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Foreword 
 
This year’s edition of the journal brings together fourteen articles, seven Research Articles and 

seven Research Notes. Thanks are extended firstly to the authors who have contributed to this 

edition, and the Associate Editors, reviewers, and the production team under Dr. Ahmad Al-

Hassan for their efforts in preparing the papers for publication. This last year has been busy for 

the journal in terms of the volume of submissions and a large number of new reviewers who 

have joined the journal. Congratulations must be extended to the new Associate Editors, John 

Winward, Custódio Martins, and Amelia Cava, all of whom have moved up from reviewing 

positions. Special thanks go to Michael Daller, an Associate Editor since the start of the journal, 

who has moved on. Michael’s hard work and academic judgment have been instrumental in 

establishing the journal. 

 The opening Research Article by Paul Dickinson looks at the formulaic language of 

interactional discourse in the social media forum of Twitter. Dickinson identifies four main 

functions in this language use: manipulating situations, asserting individual and group identity, 

and connecting meaning and structure of the discourse. The choice of such language is seen as 

being predominant over novel constructions. Candice Luebbering’s study reviews the 

cartography of language maps and examines the difficulties inherent in assigning language to 

space, current language mapping projects, and the potential of technology in this field. Cynthia 

Wiseman and Patti Juza examine the compliment and response behaviours of ESL and bilingual 

students at a US university, revealing patterns of language use according to gender. Chuan-Chi 

Chang and Amara Prasithrathsint’s study looks at the semantic networks for on in English and 

shàngmiàn (upside) in Mandarin Chinese with the use of the Sinica Corpus. Rahma Al-

Mahrooqi’s study analyses the responses of Omani female students to an Arabic translation of 

Alice Walker's “The Abortion” and illustrates the impact of the students’ cultural background on 

comprehension. Farzaneh Khodabandeh, Manochehre Jafarigohar, Hassan Soleimani, and 

Fatemeh Hemmati’s paper delves into the impact of various types of genre-based instruction on 

argumentative essay writingin an Iranian university. The final paper in this section by Matthew 
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Coomber addresses issues of identity construction and performance among male students of 

Japanese as a second language. 

 The Research Notes section commences with Cui Ying’s study into the role of context in 

presupposition. Cui Ying reviews three major approaches to presupposition in linguistics: the 

semantic, pragmatic, and experiential. Following this, Veeramuthu Veerappan, Dahlia Syahrani 

Md. Yusof, and Afizal Md. Aris investigate language-switching in L2 composition among ESL 

and EFL undergraduate writers in the Malaysian university context. Caroline Hwang and Anna 

Lee’s study analyses female identity construction in advertisements in Chinese and English in 

Chinese-language editions of three popular international female magazines published in Taiwan. 

Mingzhen Bao’s study looks at acoustic evidence for glottalization of word-initial vowels in 

Shughni, a Pamir language in the Indo-European family of languages. Nicholas Catasso’s study 

puts forward the ‘Free Relative Economy Principle' in the analysis of free relatives in German 

and English. Nahla Nola Bacha examines teacher corrective feedback on disciplinary L2 writing 

from student and disciplinary teacher perspectives. The final paper in this section from Nasser 

Al-Horais takes a minimalist approach to an analysis of the internal structure of small clauses. 

 

We hope these articles in the 2013 edition of the journal are of interest to you. Your own 

submissions and feedback are always welcome. 

 

Erratum: the 2012 article by Satarupa Datamajumdar mistakenly referred to the author as ‘he’. 

 

John Adamson, Ed.D. 

Chief Editor 
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Abstract 

Formulaic language, word strings that appear to be mentally stored and retrieved as single units, 

has recently been receiving considerable research attention. The present study explores the 

functions of formulaic language in interactional discourse on the Twitter microblogging service. 

Using Wray’s (2008) morpheme equivalent unit (MEU) definition and a diagnostic identification 

criteria developed by Wray and Namba (2003) instances of formulaic language use were 

identified in a dataset of the Twitter-mediated interactions of a group of English language 

teaching (ELT) professionals.  Data analysis drawing on prior studies revealed the functions of 

formulaicity in these interactions. Based on the findings, it is argued that formulaic language 

performed four main functions: to manipulate situations, to assert individual identity, to assert 

group identity and to connect the meaning and structure of the discourse. It was also found that 

users overwhelmingly chose formulaic language over novel constructions to help them achieve 

their communicative goals. This study contributes to understanding of the crucial role played by 

formulaic language in communication and may also be of interest to people interested in how 

language is used to facilitate conversation-style interaction on Twitter. 

Keywords: formulaic language, Twitter, morpheme equivalent unit (MEU), social interaction, 

interactional discourse. 
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Introduction 

 

The present study explores the functions of formulaic language, word strings that appear to be 

mentally stored and retrieved as single units, in interactional discourse on the Twitter 

microblogging service. A considerable body of research exists highlighting the crucial role of 

formulaicity in a range of clearly delineated spoken and written genres (e.g. Aijmer, 1996; 

Coulmas, 1979, 1981; Cowie, 1988; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Wray & Perkins, 2000). 

However, little research has been done on emergent hybrid genres which contain both oral and 

written characteristics, such as texting, blogging and microblogging. 

   This study attempts to address this gap.  The aim of this article is to describe the functions of 

formulaic language in the Twitter-mediated interactions of a group of ELT professionals. Twitter 

provides an interesting context to explore language use for several reasons. First, there is the 

emergent hybrid nature of its discourse, which given the rapidly growing global importance of 

Twitter-based communication (Cadogan, 2009; Honeycutt & Herring, 2009) is worthy of 

research attention. In addition, interaction on Twitter is subject to constraints that make it ideal 

for examining formulaic language use. As Wray (2008) has noted, unusual constraints on 

communication can make formulaic language more evident. Twitter-mediated communication is 

definitely subject to such constraints. To begin with, each message, or tweet, is restricted to 140 

characters, forcing users to be concise. Furthermore, as with many contemporary modes of 

communication such as texting, real-time interactions on Twitter have expectations of a speedy 

response. The processing pressures related to these constraints could force users to favor more 

readily accessible prefabricated phrases. Interaction on Twitter is also facilitated by emergent 

Twitter-specific practices such as retweeting (the re-posting of another user’s tweet, usually with 

an added comment) and typographic conventions employing @ (as an addressivity marker) and # 

(to indicate the topic of a tweet). As a result of such constraints and conventions interactions on 

Twitter contain ample evidence of formulaic language in use. It is hoped that this study will 

contribute to understanding of the vital role of formulaic language in communication. 

 

Previous studies on the functions of formulaic language 

 

Various studies on the functions of formulaic language have emphasised its important role in 
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social interaction (e.g. Coulmas, 1979, 1981; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Pawley & Syder, 

1983; Scheibman, 2009; Wray, 2002, 2008; Wray & Perkins, 2000). Wray (2002, 2008) has 

argued that one role of formulaicity is to act as a tool for social interaction and that it achieves 

three core functions of social interaction: manipulation of others, asserting separate identity and 

asserting group identity. This serves what she claims are the overall function of formulaic 

language, namely, to provide a mechanism for the promotion of self (Wray, 2008, p. 69). 

   In their study, Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) grouped “lexical phrases” into three main 

categories: social interactions, necessary topics and discourse devices. Lexical phrases of social 

interaction are markers describing social relations. According to Nattinger and DeCarrico, they 

consist of (a) categories of conversational maintenance (for example, phrases of summoning, 

clarifying, closing or parting such as what’s up?, what I mean is X, I’ve got to run, see you later) 

and (b) categories of conversational purpose (i.e. types of speech acts, for example, requesting, 

complimenting, expressing sympathy). Necessary topics include lexical phrases marking topics 

that are often asked about or needed in everyday conversations (for example, phrases related to 

autobiography, time, location, weather, likes, food, and shopping). Discourse devices are lexical 

phrases that connect the meaning and structure of the discourse.  Nattinger and DeCarrico state 

that in social conversation, whose primary function is to maintain social relationships, lexical 

phrases of social interaction and necessary topics predominate while discourse devices have a 

lesser role (1992, p. 71). 

   In a study more relevant to the Twitter medium, Garley, Slade, and Terkourafi (2010) 

compared the functions of formulaicity in blogs and Old English (OE) verse – two genres that, 

like microblogging, exist in writing yet contain many oral characteristics. They identified six 

important functions of formulae commonly found across both genres, namely: discourse-

structuring functions, filler functions, epithetic functions, gnomic functions, tonic functions and a 

function necessarily tied to the written medium, the acronymic function. 

   A limitation of existing functional descriptions is that, apart from the Garley et al. (2010) 

study, they are based on clearly delineated spoken or written genres. Microblogging, however, 

can be considered a hybrid genre as, although realised textually in writing, it also contains many 

characteristics of spoken discourse. Therefore, while previous studies have identified many 

functions present in Twitter-mediated interaction, they do not capture all the functions specific to 

and, perhaps more significantly, emerging from this relatively new communicative medium. 
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   This study addresses this gap by examining the functions of formulaic language in the Twitter-

mediated interactions of a “virtual community” (Rheingold, 1993) of ELT professionals. Despite 

their geographical separation, these Twitter users can be viewed as a coherent social group with a 

great deal of shared knowledge thus providing an example of the type of closed communities that 

perpetuate esoteric (inward-facing) as opposed to exoteric (outward-facing) communication 

(Wray, 2008). Due to the amount of shared knowledge, communication in such communities has 

a reduced need for explicitness. As Wray (2008, p. 54) points out, one of the features of 

languages used for esoteric communication is a high level of formulaicity. The implicit encoding 

of language used in esoteric communication has the dual effect of simultaneously supporting 

internal social cohesion while creating a barrier to those outside the group who do not share the 

group’s knowledge (Everett, 2005; Thurston, 1987; Wray, 2008). For those wanting to join such 

a group it is essential to have an understanding of the language used in the esoteric 

communication occurring within it. It is hoped that this study will contribute to a greater 

understanding of such communication. With this objective in mind, the following questions are 

explored: 

 

1. What functions does formulaic language perform in interactional discourse between 

members of a “virtual community” on Twitter? 

2. What types of formulaic language are used to perform these functions? 

 

The following section introduces Twitter and briefly discusses the nature of social interaction 

that typically takes place on the site. 

 

Twitter 

Twitter is a microblogging service that enables users to share short textual messages called 

tweets with other users. As the service was originally designed for users to share messages via 

short message service (SMS), tweets are limited to a maximum of 140 characters. Twitter users 

can make their tweets public – in which case the messages appear in reverse chronological order 

on the public timeline on the Twitter homepage as well as the user’s profile page – or private, 

meaning that they will only be able to be seen by the user’s followers (subscribers to the user’s 

feed). 



11 
 

   Several studies have reported how Twitter is used for conversation-style interactions, despite 

the presence of several obvious barriers to this form of communication (Boyd et al., 2010; 

Honeycutt & Herring, 2009; Java et al., 2007). To facilitate such interactions, several user-

generated conventions have emerged. These conventions perform several functions, among 

them, allowing users to reference other users, to indicate topics and to propagate messages (Boyd 

et al., 2010, p. 2). One convention employs the @ character as an addressivity marker, as in 

writing @username77 at the beginning of a tweet to indicate that it is addressed to the user ID 

username77 (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009). The @username syntax is also used to make indirect 

references (e.g. Looking forward to @sara_t’s presentation next week). According to Boyd et al. 

(2010), both practices are attention-seeking. In the first instance, the user addresses the referent 

directly in anticipation of a response and, in the second, the indirect reference is “specifically 

intended to alert the mentioned person that they are being talked about” (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 2). 

This use of the @username syntax is one of several conventions employed by Twitter users to 

facilitate interaction within its unique communicative constraints. 

   Another typographic convention employed to facilitate communication involves the use of 

hashtags (#). By combining a hashtag with a keyword or phrase, as in #Gaza, Twitter users can 

indicate the topic(s) of a tweet. This convention, as with the use of @ and retweeting, is a user-

generated practice later adopted by Twitter and incorporated into its search interface. Zappavigna 

(2011) has argued that, in addition to its topic-marking function, the hashtag acts as a linguistic 

marker indicating the target of the appraisal in the tweet. She claims that this particular use of the 

hashtag intensifies a call to affiliate with the values expressed in the tweet by making it more 

searchable and is indicative of a shift in computer-mediated discourse from online conversation 

to “searchable talk”. 

   A third Twitter convention is the practice of retweeting. Retweeting is similar to email 

forwarding, in that it re-sends a tweet due to its perceived value. Users usually indicate that their 

posting is a retweet by writing RT at the beginning of the tweet. Many retweets are also 

retweeted again by other users. Some users add comments to the retweet, with Boyd et al. (2010, 

p. 3) suggesting that such use of retweeting may be more about the comment, with the original 

text provided for clarity. 

   It has been pointed out that much Twitter-mediated interaction is phatic in nature, serving to 

help users maintain existing social connections and to develop new ones, rather than to exchange 
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substantive information (Boyd, 2009; Miller, 2008; Reichelt, 2007). This role is seen in the 

interactions considered in this study. Through their Twitter-mediated interactions a group of 

geographically isolated ELT professionals are able to establish relationships which lead to the 

creation of a virtual community of like-minded people. At the same time, as the following tweet 

illustrates, there is awareness among these users of the limitations of Twitter-mediated 

interaction:  

 

@username Hi username. I’m in two minds about Twitter. Not much good for 

reasoned debate, but good way to build community. 

 

The methods employed in exploring the functions of formulaic language in such 

interaction are now presented. 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

Participants consisted of various people involved in the ELT profession. They included English 

language teachers, teacher trainers, writers or some combination of these professions. 

Participants’ identities were verified from information on their Twitter profiles and other 

publically available sources. One reason for choosing this particular profession was the 

likelihood of interactions displaying the type of esoteric communication discussed above 

provided. Another reason was related to the globalised nature of ELT. Participants in this study 

were located in various parts of the world including Britain, Spain, Germany, Greece, Turkey, 

Japan, Vietnam, Brazil and Australia. And while not all participants were L1-users of English, it 

is clear from the data that they were all very proficient in the language. It was thought that 

knowledge of the language use and conventions of this discourse community, made up as it is of 

such a diverse yet affiliated group of individuals, would be of interest to people around the world 

interested in how Twitter is used to establish, maintain and develop personal and professional 

relationships. 
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Data 

The data consists of 50 random exchanges collected from public tweets on the Twitter 

microblogging service. The exchanges contain 6,002 word tokens and 1,687 word types. 

Although a small data set, because of the amount of formulaic language it contained it proved 

large enough for the purposes of this study. To protect the privacy of participants Twitter 

usernames were changed. Tweets that appeared to have been posted inadvertently to the public 

timeline rather than sent as a private message were also not used. Apart from these privacy-

protection measures, the interactions were transcribed verbatim. Quantitative data, such as 

frequency, was extracted using the AntConc 3.2.0 concordance program. 

 

Definition, identification and classification 

The definition of formulaic language used in this study is Wray’s (2008) morpheme equivalent 

unit, hereafter MEU, which is defined as: 

 

a word or word string, whether incomplete or including gaps for inserted variable 

items, that is processed like a morpheme, that is, without recourse to any form-

meaning matching of any sub-parts it may have. 

(Wray, 2008, p. 12) 

 

It is a broad, psycho linguistically-based definition encompassing both single and multi-word 

units as well as strings that allow the insertion of other variable items. Wray (2009, p. 38) 

explains that as the MEU concept views formulaic sequences as behaving in the same way as 

single morphemes, it naturally follows that words doing likewise and morphemes themselves 

must be considered formulaic. This means that MEUs can include everything from single words 

(e.g. Hello, Thanks) to idioms such as kick the bucket, as well as partly-lexicalised frames such 

as NP give (tense) NP a piece of PRO(NP)’s mind, which can be realised as I gave John a piece 

of my mind (Wray, 2009, p. 38-39). 

   This definition is suitable for the present study as its broadness means that it is less likely to 

exclude items that may be formulaic. A limitation of the definition, as far as using it to identify 

examples in natural language data is concerned, is that there is no way of directly determining 

when an item is “processed like a morpheme” (Wray, 2008, p.12). However, as a working 
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definition for the purposes of this study, the MEU concept appeared a suitable starting point for 

identifying examples of formulaic language. 

   Examples of MEUs were identified using a diagnostic criteria originally developed by Wray 

and Namba (2003). Table 1 presents the version of the criteria used in this study. The criteria are 

designed to cover what Wray (2002) identified as the four major characteristics of formulaic 

language – form, meaning, function, and provenance – and were used to support the researcher’s 

own initial intuitive judgement on whether a word or word string constituted an MEU. 

 

Table 1 Twelve diagnostic criteria for assessing intuitive judgements about formulaicity (adapted from 

Namba, 2010, p.132-139) 
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A:  By my judgement there is something grammatically unusual about this wordstring. 

B:  By my judgement, part or all of the wordstring lacks semantic transparency. 

C:  By my judgement, this wordstring is associated with a specific situation, register and/or 

      genre. 

D:  By my judgement, the wordstring as a whole performs a function in communication or 

      discourse other than, or in addition to, conveying the meaning of the words themselves. 

E:  By my judgement, this precise formulation is the one most commonly used by this 

      speaker/writer when conveying this idea. 

F:  By my judgement, the speaker/writer has accompanied this word string with an action, use 

     of punctuation, or phonological pattern that gives it special status as a unit, and/or is 

     repeating  something s/he has just heard or read. 

G:  By my judgement, the speaker/writer, or someone else has marked this word string 

      grammatically or lexically in a way that gives it special status as a unit. 

H:  By my judgement, based on direct evidence or my intuition, there is a greater than-chance 

      level probability that the speaker/writer will have encountered this precise formulation 

      before, from other people. 

I:   By my judgement, although this word string is novel, it is a clear derivation, deliberate or 

      otherwise, of something that can be demonstrated to be formulaic in its own right. 

J:   By my judgement, this word string is formulaic, but it has been unintentionally applied 

      inappropriately. 

K:  By my judgement, this word string contains linguistic material that is too sophisticated or 

      not sophisticated enough, to match the speaker’s general grammatical and lexical 

      competence. 

L:  By my judgement, there is an underlying frame and one or more gaps in this word string. 

     The  frame is formulaic and the gaps can be filled with any lexical items. 

 

In applying the criteria, judgements were made on a five-point scale: (1) strongly agree; (2) 

agree; (3) don’t know or not applicable; (4) disagree; and (5) strongly disagree. To demonstrate 

how the criteria are used, an example from Namba (2010) is presented in Table 2 below. The 

example is the idiom kick the bucket, whose idiomatic meaning cannot be discerned from its 

parts. It therefore is scored as a “strongly agree” for semantic opacity. 
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Table 2 Formulaicity in kick the bucket (from Namba, 2010, p. 135) 
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Judgement   5   1   3   5  3  3   5   1   5   3   3   5 

 

For reasons discussed in detail in Wray (2008) the criteria are not designed to score the extent of 

a word string’s formulaicity. However, to ensure a systematic approach in the current study, 

when applying the criteria, for a word string to be considered formulaic the researcher’s initial 

intuitive judgement had to be supported by at least one “strongly agree” and several “agrees”. 

   Once possible MEUs were identified, analysis drawing on relevant theory and taxonomies 

from prior studies (Garley et al., 2010; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992; Wray, 2002; Wray & 

Perkins, 2000) revealed their functions. The identified functions were then classified under four 

broad categories: situation manipulators, conveyors of individual identity, conveyors of group 

identity, and discourse devices and fillers. 

      Due to the emergent nature of Twitter discourse some sub-categories of functions were not 

adequately accommodated for in existing taxonomies. This included Twitter-specific features 

deemed to be formulaic, such as retweeting and conventions employing @ and #, which will be 

discussed in the following sections. 

 

Results 

 

It was found that the role of formulaic language in the data could be categorized into four broad 

functional groups: situation manipulators, conveyors of individual identity, conveyors of group 

identity, and discourse devices and fillers. A summary of these functions is presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 The functions of formulaic language in Twitter-mediated interactional discourse 

Function Types Examples 

To manipulate a 
situation to the user’s 
benefit 
 
 

Requests 
 
Complaints 
 
Warnings 
 
Bargains 
 
 
Apologies 
 
Expressions of sympathy 
and gratitude 

keep me posted; Anyone familiar with ...? 

 

What’s with …?; the whole … drives me batty 

 
steady on; I hope you aren’t … 

 

I will tell you all about it if you promise to … 

I think you’ll agree this is a fair deal 

 

Sorry 
 

so sorry to hear this 

Thanks; Thx so much; Cheers 

To convey individual 
identity 

Epithets  
 
Assertions of individuality 
and separateness 

I’ve always been a ‘web two point oh’ girl, me 

 

Speak for yourself; as a smoker  

To convey group 
identity 

Inclusive and gnomic 
formulae 
 
Twitter-specific 
paralinguistic conventions 
 
Acronyms and 
abbreviations 
 
Quotation 

us lot; aren’t we all 
it never rains it pours 

 
Retweeting 
 

 
lol, btw, tho, bout, thx, gr8 

 

 

As T Hancock said to bank manager, ‘I will 

take my overdraft elsewhere’ 

To connect the 
meaning and structure 
of the discourse 

Topic markers and shifters 
 
 
Relators 
 
Hedges 
 
Disagreement markers 
 
Fillers 

Next up;  Anyway;  it’s time for me to 

Question: / Newsflash: / Lunch: 
 

not only does … it also… 

 

as far as I know;  mind u 

 

Umm, did I say …? 
 

Hmmm; mmm; Um; Well 

 

Using specific examples from the language data, the findings related to each of these functions 

will now be presented. 

Situation manipulators 

Situation manipulators are used to engage the assistance of others to achieve outcomes that are 

beyond the speaker/writer’s power (Wray, 2002). They involve the use of language that will get 

the hearer/reader to do, feel or think something to the benefit of the speaker/writer’s physical, 

emotional or cognitive needs (Wray, 2002, p. 88). Requests, complaints, apologies and bargains 
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are examples of situation manipulators that appeared in the interactions considered in the present 

study. 

 

Requests 

MEUs were employed in requests asking a specific user to perform an action to the benefit of the 

requester. Here are two examples: 

 

1 @username Count me in. Is there an official link? Do I need to register 

somewhere? 

2 @username What??? @username doing a workshop for Pearson in July? 

Please keep me posted. I will come all the way up to Stuttgart. 

 

MEUs were also used in undirected requests for information or the opinions of others, as in the 

following examples:  

 

3  Anyone familiar with Galicia? Beach/surf/quaint destination 

recommendations welcome 

4 Dare I hold up my Drama & Improvisation book, ask them to choose a 

number for an activity & then DO it? Whaddya think? 

 

Complaints 

Complaints can be considered situation manipulators as they are intended to change an 

unsatisfactory situation or to elicit some kind of sympathetic or empathetic response in order to 

satisfy the emotional needs of the writer. A high level of formulaicity in complaints was found in 

the data. Often combinations of MEUs were strung together as the writer expressed their 

dissatisfaction with some situation, as seen in the following stream of tweets from one user: 

5  Oh course don't wanna spoil the fun but really....every night? A bit of 

coordination to give us residents a night off now and then? 

6    Feeling a bit intolerant but T_____ is so overcrowded as it is we gotta 

plan for everyone no? Or praps I'm just miserable old git :) 
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Complaints about things other users related to acted as the catalyst for many interactions, as seen 

in the exchange below. Again, a high level of formulaicity was evident: 

 

7 usernameA: Alrighty, now, US teachers - bcz it’s mainly U guys – what’s 

with forgetting to make the letter i - I ??? Isn’t this taught in ur schools? 

8  usernameB: @usernameA LOL... I’m glad I’m not alone. I also find it 

annoying at times, depending on the source and where this happens. :) 

9  usernameC: @usernameA b/w U&me, the whole ‘i’ bit drives me batty. 

Wld U believe we rcvd an abstract in which the author wrote ‘i’ n’ not ‘I’ 

 

Warnings 

Warnings are also intended to get someone else to behave in a certain way and are often 

formulaic in nature (Wray, 2002). As the following examples illustrate, warning structures can 

also be used more for humorous effect than any serious intent, although the success of this 

depends on the reader being able to correctly interpret the writer’s intentions. It was found that 

writers often helped their intended reader achieve this through marking the word string in some 

way, either lexically (example 11 below) or through some typographic device, such as the 

“smiley face” seen in example 12: 

 

10  @username I hope you aren’t tweeting and driving... 

11 @username … your turn to tweet and drive? Noooo, don’t do it ... 

12 @usernameA @usernameB  steady on :) 

 

Bargains 

Bargains have been identified as another type of situation manipulator (Wray and Perkins, 2000; 

Wray, 2002). The data revealed only one tweet containing bargaining structures and they were 

used for humorous effect rather than any genuine attempt to negotiate some personal gain:  

 

13  @username I will tell you all about it if you promise to put me in 

suitcase. I think you’ll agree this is a fair deal. 
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Apologies 

The formulaic nature of apologies has been recognized in several studies (e.g. Aijmer, 1996; 

Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992). Perhaps due to the lighthearted tone of the vast majority of 

interactions, the public nature of Twitter and the small sample size there was only a single 

example of an apology in the dataset, using the word sorry. 

 

Expressions of sympathy and gratitude 

In Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) formulaic expressions of sympathy were categorized in the 

conversational purpose sub-group of social interactions formulae. They have been included in 

the situation manipulators group here as they can be considered to function to manipulate the 

addressee to perceive of the writer in a certain way and to help meet the emotional needs of both. 

MEUs expressing sympathy using sorry were commonly found in the data. Here are some 

examples from one interaction: 

 

14  @username really sorry to hear yr crap news. 

15  @username so sorry to hear this. I'll keep you in my thoughts 

 

In a similar way to formulaic expressions of sympathy, MEUs expressing gratitude can be 

considered to have a situation manipulating function as they can get the addressee to feel 

differently about a particular situation as well as to think differently about the person giving the 

thanks. Analysis of the data revealed very little variety in the expressions used to express 

gratitude, with all but one instance being variations of thanks or thank you. Some examples are 

presented here: 

 

16 @username Thank you for the beautiful music! 

17 Thx so much everyone for fabulous suggestions about favorite teacher 

movies.  

18 @username Cheers, g___... my source in Hanoi tells me … 

 

The fact that thanks was by far the most frequent form reflects the informal nature of the 

interactions and suggests a link to similarly informal oral genres. The high incidence of other 
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similarly oral-like formulae being used to manipulate situations in the interactions here further 

supports this view. This link suggests that the impetus to use formulaic language that is 

successful in manipulating hearers in spoken interaction for similar purposes in computer-

mediated interaction is a strong one. 

 

Conveyors of individual identity 

Wray (2002, p. 89) has argued that formulaic language is used to assert a person’s separate 

identity so that the hearer/reader will perceive of that person as a significant individual. MEUs 

with this function were prominent in the data. They sometimes took the form of a standard 

phrase describing a specific attribute separating the writer from his or her interlocutor: 

 

19 But as a smoker (and yes, I know …) I appreciate the opportunity 

 

The data contained one instance of a variation of the formulaic epithetic function described by 

Garley et al. (2010) being used to express a writer’s individual identity. In this instance the writer 

uses the device to assert an aspect of her own identity: 

 

20  @username Aha! I’ve always been a ‘Web two points oh’ girl, me, so I’ll 

stick with it…thanks :) … Web 3.0…mmm… 

 

MEUs that the writer assumes the intended reader would know are also used creatively to assert 

the writer’s separate identity in a humorous way, as in the following example: 

 

21  @username Speak for yourself - I can go entire minutes without 

checking my mail or Twitter sometimes... 

 

A final example of an MEU being used to assert individual identity serves to moderate the 

effects of an earlier criticism and thus perhaps position the writer more favorably by expressing 

annoyance with his own behavior: 

 

22  @username Mind u (some balance here) so does lots of alcohol, too much 
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sugar, fatty stuff etc etc,...hate it when I get all serious!! 

 

This type of strategy has been referred to by Tanskanen and Karhukorpi (2008) as “concessive 

repair”. As Mori (1999, p. 456) has noted, the deliberate acknowledgement of problems in one’s 

own statement can reduce the probability of negative judgements by co-participants. Tanskanen 

and Karhukorpi argue that concessive repair thus becomes a powerful tool with which 

participants can avoid problems in computer-mediated interaction. It is just one of the many tools 

used in the interactions here to assert individual identity. 

 

Conveyors of group identity 

Another common function of formulaic language is to assert group identity (Wray, 2002). 

Various types of group-identifying formulae were found in the data, examples of which are 

presented here. 

 

Inclusive formulae 

The group-identifying function was commonly observed in inclusive formulae that directly 

included perceived group members in the writer’s statements. Through using such devices, 

writers could assert their own group membership. The following examples illustrate this 

function: 

 

23  @username All your followers (us lot) sending you waves of security and 

good wishes. So long as yous ok. 

24 @username well he (Johnny Clegg)’s looking a tad older (aren’t we all), 

but, well ‘it’s your world so live in it!!’ 

