whereas females made more use of such strategies as reparation 

(SoD=0.383) and offering the victim something (SoD=0.490). 

 

Examples: (Situation or item number, gender, strategy, Arabic, English gloss) 

 9. M. Description of damage: laqad kasart jihaz tashgheel asseedee (I’ve broken the CD 

player.) 

 8. M . Concern for the hearer: atamanna annla takoun bihaajah lah ttwal haathih 

almuddah (I hope you didn’t need to use it all through this period.) 

 9. M. Final IFIDs: laa wallah ma’arif shloun inkssar, aasif (No, I swear to God, I don’t 

know how it broke. Sorry!) 

 9. M. Negative assessment of responsibility: laa wallah ma’arif shloun inkssar (No, I 

swear to God, I don’t know how it broke.) 

 2. M. Self-castigation: anaa akhtta’at fi attalab (I made a mistake in the order.) 

 10. M. Expressing closeness to the victim: aasif habeebati indi a’amal muhimm bukkrah 

(Sorry, my sweetheart! I’m having an important work to do tomorrow.) 

 3. F. Reparation: sawfa uhdhir laki mindeelan litunadhifi qameessaki (I’ll bring you some 

tissues so that you can clean your dress.) 

 1. F. Offering the victim something: halla tafadhalti bi adukhool wa shurb finjan min 

alqahwah (Please come in and have a cup of coffee!) 

Based on an analysis which aimed to check the extent to which apology strategies, as shown in Tables 1 

and 2, can be accounted for in terms of the situations in which they occurred with high frequencies, most 

of these strategies have proven to be context- or situation-dependent. To begin with, intensification 

strategy was considerably used in situations where the offended person was at a higher status than the 

offender (e.g., Situation 3: Spilling food on a customer’s clothes & Situation 6: Forgetting to return an 

instructor’s book). Accounts strategy was most frequently used in situations where it was possible to 

describe what happened especially where the offender was deemed highly responsible for the offense 

(e.g., Situation 5: Not marking a student’s paper & Situation 10: Having to break a promise made to a 

spouse). Reparation was noticeably offered where it was possible for the offender to repair or fix the 

damage that had resulted from the offense (e.g., Situation 3: Spilling food on a customer’s clothes & 

Situation 5: Not marking a student’s paper). Positive assessment of responsibility was more frequent in 

situations where the offender felt guilty not to have done what he or she should have done (e.g., Situation 

7: Coming late for a group trip & Situation 8: Not returning a CD to a friend). Compensation was seen 

more necessary in situations where it was possible for the offender to compensate for the consequence of 
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the offense (e.g., by buying the brother a new CD player in Situation 9 & by making up for the missed 

outing in Situation 10). Showing lack of intent to do harm was a characteristic of those apologies for 

offenses that happened by accident (e.g., Situation 3: Spilling food on a customer’s clothes & Situation 9: 

Dropping and breaking a brother’s CD player).  

Among the emerging strategies, expressing closeness to the victim was used more frequently when 

the offender felt that the offense must have hurt the victim’s feelings; interestingly enough, this strategy 

was most noticeable in situations where the victim was a close party to the offender (e.g., Situation 9: 

Dropping and breaking a brother’s CD player & Situation 10: Having to break a promise made to a 

spouse). By far, asking the offended person for permission served as an implicit apology strategy in 

Situation 2 in which the offender requested for permission to change an order that had already been made. 

On the other hand, offering the victim something was more associated with Situation 3 in which the 

offender thought that help was needed to clean off the food spilled over the customer’s clothes.  

It was postulated that accounting for apology strategies that reflected differences between female 

and male strategy use in relation to the situations that called for the use of these strategies would help spot 

gender differences in how the two sexes reacted to apologetic situations. Table 3 below displays gender 

differences in expressing apology in connection with five situations. It is worth noting here that 

percentages of strategy use in Table 3 were figured out using the frequencies of strategy use across all of 

the ten situation items for both sexes as shown in Table 1. Also, the strategy serial numbers in Table 3 

match those in Table 1. To illustrate with an example, males used strategy#12 three times in Situation 9. 

Thus, the strategy frequency (i.e., 3) was divided by the total frequency of using strategy#12 by both 

sexes as shown in Table 1 (i.e., 6) to get the strategy percentage (i.e., 50.00%) which reflects the 

proportion of male use of this strategy in Situation 9. All SoD values across the five situation items were 

greater than 0.3 and so are considered as indicative of strong differences.  

 

Table 3: Situation-related differences between the two genders in apology strategies 

 Situation   Females Males    

# Strategy Item No. Total % Total % Comparison SoD 

12 Description of 

damage 

9 1 16.67 3 50.00 F<M 0.500
D 

13 Self-castigation 8 0 0.00 3 50.00 F<M 1.000
D 

9 Concern for the 

hearer  

8 0 0.00 2 20.00 F<M 1.000
D 

15 Expressing closeness 

to victim 

10 1 4.00 4 16.00 F<M 0.600
D 

4 Reparation 3 5 15.16 2 6.07 F>M 0.428
D 

Note: F=females, M=males, superscript (D)=strong difference. 
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Consequently, males were readier than females to describe the damage that has resulted from the 

offense (e.g., by describing what had happened to the CD player in Situation 9). Males also showed more 

tendency than females to castigate oneself especially when apologizing to a friend (e.g., for not having 

returned the friend’s CD for two months in Situation 8); in addition, males showed more concern for the 

friend in this particular situation than females. Moreover, males expressed more closeness to their spouses 

than females when finding themselves unable to fulfill a promise to go on an outing in Situation 10. On 

the other hand, females were found readier to offer reparation for the damage that had resulted from the 

offense; for example, females showed more willingness than males to turn down the TV volume so as not 

to annoy the neighbor in Situation 1. Interestingly, females were also more disposed to repair by offering 

to clean off the spilled food over the customer’s clothes in Situation 3― an act which is much more 

anticipated from females than males among Arabs. 

 

Discussion  

Similar to previous studies of Arabic apology, the current study has revealed interesting findings that both 

attest to the validity of the study design and method and confirm the previous findings. One important 

finding is that five out of the eight strategies with high frequencies of use in this study were those found 

to be typical of Arabic apology in the previous studies (e.g., Bataineh & Bataineh, 2008; El-Khalil, 1998; 

Khaled, 2011; Nureddeen, 2008; Soliman, 2003). These five strategies include IFIDs, intensification, 

accounts, reparation, and positive assessment of responsibility. There are three other strategies used 

highly frequently in this study, including compensation, showing lack of intent to do harm, and 

expressing closeness to the victim. Interestingly, there were three emerging strategies used by the 

respondents in this study with no matches in previous research, which are asking the offended person for 

permission, offering the victim something, and expressing closeness to the victim; of these three strategies 

the last one was the seventh most frequent strategy among all the seventeen strategies used by 

respondents in this study.  

Nevertheless, three strategies were used less frequently in this study compared to previous studies, 

including final IFIDs, negative assessment of responsibility, and self-castigation. Final IFIDs and 

negative assessment of responsibility in particular showed more context-dependency such that the first 

was used in situations involving severe offense and the second in situations where the offender felt less 

responsible for the offense. This might have to do with social and contextual factors embedded in the 

situations, which influenced the respondents towards not using these three strategies as frequently as was 

the case in previous studies. As for those strategies with high frequencies of use, they obviously show 

more concern for the victim and so help promote sense of solidarity among Arabs. Two obvious examples 

 



The Linguistics Journal, 6(1), 2012 

249 

 

 

on this fact are intensification and expressing closeness to the victim, whose use can strongly promote the 

sincerity of the apology and the relief of the victim. Similarly, in her study of compliments among Arabic 

speakers from the UAE and English speakers, Al Falasi (2007) noticed that Arabic speakers produced 

longer compliments because they thought they would sound more sincere. 

As regards apology strategy use in relation to gender, in line with the findings of Holmes (1995), 

females and males in this study have exhibited both similarities and differences, with females using more 

strategies than males. Both sexes used five apology strategies almost equally, including IFIDs, accounts, 

compensation, positive assessment of responsibility, and asking the offended person for permission; 

among these strategies the first two were also used by both sexes in Bataineh and Bataineh (2005). The 

differences between the two genders in this study accord to what Tannen (1990) and Holmes (1995) have 

suggested regarding gender differences in language use. As is evident when comparing the total strategy 

use of the two sexes, females used more apology strategies than males, which is consistent with the 

observation that Bataineh and Bataineh (2006) have reported about their ESL respondents. Women’s 

tendency to establish and maintain friendship through language, as Tannen (1990) suggested, can be seen 

in the females’ use of reparation (cf. Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006) and offering the victim something (e.g., 

food or drink) strategies especially in situations where they perceived the offense to be severe (e.g., 

Situation 3: Spilling food over a costumer’s clothes & Situation 5: Not marking a student’s paper). Also, 

in such situations where the offense was severe as 3 and 5, females used strategies including the 

intensification of their apologies and the offering of reparation, which are more emotional and caring than 

those used by males in these situations; a similar conclusion was reached by Basow and Rubenfeld (2003) 

and Holmes (1995).  