 

Gnomic Formulae 

Another way in which users asserted their group affiliation was by using “gnomic formulae” 

(Garley et al., 2010, p. 225) that serve to express a person’s ideas of universal truths. Several 

examples of these appeared in the data. The first example uses a well-known proverb to draw 

attention to an incident in the writer’s life: 
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25  Well it never rains it pours. Came home tonight to discover we’ve been 

broken into. TV, video camera, DVD player etc etc etc gone. FFS! 

 

In the next example the writer makes creative use of a well-known colloquialism: 

 

26  A: @usernameB It’s not over until the fat bloke sings, I guess! Glad to 

hear you’re still up for it! 

27 B: @usernameA I’m still up for it and rumours of my weight-gain have 

been exaggerated!! 

28  A: @usernameB Okay – it’s ongoing until the guy straining and sucking 

in his stomach sings! ;-) 

 

By utilizing a very familiar expression in this way the writer is able to express his individuality 

through creative wordplay, while at the same time conforming to group norms by utilizing a 

conventional form rather than creating something completely novel. 

    Another use of a well-known expression to convey group identity involved its repetition 

within the same interaction, as seen here: 

 

29  A: @usernameB The Daily Mail certainly has an axe to grind about the 

net... maybe are worried about falling newspaper sales? 

30 B: @usernameA Daily Mail... axe to grind??? Never! 

 

The repetition of the words of others appeared have the dual function of expressing awareness of 

the subject matter as well as signalling affiliation with the evaluative stance taken towards it. 

 

Twitter-specific conventions 

Twitter has some specific conventions to support communication between users, such as 

retweeting and the use of hashtags and @ symbols. They have been included in this study as they 

can be considered aspects of the formulaicity of Twitter-mediated discourse. A function these 

Twitter-specific conventions shared was to express affiliation with other users. Some examples 

of how these conventions performed this function are presented here. 
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   Retweeting involves the verbatim re-posting of another user’s tweet, usually with some 

additional comment. The following examples show how users employed this convention to 

signal their affiliation with the opinions expressed in the comments of earlier tweets and retweets. 

In the exchange below, the original tweet (31) is retweeted by other users who express their 

affiliation through adding comments of their own: 

  

31 Just for the record @username has very tidy bookshelves :) 

32 RT @username: Just for the record @username has very tidy bookshelves 

:) <the kind of info that makes Twitter worth it!!!! 

33 RT @username + @username: Just 4 the record @username has very tidy 

bookshelves :) <yup, :)) = People connecting 2 real people. 

 

The same affiliative function was also achieved through the use of retweeting to respond directly 

to the original tweet (34):  

 

34 usernameA: G’Evening everyone! Gosh Thank God it’s Friday! :) 

35 usernameB: RT @usernameA: G’Evening everyone! Gosh Thank God it’s 

Friday! :) | My thoughts exactly =) 

 

As discussed, the @username syntax is used to address specific users, either directly or 

indirectly. It has been argued that this has an attention-seeking function (boyd et al., 2010). In the 

interactions here this syntax also functioned to express affiliation with others. This affiliative 

function was often realized by incorporating the syntax in friendly and/or complimentary tweets. 

In the example below it allowed a third party (referred to here as Username1) to join an ongoing 

“conversation” between two other users (Usernames 2 and 3) by embedding the @username 

syntax in a friendly-sounding tweet to gain their attention: 

 36 Username1: @username2 sounds like u & @username3 had a good  
 time.... 
 37 Username2: @username1 Yes, but I totally missed @username3. My  
 five senses weren’t working after a morning of IELTS invigilation! =( 

 
A third Twitter convention that may be considered formulaic is the use of hashtags (#), which are 



25 
 

primarily used to mark the topic of a tweet. As discussed, Zappavigna (2011) has argued that 

hashtags also act to intensify a call to affiliate with the values expressed in the tweet by making it 

more “searchable” and thus is indicative of a shift in computer-mediated discourse from online 

conversation to “searchable talk”. In the virtual community under consideration hashtags were 

unsurprisingly most often used to indicate profession-specific topics, as seen in the following 

examples. 

  
   38 Can anyone recommend publications on #elt methodology? Already   

  aware of Richards and Rogers and Larsen-Freeman. Any more??    
  #eltchat 

  39 @username Methodology books: try Teaching by Principles: An    

 Interactive Approach to Lang Pedagogy by H. Douglas Brown, Pearson. #ELTchat 

 
On the surface, the #eltchat tag has a very practical purpose: to enable a group of users located in 

various parts of the world to participate in, or observe, what can be considered a virtual ELT 

staffroom discussion. The times and agenda of these “discussions” are announced on Twitter and 

at the appointed time interested participants can take part by including the #eltchat tag in their 

tweets. This makes the tweets searchable as typing the same tag into the Twitter search interface 

provides all tweets with that tag in the searcher’s Twitter feed in real time, making it possible to 

participate in (or just observe) the discussion. While the above uses of the #elt and #eltchat tags 

have a practical facilitative purpose they can also be considered as calls to affiliate with the ELT 

community and, as such, as assertions of being entitled to participate as an equal in discussions 

taking place within it. Such emergent discourse conventions are one of the unique and interesting 

aspects of interaction on Twitter. Appropriate use of such conventions help make it possible for 

users to interact with others on terms that other modes of communication cannot provide. 

     
Acronyms and abbreviations  

In media where message size is limited, such as microblogging or texting, acronyms have a 

space-saving role. Garley et al. (2010, p. 229) suggest that in addition to this role Internet-

specific acronyms have an identity-marking function and have been conventionalised to serve as 

group membership markers among Internet-users. Two of the acronyms discussed in Garley et 

al. (2010), lol and btw, were found in the dataset. Garley et al. (2010, p. 229) claim that lol has 

become lexicalised as a separate unit from laughing out loud as it cannot be used as a part of a 
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sentential unit and possibly acts as a kind of uninflected discourse marker. All instances of lol in 

the sample, presented in Table 4, appeared to function in this way, being placed either before or 

after clauses. 

 

Table 4 Occurrences of lol 

 

1. @username lol...i thought “recorded” may be she is a sound engineer or musician... 

 2. @username LOL! It’s my way of rating how nice of a time you had! Sounds like you did  

have a gr8 time :-) 

3. @username LOL! Your tweets put the strangest / funniest images in my head!! :-) 

4. @username Your frozen dinner was probably better than my canned soup that I've been 

having all wk LOL 

5. @username LOL. I had a wrist watch up til recently when I broke it. Need 2 get it fixed. My 

phone is so hitech it has no back (it fell off) 

6. @username :D “only 5 hours!” LOL thanks M___ u made me laugh! 

7. @username LOL! ... sounds like a cue for my morning workout ;-) http:// ___ 

8. How do you say ‘Web 2.0’?!! ...I have heard ‘Web two point ‘oh’’, ‘Web two point zero’, 

‘Web two’....which one is correct? LOL :)  

9. @username I generally use ‘Web two point ‘oh’’, though I've also heard ppl using the others 

... (LOL! not much use really, am I?) 

10. @username LOL... I’m glad I’m not alone. I also find it annoying at times, depending on 

the source and where this happens. :) 

11. @username LOL No one’s even looking at the tidy bookshelves! -just mesmerised as we 

listen to his #rscon10 closing keynote :) 

12. @username LOL! Whoops I fell out of the session and am back in now 

 

By placing lol at the beginning of their responses, as in most of the above examples, writers 

appear to express affiliation with the message contained in the tweet being responded to. Writers 

also use lol to modify their own statements, where it serves to ensure that the words preceding it 

are not taken too seriously (examples 4 and 8) or acts as part of a hedging marker (example 9). 

   Internet-specific abbreviations also have a group-identifying function. This is because to be 

able to understand and interact with other group members in an Internet-based community it is 

necessary to know and use the abbreviations that are commonly used within it. However, as 
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Table 5 shows, it was found that formulaic abbreviations were used much less than their 

equivalent full forms. 

 

Table 5 Comparison of the frequency of abbreviations and equivalent word forms 

Abbreviation Number of occurrences Word Number of occurrences 

u 22 you 90 

ur 2 your 21 

yr 2 

gr8 1 great 13 

4 11 for 73 

2 (to) 12 to 140 

2 (too) 2 too 22 

tho 5 though 7 

bout 2 about 20 

pls 1 please 3 

thx 2 thanks 13 

 

While using well-known abbreviations appeared to aid communication, the use of an ambiguous 

abbreviation in the following exchange was found to hinder it somewhat: 

 

40 usernameA: Completely ‘blown away’ by ‘Truelove's Gutter’ (Richard 

Hawley http ://____) rec by my daughter. Retro in modern idiom. Increble 

41 usernameB: @usernameA Good sound :-) can you explain “rec by 

daughter”? 

42 usernameC: @usernameB recommendation? 

43 usernameB: @usernameC lol...i thought “recorded” may be she is a sound 

engineer or musician... 

44 usernameA: @usernameB ‘rec by daughter’ = recommended by my 

younger daughter Jessy! . Richard Hawley = completely unique sound, I 

think. Mesmerising. 

45 usernameB: @usernameA gotcha... in my family it would be “recorded” cos 

they’re all musicians...:-) 
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While the highly competent language users were able to negotiate the meaning of the ambiguous 

abbreviation it came at the cost of additional time and effort for all parties. 

Quotation 

Wray and Perkins (2000) considered quotation an example of the group-identifying function. 

The formulaic use of quotation as a way of expressing group membership occurs once in the 

dataset:  

 

 46 @username just saw yr ‘tie’ tweet. Well, that’s it then, not going. As T 

Hancock said to bank manager, ‘I will take my overdraft elsewhere’ 

 

This formulaic use of quotation appears to have had the desired effect as one of the writer’s 

followers showed familiarity with the selected quote. The incidence and range of group-

identifying formulae found in the data suggests that they perform a very important function in 

the interactions considered here. The implications of this will be considered in the discussion 

section. 

 

Discourse devices and fillers 

Various types of formulaic discourse devices and fillers, which exhibited both oral and written 

characteristics, also appeared in the data. The main findings related to these items are now 

presented. 

   Discourse devices have been described by Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) as lexical phrases 

that connect the meaning and structure of the discourse. Analysis of the data revealed extensive 

use of formulaic discourse devices including topic markers and shifters (next up; anyway; btw; 

now; okay, it’s time for me to …), relators (not only does … it also …; it’s not just X that’s … it’s 

Y … too) and various types of hedges (as far as I know; depends if; mind u; it seems; I guess). 

Many of the formulae found were identical to those usually seen in spoken interaction, yet 

another indication of the hybrid nature of the language of Twitter-mediated discourse. 

   Another type of discourse device that appeared to be formulaic was the use of a very explicit 

topic-marking word or phrase at the beginning of a tweet, as in the following examples: 

 

47 Question: If I buy liquids in Singapore airport, and have to transfer in Paris 
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(and go through securitry again) will they confiscate them??? 

48 Newsflash: Net leading cause of cancer. Also responsible for the deaths of 

our boys in Afghanistan 

49 Lunch: handmade vietnamese spring rolls http://twitpic.com/____ 

 

This type of discourse device served to gain the attention of the reader in as efficient a way as 

possible and its frequent use suggests that it may be a formulaic device specific to Twitter and 

other similar Web 2.0-based interactive genres. 

   Fillers, described as time-buying devices in Wray and Perkins (2000) and by Garley et al. 

(2010, p. 221) as “words or phrases which do not significantly advance the discourse or 

introduce new information”, appeared frequently in the data despite there being no apparent need 

for such devices in Twitter-mediated communication. Commonly observed fillers were written 

variations of the types of interjections used in spoken English such as hmm, mmm, or umm/um.  

   In most cases, the hmm and mmm fillers seemed intended to externalise the writer’s own 

thought processes whereas the umm/um fillers appeared to have a more overt response-seeking 

function. One function of hmm and mmm appeared to be to express the writer’s uncertainty or 

ongoing thought process over some issue: 

 

50 Hmmm .... might have to rethink that one then .... I guess festivals just 

attract the rain. 

51 @username Aha! I’ve always been a ‘Web two point oh’ girl me, so I’ll 

stick with it … thanks : ) … Web 3.0 … mmm … 

 

As with spoken interjections, examples in the data revealed that fillers also functioned as 

markers of disapproval or disagreement, as in the following examples: 

 

52 Saw ur comment. Umm, did I say somewhere that everyone should use 

coursebooks? Did @username? 

53  @username re holding up books in presentations: hmm .. BUT if u just ask 

for a no. and then consult (not waving) the book they'll ask 
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The umm in the somewhat terse first example appears to support the writer’s intention to 

express annoyance with his interlocutor’s comment in the clearest possible terms. On the 

other hand, the hmm in the second example seems to have a hedging or softening function 

as part of a response that gently disagrees with the original user’s idea (over the 

appropriateness of the user holding up one of his own books while giving a conference 

presentation). These two examples are also interesting in how it is possible to see that the 

form and function of the chosen “interjections”, despite their textual format, are identical to 

how they would be in spoken interaction. This is yet another example of the hybrid 

oral/written nature of interactional discourse on Twitter and of how many of the linguistic 

conventions of casual conversation are also present (or expected) in many similarly casual 

Web 2.0-mediated discourse genres. 

   The following example shows how fillers were also used to help create humorous 

expressions of doubt in much the same way as they would be in spoken interaction, 

expressing a friendly familiarity that can be considered to have an affiliative function: 

 

54 @username Lincoln Cathedral has to be seen to be believed! Stunning! 

Boston stump ... mmm what have those girls been telling you??!! 

 

Interjections were also used at the beginning of initial tweets where they appeared to function as 

attention-seeking discourse markers similar to those used to signal the beginning of speaking 

turns: 

 

55 Um, you remember the confusion at the turn of the decade regarding how 

one should say ‘2010’? Well … 

 

Other fillers found in interactions also resembled those typically used in casual conversational 

discourse: 

56 @username Ha! Yeah, my phone is missing a part too. But I really want an 

iphone when I get back to the UK! 

      57 @username Well good luck with registration is all I can say (let   

             me know if problem). Hope u make it! 
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Overall, the types of fillers found here displayed many features usually seen in oral discourse, as 

Garley et al. (2010) reported finding in their blog sample. The implications of this and other 

findings will now be discussed. 

 

Discussion 

 

I will now discuss the key findings with reference to the questions explored in this study and 

previous research studies. It was found that formulaic language performed four main functions: 

manipulating situations, asserting individual identity, asserting group identity and connecting the 

meaning and structure of the discourse. A variety of MEUs as well as Twitter-specific 

conventions were employed to perform these functions.  

   Situation manipulating formulae were observed in such functions as requests, complaints, 

warnings and expressions of sympathy and gratitude. Situation manipulators are employed to 

enable people to influence others in order to achieve things that are beyond their own power 

(Wray, 2002). It was found that MEUs were used much more often than novel structures for this 

purpose. The reasons for this are probably related to the fact that the situations in which, for 

example, expressions of sympathy or gratitude are used are often conventionalized themselves, 

with social expectations about the types of acceptable expressions. The close links between 

formulaic language and specific social situations that carry social meaning (e.g. greetings) 

discussed in several prior studies (Coulmas, 1979, 1981; Pawley & Syder, 1983; Scheibman, 

2009) were also apparent. For example, the range of expressions used to express sympathy or 

gratitude was restricted to conventionalized formulae such as so sorry to hear and thanks. 

 

   Another reason for the predominance of formulaic language in such situations could also be the 

need or desire to save time. By using familiar expressions the writer not only saves time in 

creating output, but also makes it easier for the reader to process and decode the message that is 

conveyed. Wray (2002, 2008) has argued that this is not done for altruistic reasons, but to make 

it easier for the writer to manipulate the reader in some way to achieve their desired outcome. 

The evidence seen here indicated that MEUs did enable writers to manipulate situations by 

making their messages easier to process and understand thus avoiding possible 

misunderstandings. The specific demands of the Twitter medium also increase the need for clear 
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and time-efficient communication. In real-time Twitter-mediated interaction it is important for 

messages to be clearly understood first time as, unlike in spoken conversational interaction, it is 

not easy to immediately clarify or rephrase utterances and paralinguistic devices such as gestures 

cannot be called upon. This is perhaps another reason for the extensive use of MEUs as situation 

manipulators in the interactions analyzed here. 

   MEUs were also used to assert the individual identity of the writer. Wray (2002) has argued 

that certain formulae are used to assert a person’s separate identity so that the hearer/reader will 

perceive of that person as a significant individual. She suggests that items such as formulaic turn 

claimers and personal turns of phrase help users to assert their separate identity by enabling them 

to be taken seriously, while at the same time separating them from the crowd. While in the 

Twitter medium there is no practical need for turn claimers and holders, some examples of 

MEUs asserting a person’s individual identity appeared in the data. Sometimes they took the 

form of a phrase expressing an attribute or characteristic of the writer (e.g. as a smoker and I’ve 

always been a “Web two point oh” girl, me) which served to assert the writer’s separate identity. 

Formulaic expressions of disagreement (e.g. Speak for yourself) also served the assertion of 

individual identity function. 

   Although Weinert (2010) has argued that created language can assert separate identity equally 

well, the evidence here – as limited as it is – indicates a strong preference for using well-known 

formulaic expressions. It appears that the ways in which we express “our differentness and our 

sameness” so that “we neither become subsumed within, nor are excluded from, the social 

networks we feed off emotionally” (Wray and Perkins, 2000, p. 13) tend more towards the use of 

conventionalised forms used by members of those networks than novel constructions which may 

be valued in some ways, but do not have appear to have the same socio-cultural currency. 

   As well as being used to express “differentness”, MEUs were also employed to express 

“sameness”. The group-identifying function was often performed by inclusive phrases and 

gnomic formulae. It was also realized through the use of Internet and Twitter-specific formulae 

and conventions, including acronyms, abbreviations and the practice of retweeting. The use of 

inclusive formulae (e.g. us lot) served not only to create a sense of the existence of a group, but 

also to position the writer as a significant member of it. Gnomic formulae also performed a 

group-identifying function by using phrases with broad socio-cultural currency (e.g. it never 

rains it pours), although these were occasionally used creatively (e.g. it’s ongoing until the guy 
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straining and sucking in his stomach sings!). As Garley et al. (2010) found in their study of 

blogs, the types of gnomic formulae seen here are also used extensively in spoken discourse, 

indicating that Twitter-mediated discourse is similarly derived from oral genres. 

   However, other formulaic aspects of Twitter-mediated discourse, such as Internet-specific 

abbreviations and acronyms, served to situate it within a written register. The pragmatic function 

of the most frequent acronym in the interactions – lol – appeared to be to one of relationship 

building. Using the conventionalized group-identifying form to either respond positively to a 

preceding utterance or to modify the tone of the writer’s own message allowed the writer to 

signal affiliation with other group members and to make the message more likely to be perceived 

favourably by its intended readers. 

   Conventionalized Internet-specific abbreviations and practices were also used to signal group 

identity. As Yorio notes, knowledge of the conventional forms used within a group can separate 

“those who belong from those who don’t” (1980, p. 438). In real-time interactions in the busy 

Twitter environment, using well-known abbreviations is especially important. This was 

illustrated by the fact that when such forms were utilized communication flowed smoothly, but 

on one occasion when an ambiguous abbreviation was used it did not. The Twitter convention of 

retweeting also performed a group-identifying function. The main function of retweeting 

appeared to be to express affiliation with other group members, as formulaic expressions of 

agreement (e.g. My thoughts exactly) were a regular feature of the language of retweets. 

Affiliation with group members was also signalled through the use of Twitter-specific discourse 

conventions employing the @ and # characters. In addition to their primary functions as 

addressivity and topic markers respectively, the @ and # syntax functioned to show affiliation 

with other users, thus helping strengthen relationships and contributing to a sense of community. 

   Formulaic discourse devices and fillers were commonly observed. Discourse organising MEUs 

included topic markers and shifters, relators and various types of hedges. Many of these formulae 

were identical to those usually seen in spoken discourse (e.g. next up and okay, it’s time for me to 

…). Formulaic fillers also featured prominently. In their study of blogs, Garley et al. argue that 

items function as “quasi-time-buying devices” (2010, p. 222). However, in the interactions 

analysed here such fillers were often found to have an affiliative interpersonal function, at times 

being used by writers to express to their interlocutors very personal and often strong feelings of 

annoyance, disagreement or amusement. 
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   The presence of other conversation-like discourse devices and fillers, despite there being no 

obvious need for them in either blogging or tweeting, seems to support Garley et al.’s suggestion 

that “established oral-like conventions” within such emergent text genres “provide an impetus to 

produce this style” (2010, p. 223). As this impetus gains momentum within a specific group it 

seems reasonable to conclude that those wishing to identify with that group will increasingly 

adopt the resulting conventionalized linguistic forms and styles. This could be one reason for the 

high incidence of “oral-like” formulaic discourse devices and fillers as well as many group-

identifying formulae in Twitter-mediated discourse. 

   Although the findings did not provide conclusive support for Wray’s (2002, 2008) description 

of formulaicity as a mechanism for the promotion of self, there were many indications that 

formulaic language does in many ways act as a tool for self-promotion. It was found that 

interactions which were heavily reliant on formulaic language flowed smoothly, enabling users 

to achieve their aims with ease. In contrast, we saw that on one occasion when a novel 

construction was used communication was more difficult due to confusion over the writer’s 

intended meaning. 

   It is also important to note that social media sites such as Twitter are used extensively for self-

promotion of some kind or other. While this perhaps makes Twitter an ideal data source to test a 

claim that formulaic language exists to provide a mechanism for self-promotion, when 

examining this it is important to explore the extent to which formulaic language represents a 

solution to the need to promote the self rather than simply being an expression of it. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study had two main aims. The first was to identify the functions of formulaic language in 

the interactions of a group of Twitter users. The second aim was to explore what types of 

formulaic language were used to realise these functions. It was found that formulaic language 

performed four major functions: to manipulate situations, to assert individual identity, to assert 

group identity and to connect the meaning and structure of the discourse. To realize these 

functions users made use of various types of formulaic language, from proverbs to fillers, as well 

as a variety of Internet and Twitter-specific conventions. 

   The inherent difficulties of defining and identifying formulaic language were also encountered 
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in this study. While the features of the MEU definition meant that it was less likely to exclude 

word strings that were formulaic than less inclusive types of definitions, it does have a weakness 

in that it is not possible to determine that a word string is being “processed like a morpheme” 

(Wray, 2008, p. 12). The diagnostic identification criteria used in this study were found to be 

helpful in identifying possible MEUs. However, due to the small sample size it was not always 

possible to apply all of the criteria. It was also noticeable that as judgements still relied heavily 

on the intuition of the individual assessor they had an unavoidable degree of subjectivity. When 

using these criteria it is recommended that other identification procedures, such as checking 

frequency or examining phonological indicators of formulaicity, be used to provide additional 

support for judgements. Alternatively, as Namba (2010, p.148) suggests, using numerous 

assessors would also further strengthen judgements. 

   There is still much to be learned about formulaic language and the crucial role it plays in 

communication. Further research into formulaic language use in emergent social media genres 

would be especially beneficial, given their rapidly expanding and increasingly important role in 

communication on a global scale. As has been seen here, social networking sites such as Twitter 

provide rich sources of data for such research, as their spatial and other communicative 

constraints force users to heavily favor concise, often conventional forms of expression. 

Investigations of formulaicity in interactional discourse from a range of discourse communities 

in a variety of social contexts would also provide greater understanding of the vital role of 

formulaic language in helping people meet their needs where successful interaction with others is 

required. 
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Abstract: 

Language maps are often used as educational tools to provide illustrations of linguistic and 

cultural diversity and distribution. Despite the prevalent use of language maps, very little recent 

research addresses the problematic task of their construction. Given current GIS capability and 

the potential to tackle previous visualization troubles, the fundamental issues of language 

mapping are reexamined as a starting point for improving the effectiveness of modern language 

maps. This review work addresses the difficulties of assigning language to space, describes 

current language mapping projects, and discusses the potential of current technology for 

improving language mapping. 

Key Words:  cartography, GIS, language map, linguistic map, map design 
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1.  Introduction 

 

While browsing through an introductory textbook for human or cultural geography, it is common 

to find a map displaying the world’s major languages or language families.  This simplistic map 

does not, and does not attempt to, show the true diversity and complexity of the world’s language 

environment.  However, the purpose of such a generalized map is often unclear. The viewer 

cannot be certain if the map shows official languages, the languages of the majority, or perhaps 

the language of the ruling class.  What does a boundary line indicate?  What aspect of language 

policy or language practice does it represent?  By researching these aspects of data definition and 

visualization, geographers and cartographers contribute to the understanding of, and present new 

ideas for, the spatial representation of language. 

 Language maps occupy a precarious existence; they are useful and informative, but are 

rather problematic to create.  They provide illustrations of linguistic and cultural diversity that 

serve as educational tools in various disciplines (ex. geography, anthropology, sociology) and at 

various educational levels.  However, like many cultural phenomena that do not follow the 

physical landscape or possess strict environmental constraints, language is fluid and rather 

intangible, making it extremely difficult to map.  Further, as noted by Mackey (1988), language 

is not as attached to space as it once was; in the two subsequent decades since his article, this is 

only more so the case.  The language landscape is constantly changing; at best, language maps 

are generalized snapshots in time. 

 While determining what constitutes a language and distinguishing among languages is the 

research of linguists, the map presentation format used for displaying language information is 

typically the work of cartographers and geographers.  Viewed as a vehicle for communication, 

maps are designed with their purpose, audience, and intended meaning in mind (MacEachren, 

1995).  Maps are not just static images, but rather communication systems with information 

passing through the filters of the mapmaker and map user (Robinson & Petchenik, 1976).  

Symbology and design choices should relate not just to their visual appeal and coherence, but 

also to their appropriateness for conveying the data reality and the map’s intended purpose 

(Robinson, 1952).  Though many language maps appear to achieve their purpose, there are a 

number of conceptual cartographic problems that can cause misrepresentation of a linguistic 

environment.  First, most language maps are in a vector format made up of points, lines, and 
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polygons.  This discrete mapping method depicts a landscape of sharp divides.  However, when 

reading about the nature of language, the descriptions are ones of fluidity and a continuous 

surface.  These are ill-suited characteristics for depiction in a vector world.  Also, language maps 

often feature only one language per location, conveying the idea of one language per place.  

Given the flow of both information and people in the world today, few places are likely to be so 

linguistically one-dimensional.   Finally, language mapping shares the same problem that the 

mapping of many phenomena does:  improper map unit choice.  Ideally, individuals would serve 

as the minimal mapping unit for language.  Given the difficulty and ethicality of mapping 

individual people however, many language maps use political units such as the country, state, or 

county level (or equivalent system).  Languages do not necessarily operate or aggregate at these 

politically defined scales so use of such boundaries may disguise the real language landscape.  

 Peeters (1992) states that language maps are inherently controversial, with no single 

language map sufficing to satisfy all of its users.  In addition, most language maps are found to 

be rather boring (Williams & Ambrose, 1992), devoid of much design creativity (Williams, 

1996).  While this may be the case, language maps continue to be produced as reference and 

teaching tools so continued effort should be made towards their understanding and improvement. 

Despite the problematic yet important task of generating language maps, very little recent 

research addresses this topic.  With the advent of geographic information systems (GIS) and 

improved computing efficiency in general, there are now new opportunities for exploring and 

understanding the cartography of language maps.  Providing a review of pertinent language 

mapping literature along with discussion of new language mapping projects in progress, this 

article aims to renew interest in the cartography of language mapping.   

 Recent works provide general reviews of language mapping (Hoch & Hayes, 2010; Wikle & 

Bailey, 2010); these welcome additions to the language mapping literature contribute different 

approaches than the general cartographic and visualization focus pursued here.  Hoch and 

Hayes (2010) provide a summary of some current geolinguistic GIS projects as well as an 

excellent discussion of the potential analysis capabilities of GIS for language data; specifically, 

they state that GIS is not used as much as it could be for data management and analysis of 

linguistic datasets.  They provide examples of GIS techniques such as kriging and point pattern 

analysis and their potential application for geolinguistic research.  Wikle and Bailey (2010) take 

a more topical approach, narrowing in on the mapping of English in North America for their 
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review piece.  Through their particular language and regional focus, Wikle and Bailey (2010) 

summarize the major events in the history of maps in language research and describe 

contemporary projects that map English in North America using GIS and Internet-based 

capabilities.  In contrast to the analysis focus of Hoch and Hayes (2010) and the topical history 

of Wikle and Bailey (2010), this research takes a broad focus to concentrate on the presentation 

of language maps, investigating their visual appearance, associated meaning, and the potential of 

improving their cartographic composition.  This review revives the efforts of geographers in the 

1980s and 1990s who brought attention to the problematic aspects of language mapping and 

called for efforts to improve language maps, especially those used in educational settings 

(Ambrose & Williams, 1989; Ambrose & Williams, 1991; Mackey, 1988; Zelinsky & Williams, 

1985).  To begin the process of understanding, evaluating, and improving the communicability of 

language maps, this work addresses the difficulties and limitations of assigning language to 

space, introduces current language mapping projects, and discusses opportunities for improving 

language mapping with current technology. 

 

2.  Geolinguistics 

 

While language is important to many disciplines, joint considerations of geography and 

linguistics, specifically mapping, find their home in geolinguistics.  The term ‘geolinguistics’ 

was first mentioned by Mario Pei as one of three components of linguistics in 1965, the same 

year the American Society of Geolinguistics was established (Ashley, 1987).  The field appears 

to have grown slowly with researchers decades later still referring to the field as new, emerging, 

evolving, or developing (Wagner, 1987; Williams, 1984; Williams, 1988; Williams, 1996).  

Geolinguistics is naturally interdisciplinary, primarily an integration of geography and 

linguistics, but it is also a field that benefits from sociological and communication theory (Van 

der Merwe, 1992) and ties into case studies in social psychology and anthropology as well 

(Mackey, 1988).  Given the breadth of the disciplines it encompasses, it is no surprise that 

geolinguistics itself is broadly defined and expansive in subject matter.  Williams (1996) 

describes it as such: 
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 “Geolinguistics has been defined as the systematic analysis of language in its physical 

and human context.  It seeks to illumine the socio-spatial context of language use and 

language choice; to measure language distribution and variety; to identify the 

demographic characteristics of language groups in contact; to chart the dynamism of 

language growth and decline and to account for the social and environmental factors 

which create such dynamism” (p. 63). 

 

Breton (1991) provides the most thorough discussion of geolinguistics with an entire text on the 

subject of language explicitly from a geographer’s standpoint.  To demonstrate the 

transdisciplinary nature of geolinguistics, Breton (1991) describes six dimensions in which the 

field functions: spatial, societal, economic, temporal, political, and linguistic.  The spatial 

dimension includes the distribution of languages, management of space, and graphic 

representation.  The final spatial aspect, graphic representation, includes the cartographic 

representation of language, or language mapping, which is the focus of this  research. 

 

3.  Language Mapping 

 

The language maps and atlases of early cultural geographers and the national and regional 

linguistic atlases compiled by early dialectologists spurred the development of language mapping 

(Mackey, 1988; Williams, 1996).  While the first survey of English in North America was 

accomplished as early as 1781 (Atwood, 1986), the first extensive and systematic linguistic 

surveys took place in the late 19th century in Europe (Crystal, 1997).  In 1881 the Sprachatlas 

des Deutschen Reichs linguistic atlas of Germany was published; publication of the 13 volume 

classic Atlas linguistique de la France began in 1902 (Crystal, 1997).  Researchers participating 

in the difficult undertaking of such projects encountered problems such as developing field 

techniques and sampling strategies, composing suitable questionnaires, verifying responses, 

training field workers, and, of course, financing (Mackey, 1988; Williams, 1996).  For example, 

in describing the Linguistic Atlas of the United States project, Kurath (1931) and Menner (1933) 

mention the importance and difficulty of choosing the representative communities, individuals 

for different social classes, and specific features of speech to attempt to capture the different 

varieties within local American dialects and record both popular and standard speech.  McDavid 
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and others (1986) provide a thorough description of the daunting process of compiling a 

linguistic atlas, in this case the Linguistic Atlas of the Middle and South Atlantic States (often 

known as LAMSAS).  From careful construction of lengthy questionnaires to interpretation and 

proofreading of fieldwork notes, the authors reveal the effort and dedication required for dataset 

collection, much less constructing the maps and atlas itself.  While only briefly addressed here, 

the history of language mapping, the progression of linguistic atlases, and details of specific atlas 

projects are well documented (Crystal, 1997; Kahane, 1941; O’Cain, 1979; Pederson, 1993; 

Wikle & Bailey, 2010).   

 Language map types vary, using many of the symbolization options available in 

cartography.  Ambrose and Williams (1991) provide a visual summary of typical language 

mapping techniques categorized into point, line, and area symbols (Figure 1).  Ormeling (1992) 

provides similar information, examining in detail the use of proportional, qualitative, and point 

symbols, as well as chorochromatic, choropleth, isoline, and flow line maps.  Most of these 

techniques are recognizable as general cartographic knowledge; however, isogloss maps are 

particular to language mapping.  An isogloss is a line on a map depicting the boundary of an area 

where a linguistic feature is used (Crystal, 2005; Finch, 2000; Fromkin & Rodman, 2002).  For 

example, a researcher would use isoglosses to separate areas using different pronunciations of a 

word of interest or where the word used for a particular item changes (Figure 2).  When a series 

of linguistic features coincide spatially, isoglosses bunch up and this bundling of isoglosses is 

said to indicate dialect boundaries (Breton, 1991; Finch, 2000; Kurath, 1931; Masica, 1976; 

Wagner, 1958) (Figure 2).  Since the mapped variable is typically a feature within a language 

(ex. vocabulary, pronunciation, syntax), the plotting of isoglosses is a task for the linguist, not 

the geographer (Breton, 1991).   

Like the diversity of map types used, many different topics and variables can be found on 

language maps.  As mentioned above, there are maps concerning pronunciation, vocabulary, and 

structural features of language that are featured in linguistic atlases.  More geography-oriented 

maps looking at language from the outside may feature the spatial distribution of official or state 

languages, language families, or rates of bilingualism.  Both the terms ‘language map’ and 

‘linguistic map’ are used in the literature yet there is little to no discussion distinguishing 

between these labels or any consensus on the definition of each.  For the purpose of discussion in 

this paper and to clarify my own usage of these terms, the following definitions of ‘language 
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map’ and ‘linguistic map’ are constructed based on observations of terms used for published 

atlases featuring language.  Language maps are thematic maps that focus on some aspect of 

language or languages.  In this way, the term ‘language map’ is the overarching category for all 

maps concerning language.  Being at the top of the terminology hierarchy, it follows that maps 

labeled as ‘language maps’ often have a broader topical focus or coarser resolution of language 

information.  Language maps show external aspects of language, characteristics that pertain to a 

language or languages as a whole (ex. distribution of language families or percentage of the 

population speaking a language).  ‘Linguistic maps’ depict the spatial variation of internal 

features of a language or languages (ex. pronunciation or word usage patterns).  In this respect, 

‘linguistic maps’ offer a finer resolution of language data, featuring characteristics that reside 

within a given language or languages (sometimes such maps are referred to as ‘speech maps’ or 

‘dialect maps’).  Using these definitions, all linguistic maps are language maps in that their 

theme is language based, but not all language maps are linguistic maps in that not all language 

maps showcase internal features of language.  This distinction is based on observations of 

published atlases, specifically the nomenclature of their titles and the content of the maps they 

contain.  ‘Language atlases’ or ‘atlases of language’ (See Asher & Moseley, 2007; Comrie et al., 

2003; Wurm & Hattori, 1981) show maps of the distribution of languages in the world or 

languages in selected regions (ex. ‘where is Spanish spoken?’ or ‘what languages are in 

Africa?’).  Conversely, ‘linguistic atlases’ (See Allen, 1973; Kurath, 1972; Mather & Spietel, 

1977; McIntosh et al., 1986; Orton et al., 1978) show the distribution of internal language 

features such as pronunciation or vocabulary within a given language or dialect.  This 

understanding of ‘language map’ and ‘linguistic map’ is established for clarification of use in 

this article.  In the context of this discussion, the term ‘language mapping’ is therefore used to 

refer to all mapping efforts with any type of language data. 

 

4.  Problems with Language Mapping 

 

Language mapping is still in a stage of exploration with few, if any, established conventions to 

refer to for guidance (Ambrose & Williams, 1991; Kirk et al., 1985; Williams, 1996).  This lack 

of standards, however, does not hinder the creation and use of language maps.  The initial 

impetus for this research arose from the world language maps frequently used in educational 
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textbooks or websites (Figure 1).  These maps are gross oversimplifications (Mackey, 1988) and 

are outdated in structure (Brougham, 1986).  The main construction issues of language maps, 

scale and the limitations of a vector format, are similar to those encountered when mapping other 

phenomena, however these issues are discussed here in the specific context of language 

mapping. 

4.1.  Scale 

Scale is an important consideration in language mapping both for making informative maps and 

for identifying patterns.  The legibility of information is scale dependent so scale choice is an 

integral consideration for all map construction, with language maps being no exception.  For 

example, in isogloss mapping, only a selection of isoglosses are chosen for display since 

showing all isoglosses, even on a large scale map, would render the map entirely black (Wagner, 

1958).  Further, as is the case with many data, language patterns occur at various scales, thus 

findings often depend on the choice of scale.  Rather than provide clarity, investigation of 

increasingly larger scales in a language study often reveals further regional differences 

(Ormeling, 1992) and produces as many additional research questions as answers (Ambrose & 

Williams, 1981).  Williams and Ambrose (1992) note the beneficial experience of consulting 

larger scale maps to realize the misguided impressions taken from continent or state level maps.  

Ambrose and Williams (1981) provide a detailed example of this, illustrating how increasing the 

scale of analysis can alter the understanding of minority language status.  At a small scale, a 

language can appear to be suffering collapse homogenously over space (ex. nation or county 

level data shows decrease in number of speakers), but at a larger scale the status of a language 

varies amidst distinct zones (ex. community-level study shows pockets and patterns where a 

language is thriving).  Such a result indicates that differing scales of language analysis should be 

used complementarily not alternatively (Ambrose & Williams, 1981). 

4.2.  Vector Format 

As evidenced by Ormeling’s (1992) and Ambrose and Williams’ (1991) discussions of typical 

language map types, most language maps are in vector format, composed of points, lines, and 

polygons.  This discrete symbology, however, does not match with descriptions of the nature of 

language.  Breton (1991) speaks of a language ‘continuum’ with neighboring dialects and 

languages blending into one another.  This overall inconsistency of a continuous phenomenon 

with a discrete portrayal creates conflicts between reality and representation.  Three particular 
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problem areas that arise with language maps in vector format are: boundary issues, map units, 

and power and perception. 

4.2.1.  Boundary Issues 

The task of locating boundaries is problematic in many mapping efforts, but is especially 

difficult and controversial when working with language.  Frequently in linguistic mapping, lines 

neatly demarcate dialect areas despite the inherent fluidity of dialects merging with one another 

(Breton, 1991).  Further, the location of these lines stem from arbitrary choices (Macaulay, 

1985).  Boundaries are generated from isoglosses that are drawn between data points as a result 

of researchers’ decisions about the data (Ormeling, 1992; Kirk et al., 1985).  This aspect of 

interpretation means that researchers using the same dataset can produce many different possible 

boundaries (Ormeling, 1992).  In addition to dataset interpretation, isogloss and dialect boundary 

location also depends on the linguistic item chosen for data collection or analysis, with different 

items producing different boundaries (Davis, 2000).  Davis (2000) notes a colleague’s comment 

about how isogloss drawing is an art, not a science.   

While the above problems concern dialect depiction in linguistic mapping, the same 

boundary troubles occur when trying to map languages.  As in the case for dialects, a resulting 

language border can vary depending on what data are used and often the results are not 

straightforward (Mackey, 1988).   Also, difficulty arises in determining what boundary lines 

should and do indicate.  There is no commonly held convention about what transitional aspect 

language boundaries are meant to represent (Williams & Ambrose, 1988).  Williams and 

Ambrose (1988) researched this issue in detail, focusing on the Breton divide in western France.  

They measured the language boundary using various methods such as residents rating language 

importance, self-assessments of language use, and asking different social groupings to note the 

location of the boundary.  With every different method, the boundary took on different spatial 

characteristics.  The results indicated the difficulty of designating language boundaries and the 

caution that should be taken in interpreting their significance. 

Researchers involved in the spatial representation of language data are aware of the 

inappropriateness of mapping with discrete boundary lines.  It is acknowledged that lines provide 

a false sense of an accurate and confident interpretation (Williams, 1996) and that linear features 

are unable to express all the processes that occur at language borders in modern society 

(Williams & Ambrose, 1988).  In fact, while lines continue to be used on maps, the literature 
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consistently speaks of border areas as transition zones or belts (Breton, 1991; Hall Jr., 1949; Kirk 

et al., 1985; Masica, 1976; Ormeling, 1992).  Instead of a sharp linear break between languages 

or dialects, there are zones where converging systems break down (Breton, 1991).  These zones 

can encompass large areas and complex language structures (Kirk et al., 1985), characteristics 

not evident from the use of lines.  This idea of a language transition zone is similar to an existing 

concept in biogeography, the ‘ecotone’.  While there are many different definitions and 

methodologies surrounding the concept of ecotones (Hufkens et al., 2009), Holland (1988) 

summarizes the term this way:  ‘‘zones of transition between adjacent ecological systems, having 

a set of characteristics uniquely defined by space and time scales and by the strength of 

interactions between adjacent ecological systems” (p. 60).  By replacing the term “ecological 

systems” with “languages”, this definition conveys the idea of boundary areas put forth by 

language researchers.  These language transition areas, or ‘linguatones’, vary in space and time 

and are a function of the level of interaction between adjacent speaking communities.  Neither 

‘ecotones’ nor ‘linguatones’ are well represented by lines. 

4.2.2.  Map Units 

A further issue with using a vector format for language mapping is the selection of mapping 

units, a task that is frequently not given a suitable amount of consideration (Ambrose & 

Williams, 1991).  Given that language and linguistic processes occur at the level of the 

individual speaker, it is immediately problematic when language information is consolidated into 

real units (Williams, 1996); however, it is understandable that data sources aggregate language 

information for reasons of confidentiality and anonymity.  What compounds the already difficult 

task of working with aggregated data is the type of areal mapping units often used.  

Administrative or political units, such as states, counties, parishes, or even postal districts, are 

most commonly utilized (Williams, 1996).  The boundaries of these units sometimes have 

irregular shapes, are arbitrarily formed, and may vary considerably over time (Ambrose & 

Williams, 1991).   Even linguistic atlases sometimes present results by county although there is 

no apparent reason why county and dialect boundaries would coincide (Macaulay, 1985).  

Language appears inaccurately homogenous within administrative boundaries when those 

boundaries are used as mapping units (Ormeling, 1992; Williams, 1996).   

4.2.3.  Power and Perception  
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As a result of the problems discussed above, there are issues of power and perception 

accompanying most language maps displayed in vector format.  Language maps can both convey 

power and be used for power.  When mapping language in a vector format with administrative 

boundaries as units, typically only one language is assigned per unit.  This monolingual 

assignment removes the real ambiguity of language distribution and forces decisions to be made 

as to which language is used for representation.  When navigating this symbology limitation, the 

commonplace relationships of dominance among languages become rather problematic (Breton, 

1992), while any present language diversity is masked.  The cartographer may be seen as serving 

the state interest if the official language is mapped or campaigning for the oppressed if the 

vernacular, or mother tongues are used (Breton, 1992).  In the small-scale world language maps 

found in most atlases, the spatial extent of state languages is exaggerated while languages 

without official recognition are marginalized (Williams & Ambrose, 1992).  As Peeters (1992) 

states, for many people, depiction on a map is acknowledgement of their existence; therefore, 

those who craft language maps face a challenging task and a looming responsibility.  Thus far 

unbiased mapmaking has been assumed, but the establishment of language boundaries can be 

politically motivated, used as a tool to claim neighboring territory and stir up considerable 

conflict (Williams, 1996).  Policy implementation may even be based on language areas.  In such 

instances, language maps help determine who does and does not benefit (Williams & Ambrose, 

1992). 

 In general, maps are messages (Breton, 1992), and the information they convey can entirely 

depend on what the cartographer cares to impart (Williams, 1996).  Even if intentions are 

impartial, no map is entirely objective since it is the work of the author who has orchestrated its 

entire design (Breton, 1992).  Considering the inherent power struggles in spatially depicting 

language, map users may be left with misguided perceptions based on the compromises and 

decisions made during map compilation.  Further, language map users themselves have their own 

opinions and expectations as to what a language map should represent: “the best for a particular 

language as it is (for those in power), as it should be (for the oppressed), or as it could be (for the 

realists)” (Peeters, 1992; p. 8).  With this in mind it is evident that a language map can neither 

satisfy all users nor include all the necessary information (Peeters, 1992).   

 

5.  Computerization and the Potential of GIS for Language Mapping 
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As with mapping in general, the advancement of computers afforded greater efficiency and 

capacity for data management as well as more visualization possibilities for language mapping.  

Pederson (1986) provides an example of early computer mapping efforts with language data.  

His production of simple matrix maps using characters to represent informant locations and 

responses was a considerable step forward in language mapping due to its efficient reproduction 

and transmission of information (Figure 3).  However, it is specifically the introduction of 

geographic information systems (GIS) that has generated substantial advances in mapping and 

spatial analysis.  The possibilities for storing, manipulating, analyzing, and displaying data in a 

GIS have led to its use in a variety of disciplines and it is no less useful for the analysis and 

mapping of language data.  Peeters (1992) states that a set of maps for a particular language or 

area may need to be used to provide understanding rather than a single map.  While not made in 

the context of GIS, this statement is a good argument for using such software given the ability to 

work with layers of data and manipulate resulting maps.  A single GIS project provides access to 

multiple map possibilities and views, not just one static product. 

 At the onset of GIS, researchers recognized and explored potential applications with 

language data.  Lee and Kretzschmar (1993) consider the spatial analysis options of GIS for 

seeing patterns in linguistic data rather than relying on the subjectivity of isogloss drawing, an 

opportunity to employ modern science rather than intuition.  They discuss two general analysis 

possibilities with the relational database and overlay features of GIS: 1) using language datasets 

with layers of other types of data (ex. sociodemographic) and 2) using multiple language datasets 

with each other (Lee & Kretzschmar, 1993).  Considering spatial statistics, Kretzschmar (1997) 

explores the use of spatial autocorrelation with linguistic datasets as well as the potential for 

different methods of density estimation of linguistic features.  The use of geography as a fact-

gathering tool for language is encouraged; GIS and spatial statistics can help document the 

details of the interaction between place and language (Kretzschmar, 1997).   Focusing solely on 

quantitative mapping, Wikle (1997) gives an overview of three types of quantitative maps that 

are useful for language data: areal frequency maps (choroplethic, bivariate, prism); point maps 

(graduated symbols, dot density); and surface mapping (isoplethic, perspective).  He illustrates 

their utility in figures showing the mapping technology available at the time, all of which would 

be greatly improved if recreated with current GIS capability.  These are just a few examples of 
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researchers’ early efforts to explore the functionality of GIS for language data and to encourage 

others to do the same.   

 Overall, the potential use, benefits, and versatility provided by GIS in geolinguistic 

applications is reiterated in the literature (Kretzschmar, 1997; Lee & Kretzschmar, 1993; 

Williams & Van der Merwe, 1996; Williams & Ambrose, 1992; Williams, 1996).  Beyond those 

mentioned above, benefits include freedom from dealing with a fixed scale (Williams, 1996) and 

impetus for greater collection of local data (Williams & Ambrose, 1992).  However, thus far, 

GIS has rarely been used in geolinguistic research (Hoch & Hayes, 2010; Williams & Van der 

Merwe, 1996; Williams, 1996).  Despite this lack of GIS implementation, it remains the best tool 

available not only for the analysis of language data, but also for its cartographic representation 

and for resolving the visualization issues of language mapping previously discussed (Williams & 

Ambrose, 1992). 

 

6.  Current Language Projects using GIS and/or the Internet 
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While there are few appearances of current language mapping projects using GIS in academic 

journals, such work can be found as accessible online projects.  The prevailing theme of these 

projects is one of language documentation, locating and organizing information about languages 

and dialects around the world.  The Language Map Server project is such an example in its aim 

to document the location and range of minority languages before they vanish, providing an 

interactive language atlas for researchers and educators alike (Baumann, 2006).  Linguists in 

Sweden noted the problematic nature of using polygons for language maps and how such 

symbology made minority languages virtually disappear (Dahl, 2005).  Their idea involves 

‘geocoding’ minor languages, representing them with accurate point locations from published 

sources and associating detailed information about the language as attributes that can be queried 

(Dahl, 2005; Baumann, 2006).  With current prototypes only for the Caucasus and Alaska, the 

Language Map Server is admittedly modest in its application of GIS, but it does offer three 

improvements to the typical, printed language map: 1) it is customizable, 2) locations are as 

accurate as possible based on reputable sources, and 3) the database can be extended to show 

other kinds of information (Dahl, 2005).   

 Other available online and interactive language mapping projects developed for educational 

and documentation purposes include the Modern Language Association’s Language Map 

(Modern Language Association, 2010), the LL-Map (LL-Map, 2009), the Indigenous Language 

Map of Australia (Horton, 2006), the UNESCO Interactive Atlas of the World’s Languages in 

Danger (UNESCO, 2010), and the World Atlas of Language Structures Online (Haspelmath et 

al., 2008).  The Modern Language Association’s Language Map displays language information 

from the US Census, allowing users to display census-collected language information organized 

by census units (ex. percentage of population speaking Spanish by county).  The LL-Map, a 

language and location map project aiming to put language information in its geographic context, 

also offers an interactive experience.  Users can drag and drop desired language data from 

various sources onto a world map as well as view original images of each data source from their 

atlas, book, article, or other origin.  The webGIS functionality of this ongoing project is 

increasing, providing a user-friendly GIS environment for non-GIS experts where linguists can 

upload and share their own geographically situated language data from their research.  The 

Indigenous Language Map of Australia, created by David R. Horton, compiles language data 
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from three different sources to provide representation of all indigenous groups of Australia 

(Horton, 2006). Visitors to the site can interact with the map through zooming and panning as 

well as obtaining links to additional language resources by simply clicking on areas of interest to 

them.  The UNESCO Interactive Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger is an online version 

of the 2009 print edition of the atlas.  Users can browse information about endangered languages 

either through interactive exploration of the map or by entering search criteria (country name, 

language name, number of speakers, level of language vitality, or ISO code).  A limited dataset is 

available for download to all website visitors; an extended dataset including geographic 

coordinates is available upon request.  Like the UNESCO project, the World Atlas of Language 

Structures (WALS) Online is an online offering of a published text.  Beyond mapping language 

location, the WALS houses information on structural features of language compiled by over 40 

researchers (Haspelmath et al., 2008).  Users can see linguistic features (ex. vowel nasalization) 

on an interactive world map, clicking on individual points for additional information and 

references.  

 Additional examples of online resources reveal the current spectrum of accessibility and 

interaction with language maps.  The UCLA Languages of Los Angeles Map project (Auyoung 

2011) displays digital adaptations of a printed source by Allen and Turner (1997).  The project 

website offers a summarized language map of the Los Angeles area as well as maps with more 

detailed language information.  Both the Phonological Atlas of North America (Phonological 

Atlas of North America, 2010) and the Linguistic Atlas of the Middle and South Atlantic States 

(LAMSAS, 2005) offer digital maps of their linguistic survey results and the ability to click on 

points representing individual informants to obtain more detailed information.  Lastly, the World 

Language Mapping System, a product of Global Mapping International, is a GIS database 

containing language data as points and polygons associated with information from Ethnologue 

for more than 6,800 languages (Global Mapping International, 2010; Lewis, 2009).  Language 

point and area data are available for purchase and formatted to be compatible with accessible 

digital charts of the world (Global Mapping International, 2010).  These are just some examples 

of the growing number of web-accessible sources for language maps and mapping projects.  For 

quick reference, the above-described projects, their descriptions, and their URLs are listed in 

Table 1.  The capabilities of both GIS and website creation are making language maps and their 

associated data more visible and available.  
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 A more specific application of GIS to language mapping is its use in attempts to map the 

complex linguistic environments of urban centers. In an early GIS effort, Williams and Van der 

Merwe (1996) explored the multilingual nature of Cape Town, South Africa.  The authors used 

neighborhood subdivisions as mapping units, assigning units the language with the most mother 

tongue speakers, and then using the surface area of units to speak of a language’s occupied area 

(Williams & Van der Merwe, 1996).  For dominant languages, they mapped core and contact 

areas, language dominance changes in neighborhoods, shifts in a language’s center of gravity 

over time, and the location of schools with different languages of instruction in relation to 

dominant language patterns.  More recently, Veselinova and Booza (2006) used GIS with census 

data to look for linguistic patterns in Detroit.  Despite encountering numerous problems with 

using census data, they looked at clustering patterns of languages and tried to develop linguistic 

profiles for the different core areas of Detroit.   

 Overall, while the recent arrival of online language mapping projects and urban 

geolinguistic studies are promising, their application of GIS does not make full use of its  

potential capabilities.  GIS is used to organize language information and make it accessible via 

online projects or to summarize language trends in urban environments, but in most cases 

traditional language map formats are being produced.  GIS is not being utilized to make new 

types of language map visualizations to try to combat the perception issues of traditional 

language maps. 

 

 
7.  Future Research 

 

There is a plethora of potential research avenues concerning language mapping in the 

context of today’s technology.  This wealth of possibilities combined with the importance of 

cultural awareness and understanding of cultural diversity in our global society makes 

language mapping both a viable and desirable research pursuit.  In considering the analysis 

of language data, Hoch and Hayes (2010) highlight numerous possible techniques for GIS 

implementation in geolinguistics, encouraging further exploration of GIS tools to follow 

previous linguistic research (Lee & Kretzschmar, 1993; Kretzschmar, 1997; Kretzschmar & 

Light, 1996).  Research on the cartographic composition of language maps however, is 
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noticeably absent from recent literature and the lack of cartographic guidelines for 

language mapping construction remains (Ambrose & Williams, 1991; Kirk et al., 1985; 

Williams, 1996).  With new tools at our disposal, we are able to quickly produce language 

maps, but the effectiveness of those maps and the transmission of their intended messages 

would benefit from a thorough understanding of their cartographic composition as well as 

efforts to improve it.   

 Both research from the past as well as new concepts of the present provide leads for 

contemporary cartographic research with language maps.  Given the consensus of 

researchers that languages transition across zones rather than at abrupt boundaries, 

Girard (1993) discusses the use of fuzzy membership for showing areas of dialect diffusion.  

While the creation of fuzzy membership functions necessitates thorough understanding 

and analysis of the subject of interest, it also provides a visual alternative to static, solid 

boundary lines that could be a better representation of language behavior in boundary 

areas (‘linguatones’).  In considering the difficulty of displaying cultural diversity and the 

tendency of allowing only one language per place in many language maps, we could revisit 

the linguistic diversity indices developed by linguists decades ago (Greenberg, 1956) and 

improve upon their use as a mapping variable (Weinreich, 1957).  The traditional two-

dimensional appearance of language maps could also be challenged, pursuing the idea of 

‘language surfaces’ previously put forth by geographers (Taylor, 1977; Wikle, 1997).  Of 

course, the successful application of GIS for language mapping hinges on the quality of the 

data collected (Ambrose & Williams, 1991; Williams, 1996).  While improved datasets are 

needed for improved mapping, development of language mapping techniques could 

encourage researchers to plan their data collection with consideration for the potential of 

GIS analyses and display options.   

 A specific possible avenue for language data collection is the growing use of 

volunteered geographic information (VGI), geographic information voluntarily offered by 

individuals (Goodchild, 2007).  VGI may take the form of photographs from a vacation 

‘pinned’ to a map or someone’s favorite running route uploaded for all to see, but users 

could just as easily contribute language-based VGI noting their hometown and the 

languages they speak or the pronunciations they use.  This user-driven production of 

language data, while questionable in accuracy, has the potential of providing larger sample 
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sizes, wider coverage areas, and more up-to-date information than more costly (though 

more rigorous) traditional methods.  An additional benefit is the inclusion of people in the 

study of their own language use and the possibility of generating participants’ interest in, 

and exploration of, language.  The dialect survey for North American English (Harvard 

Dialect Survey, 2005) provides a straightforward example of language VGI.  The project 

consists of an online survey in which participants noted basic information about 

themselves, including their location, before answering a series of questions as to how they 

pronounced different words.  With over 10,000 responses to each question, the survey 

results are displayed by simple dot maps and reveal interesting patterns of dialects in the 

US available to the public and the participants themselves.  Another example of language 

VGI is the question of ‘pop vs. soda’ investigated through an online survey (McConchie, 

2010) and compiled into a map.  An outside party used the data to create another map 

(Campbell, 2010; Figure 4) that has been widely distributed (I’ve received the link to this 

map via email several times).  In considering the field of perceptual dialectology, an area of 

linguistics that aims to map language landscapes from the perspective of the speakers 

themselves (Iannaccaro, 2001), it is not unusual for linguists to ask participants for 

geographic information.  Research in perceptual dialectology often features hand-drawn 

maps by participants who delineate the extent and boundaries of language areas as they 

themselves perceive them (See Preston, 1989).  With this additional research perspective, 

VGI and GIS can aid in collecting, displaying, and analyzing not just language facts but also 

language perceptions. 