On the other hand, males clearly expressed their apologies in a manner less apologetic than that of 

females as demonstrated by their use of strategies such as final IFIDs, description of damage, and 

negative assessment of responsibility, mainly in situations involving an offense to an acquaintance. 

Although Bataineh and Bataineh (2006) have reported that females, among their ESL respondents, used 

the third strategy more (i.e., negative assessment of responsibility), the fact that males made notable use 

of the three strategies in this study serves as evidence for the kind of competitive language behavior 

among men. Because apologizing represents a face-threatening and so a humiliating act for the offender, 

men find it self-downgrading to apologize and so choose to refrain from direct or explicit apologies. 

Interestingly, males assigned more noticeable preference to self-castigation compared to direct apology in 

situations where they found themselves having to apologize to a close acquaintance (e.g., for not 

returning the friend’s CD in Situation 8).  
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Certain strategies appeared more context- or situation-dependent than others in which case the use 

of these strategies took into consideration the aspects of the apologetic situation, the characteristics of the 

victim (e.g., social power, social distance, etc.), and the perceived needs of the victim in a given situation. 

For example, respondents chose to intensify their apologies when committing an offense towards a person 

who is at a higher status (e.g., Situation 6: Not returning an instructor’s book), and to compensate for the 

damage or loss resulting from the offense when offering this compensation was seen responsive to the 

victim’s emotional demands (e.g., Situation 9: Dropping and breaking a brother’s CD player). As noted 

above, social distance between the offender and the victim was also a determining factor in the expression 

of apology such that to claim one’s responsibility for the offense to a friend or one’s social affiliation 

(e.g., Situation 8: Not returning a friend’s CD) was considered more appropriate than expressing one’s 

closeness to these parties. In fact, the latter was seen preferable in apologetic situations involving a close 

relative (e.g., Situation 10: Having to break a promise made to a spouse).  

It is interesting that gender differences in this study also agree with the theory and research of 

gender differences in language use. That is, females tended more than males to use politeness strategies in 

the exact sense that Lakoff (1975) has referred to as politeness, which implies an inclination on the part of 

females not to describe or talk about the offense or act critical of what has caused the offense in order to 

mitigate any chance of getting into a clash with the offended party (cf. Holmes, 1995; Lakoff, 1975; 

Tannen, 1990). In fact, females used more face-saving strategies when considering their preference of 

repairing or offering something (e.g., Situation 3: Spilling food on a customer’s clothes). Also, females’ 

preference to take an action by offering repair or something (e.g., food or drink) supports their more 

notable perseverance to restore the equilibrium of the relationship with the offended person when 

compared to males who preferred to talk more than act towards this goal (cf. Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006; 

Holmes, 1995). In effect, males’ attempts to describe the damage or ask for permission (e.g., to change an 

order in Situation 2) can be seen as suggestive of their disposition to distance themselves from the 

offense, not so a notable aspect of females’ apologies (cf. Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006). Therefore, males 

can be said to prefer the use of more implicit apology strategies as contextual circumstances give rise to 

such a use (cf. Bataineh & Bataineh, 2006). However, in contrast to Holmes’s (1995) view, females did 

not show as much concern for the hearer as did males in this study. It seems that males thought of 

expressing concern for the victim as a way to demonstrate their sincerity (e.g., Situation 8: Not returning 

a friend’s CD), which in turn helped them compensate for their obvious disinclination to act in order to 

repair the damage or offer help with whatever resulted from the offense. Noticeably, most of the typical 

aspects of apology in Arabic, as manifested in previous studies, have surfaced in this study especially if 
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we consider positive assessment of responsibility (e.g., El-Khalil, 1998), self-castigation (e.g., Al-Zumor, 

2003), accounts (e.g., Bataineh & Bataineh, 2008), and final IFIDs (e.g., Nureddeen, 2008).  