 Making a simple but clear distinction between geographic and linguistic study, Breton 

(1991) states that geographers study language from the outside, looking only at aspects external 

to linguistics to study the spatial and social dimensions of language.  This review paper 

approaches language mapping from the outside, investigating the final product of linguistic 

research, the language map.  The cartography of language maps has received little attention in 

recent years despite the continued production and use of language maps in both research and 

educational contexts. With technological advances such as GIS, the exploration and 

improvement of language maps can be revitalized.  By understanding both the limits of language 

maps noted by previous research as well as the tools and techniques available for geographic 
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data, we can develop informed avenues for new language map research and improve the utility of 

language maps for the classroom and for documentation efforts. 
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Figure 1. Diagram showing common language mapping symbols. Image source: Ambrose, J. E. 
& Williams, C. H., Linguistics minorities, society and territory, pp. 303-304, ©1991. 
Reprinted by permission of Multilingual Matters Ltd. 
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Figure 2. Example of isogloss map and isogloss bunching. The map shows one possible dialect division 
between the Midland and the South based on four isoglosses for the terms used for ‘whiffletree’, ‘cornbread’, 
‘picket fence’, and ‘sweet-corn’. Image source: Kurath, H., A word geography of the eastern United States, 
©1949. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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Figure 3. Example of an early computerized language map. The map on the left shows informant 
locations in the study area of the southeastern United States. The map on the right shows 
informants’ vocabulary usage. Image source: Pederson, L., Journal of English Linguistics (19) 
pp. 36-37, ©1986. Reprinted by permission of SAGE Publications. 
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Figure 4. Example of a GIS generated map from VGI data on the different terms used for soft 
drinks in the US (Image source: Campbell, 2010). 
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Table 1.  List of language mapping projects available online with project descriptions and URLs. 
 
 

Project Title Project Description URL 

Indigenous 
Language Map of 
Australia 

Interactive map representing all 
indigenous groups of Australia with 
links to additional language resources 

http://www.abc.net.au/indigenous/map/ 

Linguistic Atlas of 
the Middle and 
South Atlantic States 

Interactive digital maps of linguistic 
survey results 

http://us.english.uga.edu/cgi-
bin/lapsite.fcgi/lamsas/ 

LL-Map 

Language and location map project 
that organizes language information 
(ex. GIS layers, scanned images) by 
geographic context 

http://www.llmap.org/ 

Modern Language 
Association’s 
Language Map 

Interactively displays language 
information from the US Census 

http://www.mla.org/census_main 

Phonological Atlas 
of North America 

Interactive digital maps of linguistic 
survey results 

http://www.ling.upenn.edu/phono_atlas/home.htm
l#regional 

UCLA Languages of 
Los Angeles Map 
Project 

Displays digital adaptations of a 
printed source by Allen and Turner 
(1997) 

http://www.humnet.ucla.edu/flr/media/LAmap/L
Amap.htm 

UNESCO Interactive 
Atlas of the World’s 
Languages in 
Danger 

Online interactive version of atlas 
print edition  

http://www.unesco.org/culture/languages-atlas/ 

World Atlas of 
Language Structures 
Online 

Online interactive version of atlas 
print edition 

http://wals.info/ 
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Abstract 

In an increasingly culturally diverse environment at urban universities, native and non-native 

speakers of English are continually negotiating politeness behaviors.  Still in the 21st century, 

it is not only culture but also gender that determines norms of politeness.  The linguistic 

challenge of breaking these codes of politeness can be particularly daunting to English 

language learners and to language educators whose task is to devise pedagogical methods that 

will foster the development of sociolinguistic and pragmatic competencies in the non-native 

speaker.  This study examined compliment and compliment response behaviors of 27 ESL 

and bilingual students at a large urban university.  For some non-native speakers, the lack of 

L2 proficiency may have inhibited compliment responses, suggesting the need for explicit 

instruction and practice in the L2.  Aside from the sociopragmatic failure attributed to lack of 

L2 proficiency, this small sample of compliment response behaviors produced what appeared 

to be gender-related patterning.  While males and females both equally questioned 

compliments, a pattern of comment acceptance and no acknowledgement was found to be 

employed by males twice as often as by females although this may be attributed to the 

possibility that men may have spoken more because there were a greater number of male than 

female participants.  Although females accepted compliments in the female-male dyads, no 

female-female dyads yielded compliment sequences, suggesting that females do not always 

follow the expected compliment response behavior. The results of this very limited study of 
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compliment response behavior suggested the need for instruction in these socio-pragmatic 

functions that are instrumental in personal and professional success in non-native and 

bilingual speakers of English. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Compliments are speech acts, or performative utterances, that perform certain social actions 

that create conventional effects in particular circumstances. A social action, according to 

Sbisa’s (2002:421), is an action that takes place in a social environment between an agent and 

patient who are members of that community.  Certain speech acts, such as complimenting 

behavior vary not only across languages but also across dialects.  For example, Levinson 

(1983) observed that the preferred response to compliments differs in British and American 

English. “Speech act behavior,” according to Cohen, “constitutes an area of continual concern 

for language learners since they are repeatedly faced with the need to utilize speech acts such 

as complaints, apologies, requests, and refusals, each of which can be realized by means of a 

host of potential strategies” (1996, p. 383).  Chick (1996) argues that speech act research 

needs to address intercultural miscommunication, the social effects of intercultural 

miscommunication and the remedies for improving such communication.  The importance of 

compliment and compliment response behavior as related to gender and culture in our global 

village has been the focus of recent research (Yuan, 2001; Yu, 2003; Tang & Zhang, 2009; 

Chen & Yang, 2010; Mustapha, 2011).  The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

compliment response behavior of male and female native and non-native speakers of English 

at an urban university to inform pedagogical decisions of language educators. 

 
1.1 Compliments and compliment responses 

 Pomerantz’s (1978) seminal study showed that a simple “thank you” was not the 

preferred response to a compliment.  On the contrary, responding to compliments was shown 

to be quite a complex affair.  This behavior often entails both an acceptance of the 

compliment along with avoidance of self-praise.  Following Pomerantz’s lead, a series of 

formative articles were published on complimenting (Wolfson, 1980, 1981, 1983; Wolfson & 

Manes, 1980; Manes & Wolfson, 1981).  Wolfson (1980) established that compliments 

followed a semantic formula and functioned as solidarity builders, greetings, thanks, 

apologies, and conversation openers.  Moreover, she found that eighty percent of all 
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compliments were adjectival (e.g., nice, good, beautiful, pretty, and great).  Wolfson’s (1981) 

study focused on the topics of compliments ranging from personal attributes, children, pets, 

accomplishments, purchases, and changes in appearance.  In addition, she argued that an 

empirically-based descriptive analysis was the most valid and reliable methods for collecting 

compliment data.  Wolfson and Manes (1980) and Manes and Wolfson (1981) suggested that 

compliments were bestowed most often between status equals as a way of strengthening 

solidarity.  Among status unequals, the higher status person was more likely to compliment a 

lower status person on ability, while a lower status person was more likely to offer a 

compliment on a superior’s appearance. 

 A number of researchers have attempted to untangle the complex system of compliments 

and responses.  Wolfson (1983) found that there were norms for compliment response 

behavior:  Women intimates often upgraded compliments; compliments were overtly rejected 

only between intimates; and apparel compliments were frequently downgraded.  Herbert 

(1985) discovered that acceptance responses were more likely among non-intimates and more 

often employed by males.  Sims (1989) argued that given compliments were more varied than 

Wolfson and Manes (1980) had suggested.  Elliptical compliments such as “That’s nice or 

“That’s good to hear” were prevalent in her data.   Perhaps the most crucial study on 

compliment responses since Pomerantz (1978) was conducted by Herbert (1990).  Herbert 

utilized a corpus of oral discourse to distinguish twelve types of compliment responses (See 

Appendix A).  Herbert also examined sex-based differences in compliment behavior.  

Interestingly, he discovered that compliments from females were not as likely to be accepted 

as compliments from males, particularly when the recipient was female. 

Given that compliments are a social action that occurs within a social context, many 

studies have examined compliment behavior in different cultures and language communities. 

Using a discourse completion task, Olshtain and Weinbach (1988) collected data from 330 

Israeli and 330 American responses to compliments.  They concluded that Israelis had greater 

difficulty accepting compliments.  Often Israelis apologized, justified the compliment or were 

surprised.  In a similar vein, Nelson, Al-Batal, And Echols (1996) conducted a comparative 

study between American and Syrian responses to compliments.  They discovered several 

compelling similarities, i.e., that both groups were more likely to accept or mitigate rather 

than reject compliments, and both groups used some common responses types.  Several 

differences were noted as well, including the fact that Syrian responses tended to be more 

formulaic and longer.  More recently, Mustapha (2011) investigated compliment responses 

among native speakers of Nigerian English in Nigeria as compared to patterns in other 
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national English varieties and considered the implications for cross-cultural communication.  

Al Falasi (2007) examined the strategies employed in compliment responses produced in 

English by female Arabic/Emarati English-language learners and L1 pragmatic transfer to 

compliment behavior in English (L2).  Tang and Zhang (2009) looked at compliment 

responses across cultures, contrasting responses among Australian English and Mandarin 

Chinese speakers and found that Chinese speakers used fewer accept strategies and more 

evade and reject strategies than the Australian participants, who tended to use more explicit 

compliment responses.  Compliment sequences by interviewers conducting survey interviews 

(Gathman, Maynard, & Schaeffer, 2008) revealed some specific devices in complimenting 

that included second sayings, restatements of compliments and assessments of task difficulty 

and also showed a lack of compliment responses by interviewees, suggesting that the 

interactional circumstances in a formal interview survey situation may constrain the range of 

appropriate compliment responses. 

   Cohen (1996) reported that investigators of speech acts have used various methods to 

collect speech act data, including observation of naturally occurring data, role play, discourse 

completion tasks and verbal report interviews.  Of these, natural data seem to be preferred for 

compliment research.  Wolfson and Manes (1980), as well as Herbert (1990) favored such 

collection means.  Gathman, Maynard & Schaeffer (2009) used digital recording technology 

to record telephone interview surveys.  Ohlstain and Weinbach (1988) while Tang and Zhang 

(2007), on the other hand, utilized discourse completion tasks (DCTs).  Nelson, Al-Batal and 

Echols (1996) used a quasi-role play by having proctors compliment their Syrian participants 

and noting the responses.  No recording equipment was used because it was deemed 

culturally inappropriate.  They also reported that the interviewers felt extremely 

uncomfortable complimenting participants who were of a different gender or older.   

 Based on studies of compliment behaviors across cultures and gender, and evidence of 

L1 pragmatic transfer that may influence compliment responses, we wanted to investigate 

complimenting among non-native speakers at an English language intensive program at a 

large urban university.  We thought that despite having achieved at least an intermediate level 

of English language proficiency (determined by placement at the IEP and admission to the 

university), these non-native ESL speakers would display compliment responses that were 

somewhat inappropriate and would reflect some L1 transfer.  We also predicted differences in 

compliment responses related to gender of the speaker. 
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2. Method 

 

This study of compliment responses was conducted at a large, urban university. Participants 

included 27 students enrolled in two different English programs at two different colleges at 

the university.  Participants were randomly assigned role plays and some participated in more 

than one role play.  

Compliment responses were elicited through unscripted role plays to gather a rich and 

authentic source of compliment responses.  Participant A was positioned in the role of 

complimenter while Participant B was assigned the role of someone with a new acquisition or 

accomplishment and instructed with regard to that recent acquisition.  To illustrate, 

Participant A in one dyad received information regarding a friend, e.g., “Your friend comes to 

class wearing new Nike sneakers.”  Participant B was given a prompt regarding his new 

possession, e.g., “You are wearing new Nike sneakers.”  Participants in the potential 

complimenting roles were given their own individual prompts, while those in the potential 

complimentee roles were given both prompts. 

 Given students’ frequent use of and comfort with video-recording with cell phones in 

today’s culture, the role plays were videotaped.  Using a raw transcription method, these 

videotaped complimentary sequences were then transcribed and coded according to the 

twelve types of complimentary responses listed in Herbert (1990).  (See Appendix C for 

transcriptions of compliment responses, along with coding.) 

 
2.1 Participants                                                                                                                                                                                  

2.1.1. Group A 

 Participants in Group A were studying English as a Second Language in an intensive 

English program at a community college in a large urban university.  There were 8 males and 

6 females.  Most of these participants had been living in the United States for less than one 

year; only one person had been in the country for more than 3 years.  The participants in this 

group were of several nationalities, including 2 Thai, 6 Koreans, 1 Cypriot, 1 Mexican, 2 

Colombians, 1 Chinese, and 1 Polish student.  All were rated as intermediate or high 

intermediate proficiency.  Ages ranged from 19-27 years old. 

2.1.2. Group B 

 The 13 participants in Group B were enrolled in a remedial writing course at a 4-year 

college in the same urban university.  These participants had been living in the United States 

from 1 year, 4 months to 18 years (one was born and raised in this country), with the average 
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length of time in the US being 6-8 years.  They spoke a total of 4 different languages, 

including Spanish (10), Polish (1), Hindi (1), and French/Creole (1). 

2.2 Instrument 

 Five different compliment sequence role play tasks (See Appendix B) were designed in 

which each participant was given a prompt with the instructions, “What would you do or say 

in the following situations?  Act out the situation with your partner.”  There were 5 scenarios 

in total, including topics of interest to college students and a range of topics that have 

traditionally appealed to both males and females:  clothes (new Nikes and a new shirt), car (a 

new Lexus), academic/professional (a high score on the TOEFL and a new job).  Males tend 

to compliment on cars, houses, and jobs, while females prefer clothes, appearances, and 

shoes.   

2.3  Procedure 

 Before they were videotaped, all participants had 3-4 minutes to plan, but the role play 

was improvised and not written out beforehand.  Participants were instructed to think about 

what they would say in the situation staged vis-à-vis the prompt and then to act it out (See 

Appendix B).  

 Role plays were recorded and later transcribed and coded according to Herbert’s types of 

compliment responses to explore compliment response in intermediate level English 

Language Learners.  Would the compliment responses of these ELLs be appropriate?  Would 

their compliment responses reflect L1 transfer?  Would there be differences in compliment 

responses related to gender of the speaker? 

 

3. Results 

 

Of the 18 compliment sequences transcribed, it was discovered that 4 did not produce a 

compliment nor elicit a compliment response.   

For example, in the following female-male dialog, two status-equal acquaintances 

reported their TOEFL scores.  Instead of the “good news” of their scores resulting in a 

compliment, the event turned into what Tannen (1990) called report talk: 

M:   Hi…I got great news. 
F:   (Laughs) 
M:   Wow, I got a 540 point TOEFL score.  What about you? 
F:   Yeah,.  I have great news too.  I get a 555… 
M;   [Oh, (inaudible)] 
F:   …and I can apply for masters degree at Baruch College. 
M;   Oh, me too… 
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F:   [Sure.] 
M:   … What don’t you go to Baruch College now?  Well., (laughs) 
F  Yeah 
M:   Let’s go to Baruch (students leave together). 
 

It is clear from this dialog that not only did the male avoid the compliments by asking 

questions, such as “What about you?” but the female also employed a one-upmanship 

strategy by stating that her score was even higher than the male’s.  It is interesting to note that 

such interaction might be viewed as rude or inappropriate by native speakers of English 

(Pomerantz, 1978; 1984) and thus lead to increased pragmatic failure and miscommunication. 

There are several possible explanations for why these 4 dyads did not successfully 

produce a compliment sequence.  An examination of the data suggests that these participants 

may have misunderstood the task instructions or the roles that they were supposed to play or 

that they may have understood the directions but lacked the linguistic knowledge or strategies 

for producing target-like complimenting behavior (See Appendix C).   It is also possible, that 

these participants may have viewed the act of complimenting as potentially face threatening 

(Chick, 1996), as suggested in the example above.  That is, these participants may have 

adopted strategies, possibly from their L1s, which would minimize the force of the 

compliment as well as the response. Without additional data, such as think aloud data, for 

example, it is not possible to explain why these dyads did not produce a compliment 

sequence. 

Of the remaining 14 compliment sequences, the distribution of compliment response 

types suggested a patterning related to gender.  Figure 1 represents the total number of 

compliment response types for both males and females.  In further examination of the 

transcripts, a pattern of comment acceptance and no acknowledgement among males is 

discernable; that is, in 6 of the 18 compliment sequences where multiple turns occurred, the 

combination of comment acceptances followed by no acknowledgement was found.  This 

pattern holds to Pomerantz’s (1978) conditions of preferred compliment response among 

males – accept compliment and avoid self-praise.  Moreover, in this study, males (30.8%; 

30%) employed this strategy of comment acceptances and no acknowledgement twice as 

often as females (13%; 13%).  Compared to Herbert’s (1990) finding that females were more 

likely to agree and accept compliments from males, this study showed that females more 

frequently questioned compliments (27%), a non-agreement response.  Moreover, there were 

no female-female dyads that yielded compliment sequences.  Although our sample was small, 

it did show that females do not always follow the expected compliment response behavior. 
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Frequency of Compliment Response Types 

Table 1 (below) reflects the overall frequency of response types by gender.  Males 

showed an equal number of agreement and non-agreement response.  When they agreed with 

a compliment, they tended to use comment acceptance (30.8%) with fewer appreciation 

tokens (7.7%), reassignment (3.8%), comment history (3.8%) and return (3.8%), and no 

praise upgrades.  When showing non-agreement, males used no acknowledgement (30.8%) 

followed by questioning (15.4%).  No acknowledgement often took the form of a topic shift, 

especially in cases where compliments came in multiple turns.  The following illustrates a 

chain of compliments interrupted by a male topic shift: 

F:   Hey, I saw you parking your new Lexus 
M:   Yeah, you like it? 
F:   I love it. 
M:   What are you doin’ after school? 
F:   Whatever you want. 

 
The chain of compliments in this exchange is interrupted with a topic shift, in this case, an 

invitation to go out after school.  The change in topic is acknowledged by the female speaker, 

who responds, “Whatever you want.” Again, this strategy of accepting the compliment, 

questioning it and then shifting the topic follows the target-like pattern of male compliment 

response behavior.  According to Holmes (1995) males are most likely to question or ignore 
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Distribution of Compliment Responses

Series  1 = males; Series 2 = females

Series1

Series2

1 Appreciation token 
2 Comment acceptance – single 
3 Praise upgrade 
4 Comment history 
5 Reassignment 
6 Return 
7 Scale down 
8 Question 
9 Disagreement 
10 Qualification 
11 No acknowledgement 
12 Request interpretation 
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compliments, especially from other males.  And in order to prevent on-going evaluation and a 

possibly face-threatening situation, the male tends to move the conversation in a new 

direction, in this case going out on a date. 

 Females displayed both agreement and non-agreement responses.  If females agreed, they 

used appreciation token (13.3%) comment acceptance (13.3%), comment history (13.3%), 

praise upgrade (6.7%) or reassignment (6.7%).  Agreement responses by female 

complimentees showed a more even distribution than agreement responses by males. As for 

non-agreement responses, the female responses included questions (26.7%), disagreement 

(6.7%) or no acknowledgement (13.3%).  It should also be noted that the 3 out of the 4 female 

question responses came from the same person (See Appendix C.X for a transcription of the 

compliment sequence).  This female complimentee repeatedly questioned the appropriateness 

of the compliment, and it is possible that she lacked the pragmalinguistic strategies for 

responding to the compliment. Such pragmatic failure, according to Chick (1996), can lead to 

a high incidence of miscommunication among interactants. 

 

Table 1.   Frequency of compliment response types 

 

 Male Female 

 No. % No. % 

Agreement     
• Acceptance     

o Appreciation Token 2 7.7 2 13.3 
o Comment Acceptance 8 30.8 2 13.3 
o Praise Upgrade 0 0.0 1 6.7 

• Non-acceptance     
o Comment History 1 3.8 2 13.3 
o Reassignment 1 3.8 1 6.7 
o Return 1 3.8 0 0.0 

Sub-Total 13  8  
Non-agreement     

o  Scale Down 0 0.0 0 0.0 
o Question 4 15.4 4 26.7 
o Disagreement 0 0.0 1 6.7 
o Qualification 1 3.8 0 0.0 
o No acknowledgement 8 30.0 2 13.3 
o Request Interpretation 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Sub-Total 13  7  
Total 26 100.0 15 100.0 
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Response Interaction Data 

A summary of response interaction data is provided in Table 2.  There were 18 dyads:  M-

M (n=6), M-F (n=4), F-M (n=7), and F-F (n=1). There were more dyads in which males gave 

compliments (n=10) than dyads in which females gave compliments (n=7).   (The F-F dyad 

did not produce a compliment response interaction.)  There were also more dyads in which 

males received a compliment (n=13) than dyads in which females received a compliment 

(n=4). 

Table 2.    Response interaction data 

 

Agreement 

M-M 

(n=6) 

M-F 

(n=4) 

F-M 

(n=7) 

F-F 

(n=1) 

Acceptance     
o Appreciation Token 0 2 2 0 
o Comment acceptance 5 2 3 0 
o Praise upgrade 0 1 0 0 

Non-acceptance     
o Comment history 1 2 0 0 
o Reassignment 1 1 0 0 
o Return 0 0 1 0 

Sub-Total 7 8 6 0 
Non-agreement     

o Scale down 0 0 0 0 
o Question 3 4 2 0 
o Disagreement 0 1 0 0 
o Qualification 1 0 0 0 
o No acknowledgement 4 2 4 0 
o Request interpretation 0 0 0 0 

Sub-Total 8 7 6 0 
Total 15 15 12 0 

 
Agreement Responses 

Tables 3 provides a summary of the agreement by acceptance and non-acceptance 

responses by gender of the complimentee and complimenter.  According to Herbert’s (1990) 

framework, agreement responses include both acceptance and non-acceptance responses.  

There were more than double the number of agreement responses to male compliments 

(n=15) than to female compliments (n=6).  Males also responded with agreement (n=13) 

more than females (n=8), although this result may have to do with the fact that there were 

fewer female participants. 
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Table 3. Agreement (acceptance and non acceptance) responses 

 Male Female 

By sex of complimenter 15 6 

By sex of addressee 13 8 

 

Acceptance by Agreement Responses 

Table 4 summarizes the agreement by acceptance responses.  Females accepted 

compliments with agreement responses at a higher rate (83%) than their male counterparts 

(67%). That is, a larger percentage of females tended to agree with compliments than males. 

It is important to note, however, that males agreed by acceptance (n=10) in more instances 

than females (n=5), and to take into consideration that 1 female participant made 3 of the 5 

acceptance responses. While the rate of acceptance suggests that females accepted 

compliments more frequently, this sample is limited, making a generalization regarding male-

female compliment acceptance agreement difficult. 

 

Table 4.  Acceptance agreement responses 

 Male Female 

By sex of complimenter 10/15 (67%) 5/6 (83%) 

By sex of complimentee 10/13 (76.9%) 5/8 (62%) 

 

Comment Acceptance 

According to Table 5, comment acceptance was greater when the complimenter was male.  

The rate of comment acceptance by males (70%) is almost double that of responses generated 

by female-given compliments (38%).  At the same time, males responded with comment 

acceptance more than females.     

 

Table 5. Comment acceptance responses 

 Male Female 

By sex of complimenter 7/10 70.0% 3/8 37.5% 

By sex of addressee 8/13 61.5% 2/5 40.0% 
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Non-Agreement Responses 

Table 6 shows non-agreement responses occurred in only 3 of the dyads: M-M (n=8), M-F 

(n=7), and F-M (n=6) dyads.  The F-F dyad yielded no compliment exchange.   

 

Table 6.  Non-agreement responses 

 M-M M-F F-M F-F 

By sex of interactants 8 7 6 0 

 

No-acknowledgement, Non-agreement Responses 

Table 7 reports that males failed to acknowledge compliments with non-agreement 

responses as frequently when responding to compliments by females (n=4) as to males (n=4).  

Females responded with slightly fewer non-agreement responses (n=2).  Holmes’ (1995) 

proposal that males and females view compliments very differently might be useful in 

interpreting these results: Women respond to compliments (especially from other women) in 

order to build solidarity with their interlocutor.  Men, however, tend to view compliments as a 

means of social control or evaluation and are more likely to downgrade or ignore 

compliments. 

 

Table 7.   No-acknowledgement, non-agreement responses 

 M-M M-F F-M F-F 

By sex of interactants 4 2 4 0 

 

Question Response 

According to Table 8, males questioned complimenters at the same rate as females.  

However, as previously mentioned, one female produced 3 out of the 4 question responses, a 

communication strategy that might have been attributable to her lack of L2 proficiency.  It 

would, therefore, seem that males questioned compliments significantly more than females.  

Interestingly, males tended to question males and female complimenters equally.  This pattern 

aligns with native English-speaking males who seek to avoid or ignore compliments. 

 

Table 8. Question non-agreement responses 

 M-M M-F F-M F-F 

By sex of interactants 2 4 2 0 
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Multiple Compliment Responses 

Unlike Herbert’s (1990) study, it was found that compliment sequences produced by 

these groups were complex in strategy use and negotiation of turns.  As Chick (1996) pointed 

out, compliment responses often engage a number of strategies within one turn.  For example:   

M:   Oh, that’s a nice present. 

F:   Oh, thank you.  Do you like it? 

 

Table 9 reflects that of the 14 successful compliment sequences obtained, 11 contained more 

than 1 compliment response per event.  This pattern of multiple responses per single turn was 

most prevalent in male responders, particularly when they responded to another male.  In four 

compliment sequences, male responders used the pattern, comment acceptance + question.  

This seemingly contradictory pattern resembles Pomerantz’ conditions for preferred response, 

and it may be a strategy used by males to protect themselves from what might be interpreted 

as a face-threatening move.  Additionally, the male participants tried to topic shift after 

several turns. The male interactants appeared to be attempting to recalibrate their status 

throughout the interaction. 

 

Table 9.  Multiple compliment responses 

 M-M M-F F-M F-F 

More than 1 compliment response per event 5 3 3 0 

More than 1 compliment response per 1 turn 4 2 3 0 

Multiple turns 3 2 3 0 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

It was demonstrated that the participants of this study employed a wide variety of compliment 

response behaviors.  Non-native English-speaking males tended to show similar patterns in 

compliment responses to native English-speaking males.  That is, many of the males tended 

to topic shift in order to escape a potentially face-threatening situation.  Moreover, male 

compliments proved to be accepted more frequently than female compliments, although we 

must point out that we did not gather any data from female-female dyads.  Perhaps what is 

most striking is the fact that compliments and responses often took several turns. Given that 
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some of the participants were bilingual, it may be that their compliment response sequences 

were more complex than those of the non-native speakers.   

The results of this preliminary study of compliment response behaviors among bilingual 

and non-native speakers of English suggest that classroom teachers even at the community 

college level might serve their students well with instruction on acceptable and expected 

compliment and response forms.  In ESL/EFL contexts, in particular, these norms should be 

taught to avoid intercultural miscommunication.  As Cedar (2006) suggested,  appropriate 

compliment responses might be demonstrated using video clips from the Internet or movie to 

raise student awareness of cross-cultural differences and similarities.  Through in-class 

analysis of compliment/compliment response patterns, non-native speakers can discover the 

scripts for both delivering a compliment and responding appropriately to a compliment.  

Seeing these patterns in communication can lead to greater understanding of responses that 

might otherwise cause unintended offense.  The subsequent development of socio-pragmatic 

strategies through role plays could then help the non-native speaker develop more effective 

communication strategies to foster positive interpersonal relationships so critical in any 

organization.   

 While gender-related differences in compliment responses may not be critical for learners 

of English, the suggestion that these differences still exist is something for language 

educators to keep in mind. We should be aware that despite the common perception that 

gender-related language patterns are not politically correct or even common, expectations 

with regard to politeness still differ with regard to gender and acknowledge that some 

sensitivity to these issues might be advisable for effective communication. 
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Appendix A 

Herbert’s compliment response types (Herbert, 1990, pp. 208-209) 

# Compliment Response 

Type 

Description 

1 Appreciation token A verbal or non-verbal acceptance of the compliment, acceptance 
not being tied to the specific semantics of the stimulus. 

2 Comment acceptance – 
single 

Addressee accepts the complimentary force and offers a relevant 
comment on the appreciated topic. 

3 Praise upgrade Addressee accepts the compliment and asserts that the 
compliment force is insufficient 

4 Comment history Addressee offers a comment (or series of comments) on the 
object complimented; these comments different from (2) in that 
the latter are impersonal; that is, they shift the force of the 
compliment from the addressee. 

5 Reassignment Addressee agrees with the compliment assertion, but the 
complimentary force is transferred to some third person or to the 
object itself. 

6 Return As with (5) except that the praise is shifted (or returned) to the 
first speaker. 

7 Scale down Addressee disagrees with the complimentary force, pointing to 
some flaw in the object or claiming that the praise is overstated. 

8 Question Addressee questions the sincerity or the appropriateness of the 
compliment. 

9 Disagreement Addressee asserts that h e object complimented is not worthy of 
praise: the first speaker’s assertion is in error. 

10 Qualification Weaker than (9):  addressee merely qualifies the original 
assertion, usually with though, but, well, etc. 
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11 No acknowledgement Addressee gives no indication of having heard the compliment 
the addressee either a) responds with an irrelevant comment 
(topic shift) or b) gives no response. 

12 Request interpretation Addressee, consciously or not, interprets the compliments as a 
request rather than a simple compliment.  Such responses are not 
compliment responses per se as the addressee does not perceive 
the previous speech act as a compliment. 

 
Appendix B 

Role Plays and instructions 
Students were given a simple description of their particular role in a situation.  The situations 
are listed below: 
 
Instructions:  What would you do or say in the following situations?  Act out the situation 
with your partner. 
 
Group A   
 

Group B 

Your friend comes to class wearing new Nike 
sneakers. 

You are wearing new Nike sneakers. 

Your friend just bought a new car, a Lexus, 
and you see him or her parking it. 

You just bought a new Lexus, and you are 
parking the car at school. 

Your friend is wearing a new shirt.  It’s your 
favorite color. 

You have a new shirt.  It’s a beautiful color. 

Your friend just got a really good job. You just got the job of your dreams.  You 
have been looking for a long time, 
interviewing everywhere, and finally you got 
this offer.  You start next week. 

You friend who wants to go to Baruch 
college for a Master’s degree just came in 
with great news. 

You just made 1240 on the TOEFL.  You are 
applying for a Master’s degree at Baruch 
College and now you can get in. 

 
Appendix C 

Transcripts of coded compliment sequences 

I. Male-Male 
M1  What’s up guy? 
M2  What’s up? (slaps hand) 
M1  Oh, my God, man!  I see you got a new car! 
M2  Yeah, Wrango (?) [2] 
M1  Ah, shit! 
M2  I bought it last week, new Lex.[4] 
M1  It’s phat!  You wanna give me a ride, somethin’ like this? 
M2  What you want? [11] Hell yeah!  Wanna go to a club tonight?  Pick up a 
coupla 

 bitch…(laughs) 
M1  [wanna go tonight?] 
M2 … Pick up a coupla girls. Go to the Copacabana? 

 
II.  Female-Male 

F:   Heh, I saw you parking your new Lexus. 
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M:   Yeah, you like it. [2]  [8] 
F; I love it! 
M; What are you doin’ after school?  [11] 
F: Whatever you want. 

 
III.  Male-Female 

F: I’m fine. 
M: Ah, I like your new shirt.  Where you bought it at? 
F Umm,  [2]  the mall. [11] 
M The mall?  I would like to buy one for my girlfriend.  Will you go with me? 
F:  Sure, when? 
M We could go on Saturday night, I mean, Sunday afternoon.  Yeah. 
F: Oh, so call me and we’ll go. 
M Ok, alright. 

 
IV. Male-Male 

M1  Hi 
M2  Hi 
M1  I heard you just got a new job. 
M2 Yes, I got (inaudible) 

What do you expect to do. 
M2:   I expect to keep the job.  Since I got it I expect to keep it.  
M1 That’s your friend? 
M2 Yesh, yeah. 
M1 Heh, that’s great.  I hope one day you’ll get a promotion. 
M2 I hope, [2] but you see…I’m just a very young person, so…. [10] 
M1 Ok, that’s good. 

 
V.  Female-Male (girl sitting, boy walks up) 
 F You wearing your new Nike sneakers. 
 M Yeah [2] you like it? [8] 
 F Heh, nice.  How much you pay for them? 
 M 160   [11] 
 F (laughs) Where you got them at? 
 M Footlocker. 
 
VI. Male-Female 
 F Hi.  How are you? 
 M Fine. 
 F I haven’t seen you in a long time. 
 M Oh!  That’s a nice shirt!  My favorite color! 
 F Ah! Thank you. [1]  It was a present from my boyfriend.  [5] 
 M Oh, that’s a nice present. 
 F Oh, thank you.  [1]  Do you like it?  [8] 
 M Yeah, it’s nice. 
 F When’s your birthday?  [11] 
 M Why? 
 F I can give you one. 
 M Oh next month. 
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VII. Male-Male 
 M1 Hi, how are you? 
 M2 Hi, how you doing?  Nice car! 
 M1 Yeah, very nice.  [2]  My father gave (it to) me.  [5] 
 M2 Wow, very (inaudible) very nice. 
 M1 Why don’t we go with girl?  [11] 
 M2 Yeah, why not? 
 M1 Yeah, let’s check out the girls. 
 
VIII. Female-Male 
 M I’m fine.  Guess what?  I…Yesterday, I got my TOEFL score and I have 555  
  points so now I can enter to my Baruch College and I can get my Master 
degree.   
  I’m so happy. Now my dream’s come true. 
 F Oh, really?  I have new information.  Maybe you a 300 grade, you enter from 

 college. 
 M Wow!  Very impressive.  (Laughs) 
 
IX. Female-Male (Male indicates for female to sit) 
 F Hello, Jung.  How are you? 
 M Hi, Fine. 
 F. Oh, you have a new shirt? 
 M Uh-huh.  Oh!  Thank you.  [1] 
 F Oh, you know.  That’s my favorite. 
 M It’s your favorite color also.  [6]  What’s your favorite color? [11] 
 F Blue. 
 M Oh, yeah?  Blue?  Like this? 
 F Yeah. 
 M Oh, yeah?  [2]  Thank you. [1] 
 
X. Male-Female 
 F Hi, Daniel 
 M Hi, how are you? Where’d you get this car?  You won the lottery or what? 
 F I bought this new car yesterday. [4] How about my car? 
 M Yes, very good. 
 F Really?   [8] 
 M Yes, I’m impressed.   

F Oh?  [8] 
M Yes, it’s a great car.   
F Oh?  [8] 
M Where’d you get it?  I dreamed about this car. 

 F. I have a lot of money so I bought expensive car.  [4] 
 M Oh? (laughs) Ok. 
 
XI. Male-Female 
 F Oh, I got them last week. I bought them $120. 
 M You think they got my size? 
 F Ummm. What size are you? 
 M 9 ½. 
 F 9 ½?  Yeah, you might be…you might get them. 



87 
 

 M They look nice!  Wow! 
 F They nice.  They nice,  [2] but very comfortable… [3] 
 M Comfortable? 
 F They comfortable. Very comfortable. 
 M You can jump high? 
 F Like Michael Jordan (laughs). 
 
XII. Female-Male 
 F How are you doing? 
 M Yea, I’m fine. 
 F I hear that you want to go to Baruch for a master’s. 
 M Yeah, I want to go to Baruch for a master’s. 
 F What about, you know, you have to take the TOEFL. 
 M Oh, TOEFL.  Yeah, I just took it last week and I got a 555.  I’m so happy. 
  I can go…I can get my master’s.  How about you?  Are you going to go 
  for a master’s? 
 F No, I don’t want to study for master’s. 
 
XIII. Male-Male 
 M1 Oh, lovely shirt! 
 M2 Yeah, [2] do you like it?  [8] 
 M1 Yeah, it’s my favorite color.  Where di you get it? 
 M2 I bought it yesterday at Queens Center mall.  [11] 
 M1 So, next time, why don’t we go together. 
 M2 OK. 
 
XIV.  Female-Female 
 F1 Do you want to get a …Do you want … Do you want to go to ..in college? 
 F2 Yeah, I hope so. 
 F1 The first time you have to get 555 on TOEFL test. 
 F2 Oh, you know.  I took the TOEFL last week and hope I can get this week. 
 F1 Oh. 
 
XV. Male-Male 
 M1 Hi! 
 M2 Long time, no see. 
 M1 How are you? 
 M1 It’s good.  Because I will be a professor mathematics at LaGuardia next 
semester. 
 M2 Professor?  Oh, you like … you like to teach? 
 M1 Oh, course, I’m a master of mathematics. 
 M2 Oh, you teach before? 
 M1 Never.  But my students is fortunate. 
 M2 Congratulations. 
 M1 Ok, good-bye.  [11] 
 
XVI. Female-Male 
 M Hi…I got a great news. 
 F (laughs) 
 M Wow, I got a 540 TOEFL score.  What about you? 



88 
 

 F yeah.  I have a great news too.  I get a 555… 
 M Oh, (inaudible) 
 F …and I can apply for master’s degree at Baruch College. 
 M Oh, me too… 
 F Sure. 
 M …What don’t you go to Baruch College now?  Well, (laughs) 
 F Yeah. 
 M Let’s go to Baruch College…(students leave together). 
 
XVII. Male-Male 
 M1 Hey.  How you doin’? 
 M2 Hi. How are ya?  Oh my god!  What a lovely shirt! 
 M2 Yeah?  [2]  You like it? [rising intonation]  [8] 
 M1 Yeah, it’s my favorite color.  Where did you get it? 
 M2 Queens Mall. 
 M1 Ok, next time I want to go with you. 
 
XVIII. Female-Male 
 F I see you got a new car. 
 M I’m alright.  How’re you doing?  Where you going? [11] 
 F I’m really late.  I gotta go to work. 
 M You wanna ride? 
 F Well, I’m really late, alright. 
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Abstract 

This study aims at analyzing the semantic network for the Mandarin Chinese localizer, 
shàngmiàn ‘upside’ and comparing it with that for on in English. The analysis is based on the 
entries from Sinica Corpus, a corpus database for modern Mandarin Chinese in both spoken 
and written texts. The Mandarin Chinese localizer, shàngmiàn ‘upside’ was searched, and the 
first 500 entries were selected as the sample. Since the study emphasizes the construction: 
zài+NP+shàngmiàn, the entries which meet the construction were extracted. Those valid 
entries were analyzed and categorized based on Principled Polysemy (Tyler & Evans, 2003) 
to define the proto-scene and create the semantic network. The result suggests that the proto-
scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ covers a wider range than that of on. In addition, the comparison 
between the semantic networks for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ and on shows the similarities and 
differences. 

Keywords: Principled polysemy, Proto-scene, Semantic network, Preposition, Localizer 

 

 
1. Introduction 

 

As early as in 1971, the study by Oller and Inal (1971) state that the cloze test of prepositions 

used in the study significantly correlated with the test takers’ English proficiency, especially 

grammatical competence. Nearly twenty years later, Jabbour-Lagocki (1990) claims that 

learning English prepositions is a great challenge for learners of English as a second 

language. Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) still state that even though ESL/EFL 

students have achieved a high level of proficiency in English for a long time, they still 

struggle with English prepositions. It is obvious that learners of English encounter difficulties 

with prepositions. According to the abovementioned statements, it can be assumed that the 
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uses of English prepositions (e.g., in as in he walked in the hallway and on as in he placed the 

book on the table) by Mandarin Chinese learners of English (MLEs) conceivably lead to the 

fact that this part of speech contains distinctness among different languages. 

The distinctness can refer to the ways that Mandarin Chinese speakers indicate spatial 

relations differently from English speakers. Spatial prepositions in English (e.g., in and on) 

mediate spatial relations between two objects (e.g., ball and box as in a ball is in the box). In 

contrast, in Mandarin Chinese, a spatial expression requires more than merely a preposition. 

It contains a preposition proceeding to an object and a locative particle succeeding to the 

object. This construction indicates similar spatial relations to what spatial prepositions in 

English convey. For example,  

(1) 鳥 在 樹 上面 唱歌 
Niǎo zài shù shàngmiàn chànggē. 
bird at tree upside sing 
‘Birds are singing in the tree.’ 

Niǎo ‘bird’ and shù ‘tree’ are the two objects involved in the spatial relation. In Example (1), 

the italicized part, which is the mentioned construction, contains zài ‘at’ and shàngmiàn 

‘upside.’ Zài ‘at’ is treated as a preposition. Shàngmiàn ‘upside’ functions as a locative 

particle. The particle indicates the specific spatial meaning. This study aims at analyzing the 

senses that the particle, shàngmiàn ‘upside’ indicates in the construction: zài+NP+shàngmiàn 

and creating the semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside.’ Next, compare the semantic 

network for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ with that for on to trace the similarities and explore the 

differences. According to Contrastive Analysis, the findings can be further discussed to 

explore whether similarities and differences cause learning difficulty to MLEs or facilitate 

learning English prepositions. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Mandarin Chinese localizers 

Locative particles in Mandarin Chinese are also termed localizers. There are arguments 

in previous studies regarding what a localizer functions in syntax. Localizers such as 

shàngmiàn ‘upside’ are syntactically treated as either nouns (Li, 1990), NP clitics (Liu, 1998), 

or postpositions (Wu, 2005) which collocate with prepositions such as zài ‘at.’ A preposition 

like zài ‘at’ does not indicate specific spatial relations, but localizers complement what it 

lacks. With the fact, Greenburg (1995) claims that the prepositional phrases in Mandarin 

Chinese illustrate circumpositions. A circumposition refers to a structure which consists of a 
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functional adposition (e.g., zài ‘at’) and a lexical adposition (e.g., shàngmiàn ‘upside’). 

However, Sun (2008: 199) argues that “the Chinese locative construction includes a 

semantically underspecified preposition zài, a spatial NP, and an NP enclitic.” The arguments 

still remain ambiguous. To avoid the mentioned ambiguity, the analysis is limited to the 

construction: zài+NP+shàngmiàn, which should prevent treating lexemes individually from 

the syntactic point of view. 

This study investigates how distinctively MLEs conceptualize the spatial senses which 

shàngmiàn ‘upside’ denotes and how much the spatial senses are equivalent or analogous to 

those that on denotes. The entries from a corpus database are derived for the analysis. The 

spatial-physical (e.g., on a table) and the spatial-functional (e.g., on drugs) senses which 

shàngmiàn ‘upside’ in the construction denotes are analyzed. In other words, this study 

adopts the corpus entries containing shàngmiàn ‘upside’ in the construction. It is 

hypothesized that there should be some evidence to prove the fact that the proto-scene of 

shàngmiàn ‘upside’ covers a wider range of spatial-physical scenes, but shàngmiàn ‘upside,’ 

overall, denotes fewer spatial-functional senses than on does. The analysis of this study is 

based on Principled Polysemy, developed by Tyler and Evans (2003). It is similar to 

polysemy which studies a single linguistic form with multiple meanings but avoids the 

polysemy fallacy by setting specific criteria for determining senses. Since Tyler and Evans 

(2003) partially analyze on, the complete semantic network for on is adopted from the 

Master’s thesis by Ho (2007). The semantic network for on (Ho, 2007) is proved acceptable 

by Evans through personal communication. 

2.2. Semantic networks for on 

To create semantic networks for English particles, Tyler and Evans (2003) term “proto-

scene” and use it as the main approach to study English particles. The initial concept of the 

proto-scene derives from “an image schema,” which refers to an attempt to model conceptual 

representations. Oakley (2006: 215) also defines an image schema as “a condensed re-

description of perceptual experience for the purpose of mapping spatial structure onto 

conceptual structure.” Tyler and Evans (2003: 50) explain that “the spatio-physical world 

which we inhabit and the spatial relationships which hold therein are inherently meaningful 

for us.” In simple words, human beings perceive the world through bodily experiences and 

make it into spatial scenes. The spatial scenes are stored in human brains as the process of 

conceptualization. 
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Regarding conceptualization, Tyler and Evans (2003) adopt trajector (TR) and landmark 

(LM) (Langacker, 1987) and analyze TR-LM configurations for spatial relations. TR and LM 

are termed and defined as “a profiled relationship construes its participants at different levels 

of prominence. It is usual for one participant to be made the primary focus, as the entity being 

located, evaluated, or otherwise described. This is called the trajectory. Additionally, there is 

often a secondary focal participant, called the landmark.” (Langacker, 2008: 113). To make it 

more comprehensible, a TR is the element to be located, and an LM is the element with 

respect to which the TR is located. Plus, when spatial relations are analyzed, the term, “a 

vantage point” is mentioned to distinguish spatial senses. “In the default arrangement,” 

Langacker (2008: 75) defines, “the vantage point is the actual location of the speaker and 

hearer.” 

(2) The dog is in a box 
In Example (2), the dog and a box function as the TR and the LM, respectively. The 

preposition, in mediates the spatial relation between the TR and the LM. The spatial scene 

which involves the TR-LM configuration is built. 

Based on the proto-scene, Tyler and Evans (2003) analyze distinct meanings associated 

with individual English particles. They trace the distinct senses following Principled 

Polysemy. The approach holds that “a particular form is conventionally associated with a 

number of distinct but related meanings.” (Tyler & Evans, 2003: 37). Polysemy, briefly 

speaking, refers a word that has two or more related meanings. Principled Polysemy refers to 

applying a set of guidelines when deciding clusters and senses. The guidelines are not 

introduced in the typical polysemy, and that causes ambiguities. This modified approach 

leads to the fact that the researchers use “spatial particles” instead of “spatial prepositions” in 

their study because the preposition-like words in some examples for distinct senses do not 

function as prepositions. For example (Tyler & Evans, 2003), 

(3) The flower is in the vase 
(4) The train is finally in  

In as in Example (3) functions as a preposition and in Example (4) an adverb. The term, 

“particle” covers the uses of a word as in different lexical categories as what the above two 

examples illustrate. 

2.2.1. Proto-scene of on 

Due to the limited research on on, Ho (2007) compiles the information from different 

studies and develops the semantic network for on following the framework (Tyler & Evans, 

2003). The result suggests the proto-scene of on (spatial-physical senses) and three clusters 
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(spatial-functional senses). Each cluster covers several distinct but related senses based on 

one main obvious feature. 

Ho (2007) states to clarify the spatial physical uses of on that “The underlying 

representations of on are assumed to be the geometrical contact or contiguity of the surfaces 

between two entities, and one entity functionally supports the other entity so that the entity’s 

location can control the other in terms of the unidirectional force.” For example (Ho, 2007), 

(5) Put the cat on the floor 

The TR in Example (5), the cat touches the LM, the floor. On denotes that the spatial relation 

between the TR and the LM. This configuration builds the proto-scene of on, which can be 

illustrated in Figure 1 (Lindstromberg, 1998). Lindstromberg (1998) also proposes “the 

prototypical orientation,” which means the contact between the TR and LM can rotate, and it 

still denotes the same sense. For example (Ho, 2007), 

(6) The light is on the ceiling 
(7) The light switch is on the wall 

The TR, the light in Example (6) and (7) has contact with the LMs, the ceiling and the wall. 

Although the scenes do not match the very basic configuration which defines the proto-scene 

of on, the configurations that the above two examples construct are also considered part of the 

proto-scene. 

 

Figure 1 Proto-scene of on 

2.2.2. Beyond the proto-scene 

Beyond the proto-scene, there are three clusters: 1) the Support cluster, 2) the State cluster, 

and 3) the Continuation cluster. In the Support cluster, there are the Physical Support sense, 

the Means of Conveyance sense, and the Basis sense. Ho (2007: 60) states that “On the virtue 

of functional consequence, on mediates the relation in which LM is providing support 
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function to the TR.” Examples (Ho, 2007) are provided to explain the three senses in this 

cluster, respectively: 

(8) She was on her knees weeding the garden 
(9) We are going on foot, not by car 
(10) The movie is based on the true story 

 

Example (8) shows that the TR, she is physically supported by the LM, her knees. In this 

sense, on conveys the support sense with body parts. Example (9) explains that “On foot more 

likely means the way of arriving to somewhere rather than the body as a support pivot.” (Ho, 

2007: 62). Example (10) illustrates that the TR can be firmly believed or proved with the 

strong foundation, which is the LM. Evans (2006) terms the sense as the rational or epistemic 

support. 

In the State cluster, there are the Temporal State sense, the Constrained sense, and the 

Availability and Visibility sense. Ho (2007: 63) states that “The salient contact associated 

with on suggests the state of being for limited period of time. On encodes the state sense more 

volitional, unlikely to the state sense encoded by in.” Examples (Ho, 2007), respectively for 

the three senses are: 

(11) The DVD is on pause 
(12) What effect will these changes have on the tourist industry 
(13) The program will be broadcast on the Channel 32 

 

Ho (2007: 64) explains Example (11) that “The phrase which consists of on and the adjective 

or the noun of action denotes a particular state which does not last for an extended period of 

time.” Example (12) shows that “The influence on the TR appears when the LM is 

constrained [constrains] the motion of the TR.” (Ho, 2007: 65). Example (13) explains that 

“In contrast with spatial particle off, on mediates the relation between the TR and the LM in 

the way that the TR is more salient or more available and visible than the LM” (Ho, 2007: 

66). 

In the Continuation cluster, there is the Continuation sense. Ho (2007: 67) states, “There 

is a way or a path with a start and an end as a narrow surface which a person can be on or off. 

If the person continues to be on the way, it is reasonable to imply the continuation of the 

movement toward the certain destination.” For example (Ho, 2007), 

(14) Please don’t stop, keep on talking 

Ho (2007: 68) explains Example (14) that “The TR which is on the LM still can be accessible 

but it is undergoing the locomotion along the path on the same LM.” After all the senses are 
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discussed, Ho (2007) creates the semantic network for on in Figure 2. In the figure, the proto-

scene of on is set as the core of the semantic network. From the core, it branches to display 

three clusters which are the Support cluster, the State cluster, and the Continuation cluster. 

Under each cluster, there are subtle but distinct senses. It should be noted that all the clusters 

and the senses are related because the TR-LM configurations are constructed based on the 

concept of the proto-scene. 

 

Figure 2 Semantic network for on (Ho, 2007) 

3.  Mandarin Chinese corpus data  

The study tends to create the semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ in the construction: 

zài+NP+shàngmiàn and to discuss how different it is from the semantic network for on. To 

create the network, the corpus entries which meet the form were analyzed and categorized 

into different clusters and/or senses based on Principled Polysemy, which is developed by 

Tyler and Evans (2003). When the entries cannot be categorized into any existing clusters or 

senses, new clusters and senses were created. 

This study adopts a corpus-based analysis for the purpose that the data have to be 

obtained from the corpus entries to avoid novel uses. Novel uses refer to the utterances for 

creativity, which might be comprehensible to certain groups of language users. Hence, the 

entries derived for the analysis were derived from Academia Sinica Balanced Corpus of 

Modern Chinese (Sinica Corpus), a corpus database for modern Mandarin Chinese in both 

spoken and written texts. 
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According to the Sinica Corpus website, it is “designed for analyzing modern Chinese. 

Every text in the corpus is segmented and each segmented word is tagged with its part-of-

speech. Texts are collected from different areas and classified according to five criteria: 

genre, style, mode, topic, and source. Therefore, this corpus is a representative sample of 

modern Chinese language.” (Sinica 3.0, 1997). The corpus database contains approximately 

five million words, which is large enough for this study. For this study, shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

was searched in the database, and the result showed 548 entries which contain shàngmiàn 

‘upside’ in Mandarin Chinese. The first 500 entries were selected for the analysis. Since the 

study focuses on the construction: zài+NP+shàngmiàn, 106 entries which completely meet 

the construction were extracted from the search result and compiled into the list (See 

Appendix A). 

To simplify the analysis, zài ‘at’ and shàngmiàn ‘upside’ in the 106 entries were marked 

in bold to show the construction, and the NPs were underlined. The study relies on the NPs 

(which are the LMs) between zài ‘at’ and shàngmiàn ‘upside,’ the NPs were literally 

translated into English for reference. Next, all the 106 entries were categorized into the 

clusters and senses based on the semantic network for on (Ho, 2007). 

4. Semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

4.1. Proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

While the 106 entries were being categorized into the clusters and senses, there were some 

difficulties because some meanings are peculiar to Mandarin Chinese. When a sense is 

peculiar to Mandarin Chinese, an independent sense should be created in the semantic 

network. The uniqueness may leave ambiguities and disputes. Despite the uniqueness, the 

entries were eventually classified based on the framework (Tyler & Evans, 2003) and the 

semantic network for on (Ho, 2007). 

 There are 26 entries which apparently meet the concept of the proto-scene as on denotes. 

They all indicate spatial-physical configurations. In other words, these 26 entries denote the 

spatial-physical senses between the TRs and the LMs. The entries carry the concept of 

CONTACT and SUPPORT. These two features occur on SURFACE. For example, 

(15)裝 在 竹子 上面  
Zhuāng zài zhúzǐ shàngmiàn. 
attach at bamboo upside 
‘Attach (something) on the bamboo.’  
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According to the context in Example (15), something (not directly said) is installed on zhúzǐ 

(bamboo), which is not seen as a three-dimensional object. Instead, the surface of the object, 

which is viewed a two-dimensional path, is involved in the spatial scene. In other words, 

zhúzǐ (bamboo) (LM) provides a base, and something (TR) is physically attached to it. The 

scene demonstrates SUPPORT and CONTACT. Therefore, the TR-LM configuration in 

Example (15) meets the proto-scene of on, and the configuration does not seem to be 

disputable. The following two examples are categorized in the proto-scene with some further 

explanations. 

(16)在 葫蘆 上面 彩繪 
Zài húlú shàngmiàn cǎihuì. 
at calabash upside paint 
‘Paint on a calabash.’ 

(17)在 成績單 上面 簽名 

Zài chéngjìdān shàngmiàn qiānmíng. 
at transcript upside sign 
‘Sign in the transcript.’ 

 

Húlú (calabash) as in Example (16) is a kind of tropical plant and the fruit of which can be 

used as a container when it is dried and stays firm. Someone completes the action of the verb, 

and the final product of the verb, cǎihuì (paint) physically appears on the surface of the fruit. 

It seems that the TR refers to the person who completes the action in the surface structure of 

the entry. The person is not actually on the húlú (calabash). However, the unsaid product of 

the action should be construed as the true TR that is involved in the TR-LM configuration. 

The explanation leads to considering that the entry should be as well categorized in the proto-

scene of on. Example (17) provides another example that agrees with this way of 

conceptualization which makes these two entries different from the entries in the Activity on 

LM sense (discussed in the latter section). 

Besides the above entries that meet the proto-scene of on, Example (18) and Example 

(19) present the spatial scenes which cannot be considered the proto-scene of on, but they can 

be part of the proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside.’ The TRs in the two entries are physically in 

a higher position of the LMs, which meets the concept of UPSIDE. 

(18)她 就 在 我 家 上面 
Tā jiù zài wǒ jiā shàngmiàn. 

she right/just at my home upside 
‘She is on the floor above my home.’ 



98 
 

(19)在 一 堆 沙 的 上面 蓋 個 遮棚 
Zài yī duī shā de shàngmiàn gài gè zhēpéng. 
at a pile sand particle upside build CL shed 
‘Build a shed over a pile of sand.’ 

In Example (18), the TR refers to tā (she), which is in a spatial relation with wǒ jiā (my 

home), the LM. Jiā (home) should refer to a physical place where people live, not the abstract 

concept of home. Supposed the scene happens in an apartment building. One lives on the 

second floor, and the other lives on an upper floor. In the situation, the context in Example 

(18) turns available and slightly meets CONTACT and SUPPORT. In the spatial relation that 

Example (19) demonstrates, the TR refers to zhēpéng (shed), and the LM refers yīduīshā (a 

pile of sand). zhēpéng (shed) should be in a higher position but does not make any physical 

contact with yīduīshā (a pile of sand), and yīduīshā (a pile of sand) does not physically 

support zhēpéng (shed). To summarize, IN A HIGHER POSITION leads to what over and 

above denote. These two spatial prepositions in English are similar, but Tyler and Evans 

(2003) clarify that the TR is within potential reach of the LM for over’s proto-scene, and 

above emphasizes the unbridgeable distance. The proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ can be 

defined as in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3 Proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

 

In Figure 3, the bold line represents the LM, and the dark sphere the TR. The dashed line 

symbolizes the distance for the reachable distance as it is introduced to distinguish over and 

above. The result has found it evident that the proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ covers more 

than just the proto-scene of on. The coverage, except on, can also refer to over and above. 
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With the confirmed proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside,’ the following example 

demonstrates a spatial scene which is conceptualized differently by English speakers and 

Mandarin Chinese speakers. 

(20)睡 在 弔床 上面 

Shuì zài diàochuáng shàngmiàn. 
sleep at hammock upside 
‘Sleep in a hammock.’ 
 

In Example (20), diàochuáng (hammock) is a compound noun associated with a general 

concept of chuáng (bed). When chuáng (bed) is involved in a spatial relation, mostly 

CONTACT, SUPPORT, and UPSIDE apply. It is not likely to be seen as a container most of 

the time. In contrast, hammock or bed is rather considered a container when they refer to a 

period of sleeping because someone lies and is held by a hammock. However, someone can 

sit on a hammock or a bed when the period of sleeping is not denoted. This spatial scene 

proves a different way of conceptualization in the two languages. 

4.2. Beyond the proto-scene  

Beyond the proto-scene, there are two entries which are evident for the Means of 

Conveyance sense in the Support cluster. For example, 

(21)坐 在 巴士 上面 
Zuò zài bāshì shàngmiàn. 
sit at bus upside 
‘Sit on a bus.’ 
 

In the spatial scene that Example (21) shows, the uses in Mandarin Chinese and English are 

almost identical, but Mandarin Chinese speakers tend to use shàngmiàn ‘upside’ for this 

sense no matter what kind of moving vehicle it is. A car or a bus would not make any 

difference. English speakers would more likely to choose different spatial prepositions to 

collocate with different vehicles. For example, it is not likely to use on with a moving car. 