 

Conclusions 

As mentioned earlier, the findings from this study strongly confirm the previous findings regarding the 

use of apology strategies among Arabs. Almost two-thirds of the most frequently used strategies are those 

found typical of  Arabs in previous research on apology. This being the case, the current study offers 

strong evidence that apology strategies are culture-specific; and so, awareness of the differences among 

cultures as regards the use of such strategies is needed in order to promote intercultural communication 

and understanding. The findings reached in this study also demonstrated that Arabs may resort to other 

strategies than those found in previous research, which provides clear evidence for the role of social and 

contextual factors in determining the nature of apology strategies to be used. Specific examples of such 

factors include severity of the offense as well as social distance and power. 

Although female and male respondents in this study showed some similarities in their use of 

apology strategies, the differences between them in this respect are strikingly more than the similarities. 

In contexts requiring apology, men tend to be less remorseful than women. This conforms to previous 

thought and research with regard to gender-related differences in apology in specific and language 

behavior in general. It has become obvious in this study that while certain gender differences are 

obviously universal, some others tend to be more culture-specific according with the beliefs that members 

of a given culture hold as to the distinctive roles of the two sexes. Therefore, gender differences in the use 

of speech acts in a given culture ought to be considered by people from other cultures. Speech acts is one 

aspect of language where gender differences can become more evident as illustrated in this study through 

the use of apology strategies. Another important implication here is that gender differences in apology 

need to be appreciated through mutual understanding to minimize any possibilities of mistaking and 

miscommunication between the two genders, especially when knowing that speech acts themselves are 

culture-specific. Such mutual understanding, therefore, calls for more awareness of gender differences 

among interlocutors, which is bound to promote successful communication.  

Nonetheless, a major limiting factor in this study was the small sample size of the target 

population, which renders any findings or conclusions drawn less conclusive and so less generalizable. 

Nevertheless, the analysis of apology strategy use in this sample, in terms of social and contextual factors, 

has supplemented the quantitative results and so serves as a distinguishing merit of this study. This being 

said, more research is needed on a large scale that takes into account the roles of social and contextual 

factors as did this study, which may aid in the analysis and explanation of apology strategy use (e.g., why 
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certain strategies are preferred to others). It is also recommended that future research make use of post-

task interviews so that researchers can elicit more details from respondents. Such details would certainly 

prove helpful and useful in the formulation of research results and findings. 
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Appendix A. The discourse completion task 

 

Dear Respondent, 

This study aims to find out what strategies Arabic speakers use when apologizing. You are kindly 

requested to respond to the following items carefully and truthfully. The information you provide will be 

kept confidential and used only for academic research.  

 

I. Background information 

    Gender:  Female         Male 

    Age: ____ 

    Nationality: ___________ 

 

II. Please respond to the following items as realistically and honestly as possible. How would you 

apologize or what would you say in the following situations? 

 

1. (Nasser/Nadiyah) and you are neighbors. You are watching TV and the volume is too loud. 

(Nasser/Nadiyah) knocks on the door to complain.  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

2. You are at Yamal Isham restaurant, you want to change your order after it has been made ready 

for you. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

3. You are a waiter at Yamal Isham restaurant. You spilled food on a customer’s clothes. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 
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4. You are a customs official. While inspecting a traveler’s suitcase, you broke a gift the traveler 

wanted to give to one of his or her relatives. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

5. You are a professor. You have not yet graded a research paper for a student expecting to pick it up 

today. The student has come to see his or her paper. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

6. You forgot to return a book you borrowed from your instructor. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

7. You showed up an hour late for a group trip during the spring break. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

8. You borrowed a CD from a friend. Two months have passed and you have not returned it yet. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

9. You were using your brother’s CD player and suddenly it fell out of your hand and broke. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

10. You promised your spouse to go on an outing this weekend, but you broke your promise when 

you found later that you had some important work to do. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Thank you for your participation, 

The researcher 

 

To the reader: 

NOTE. In Arabic, Nasser is a masculine name and Nadiyah is feminine. 

[Sources: Situations 2-6 were adapted from Maeshiba et al. (1996), and situations 7-9 were adapted from 

Bataineh and Bataineh (2006)] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