This use is distinct from the expressions in Mandarin Chinese. However, in some other cases, 

a stationary bus can be considered a container in both languages. For example, suppose two 

persons agree to meet at a bus station to go on a road trip. Both of them have arrived but have 

not seen each other. They are talking on the phone to figure out their own locations. One 

might describe the location as I am in the bus. Consequently, it is assumed that when a LM is 

a kind of vehicle which is not in motion, both Mandarin Chinese and English speakers can 

view it as a container. When it is a kind of vehicle for conveyance, Mandarin Chinese 
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speakers especially tend to use shàngmiàn ‘upside’ to indicate all the spatial relations, but in 

English, a preposition is determined based on the vehicle. 

Entries 34 to 71 (See Appendix A) are categorized into the State cluster and the 

Theme/Topic sense, which do not exist in the semantic network for on. All the entries are 

more likely to occur in written texts or formal speeches because they are rather produced in 

formal contexts. It is assumed that these entries should be categorized into a certain sense in 

the cluster, which is normal and peculiar in Mandarin Chinese, not in English. The sense can 

be termed the Theme/Topic sense. All the entries show that the TRs commit or utter 

something on certain topics or themes, which function as LMs. The LMs refer to some 

restricted areas. For example, 

(22)在 經濟 開發 上面 受到 先進 國家 的 援助 
Zài jīngjì kāifā shàngmiàn shòudào xiānjìnguójiā de yuánzhù. 
at economical exploitation upside receive developed countries’ assistance 
‘Receive assistants on economic exploitation from other countries.’ 

(23)將是 未來 在 經濟 發展 上面 共同 的 一 項 認識 

jiāngshì wèilái zài jīngjìfāzhǎn shàngmiàn gòngtóngde yī xiàng rènshí. 
will future at economical development upside mutual a-classifier agreement 
‘It will be a mutual agreement on economic development.’ 

 

If the above two examples are translated from Mandarin Chinese into English, the most 

appropriate prepositions vary depending on the contexts. It is important to mention that in the 

entries, the LMs function as a specific theme, topic, or issue. This sense does not meet any 

existing senses. Therefore, it is categorized in a newly created sense. In this sense, there is a 

significant feature of the sense. The feature demonstrates that zài ‘at’ NP shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

in the entries functions as an independent prepositional phrase. It tends to modify the whole 

clauses, not the verbs from a syntactic point of view. This feature makes the sense distinct 

from the Constrained sense. 

There are evident entries for the Constrained sense in the State cluster: 

(24)錢 花 在 這 上面 
Qián huā zài zhè shàngmiàn. 

money spend at this upside 
‘Spend money on this.’ 

(25)注重 在 分數 上面 
Zhùzhòng zài fēnshù shàngmiàn. 
emphasize at scores upside 
‘Emphasize scores’ 
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(26)我 花 很多 的 心血 在 我 孩子 上面 

wǒ huā hěnduō de xīnxuè zài wǒ háizǐ shàngmiàn. 
I spend a lot of efforts at my kids upside 
‘I spend a lot of efforts on my kids.’ 

Example (24) shows the TR, qián (money) is constrained to the LM, zhè (this) through the 

verb, zhùzhòng (emphasize). Example (25) indicates that the TR, wǒ (I) merely pays extra 

attention to the LM, fēnshù (scores). Xīnxuè (efforts) in Example (26) should be seen as the 

true TR which is constrained in the LM, wǒ háizǐ (my kids). The constraint is made by the 

verb, huā (spend). The three entries exemplifies the concept of constraints to the LMs. Plus, 

from a syntactic point of view, zài ‘at’ NP shàngmiàn ‘upside’ in this sense seems to modify 

the verbs not the whole clauses. 

 There are also a small group of entries that are evident for the Availability and Visibility 

sense in the State cluster. For example, 

(27)在 媒體 上面 說 
Zài méitǐ shàngmiàn shuō. 
at media upside tell 
‘Express on media.’ 

(28)在 電視機 上面 能夠 看到 

Zài diànshìjī shàngmiàn nénggòu kàndào. 
at TV upside can see 
‘It can be seen on TV.’ 

(29)在 伺服器 上面 提供 檔案 
Zài cìfúqì shàngmiàn tígōng dàngàn. 
at server upside provide file 
‘Provide files on the server.’ 

It is assumed that in this sense, the entries meet the concept of AVAILABILITY and 

VISABILITY. In Example (27), someone uses méitǐ (media) as a channel to shuō (tell) the 

ideas (omitted in the example) to the audience. Example (28) shows that the audience can see 

something (omitted in the example) on the screen of a TV set. Both of the real TRs are 

available or visible on the LMs. The LMs rather function as CHANNEL or a PLATFORM. 

These two features can also explain Example (29). Dàngàn (file), the TR is available on the 

platform, cìfúqì (server). It reveals some fact unexpected. Cìfúqì (server) is a computer-

related device. When computer-related devices are involved in a spatial relation as a LM, they 

are, in most cases, seen as a container. In other words, shàngmiàn ‘upside’ do not apply. For 
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example, English speakers say save the file on your computer, but Mandarin Chinese speakers 

tend not to say: 

(30)*檔案 存 在 電腦 上面 
Dàngàn cún zài diànnǎo shàngmiàn. 
file save at computer upside 
‘Save files on computers.’ 

The last group of entries is categorized in a newly created sense in the State sense. It 

is termed, the Activity on Landmark sense. For example, 

(31)在 牌桌 上面 贏錢 

Zài páizhuō shàngmiàn yíngqián. 
at table-for-board-games upside win 
‘Win money at a table for gambling.’ 

(32)坐 在 飯桌 上面 吃飯 (Entry 106) 
Zuò zài fànzhuō shàngmiàn chīfàn. 
sit at dinning-table upside eat 
‘Eat at the dining table.’ 

Example (31) refers to the activity of board games that takes place on a table. Yíngqián (win) 

is rather seen as an abstract concept. There is no final product as a true TR that exists on the 

surface or anywhere in a higher position than páizhuō (table for board games), the LM. This 

is disputable because yíngqián (win) can also be seen as yíng (win) qián (money). Then, qián 

(money) is the TR that can be physically on a table. It meets the proto-scene of shàngmiàn 

‘upside.’ It is not necessary to treat yíng (win) and qián (money) individually as two lexical 

items in this case. It could be more logical to treat it as a concept because qián (money) does 

not necessarily appear in a game. Also, qián (money) can refer to some other valuable items 

based on the agreements of the players in a game. Example (32) literally means that someone 

sits on a dining table. The person is not physically on the surface of a dining table. Chīfàn 

(eat) actually refers to the activity of having a meal which occurs with the table. To sum up 

the above analyses, Figure 4 suggests the semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside.’ 
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Figure 4 Semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

Figure 4 shows the semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside.’ The result shows that the 

semantic network for shàngmiàn ‘upside’ contains two clusters in which there are five senses. 

It also proves the hypotheses that shàngmiàn ‘upside’ denotes fewer extended metaphorical 

senses than on does. 

5. Comparison of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ and on 

The semantic networks for on (in black) and shàngmiàn ‘upside’ (in bald gray) are combined 

in Figure 5 to show the similarities and the differences. The proto-scene of shàngmiàn 

‘upside’ covers not only the proto-scene of on but a number of other spatial physical scenes 

that meet the proto-scenes of above and over. The black sphere which symbolizes the proto-

scene of on is smaller than and covered by the gray sphere which symbolizes the proto-scene 

of shàngmiàn ‘upside.’ 
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Figure 5 Combination of the two semantic networks 

In addition to the proto-scenes, two of the three clusters, STATE and SUPPORT appear 

in both of the semantic networks, but CONTINUATION occurs only in the semantic network 

for on. In the two shared clusters, there are some differences. In SUPPORT, the two semantic 

networks only share the Means of Conveyance sense. In other words, shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

does not denote the Basis sense and the Physical Support sense. In STATE, the Constrained 

sense and the Availability and Visibility sense are shared. The Temporal state sense is unique 

to on whereas the Activity on LM sense and the Theme/topic sense are peculiar to shàngmiàn 

‘upside.’ To summarize the comparison between on and shàngmiàn ‘upside,’ the result is 

summarized into Table 1. In the table, the proto-scenes, the clusters, and the senses which 

exist in the semantic networks for on and shàngmiàn ‘upside’ are listed. A check mark leads 

to the fact that a sense exists; a cross mark leads to the fact that a sense does not exist. 

Table 1 Overview of similarities and differences between on and shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

 on shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

Proto-scene 
Put the cat on the floor 

  
CONTINUATION 

 The Continuation sense 
Please don’t stop, keep on talking 

� � 

SUPPORT 
 The Basis sense 

The movie is based on the true story 
� � 
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 The Means of Conveyance sense 
We are going on foot, not by car 

� � 

 The Physical Support sense 
She was on her knees weeding the garden 

� � 

STATE 
 The Temporal State sense 

The DVD is on pause 
� � 

 The Constrained sense 
What effect will these changes have on the tourist 

industry 
� � 

 The Availability and Visibility sense 
The program will be broadcast on the Channel 32 

� � 

 The Theme/Topic sense 
zài jīngjì kāifā shàngmiàn shòudào 
xiānjìnguójiāde yuánzhù 
 ‘receive assistants on economic exploitation from 
other countries’ 

� � 

 The Activity on LM sense 
zài páizhuō shàngmiàn yíngqián 
 ‘win money at a table for gambling’ 

� � 

 

6. Conclusion 

The proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ is similar to the proto-scenes of on, and the result 

suggests that the proto-scene of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ is a continuum which covers the proto-

scenes of on, above, and over. Shàngmiàn ‘upside’ does not denote as many metaphorical 

senses as on does. Even thought shàngmiàn ‘upside’ and on denote some senses in common 

(e.g., the State sense), this finding does not necessarily mean that they are entirely 

transferrable for those senses. 

7. Limitations and implications 

Tyler and Evans (2003) study English particles in a broad perspective. Their study does not 

restrict spatial relations in particular constructions. In contrast, the construction emphasized in 

this study causes the main limitation because it constrains the spatial senses only in 

prepositional uses, which is the scope of the study. That is to say, if shàng ‘up’ was used as a 

localizer in the same construction, the result might remain the same, but evident examples 

would be more abundant. If shàng ‘up’ was studied in a broad perspective, the semantic 

networks for shàng ‘up’ and on might denote more spatial senses in common. However, the 

result shows the similarities and differences between shàngmiàn ‘upside’ and on. It should 

suggest an inventive approach to understanding the spatial relations in the two languages. The 
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approach facilitates revising pedagogical descriptions regarding English prepositions, which 

benefits both language learners and instructors.   
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Appendix A: Sinica Corpus Data of shàngmiàn ‘upside’ 

Remarks: 
zài ‘at’ and shàngmiàn ‘upside’ were marked in bold. The noun phrases and the suggested 
translations were underlined. The suggested translations were provided based on the literal 
meanings. 
 
Proto-scene 

 

1.
 

了了了了了了了了了了了了，並在在在在了了(a scientific device for experiments)上上上上上上上上接了了 作作了。EDTA  

2.
 

裝裝裝，要要要要要要要要要在在在在裝了(shrine)上上上上上上上上，裝裝裝裝裝裝、昆昆昆上昆。過了過 

3.
 

在在在上在在在在，不不不接裝在在在在在在(bamboo)上上上上上上上上，會會會，並並並並並。所所所所所作 

4.
 

不不，也也也也也也了。但但在在在在革革(a musical instrument)上上上上上上上上，我我我了我不也也。因因革革了 

5.
 

所所，人人人人人人也也作在在在在了革(a musical instrument)上上上上上上上上，應應應但我所作在革革所是是革革上 

6.
 

了的的的的的。新裝了新新但在在在在硬硬(hard hats)上上上上上上上上拉上了拉拉拉，上上了了上上上上上上 

7.
 

、裝水、茶茶茶茶，應我所還還在在在在葫葫(calabash)上上上上上上上上彩彩彩！本本因本本本還本，輔輔輔新 

8.
 

對所新對對對對對，因為不在在在在上這對對(these missiles)上上上上上上上上裝裝裝裝對裝。去去要去，伊拉伊伊伊 

9.
 

你你你你你不你你，比比比比在在在在聯聯聯(contact books)上上上上上上上上上了了這寫，然然會我我然這寫然然不 

10.
 

了的會上的對。然像在我像像在在在在馬馬(road)上上上上上上上上，我我不我我我，茶外外外外外了，  

11.
 

裝時，他他會他腳，把 他腳 在在在在然了茶那(that tea table)上上上上上上上上，看看看，他他他了他昆看他說，你 

12.
 

我所可昆可可可，貼在在在在上了這這這這這(this refrigerator or kitchen)上上上上上上上上。像在他了現現現現、集集集 

13.
 

應還了對還！然然也還然在在在在也成成(transcript)上上上上上上上上簽簽。本本本上本我比本本，而我而 

14.
 

孩在了，也上在在在在黑黑(blackboard)上上上上上上上上，然那在黑黑上上，在作了這多多，積積了、鼓鼓了、  

15.
 

前前前，然也那那但作那裝那作在在在在腹腹(abdomen)上上上上上上上上，所所我我我去所不會在所所所但我我 

16.
 

裝時，哥哥把我了哥茶哥哥在在在在他了比了(his penis)上上上上上上上上，我我我去可，不要不不他他，哥哥也 

17.
 

摸哥茶摸，了裝應會有了人有在在在在哥茶摸(teddy bear)上上上上上上上上。對我他昆說，上這這這我但在你像了 

18.
 

了，然然在因我 好搧 。我我在在在在弔弔(hammock)上上上上上上上上搖搖搖，柔柔了好，撫摸了我了撫撫，  

19.
 

分會分寫。嗯。也就在在在在然了那馬馬(that avenue)上上上上上上上上。分上了分問了。然。你他你我了你，  

20.
 

遵遵，尚也尚尚，比本比比了但在在在在農農(farm)上上上上上上上上上挖挖挖了挖因外挖挖人也挖挖 過簽鄉  

21.
 

不那那？其其其，我…在在在在你這你你挖(the door to your room)上上上上上上上上哥了上了放，所所你所會我他他我 

22.
 

你你 看說說 ！也但說，在在在在蘇蘇你馬(a proper name of a road)上上上上上上上上賣茶賣賣，達達了去了了達達達比達 

23.
 

。上但因這那彩？因因在在在在蘇蘇你馬(a proper name of a road)上上上上上上上上九九了九九，我相了相相。如如彩，  

24.
 

出出出出，這但或或在在在在背上了會背背(the back of the membership card)上上上上上上上上。  

25.
 

昆。對，然因這那了上了那那在在在在上了這(this island)上上上上上上上上﹖那本了上了那那大不了上了大比過昆 

26.
 

了，也不那那因這那，雖然雖也在在在在我本(my house)上上上上上上上上，但但前他本伊但但但而過，也然 

27.
 

。。 錯了，我所但外外了，因因我在在在在你(you)上上上上上上上上，你所還看他！！ 你平了平平。 寫了說  

28.
 

。你他在你你你你上，我他在在在在你你你(gymnasium)上上上上上上上上。哈！你你你，上上！不對！ 

29.
 

了的，然好好好！我也在在在在你他了(you)上上上上上上上上打打的。樓上？對搖！你你 

30.
 

他他了然你。假如了人說，在在在在了一一了(pile of sand)上上上上上上上上蓋了蓋蓋，你下裝一不會下下，上上 

31.
 

耐耐大蘇在耐了裝你耐。了上在在在在火火((stove)上上上上上上上上熟熟熟熟，了上。 其、其！ 大耐地。上 
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The Support Cluster: The Means of Conveyance Sense 

 

32.
 

警警。我也你他說。我 我了我我說 在在在在車(car)上上上上上上上上。我像在，這那我還了了。麻麻你，但 

33.
 

裝了了我我在裝上了，結如，坐在在在在巴巴(bus)上上上上上上上上。也但上了了了達就巴巴。對。  

 

The State Cluster: The Theme/Topic Sense 

 

34.
 

想你他接挖。因因我我他因所在在在在茶外(appearance)上上上上上上上上，因所還了了了已已了，然也在想你他 

35.
 

，因因彩，我我我也我他他在，在在在在不你(mentality)上上上上上上上上了了這有差了寫，然我我我所過多相了 

36.
 

而不但然那在，因因我不在在在在演演演作(entertainment field)上上上上上上上上，他裝你上不但然那了了他，了裝時 

37.
 

，要要了裝你並不準準準，在在在在曲曲(tracks for concerts)上上上上上上上上則了不則比則外了曲曲，而而並不但我 

38.
 

解解解解解解平平了分問，所所在在在在耐不(performance)上上上上上上上上，了不了所一一。對對對對昆說，不了 

39.
 

所對對對以了要以昆看，在在在在對樂了樂樂(varieties of musical instruments)上上上上上上上上，所要但茶了只外耐，  

40.
 

我不也因可要了可可。所要在在在在對樂樂作(the making of musical instruments)上上上上上上上上不 解解能出能了分夠  

41.
 

了了但拉那一一了。在在在在曲曲了曲打(the arrangement of tracks for concerts)上上上上上上上上，那一一了曲在在大但 

42.
 

我所 但可可在則了說 ，通像所了在在在在材材(materials)上上上上上上上上了可可本那，了本基基則差不在。  

43.
 

在耐，茶了我相然了解並耐不。在在在在演演(performance)上上上上上上上上，除了外除除所茶，轉轉但還了分問了 

44.
 

也我所也過也黑有你也可。但但在在在在揚一(a musical instrument)上上上上上上上上上但不我不了你你。我我因揚一了 

45.
 

但大解能上上所作了可能。而而在在在在維你(maintenance)上上上上上上上上，也比本也也。品了上品，應應作現應 

46.
 

可標。因了為為為為為為為在在在在耐不可標(performance of a machine, function)上上上上上上上上可做做（ 所只作對其 

47.
 

人也不夠，上了這外像在在在在對揚發伊做可(enhancing traditions and cultures)上上上上上上上上，例例例例例但，久而 

48.
 

。也過上了會透，希希希希不夠在在在在比了(guiding principles)上上上上上上上上了有在了解有有，希希婦然我所對對 

49.
 

先一先本（ 會對中先本） 在在在在所經會對(economical development)上上上上上上上上受他先一先本了受受，同裝也也 

50.
 

。所所所先在在在在所經可則所是 經經經產 (economical system and industrial custom)上上上上上上上上我不我不因應都婦 

51.
 

不同了不則，在在在在樂人你經這為製同你經(manufacture and cooperative business)上上上上上上上上我可了在在了都 

52.
 

一了中先那步腳 。上了大這在在在在所經對以(economical development)上上上上上上上上，我所 但那本我外茶製可了說  

53.
 

也因還成為為所經成但成昆在在在在所經對以(economical development)上上上上上上上上製同了了共我可。今平可在上 

54.
 

大這了希希應應在在在在資資資資了所資資資(interchanging experience in exchanging information)上上上上上上上上所挖 

55.
 

成昆在在在在 經你業產 、核的平平了你業分問(negative social effect)上上上上上上上上應應一了一都婦資資所資柔資資，  

56.
 

所必要在在在在所以耐因以了的會以可柔可則(the male-driven social consciousness and system)上上上上上上上上在所可 

57.
 

然樂那那了那經本那那，所是在在在在所經(economics)上上上上上上上上所所演了不新我但所所所所了。如今 

58.
 

伊統因統統所經統。在在在在所經了外則也耐(rapid development in economics)上上上上上上上上，受他在那了受他。婦 

59.
 

可了做樂分樂，同裝在在在在所了各曲(each item)上上上上上上上上也可他了可要作也。上做樂但： 第了樂 

60.
 

注所他我他人本，也但說在在在在日像的日(daily life)上上上上上上上上，不 注所他他日像了能能能那能能夠  

61.
 

比上，我也比本差了這。然像像在在在在數你(mathematics and physics)上上上上上上上上也成並不但在然，也就受他在 

62.
 

了的的。因因也我我他可我本了在在在在要以(requirements)上上上上上上上上，這在你像孩在了上樂不你上，他會 

63.
 

，還然相了了本耐，了裝時在在在在挖裝(manner of speaking)上上上上上上上上，伊但我我我但本耐，我也應應我那上 

64.
 

昆來受我他了孩在。在在在在有了人的了你能(self-cultivation)上上上上上上上上，在有了人在，在有了然了還我在在 

65.
 

，在有了人在，在在在在有了然了還我在在(the whole self-concept)上上上上上上上上，了了在那了了了對以解一。所所 

66.
 

他了新這。如如我他不 如如他夠 在在在在新這(characteristics)上上上上上上上上，他了他這上上，他了耐你上上，上 

67.
 

，會裝我他我我會本會﹖在在在在這那分問(which problems)上上上上上上上上比本也也，裝我本還因我他讓不彩 

68.
 

在在在在還我自自出自自不自自自上過共你自(self-exceeding and inner improving )上上上上上上上上。因這那？因因他他 

69.
 

應了如資有會平還還） 在在在在專專專業專他(examination for violating pattent laws)上上上上上上上上，早因早早了他了 

70.
 

，也不就你去。對搖，我在在在在上這這(this gap)上上上上上上上上。掉你去了。這那這這？不了他 

71.
 

，釣釣釣了你結中他他但為釣了，在在在在上(this)上上上上上上上上他他還了對現有，他他也不還不，他他 

 

The State Cluster: The Constrained Sense 

 

72.
 

裝你把資材有了時集時也而時作在在在在會透(conference)上上上上上上上上。像在我他看看他他會會了你現，會會 

73.
 

了我不也如成會的的在在在在移移移了可可(the change of emigration)上上上上上上上上。除了移出了像除茶茶，挖去昆 

74.
 

裝時，我外去所、外那你了日在我在在在在然(that)上上上上上上上上則過了。我不但可可可可了，對對？你 

75.
 

電並，以主在在電主本曲，這但在在在在媒你(media)上上上上上上上上了在那了也可了有有，這但可了了在了 

76.
 

人也可並，所所應但先作在在在在獨演對樂(musical instruments for solos)上上上上上上上上吧。外然了這，也但外所要 

77.
 

所所早必在在在在所新重重為重重上重你你(re-constructuring municipal government)上上上上上上上上，那精人你，集可 

78.
 

。 我那我所上上？我蘇了在則不我在在在在然(that)上上上上上上上上，我那我所把怎怎怎？我那我所怎我 

79.
 

麻煩彩？他他把你他注在在在在財、簽、專(wealth, fame, profit)上上上上上上上上，互我互互，上也但這你。本昆本本 

80.
 

上這寫。在在人把所這哥在在在在。 淡！ 上(the word, dan)上上上上上上上上，我我我哥在。 裝！ 上上上。裝但並水 

81.
 

在。 淡！ 上上上，我我我哥在在在在。 裝！ 上(the word, shui)上上上上上上上上。裝但並水、日活了，不不在資。  
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82.
 

負負不要。。 但但我他但以把我蘇在在在在上(this)上上上上上上上上，！ 雖說。本中達了孩在我在家家昆 

83.
 

注所上比上，不但 不時不注所… 在在在在分數(score)上上上上上上上上。我要孩但 我了要孩在，所前我但…  

84.
 

也的的在在在在相裝了做的、演藝是藝的(contemporary literature, arts, and pholosophy)上上上上上上上上，然像像作本像 

85.
 

，你其上，我蘇在在了不我，在在在在我孩在(my kid)上上，我我不作鼓鼓了比自，只代代代，  

86.
 

還然了水則成外像在在在在他他了品耐柔挖因(their morality and behavior)上上上上上上上上。（ ） （ 了）Taylor, 1986  

87.
 

doduc其其自其分其在在在在我在許數(functions in mathematics)上上上上上上上上。怎必要那它 樂許數所不種積40   

88.
 

不要把資通你不搖，歸歸在在在在亡亡作亡(supernatural influence)上上上上上上上上，應應應出車應出你了應因。我他  

89.
 

了現的我但分的在在在在過先茶你了受受(assistance between two nations)上上上上上上上上，而上其中而了而也但了對而 

90.
 

上在不上昆自可。把不曲把在在在在他柔定(stability and wisdom)上上上上上上上上，我他了本你也我所我解脫。解 不脫  

91.
 

人，也我所裝那本把注以有哥在在在在我挖耐(feasibility)上上上上上上上上，而而負不而而。釣台了然了重。分：  

92.
 

挖我他取。。 外然了解最會但在在在在在加就(gas station)上上上上上上上上，！ 規規中加應可有規，忙了了去在了 

93.
 

而０去只但去先本年準九也他在在在在先國(national defense)上上上上上上上上，買買樂、訓自那訓要打中製。但但 

94.
 

對的了分問，成昆取所也對的在在在在NII(an abbreviation for a term)上上上上上上上上。如如像在要規自了如馬應作，  

95.
 

你，去蘇在在在在了了一一了人一還一(a complicated interpersonal network)上上上上上上上上，然然還了然那在人但以 

 

The State Cluster: The Availability and Visibility Sense 

 

96.
 

希的我那說？了裝時會在在在在看做一報(newspaper and magazine)上上上上上上上上看他，了這有這有這但並這茶樂了，  

97.
 

，因為為為他了但，在在在在中先資挖有中(pop music industry in China)上上上上上上上上，能了黑新那素茶統了，解對 

98.
 

張有，厚厚平了重了都而因了。在在在在了革(a musical instrument)上上上上上上上上，解新他然不不，也也也也也也了。  

99.
 

，然那然如如也但 他外在也但… 在在在在媒你(media)上上上上上上上上說，而像非非有非非上上在； 他也不會 

100.
 

上了如如時主這然那外，在觀在在在在電主還(TV)上上上上上上上上，不 看他在在要能能在能分他他夠  

101.
 

比如 比比說 腳，我那我不還然在在在在螢時螢(screen)上上上上上上上上 還然了比比說 腳。上了這這了我相然。  

102.
 

負負上比本多負，尤其相你在在在在伺伺樂(server)上上上上上上上上一提提的出資資如提 提提裝有但如婦戶  

103.
 

所人作 。了這提T1 應應在在在在同了了T1(the same T1 cable)上上上上上上上上支受數了達64—Kbps速則了 

104.
 

在，你上了了去資了我柔這那我在在在在上了(this)上上上上上上上上，你也不作可你你了了了了去買，你也 

 

The State Cluster: The Activity on the Landmark Sense 

 

105.
 

聚了聚， 上樂寫說 ，你應不但想在在在在牌牌(table)上上上上上上上上贏我贏，對不對？然說。可去！ 

106.
 

然我但平上的，哥的了他本坐在在在在你牌(dining table)上上上上上上上上，我也會我我你，然然我然也對我然了 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



110 
 

Omani student responses to American literature in translation: The effect of the 

interaction between American culture and the Arabic Language 
 

Rahma Al-Mahrooqi  
Sultan Qaboos University, Oman 

ralmahrooqi@gmail.com 
 

Bioprofile: Rahma Al-Mahrooqi is an Assistant Professor in the Department of English, 
Sultan Qaboos University, Oman.  She holds a BA in English Education, an MA in English 
Curriculum and Teaching Methods and a PhD in English and Communications Education.  
Her research interests focus on English language teaching with special emphasis on reading 
and literature, intercultural and cross-cultural communication.  
 

Abstract 
 
EFL readers bring to the reading process a myriad life experiences, beliefs and traditions 

rooted in their culture and which have shaped their identity.  These past experiences interact 

with the text and form the meaning they get from it.  But how does this interaction take place 

when readers approach a text whose culture differs from their own?  And what if the language 

of the text is their native language?  Will that make any difference?  The paper's aim is to 

shed light on these questions by analyzing the responses of 23 Omani female students to an 

American short story, Alice Walker's “The Abortion”, translated into Arabic.  Three 

instruments were used for data collection: a response task, which took place after reading the 

story in sections, a reflection task, and an interview. Though the instruments yielded a wealth 

of data, for brevity's sake this paper focuses on participants’ interpretation of the story.  In 

particular, it mainly examines their misinterpretations, resulting from the absence of relevant 

background information in their schema and offers a taxonomy of these. The analysis 

demonstrates the powerful effect of participants’ cultural background, which at times impedes 

their comprehension, notwithstanding their familiarity with the text’s language. Unfamiliarity 

with the story’s culture caused almost 21% of their interpretations to be mistaken.  The paper 

recommends ways of dealing with unfamiliar literary texts, which will help EFL teachers and 

learners arrive at plausible interpretations and enjoy a pleasurable reading experience.   

Keywords:  EFL reader, Oman, reading process, reader response, culture, background 

knowledge, schema, American Literature 

 

 

 

 



111 
 

Introduction 

 
 
Reading is an interactive process between the reader and the text (Rumelhart, 1981) and is a 

transaction reshaping both.  A text is only marks on a page before a reader decodes it 

(Karolides, 2000).  Its meaning is shaped and reshaped as the reader reads more and brings in 

his own experiences with the world and past texts (Al-Mahrooqi, 2012b, 2012c; 2011a; 

2011b).  The reader uses his experiences to fill in gaps, missing information, nuances about 

places, people, times, unclear references, metaphors, proverbs, idioms and clichés.  To do the 

task, the reader falls back on her/his prior experiences and activates his schema to search for 

information to render the text whole (Al-Mahrooqi, 2011a, 2011b; 2012b. 2012c).  The 

process stimulates readers’ imagination and their adoption of the text as their own (Mailloux, 

1990; Selden & Widdoeson, 1993).  However, while the process of searching for fillers keeps 

the reader active, the filled-in information might lead the reader astray (Al-Mahrooqi, 2011b).  

It is for this reason that reader response theorists stress the importance of selecting 

appropriate literature for students, literature that is not far-removed from their backgrounds 

and their needs as learners (Al-Mahrooqi, 2011a, 2012b).  

 

 In EFL/ESL literature classes considering the learners’ culture is essential (Urlab, 2008).  

Authentic English texts are contextualized.  They reflect socio-cultural backgrounds which 

can be different or similar to the foreign reader’s.  Bringing to ourselves as teachers, and to 

our students as learners, the awareness of the role culture can play in response to literature 

can be insightful.  It will help us see from where our students get their interpretations and 

where they are likely to go wrong.  It will also guide our criteria for selecting the appropriate 

material for them to read.  Hence, the aim of the present study is shed light on how culture is 

reflected in Omani students’ responses to an American short story translated into Arabic.  

Specifically, the paper investigates how cultural perspectives affect comprehension of and 

response to foreign literature, and if language familiarity can reduce the effect of cultural 

differences on the comprehension of a literary piece.    

 

Culture, Language and Foreign Language Instruction 

Though there is no agreed definition of culture, Von Hundstein (1994) says that it “permeates 

all like oxygen” and thus that “everything in existence is a product” of it. An educationist like 

Tomlinson (2000) sees it as shared and learned values and behavior, while the metaphor of an 

iceberg appeals to some like Ting Toomey (1999) who envisage vast substructures beneath a 
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tiny visible tip. Tomlinson (2000) posits three kinds of culture – universal, ethnic or regional, 

and communal. 

 Certainly our cultural background (in all its interwoven social, physical and emotional 

detail) dictates how we see the world – at an obvious level whether, for example, we perceive 

it as familiar or strange. Our experience is grounded in culture and stored in our mental 

record. Clark (1997) following Applebee (1978) says:  

 

We function psychologically by building a systematic representation of 
experience. The system of representation is a mental record of our past 
experiences. Each new experience modifies the representation which we have 
been constructing. The constructed representation guides us in interpreting 
experience (p.23-4). 

 

 Given that language, representing experience and thought symbolically, is inseparable 

from culture (Clark, 1997; Halliday, 1975), the implications of this for EFL become obvious. 

Learners reading in their mother tongue, and therefore familiar with its embedded culture, 

face minimal comprehension problems. This is not true, however, for those reading in a 

language reflecting an alien culture.  However, the question one has to ask is what happens if 

a foreign language student reads a story depicting the foreign language context but translated 

into the foreign language? Will this student still face challenges in comprehending and 

responding to the story?  Based on a view that more research is needed on this, the present 

study attempts a close examination of how culture unfamiliarity accompanied by language 

familiarity (in terms of first language) affects the comprehension and literary responses of 

students in Oman to non-native literature. 

 Schema theory, which examines how the human brain organizes and represents 

knowledge, provides a stark reminder that when a student with a schema derived solely from 

his native culture reads work by a writer whose schema derives from an alien culture, major 

problems may arise. These involve numerous elements like expectation, point of view, irony, 

implication, value – barriers, in other words, to full comprehension. The literature on this is 

extensive (Al-Mahrooqi, 2012a; Al-Mahrooqi, 2011a; Al-Mahrooqi, 2011b; Kotapish, 1997; 

Rumelhart, 1981, 1984; Anderson, 1978; Brooks, 2001; Chin, 1996; Goodman, 1967; 

Singhal, 1998; Steffensen, Joag-Dev & Anderson, 1979; Carrel & Eisterhold, 1988; Cheng, 

2000; Omaggio, 1986; Al-Arfaj, 1996; Barlett, 1932; Malik, 1990; Pritchard, 1990). Citing 

various researchers, Al-Mahrooqi (2011b) states: 
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Research found that when textual information matches a reader’s background 
knowledge, greater comprehension and recall take place (Carrell & Eisterhold, 
1988; Millan, 1999; Cheng, 2000).  By contrast, mismatch between textual input 
and a reader’s background knowledge creates difficulties, which also happens if 
incoming textual data is totally new. When recalling texts with information at 
odds with their pre-existing schema, readers tend to omit or distort the new input 
(Carrell, 1981). P. 1567 

 

 Since research has shown that students reading texts containing unfamiliar material 

overcompensate for absent schemata by reading slowly or guessing at meaning (Scott, 2001; 

Nuttall, 1996, Scarcella & Oxford, 1992), it becomes essential in such cases for teachers to 

help their students to build schemata (Nuttaal, 1999). Millan (1990) says:  

 

The reality is some readers do not have a particular schema readily available. 
Whenever that schema fails to appear or simply is not there, teachers should 
diligently work towards creating that background knowledge (p.14) 

    

 The task of building an appropriate schema for a given topic or text can be undertaken 

during pre-reading activities. Using advance organizers, brainstorming, providing previews, 

and questioning are just a few examples among many (Graves, Cook & Laberge, 1983). 

Others include encouraging students to generate relevant information and ideas based on their 

own experience and knowledge. Indeed, scholars agree that such schema building and 

activation strategies are among the major benefits schema theory has contributed to ESL and 

EFL instruction (Carrell, Devine & Eskey, 1988). However, in ESL/EFL literature teaching, 

little research is available on how instructors actually work to activate student background 

knowledge and then apply this to texts being studied.  

 Relevant insights into the complexities of the reading process have also been provided by 

reader response theory (Rosenblatt, 1982, 1985a, 1985b, 1994, 1995). Replacing the new 

criticism of the 1930s, which had centrally and almost exclusively privileged the text 

(“Without the text, we all go home,” its exponent William Empson used to quip), this shifted 

focus to the reader, arguing indeed that meaning can only arise from interaction between the 

text and a reader bringing a schema of background knowledge, culture and experience to it. 

Without a reader, asserts Karolides (2000), texts are no more than squiggles on a page. On the 

basis of schema theory’s findings, the significance of what the reader brings to interaction or 

transaction with the text (a whole cultural background of values, insights etc) becomes clear. 

And it signals a needed intervention by teachers to provide some kind of grounding in the 
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alien culture a given text arises from. This may perhaps proceed, as suggested above, by way 

of local cultural experience being expressed in the foreign language being taught. 

 Reader response theories suggest that when reading literature we cannot suspend our 

feelings and memories of past experience. Indeed, they are an active presence during the 

process of engaging with the text and constructing meaning. However, though these theories 

have found widespread favor, practice is another matter. Duke (1982) says that teachers still 

too often stress what he calls an efferent approach, implying that there is one meaning in the 

text and that a single correct interpretation will unearth it. Apart from limiting students’ 

contribution to the reading process, and virtually negating what they bring to the textual 

encounter, this implicitly questions a central rationale for using literature in the classroom at 

all, which is, as Valdez writes (Graham & Probst, 1982), that it is “an open source for self-

realizing and fulfillment by the reader” (p.30). 

 Finally, it should be stressed that, while reader response thinking has been spreading 

across literary pedagogy, this has been largely in the domain of first language reading. In the 

ESL/ EFL context it is still sadly lacking. And yet this area could benefit enormously from 

such thinking, given that RRT principles are in line with those of accepted communicative 

and student-centered approaches, which call for increased attention to the learner and his/her 

experiences. 

 

The Study 

 

This study is part of a larger one in which twenty-three Omani female students read short 

stories, based on their own culture or American culture, in both English and Arabic, and 

responded to them.  This is to assess the effect of culture and language on their 

comprehension and response to literature. This particular paper reports on their 

interpretations, with a special focus on misinterpretations, of an American short story, “The 

Abortion”, written by the African American writer Alice Walker. The story is about the 

struggling relationship between an African American couple.  The wife, Imani, is an educated 

woman, and the husband, Clarence, is the advisor of the local black mayor.  The husband, 

engrossed in his job, neglects his family and avoids important discussions that concern his 

wife, their home, and their marriage. Imani is pregnant with her second child, but hesitates 

about giving birth to it.  She considers an abortion, but had already gone through one at 

college. She wants her husband to encourage her to have the baby, but he leaves the decision 
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to her. Deciding to abort it, she then rages at her husband for agreeing with her, at which 

point the marriage begins to disintegrate.   

 

The story was chosen because it deals with issues that are not part of the students’ 

culture.  Although failure of communication between spouses is not specific to America 

alone, the struggle’s context is very new to the Omani society.  The issue of abortion, for 

example, does not often arise.  While it is quite natural for many women in the Gulf area to 

accept their husband’s lack of involvement in domestic matters, it is not natural at all for a 

father not to be concerned about a “big” issue like abortion.  In such a matter a man’s word is 

very important.  Since the volunteers were twenty-three females a story dealing with a 

feminist issue was thought appropriate.   

 To assess language familiarity’s influence on participants’ understanding of foreign 

cultural issues, the story was first translated into Arabic and then divided into eight sections 

following Squire’s (1964) breakage method.  The reason for dividing the story was to allow 

participants to respond to each section immediately after reading it and thus avoid forgetting 

the story line or events. 

 

Description of the Omani EFL Context 

In the Sultanate of Oman, an Arabian Gulf country located in the southernmost extremity of 

the Arabian Peninsula, English is taught as a foreign language from as early as grade one in 

state-run and private schools.  In the society as a whole, English is used as a lingua franca, 

connecting approximately a million expatriates from different linguistic backgrounds and 

enabling them to communicate and work together effectively.  English is the nation’s only 

official foreign language, Arabic being the native tongue of most Omanis.  Given its 

importance for the county’s modernization process, and use in the global market, English is 

the medium of instruction in most higher education colleges and science specializations (Al-

Mahrooqi, 2012a).   

 At Sultan Qaboos University, where this study was conducted, English is the medium of 

instruction in the Colleges of Medicine, Nursing, Engineering, Science, Agricultural and 

Marine Sciences, and Economics and Political Sciences.  It is also the medium of instruction 

in many specializations within the College of Arts and Social Sciences, the College of 

Education, and the College of Law.  The College of Arts and Social Sciences cooperates with 

the College of Education and the university’s Language Center to prepare future English 

teachers, and it is the sole responsibility of the College of Arts and Social Sciences to prepare 
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English literature and translation (Arabic/English) majors. English Education and English 

Arts students take literature-based reading courses first at the Language Centre and then in 

the Department of English.  Recent research has shown negative attitudes to some of these 

courses because not all instructors make their content meaningful.  Lecturing and professorial 

interpretation are routinely delivered to passive students (Al-Mahrooqi, 2012). And since 

students’ background knowledge is rarely activated, course content feels alien to many of 

them.  Reader response, which would engage students’ experiences and stress the importance 

of an aesthetic reading, is seldom used.  However, research has also shown that the attitudes 

of some students specializing in English Arts improves after taking many literature courses 

required by their study plan.  In fact, the more courses they take, the more positive their 

attitudes become.  Still, a percentage of English Arts students maintain their negative attitudes 

due to a number of factors, including the nature of the chosen literary pieces in their courses 

(Al-Mahrooqi & Al-Wahaibi, 2012).  The present study seeks to determine the role students’ 

culture plays in their comprehension of and response to literature from an alien culture. 

 

The Participants 

Twenty-three female Arts and Education English specialists took part in the study.  They 

were in their third year at Oman’s leading university and at the time of the study had taken a 

number of literature courses as part of their degree plan.  They all spoke Arabic as their native 

language and all had volunteered to participate.   

 

Method and Procedures  

 

The story was presented in Arabic and divided into eight sections.  Students were given one 

section at a time and, immediately after reading it, were asked to state what they thought and 

felt about it.  After reading and responding to the whole story, they answered a set of 

reflection questions (see appendix A) and were interviewed about their overall experiences.  

The participants answered in Arabic and their responses were collected, translated, and 

analyzed using Squire’s (1964) categories of interpretation, literary judgment, narration, 

association, and miscellaneous responses.  Interpretational responses were grouped into the 

following categories: (i) textual interpretations (relating to interpreting what is in the text); (ii) 

misinterpretation (misinterpreting information in the text); (iii) generalization (generalizing 

an idea or a situation and applying it to greater contexts beyond the story); (iv) questioning 

(questioning the actions, morals and motives of characters); (v) inquiry (asking questions 
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about phenomena in the story that was not understood); (vi) hypothesis and reasoning (trying 

to make sense of things by hypothesizing and using reason to arrive at a judgment); (vii) 

moral judgment (judging the morality of a character); viii) didactic comments (giving advice 

that is usually rooted in religion); and (ix) prediction (attempting to figure out what will 

happen in the future as a result of a certain action).   

 To quantify response patterns, the frequency of each response type was calculated.  A 

response contained one basic idea that could stand alone.  To ascertain reliability of the 

researcher’s categorization and analysis, another English teacher, a native speaker of Arabic, 

was asked to analyze a random sample of 5 students’ responses to the story.  The resulting 

analysis was correlated with the researcher’s, and the value of the Pearson correlation 

coefficient was r = +9.  Because of the large amount of data collected from the three 

instruments, the following section presents only the qualitative and quantitative analysis 

pertaining to the interpretation category with its subcategories in order to uncover the effect 

of culture unfamiliarity on participants’ comprehension of the story.   

       

Analysis and discussion of the responses 

Discussed here are the type and nature of responses to the story.  Quantitative results are first 

displayed and then explained by qualitative results.  Table one shows the sample mean of all 

responses within the interpretational category and the proportion of responses in its 

subcategories. 

 

Table 1:  Sample mean for the total number of Interpretational Responses and the percentage 
of responses in each of its subcategories 

Category Percentage 

Textual Interpretation 59.3 

Misinterpretation 20.2 

Generalization 1.3 

Questioning 3.5 

Inquiry 6.9 

Hypothesis and Reasoning 2.2 

Moral Judgment 2.5 

Didactic Comments 3.3 

Prediction 1.0 
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Among the interpretational subcategories, the textual one received the highest percentage of 

responses (59.3%), but many were neither sophisticated nor elaborate.  For example, the 

description of Imani and Clarence’s home in the text led some participants to say “they are 

rich” or simply that “they live in a nice house”, instead of trying to find meaning in the 

description.  When Clarence did not accompany Imani on her journey to New York for her 

abortion, some concluded that “he does not care about his wife” and that “their relationship is 

cold and uninvolved.” When Clarence did not enter the church but stayed outside with the 

mayor, some said “He does not concern himself much with religion” and “if he does not 

respect his religion, how can he respect his wife?” This view is rooted in a culture where 

piety and religion are an indication of morality and good character.  When Imani described 

the abortion clinic, a participant interpreted that as follows: 

 

Imani encourages abortion because she perceives it as a solution for inexperienced 
women who are trapped in illegitimate relationships and who get pregnant but want to 
get rid of the baby.   
 

Describing extra-marital relationships as illegitimate again arises from a culture that abhors 

and condemns any extra-marital relationships between men and women.    

 The story describes the church which Imani, her daughter and husband visited in order to 

attend the memorial service as primitive and lacking air conditioning.  Interpreting that, one 

participant said, “It must be a church for Black people,” relying on partial knowledge of the 

history of discrimination between Whites and Blacks which was reflected in the Interview 

and Reflection task.  Before Holly Monroe – the lady who died in an abortion clinic bombing 

– was described, she was identified her as “a black girl who died as a result of an abortion 

operation.”  And because many participants could not perceive the rift that had grown 

between Imani and her husband as a valid justification for the abortion, they wrote, for 

example, that “she is aborting her child for a frivolous reason.”  They interpreted abortion as 

“a crime” and “murder” because this is how it is viewed in their culture.     

 Although the textual interpretation responses were the most numerous, they were general 

in nature.  Many were not directed to a particular point.  Some participants dwelt on 

interpreting elements in the story that were not the main theme (this being the deterioration of 

Imani and Clarence’s marriage).  They focused on secondary issues, such as the struggle 

between Whites and Blacks, because that was what they knew most about from American 

history and culture, as revealed in the Interview and the Reflection task.     
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 Some participants were unsure about their interpretations, often tempering them with 

phrases such as “It seems that” or “It seems as” and “maybe this means.”  This can be 

attributed to their lack of in-depth knowledge of the culture and topic. 

 Many interpretations (in fact 20.9) were simply misinterpretations.   Most came from 

conflict between participants’ schema and the text’s cultural content.  In Omani culture, it is 

unheard of for a woman to want to abort her baby just because her husband’s work keeps him 

away from his family.  Also, in a society where women have up to ten children, and where the 

idea of abortion never crosses their minds, it is totally unheard of for a woman to have an 

abortion twice in her life.  Bringing such beliefs to a reading of the story resulted in several 

misinterpretations.  These can be taxonomically classified to reveal their types and cultural 

origin: 

 

1. Misinterpretations due to difference in family norms, relationships and the roles of 

family members 

Three participants maintained that Imani was pregnant for the first time, although they had 

read in the first section that she and Clarence had a “perfect” daughter.  Almost all 

participants thought that it was Clarence who forced her to abort the child since he had said 

they already had a perfect daughter and so needed no other.  To put it in one participant’s 

words: “She [Imani] does not want to abort the baby but her husband insists on that saying 

that having one daughter is enough for them and he thanks Allah for that, as he says.”  This 

misinterpretation led to many others in the sections that followed.   

 Given their Omani culture, some participants could not even decide whether Imani and 

Clarence were married or not.  Some said Clarence “couldn’t be her husband otherwise she 

would not be the one who packs and leaves.”  In Oman, the image of a wife packing and 

leaving for good is rare.  A woman dissatisfied with her husband may leave for her parents’ 

home.  However, she never packs her things when leaving as she usually intends to return.  If 

she intends not to return, somebody else packs her things and sends them on to her.      

 One participant thought that Imani wanted to keep the baby “so that he [assuming the 

baby would be a boy] could later on be a help to his father.”  This reasoning is quite unrelated 

to the story and signals Omani cultural interference.  Omani parents, especially fathers, count 

on their sons for help and support later in their lives.  Hence, boys are more favored than 

girls.  Girls may marry into other families and so their help cannot be guaranteed.  

 

2. Misinterpretations due to difference in religious practices and norms 
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Ignorance of American culture caused many other misinterpretations.  Participants had no 

idea what a memorial service was and thus made numerous mistakes when referring to it.  

One said, “they were remembering Holly Monroe by celebrating her birthday.” Others 

thought that for Holly Monroe to be mentioned in church meant that she must have been a 

religious person.  One participant wrote, “Holly Monroe was mentioned in church as a model 

for other young women to follow.”   Another observed that in the memorial service, people 

were praying at the body of Holly Monroe.”  Participants again were simply applying their 

own cultural knowledge to the content of the story.  In Islamic countries, Muslims pray over 

the dead body in a place attached to or near the mosque.  This practice is equivalent to giving 

the last rights to the dead person.  In traditional mosques, only religious figures are mentioned 

in sermons to encourage people to take them as models to emulate.  Consequently, if Holly 

Monroe was mentioned in church, some participants thought she must have been a religious 

figure of some significance and was presented as an example for young women to follow.   

 

3. Misinterpretations due to textual ambiguity 

Textual subtlety and ambiguity made authorial intention hard to grasp.  When met with 

ambiguity, participants often failed to grasp the writer’s intention.  For example, participants 

regarded the husband as very loving and patient with his wife.  One wrote: “Her husband 

loved her very much; he was understanding and he tried his best to comfort her so that she 

may relax and be happy.”  However, this also included a short parenthetic comment saying 

that Clarence spoke to his wife “with an edge of impatience she now felt.”  This phrase, as 

well as the fact that the narrator used the past tense (“used to soothe her”) in describing the 

effect of Clarence’s tone of voice on Imani, indicates that the husband’s care was now 

superficial.  Also, that he let the whole abortion issue rest on his wife’s shoulders when she 

needed guidance and support further proved the husband’s lack of involvement in their 

relationship.  Indeed he made no attempt to save the baby although Imani was hoping he 

would do so.  This convinced her that she had to abort it.  Nuanced expression kept 

participants only to surface level meaning.  Parenthetical comment was critical for 

understanding the author’s real intention, but participants paid little attention to it.  Of course 

ambiguity is an aspect of style and style an aspect of culture, as participants indicated in their 

interviews.  This inability to grasp the writer’s meaning was influenced by how they were 

instructed in Arabic reading.  Most literary texts that participants had read in school were 

simple and very clear.  Nor were they contemporary.   Ambiguity is a characteristic of the 
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newest trend in Arabic writing, which participants reported as not liking.  Thus, ambiguity, 

especially when reading about an unfamiliar culture, can cause severe misunderstanding. 

 

4. Misinterpretations due to inadequate attention to linguistic cues 

Some misinterpretations came from inadequate attention to linguistic clues present in the 

story.  The man who performed the first abortion on Imani was Italian.  The story describes 

him as “a delightful Italian doctor” and says of his accent “some of Italy was still in his 

voice.”  Two participants wrote that “Imani went to Italy to perform her first abortion.”  And 

many did not understand that Imani had two abortions, not one, because they missed the 

textual clue to the first abortion, which ran as follows: “Her first abortion, when she was in 

college, she frequently remembered as wonderful…”  Thus, many participants were mystified 

when they read about another abortion in a subsequent section.  To resolve their confusion, 

some opted for one abortion but with the details of both.  This produced further error which 

suggested that Imani was too young to bear children since she was still in college.  When the 

text mentioned that Imani walked back to school after the abortion (the first one), they 

thought that she might have been a teacher.   

 

5. Misinterpretations due to style complexity 

Multiple misinterpretation arose from the story’s complex style, which contained a 

sophisticated plot and wove many crucial issues (e.g. opinions regarding abortion, 

discrimination, marital problems) into one entity.  Events shifted from present to past, 

preventing any chronological order.  At times, events and names seemed to appear from 

nowhere, especially in section six where Imani spoke about Whites who opposed abortion 

and then suddenly without preamble mentioned Holly Monroe. 

 

6. Misinterpretation due to inadequate general background knowledge  

On a scientific note, some participants would not accept that the temperature could be 110 

degrees, as the story indicated, since they were thinking in centigrade, the system used in 

Oman.   

 The Inquiries subcategory had 6.9% of the interpretational responses.   Participants were 

confused about many aspects of the story and used inquiries to resolve or simply express their 

confusion.  There are four main causes for inquiries, and they resemble the causes of 

misinterpretation.  They are: cultural difference; inability to grasp authorial intention due to 

stylistic problems, and related wrong associations; and inability to connect events.  The key 
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cause is undoubtedly cultural difference: participants frequently asked about phenomena 

mentioned in the story that were not in their culture.  The best examples concerned the 

memorial service.  Hardly a single participant understood what this was.  Hence such 

inquiries as these: “What is a memorial service?”  “Why is this the fifth year only?”  “Why 

did Imani and her husband have to go to the memorial service?”  “Does every mother who 

aborts her baby have to attend church so that a memorial service can be held for the aborted 

baby?”   Participants seemed unable to conceptualize much of what was mentioned about the 

service because their schema is devoid of anything like it or related to it.   

 One interesting inquiry was culture-related.  In Oman, as in, say, Britain, “college” is 

never referred to as “school.”  College is college (gamiah or kuleyah in Arabic), and school 

(madrasah in Arabic) refers to grades from k-12.  When Imani had her first abortion, the story 

mentions that she was in college.  After this abortion, the story talks about her walking to the 

train station to go to school.  In the translated version which participants read, “college” was 

translated as “gamiah” and “school” was translated, as “madrasah.”  This confused some 

participants who asked, “Why is it that college is sometimes mentioned and sometimes 

school?” “What is the relationship between college and school here?” And “Is Imani a student 

at college or does she work as a teacher?”  This echoes the Fahrenheit and centigrade 

confusion mentioned above which caused many misinterpretations. 

 The second source of inquiries - the inability of participants to grasp the writer’s 

intentions because of stylistic complexity - arose from the story’s ambiguity, as already 

mentioned above.  For instance, sections six and seven contained complicated events that 

merge into each other, leaving the reader to grapple with them all at the same time.  And 

section six was not a logical progression from section five.  Section five told us about Imani’s 

abortion and how painful it was.  But section six starts explaining something new which was 

not connected clearly to Imani’s personal experience with the abortion.  There is mention of 

white legislators and how they try to avoid accountability for crimes of murder.  Then it 

suddenly talks about the change in Imani’s position regarding air conditioning.  Next, as if 

from nowhere, the narrator speaks about Clarence and Imani planning to attend a memorial 

service for a woman called Holly Monroe who, it merely implies, was killed.  The narrator 

now disappears and Imani starts speaking to her daughter about white America’s oppression 

of other races.  All this participants found incoherent – opinions which, as we will see, were 

expressed in their literary judgments.  Questions were asked more than once in responses to 

the story’s sixth section concerning things that Imani said about the Whites.  Hence the 

following:  “What does she mean with the music they tried to kill?”  “What does she mean 
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when she said they would kill a continent, animals, and then travel to the moon?”  “Why did 

she say these after the abortion operation?”  “Do these words have anything to do with the 

operation performed on her?”  “Who they are that she curses and feels indignant about?”  

Participants also asked many questions about Holly Monroe – who she was and why she was 

killed. One participant wondered if she was killed because she was pregnant or because of 

discrimination.   

 Familiar with very few dimensions of American culture, through movies books and 

magazines, participants sometimes made wrong associations.  For example, Holly Monroe 

was associated with Marilyn Monroe.  In Omani culture family names often indicate some 

kind of connection between people (a family name is usually a tribal name and people of the 

same tribal name are assumed to have had the same ancestor or family founder).  Hence 

participants naturally wondered if Holly Monroe was a relative of Marilyn Monroe, which 

prevented some from guessing Holly Monroe’s race and the reason behind her murder.      

 It is important to observe here that, despite familiarity with the language being used, 

stylistic complexity was exacerbated by cultural unfamiliarity.  This prevented some 

participants from putting together the events of the story.  They were unable to connect 

Imani’s words about feeling in control and those about actualizing herself and her first 

abortion.  Hence such inquiries as “Did she abort the baby because it was illegitimate?  This 

question brings in Omani cultural relevance too, for it is very rarely that a married woman 

would ever think of aborting her legitimate baby.   Participants who understood that Imani 

had two abortions were still puzzled about why she had the second one, especially since she 

and her husband were not poor and she was not too ill to bear the child.  Many thought that 

her abortion was the only or major reason for her decision to pack and leave her husband.   

 Sometimes connections between events were clear in the story, though participants were 

unable to see them.  This was because they lacked a clear mental conception of the story as a 

whole due to their confusion over style, content and plot.  Some, for example, asked, “Why 

didn’t Clarence go with his wife to New York?”  Yet the answer was clearly stated in the text: 

he was busy with the mayor writing plans for the new charter schools.  One participant asked, 

“Why didn’t Clarence go inside the church?”  Again, for a person paying attention to the 

story, the answer would have been clear: he was speaking with the mayor while the service 

was in progress and could not leave him.  Thus, some inquiries arose from participants 

missing important information actually in the text.  

 The inquiry responses unmasked the confusion many participants felt about the story.  

Interestingly, both style and content were key reasons - precisely those which participants 
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mentioned during the interview when discussing Arabic reading and factors that affected it. 

The participants apparently knew where their problems lay when reading in their first 

language, Arabic.   

 Three and five tenths percent of the Interpretational responses were directed towards 

questioning the characters’ motives and actions.  This applied especially to the main 

characters Imani and Clarence.  In responding to section 4, which speaks about Imani’s first 

abortion, one participant wrote, “It appears that the virtuous lady had her own private history 

with abortion.  The first abortion she had happened when she was in college…  How did she 

have the audacity to do that?”  This question, and many others like it, signal disapproval and 

repudiation of Imani’s abortion.  Also when Imani angrily talks about white America while 

drying her daughter’s hair, a few participants voiced their concern about the effect this might 

have on the little girl.  In the words of one of them, “What is the guilt/sin of this little girl to 

deserve to hear her mother talk so angrily about things she [the little girl] does not 

understand?”  When the story reports that Imani’s aborted baby was flushed into the sewers, 

most participants questioned her maternal instincts saying, “How could a mother allow for 

her baby to be thrown in the sewers between the filth and garbage?”  “How does she think?  

How can she have the heart to see her fetus flushed in the sewers?”  When Imani asked her 

husband to have a vasectomy, and he did, participants were moved to ask, “How could she 

[Imani] be so cruel?”  Some directed the question to Clarence, asking, “How could he listen 

to his wife and treat her in this way when she does not deserve it?”  And “How can a man 

tolerate this bad treatment from his wife?”  While these questions prove emotional 

involvement in the story, they also show culture influencing perception, in particular Islam’s 

adamant condemnation of abortion and the traditional Arabic images of masculinity and 

femininity.  

 After questioning responses come didactic ones, with a total of 3.3%.  All these were 

about the sanctity of human life and the enormity of murder and abortion.  Some participants 

described the lack of respect for the sanctity of human life as “what leads societies to 

destruction and humanity to annihilation.”  Some were eloquent on why Islam has forbidden 

abortion.  Hence a comment like the following: 

 

Our religion has instituted a final decision regarding this issue [abortion], the decision 
being refusing abortion and regarding it as “Haram/forbidden” since it contains the 
killing of a human being, which is forbidden in Islam.   
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Another participant wrote, “Abortion is something cruel that the fetus goes through.  Unless 

there are reasons for abortion such as the mother’s life being endangered because of 

pregnancy, abortion is not necessary and must not take place.”  These two statements, 

however, reveal a discrepancy: one says that Islam has absolutely forbidden abortion, while 

the other says that in cases where the mother’s life is endangered Islam allows it.  The second 

opinion is the accurate one.  Also, in cases where the baby is expected to be deformed, and 

this is detected at a very early stage in the pregnancy, Muslim women are permitted to abort 

without religious objection. There were other comments about abortion clinics and how they 

contribute to the spread of evildoing (namely extra-marital sex). Thus: 

   

This woman [Imani] has a wrong perception.  She thinks that the availability of 
abortion clinics is something good because it is a form of taking care of young and 
lonely women, but this is not true.  Having abortion clinics encourages the spread of 
evil.  A woman might get pregnant in an illegitimate way and she would not be afraid 
because she would see that she could get rid of the fetus easily due to the availability 
of these clinics.   
 

As in Christianity, extra-marital sex is a grave sin in Islam.  And as in traditional Christian 

communities, having a child out of wedlock is seen as shameful.  In Arabian culture, when an 

unmarried woman gets pregnant, this brings shame on her and her family because it violates a 

vital rule.   

 

However, an interesting didactic comment mentioned by several participants is the 

importance of submitting to and accepting fate.  If a woman gets pregnant, these participants 

were saying, she should not abort the child, but should accept it.  “Everyone of us should be 

content with his/her fate,” one participant wrote.  This is also a concept that stems from Islam, 

which says that a human being’s fate and future are predestined and only known by God.  

While this is true, Islam also encourages action and the pursuit of a better life.  Accepting 

unchangeable adversity can have a calming psychological effect and can lead to healing and 

recovery.  In cases where good action can produce a desired effect, this the way forward.   

 Moral judgment responses and hypotheses and reasoning responses showed similar 

percentages (2.5% for the former and 2.2% for the latter).  Most moral judgment comments 

concerned the abortion and vasectomy issues.  Some participants reacted strongly to aborting 

a baby who had “no sin.”  Since they all hold pro-life beliefs (in compliance with their 

religion), many participants viewed abortion as an ugly crime equivalent to murder and 

viewed Imani and the doctors who worked in abortion clinics as criminals who had to be 
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punished.  A few wrote that women who have an abortion do not deserve to have any more 

children because they have no respect for human life.  When Imani asked her husband to have 

a vasectomy, some viewed her as egotistical, self-centered, evil and cruel.  Again, the focus 

on the criminal nature of abortion and the injustice of vasectomy for a man directly reflect the 

influence of the participants’ culture. 

 Only 2.2% of the responses were categorized under hypotheses and reasoning.  Few 

responses showed participants trying to reason or provide proof for their interpretations.  

Instead, they were very busy trying to figure out the progression of events and the ambiguity 

of what Imani spoke about.  They were locked into the story without room for much 

hypothesizing about how things could have been different.  Nor, given their cultural 

knowledge deficit, could they construct hypotheses that went beyond the information in the 

text.  And, unable to piece together the story’s different events, their reasoning was shaky and 

sometimes based on wrong assumptions.  Whenever unable to understand something, they 

attributed this to the difference between their culture and the story’s.  Sometimes, they 

polarized the East and the West as two very different camps and explained events on the basis 

of this.  In response to the first section, one participant wrote, “It is apparent that the husband 

and wife are from a Western nationality because they think that having more than one baby is 

something big and needs a lot of attention.”  And when another participant noticed how 

uninvolved or distant was the relationship between Clarence and Imani, she linked this to the 

stereotypical notion about Westerners being rather cold and undemonstrative when they come 

into contact with others.  Participants’ opinions about the West are based on notions popular 

in their culture and proliferated by movies and other media such as books, newspapers and 

magazines. 

 The influence of participants’ culture is also apparent in how they explained Imani’s 

assertion about her husband’s kindness to her and how this made her think he was the best 

man she had ever met.  One participant wrote: 

 

What makes her stay with him is his kindness which was unique.  This reflects the 
possibility that she might not have parents who can take care of her and love her and 
surround her with kindness and mercy.   
 

 In Omani society, the parents are the quintessential example and source of care and 

mercy.  And when a woman feels she can no longer live with her husband, her parents are 

always there to welcome her back with as much love as they had shown before giving her in 

marriage to her husband.  It is rare for a woman, whether young or old, to live alone or be 
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uncared for.  It is the parents’ responsibility to care for their daughters until they are married.  

If a woman gets divorced, it becomes the responsibility of parents, brothers or uncles to take 

care of her.  For a woman to depend only on her husband for care is rare.  Thus, if Imani 

thinks that her husband was the kindest person she has ever met, then her parents must be 

absent for one reason or another (In later sections of the story, it is revealed that Imani’s 

mother passed away before she was pregnant for the third time).  The same hypothesizing 

about the absence of parental care was used by many participants to explain why Imani felt 

the way she did about the Italian doctor whom she regarded as kind and whose smile she 

described as fatherly.  As one participant puts it, “She needed the smile of the doctor, who 

was a stranger. Then, she is deprived of real love and parental kindness.”  Another stated, 

“She liked the kind Italian [doctor] maybe because she lost her parents early on in her life.”  

Many participants reasoned in the same way and applied it to similar events.  This clearly 

indicates the collective influence of culture on participants’ responses in general. 

 Unable to figure out the main reason for Imani’s decision to abort her baby, many 

participants thought that she wanted to do so “to protect him from racial discrimination.”  In 

the interview, participants mentioned that they were unfamiliar with American history but 

that they were familiar with the racial discrimination between Whites and Blacks.  Hence, it is 

apparent that they were using their knowledge of American culture in their reasoning.  In 

general, it can be concluded that both the participants’ native cultural knowledge and their 

partial knowledge of American culture provided the basis for their hypotheses and reasoning 

responses. 

 Generalization and prediction subcategories drew the fewest responses among all the 

subcategories of Interpretation (1.3% and 1.0% respectively).  These focused on how all 

pregnant women feel during their first months of pregnancy and how “all women who abort 

their babies lack religious faith and motives.”   The predictions focused on anticipating 

whether or not Imani would abort her baby.  In the sections before Imani went to New York, 

some participants predicted that she would change her mind about the abortion.  Those who 

did not predict this guessed that she would regret her abortion if she proceeded with it.  In 

response to section one, and before the story unfolded, some participants felt that Imani must 

be too sick to carry the baby and that this was what prompted her or her husband to think of 

the abortion.  Again, these predictions resonate with participants’ cultural expectations in that 

only sick women or women carrying deformed babies might consider having an abortion.  

After Imani had the abortion, some anticipated that her relationship with her husband would 

never again be normal.  When Imani was talking to her daughter about the misdeeds of white 
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America, participants feared for the child’s future, saying that Imani “might harm her 

daughter” because “she behaved strangely” and seemed “psychologically troubled.”  This is 

not unreasonable, though the story ends without revealing what happens to the daughter 

whose parents are now separated.   

 Considering the above discussion, the influence of schematic knowledge can clearly be 

seen on participants’ interpretations and misinterpretations of the story.  The absence of 

relevant schemata caused many misinterpretations.  In the same manner, it caused 

participants’ inability to provide valid and specific textual interpretations.  It led to many 

questions about unfamiliar societal norms, and it jeopardized participants’ ability to 

generalize judgments and to predict how events would progress.  This is further support, from 

an Arabian Gulf context, for earlier research findings indicating that comprehension problems 

might arise when readers deal with unfamiliar texts for which there is no match in their 

schematic knowledge ((Al-Mahrooqi, 2012; Al-Mahrooqi, 2011a; Al-Mahrooqi, 2011b; 

Kotapish, 1997; Rumelhart, 1981, 1984; Anderson, 1978; Brooks, 2001; Chin, 1996; 

Goodman, 1967; Singhal, 1998; Steffensen, Joag-Dev & Anderson, 1979; Carrel & 

Eisterhold, 1988; Cheng, 2000; Omaggio, 1986; Al-Arfaj, 1996; Barlett, 1932; Malik, 1990; 

Pritchard, 1990). It calls for the importance of building schemata relevant to the text before 

handling it in depth (Millan, 1990).   

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

 

Participants’ responses to “The Abortion” revealed many interesting and insightful results, 

which can be summarized as follows: 

1. Textual interpretations were general and fluid because participants could not piece 

together the story and so their representation of it was fragmented. 

2. There were many misinterpretations due to participants’ incomprehension of 

unfamiliar content related to family norms, family members’ role expectations, 

religious practices, style ambiguity, inattentiveness to linguistic cues, and lack of 

general background knowledge. 

3. There were many inquiries about story elements that were not part of participants’ 

schematic knowledge, but very few moral judgments, didactic comments, predictions 

and generalizations due to participants’ unfamiliarity with American societal norms.   

The above findings stress the overpowering influence of cultural difference on students’ 

responses.  Even when the language was familiar, the story’s unfamiliar foreign culture 
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impeded participants’ comprehension and obstructed their aesthetic response to it.  It left 

many questions and queries in their minds.  Unfamiliar cultural practices and religious 

occasions which had no counterparts or equivalents in the students’ schemata led them to 

misinterpretation, even though these were translated into their native tongue. Ambiguity, style 

complexity, inattention to linguistic cues, and lack of general background knowledge 

exacerbated participants’ struggle with the text.  Hence, these findings highlight the 

importance of paying attention to a text’s unfamiliar culture by explicitly teaching it in EFL 

classes, especially literature ones. 

 To many EFL educators, teaching language involves teaching cultural content – a matter 

unproblematic in a first language environment, but not so in FL contexts, where obstacles 

arise from the interaction between language and its cultural and pragmatic subtleties. This 

calls for careful management (Bloem, 1997; Brooks, 2001; Jolly, 2000; Kramsch, 1993; 

Landson-Billings, 1994; Lin, 1998; Mogge, 2001; Tomlinson, 2000; Willis & Harris, 2000; 

Yen, 2000).   

 Therefore, when dealing with the literature of a foreign language, strategies for two-

culture bridging become crucial. An advisable first step is to introduce literature bearing more 

similarity to the native culture rather than difference.  This process will contribute to reducing 

a natural anxiety or even hostility among students arising from strangeness and reaffirm their 

sense of security and comfort with their own identity and culture. Ideally, however, though 

the alien culture’s fingerprints will mark the minutest lexical item, its nature and content can 

be addressed most fully in the literature to which it has given rise (Bloem, 1997). Tomlinson 

(2000) writes:  

 

The best way to develop understanding of another culture is not to observe it or 
study it, but to experience it. If that cannot be done directly, it can be done 
through experiencing it in literature, and then reflecting on the norms of that 
culture and the equivalent norms in your own. It is, after all, when we travel that 
we think most about our own culture. We do so because we become aware of its 
differences from the culture we are traveling in. And of course, we can travel 
through literature, too. (p.2) 
 

 
However, literature teachers should be well enough aware of their students’ culture to 

anticipate the difficulties they might encounter.  If these teachers are foreigners, they can 

explore students’ understanding of the literary piece through pre-reading activities or 

exercises where brainstorming or response exercises are done before delving into textual 

interpretation.  Using advanced organizers to build schemata before analyzing the text is 
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essential for student engagement in and comprehension and enjoyment of the text (Graves, 

Cook, & Laberge, 1983).   

 It is essential to cultivate an appreciation for literature, native and non-native, among 

EFL students because it is a treasure trove for teaching culture, language, tolerance of 

difference, and empathy for the depth and breadth of the human experience (Al-Mahrooqi, 

2011a, 2011b, 2012b, 2012c; Al-Mahrooqi & Al-Wahaibi, 2012).  This can be done if 

students are meaningfully involved in literature classes through literature circles, where 

meaning can be negotiated through tasks that place the reader in characters’ shoes or ask them 

to imagine the story from different perspectives and points of view.   
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Abstract 

 

The purpose of the current project was to examine how three instructional treatments of 

genre-based approach to teaching writing affected the extent to which students gained control 

over key features of the argumentative writing based on Toulmin's model (2003). The present 

study shed some light on whether or not genre awareness could be achieved through explicit, 

implicit or without formal instruction.Though participants were second-year English major 

students, they had no formal knowledge in the English argumentative essay. The course was 

made available over a six-day period to the experimental and control participants who 

attended both instructional and practice sessions and over a four-day period to the self-study 

group who just participated in the practice sessions. Students participated in the following 

activities: modelling, joint construction, and independent construction of texts. The data were 

collected from a pre- and post-essays. The obtained data were calculated using ANOVA to 

identify whether there were significant differences between the test scores of the three groups.  

Regarding the comparison of pre- and post-argumentative essays, the results were particularly 

encouraging for the experimental group. These students actually made greater gains on most 
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of the categories assessed on their post -argumentative essay. EFL researchers and educators 

could benefit from an experimental study of the development of genre awareness through 

models with explicit instruction.   

Keywords: Explicit instruction; implicit instruction, no-formal instruction, argumentative 
essay writing 
 
 
1. Introduction 

In recent years, composition practitioners may have seen increased emphasis being placed on 

the notion of genre and genre-based pedagogy in English language teaching. Genre is defined,  

as ''a particular type of text, such as a report, a memo, a newspaper story, a poem, or an 

academic paper, which has a characteristic format, features, and use'' (Williams, 2005, p. 15).  

For English language teachers, whether teaching in mother-tongue settings or teaching 

English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL), genre can be a valuable concept (Painter, 

2001, as cited in Natiladdanon, 2011). 

With regard to the benefits of genre knowledge, there have been ongoing debates in 

pedagogical practices associated with genre in various educational contexts. Educators 

disagree on the possibility and usefulness of genres to be taught explicitly (e.g., Anthony, 

2000; Hammond & Derewianka, 2001). Freedman (1993), on one hand, is against explicit 

teaching of genre. Skillen and Trivett (2001), on the other hand, argue that explicit teaching 

of genres is necessary. Bhatia (2001) asserts that "all genres, primary as well as secondary, 

involve regularities and hence, these regularities must be learnt by anyone who has even the 

slightest ambition of being part of any specialist disciplinary community"(p. 75).  

Despite such strong claims for and against explicit teaching of genres in an EFL context, 

there have been few studies, especially experimental ones on the effects of explicit and 

implicit genre training. In order to counter the criticism and establish a solid base for the 

genre-based instruction in the EFL curriculum, the purpose of the present study was to 

examine the effect of explicit, implicit, and no-formal genre-based pedagogy of one type of 

school genre, argumentative, on English sophomores in EFL context. Argumentative writing 

is a fundamental writing style across various English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and 

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) writing tasks. It is one of the genres which is essential 

"for full participation in society" (Knudson, 1994, p. 211). It constitutes the core text type in 

academic writing, and hence, is frequently tested by standardized English tests, such as 

TOEFL and IELTS (Qin & Karabacak, 2010). 
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 However, argumentative writing proves to be difficult both technically and culturally to 

second language (L2) students (Bliss, 2001; Felton & Herko, 2004). In many EFL contexts, 

students have difficulty producing academic arguments in their required essays, because 

argumentative writing requires the writer take a stance, anticipate the audience’s position, 

justify his or her own position, consider the alternative positions, and if appropriate, rebut the 

opposing positions (Ferretti, MacArthur, & Dowdy, 2000; Nippold, Ward-Lonergan, & 

Fanning, 2005).  

It is well known that in the American educational system writing instruction is given 

considerable emphasis, as evidenced in widespread college composition courses, the 

existence of writing centers at universities, and numerous writing textbooks (Russell, 2002). 

In contrast, the analysis of the 25 teachers' respondents of 10 high schools of this research is 

illustrative that Iranian students are not taught to write essays. According to the results of the 

present research questionnaires, Iranian students do not generally receive any formal L1 

argumentative or academic writing instruction at any level of Iranian education. Regarding L2 

English writing, Iranian students’ experience is practically non-existent and it is normally 

taught as a part of grammar and reading instruction. 

Because of the lack of instructional materials and methodology in teaching the academic 

argument in Iranian schools, the researcher tried to address this problem and took a genre-

based approach through writing practice and reading model essays, to examine the effects of 

three instructional treatments (explicit, implicit and no-formal instruction) to analyze 

argumentative elements based on adapted Toulmin's model (2003).  

The investigation was intended to address the following research question: 

 

Are there any differences between the experimental,  the control and the self-study 

groups in the use of the elements of argument structures in their English  pre- and post- 

argumentative essays, based on the adapted Toulmin's (2003) model of argument 

structure (i.e., claim, data, counterargument claim, counterargument data, rebuttal claim, 

and rebuttal data)? 

 

2. Review of Genre-based Approaches in L2 Context  

 

The efficacy of genre based instruction has been explored in varying contexts. For example, 

Henry and Roseberry (1998) studied how genre-based instruction and materials improved 

learners ability to produce effective tokens of the genre of the tourism brochure. Their 
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findings indicated that exposure to model texts in the absence of explicit instruction did not 

help students acquire genre knowledge (p. 148). 

 At the international level, Kay and Dudley-Evans's (1998) study reported that a genre-

based approach is empowering and enabling, allowing students to make sense of the world 

around them and participate in it. Hyon (2002) found that the L2 graduate students 

interviewed immediately after an EAP genre-based reading course reported increased 

attention to rhetorical features in texts and improved reading confidence and speed. A related 

study of the same population led Hyon (2001) to conclude that ‘‘genre-knowledge gained 

through explicit instruction can be remembered by EAP students over an extended period of 

time and facilitate aspects of L2 reading and writing” (p. 434).  

Swales and Lindemann (2002) explored how L2 graduate students in their academic 

writing class learned the literature review section of research articles through genre based 

approach. Pang’s study (2002) compared two different approaches to genre instruction: 

textual-analysis and contextual-awareness approaches. Different from the findings of Henry 

and Roseberry’s research (1998), Pang’s study indicated that genre instruction did enhance 

students’ employment of move structure. 

Reznitskaya (2002) reports the positive influence of collaborative discussions and 

explicit instruction on the acquisition and transfer of argumentative knowledge. As a quasi-

experiment, the experimental and the control groups completed the same argument related 

tasks, after receiving different instructional treatments. The results showed that students who 

engaged in discussions with or without explicit instruction provided better responses to the 

interview questions, showing a rather sophisticated understanding of argumentation functions 

and criteria.  

 In Malaysia, Foo (2007) investigated the effects of training ESL students to apply 

process-genre writing knowledge in writing expository essays. The analyses of the essays 

revealed that the students who received process genre oriented writing instruction were able 

to communicate their ideas in writing more effectively to the reader and developed more 

relevant ideas to support the purpose of their writing task. 

 Swami (2008) evaluated the efficacy of explicit genre-based instruction by sensitizing 

the ESL learners to the concept of genre. His study revealed that the students improved not 

only their confidence to handle genres but also their attitude toward language learning. 

 Regarding L1 Arabic EFL classes, Bacha's (2010) study investigated a genre-based 

approach to teach the academic argument. The qualitative analysis of the essays indicated 
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improved argumentative structure and transfer of acquired argumentative writing skills to 

new topics.  

Chen and Su's (2011) study utilized a pre-test/post-test assessment to investigate the 

instructional efficacy of a genre-based approach to teaching summary writing. The results 

showed that genre-based approach was effective in improving students’ overall 

summarization performance of a narrative source text.  

Although genre-based approaches have been implemented in several ESL writing classes, 

no empirical studies have been done to investigate the impact of explicit, implicit and no-

formal writing instruction on the argumentative genre on the learners' awareness of 

argumentative structure. As Tardy (2006) mentions there remains a dearth of actual 

classroom-based research on the efficacy of genre-based pedagogy, especially at the 

undergraduate level. In a sense then, one of the aims of this study is to address this imbalance 

between theory and classroom research. 

 

2.1. Research Related to the Use of Models 

There are a few studies that have examined the effectiveness of models. In one of the earliest 

studies, Bereiter and Scardamalia (1984) examined the effectiveness of models in teaching 

suspense stories, restaurant reviews, and an artificial genre. They found that their participants 

benefited from the models (cited in Abbuhl, 2011). 

Smagorinsky’s (1992) compared three treatments, namely, models alone, models with 

instruction on the composing process, and models with instruction on the writing of extended 

definitions. He concluded that “reading models alone is insufficient to improve writing” (p. 

173).  

Stolarek (1994) investigated the effects of models on university freshmen and 

composition instructors. He used five different treatments: (a) description only, (b) model 

only, (c) description and model, (d) model and explication, and (e) description, model, and 

explication. The results showed that the students did poorly in both the description only and 

model only conditions, but when models were combined with description and/or explication, 

the students performed similarly to the composition instructors. 

Charney and Carlson (1995) examined the ability of undergraduate students to write the 

methods section of a short experiment. The researchers found that those students who 

received the models included more necessary details and performed better in their texts than 

the students who did not receive models. 
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 Henry and Roseberry (1998) have compared two forms of instruction involving model 

tourist information texts. The genre group was taught the moves of the target genres, and the 

non genre group completed traditional grammar exercises. The researchers found that the 

genre group made significant improvements in the cohesion and persuasiveness of their texts, 

with improvements in organization approaching significance. 

Beach (2007) examined the effect of the analysis and imitation of persuasive text models 

on the persuasive writing quality of the students. The experimental group examined, 

analyzed, and imitated persuasive models. The comparison group studied the same persuasive 

writing strategies through explicit instruction and collaborative learning, without the analysis 

of text models. The results revealed that the experimental group had a higher mean gain on 

the holistic scale than the comparison group, but the results were not statistically significant.  

More recently, Abbuhl1 (2011) examined the effect of two instructional techniques, 

namely, models and models combined with explicit instruction on the ability of three groups 

of writers to produce a specially constructed essay type. Using a controlled/posttest design 

with stimulated recall data, the study found that those students receiving models were 

outperformed by those students who received models in combination with explicit instruction.  

Given the scarcity of research on the use of models and lack of comparison of different 

treatments of using models, it would seem imperative to investigate the effect of three 

treatments namely, models with explicit instruction, models with implicit instruction and 

models without formal instruction on the argumentative writing instruction on L2 writing. 

 

2.2. Argumentative Writing 

An argument is defined as "the sequence of interlinked claims and reasons that, between 

them, establish the content and force of the position for which a particular speaker is arguing" 

(Toulmin, 2003 p. 13). Every argument is composed of obligatory elements such as claim and 

data and secondary elements, such as counterargument, and rebuttal (Qin & Karabacak, 

2010). These different elements are defined as follows:  

A claim is an assertion in response to a contentious topic or problem. Data constitute 

grounds or evidence to support the claim, which can take various forms, such as facts, 

statistics, anecdotes, and expert opinions. Counterarguments are possible opposing views that 

can challenge the validity of a writers' claim; it should be noted that a counterargument is one 

form of argument structure, and a complete counterargument should also include its own 

claim corroborated by data. Rebuttal constitutes statements in which the writer responds to 

the counterargument by pointing out the possible weakness in its claims, data, such as logical 
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fallacies, insufficient support, invalid assumptions, and immoral values (Ramage & Bean, 

1999). Presumably, the use of a rebuttal is often associated with the use of a counterargument 

in that the former is used to invalidate the latter. Similar to a counterargument, a rebuttal is 

also one form of argument structure that has its own corresponding claim and data (Qin & 

Karabacak, 2010). (Guideline for identifying the Toulmin's elements is given in Appendix A) 

2.2.1. Research related to Argumentative Writing 

An overview of the relevant studies indicates that the Toulmin's model has often been used as 

(a) a framework for analysis in argumentative writing in L1 contexts (e.g., Crammond, 1998; 

Nussbaum and Kardash, 2005; Page-Voth and Graham, 1999) and (b) an instructional 

heuristic to teach argumentative writing in both L1 and L2 contexts (e.g., Chaya 2005; 

Udomyamkkul, 2004; Yoshimura, 2002).  

Using an adapted version of the Toulmin's model, Crammond (1998) analyzed 36 

argumentative essays written by 6th, 8th, and 10th grade American students and seven 

argumentative pieces written on the same topic by expert writers. The majority of the students 

used a basic argument structure to organize their essays, which included claims, data, and 

warrant.  

Page- Voth and Graham (1999) studied 30 American 7th grade and 8th grade students 

with writing and learning difficulties and found that students included more supporting 

reasons and rebuttals when in response to goals specifying them to do so, and the papers 

written by the goal specification groups were significantly better than the ones by the control 

group without any specific goals.  

Nussbaum and Kardash (2005) assigned 107 American undergraduates to one of the 

three conditions: a control condition, a reason condition (i.e., requiring students to provide as 

many reasons as possible), and a counterargument condition (i.e., requiring students to 

provide as many reasons as possible and also counterarguments and rebuttals). All students 

were asked to write an argumentative paper on the same topic of TV violence. Students in the 

counterargument condition produced significantly higher quality essays than the other two 

conditions.  

Besides the above-mentioned descriptive studies using the Toulmin's model as a 

framework for analysis, it has also been used as a heuristic tool to teach students 

argumentative writing in both L1 and L2 contexts.  

Yoshimura (2002) studied three groups namely, 1) a control group; 2) a group that 

composed in the Japanese language, then translated into English; and 3) a group that wrote 

directly in English. The experimental groups were given formal instruction in the Ll about 
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differences in Japanese and English rhetorical patterns and audience expectations. It was 

found that fluency, as measured by total word production, increased significantly in both 

experimental groups, with the largest gains being seen in the group that wrote directly in 

English.  

Udomyamkkul (2004) investigated whether the use of genre-based approach including 

instruction of rhetorical patterns of English argumentative discourse was effective in helping 

students gain control of academic argumentative genre in comparison with- the effects of 

control treatment which focused relatively more on the teaching of writing process. The 

findings of the study showed that the genre-based approach facilitated students to produce the 

effective argumentative writing.  

In EFL university environment, Chaya (2005) trained third year English major students 

to write an argumentative essay on a variety of topics based on the process approach. In the 

revision stage, the students were trained to use metacognitive strategies: planning strategies, 

monitoring strategies and revising strategies to revise the first draft of their argumentative 

essay. Also, to plan to revise, the students analyzed their first draft of their essay based on the 

rhetorical pattern of an argumentative essay. This study indicated that in academic writing 

context, the students should be encouraged to write based on the process-based approach.  

 As seen from the studies reviewed above, no empirical studies have adapted the adapted 

Toulmin's model (i.e., claim, data, counterargument claim, counterargument data, rebuttal 

claim, and rebuttal data) to design instructional programs to examine the impact of explicit, 

implicit and no-formal writing instruction on the learners' awareness of the argumentative 

genre in English L2 contexts, as such the adapted Toulmin's model was used in the present 

study to examine the effect of three instructional treatments of genre-based approach.  

 

3. Methodology 

 

This study adopts a quasi-experimental, pre-test/ post-test design. The scores from the 

students'  pre -and post -essays were used to find out whether the students improve their 

writing from the pre- to post- tests. The essays were analyzed based on the adapted Toulmin's 

model of argument structure to find out the major characteristics of argumentative essays 

written by the second-year English majors who were instructed by the explicit and implicit 

genre based approach in comparison to no-instruction treatment.  

 

3.1. Participants 
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A group of 76 subjects were selected from intermediate EFL learners in Mobarakeh Payame 

Noor University. Both male (N=9) and female (N=67) students participated in this project, so 

the role of sex was not considered a distinctive variable. The average age of the participants 

was 20.44 years old, all being native speakers of Persian and had studied English for 

approximately 6 years at school. According to the results of the questionnaires of this 

research, the students had no previous argumentative writing experience in either English or 

in Persian.  

The subjects were randomly assigned to the "explicit instruction", "implicit instruction", 

and "no instruction" groups. The experimental group consisting of 32 subjects took the 

explicit genre-based or direct instruction of rhetorical features of Toulmin's (2003) model of 

argument structure (i.e., claim, data, counterargument claim, counterargument data, rebuttal 

claim, and rebuttal data). Another group of 28 subjects attended the implicit genre-based 

argumentative writing course in which no explicit genre-based instruction was given on the 

Toulmin's model. The self-study group consisted of 16 subjects did not participate in the 

instructional classes and read the models themselves without instruction; they just 

participated in the practice sessions.  

 

3.2. Instrumentation  

To collect the required data, several instruments were employed in this study: 

3.2.1. TOEFL Test 

Among 103 participants taken the verified TOEFL test, 78 students were determined to be at 

the same level of proficiency. They were randomly assigned to three different groups: 

"explicit instruction", "implicit instruction" and "no instruction" groups.  

3.2.2. Demographics 

 Two questionnaires were used for the present research (see Appendix A & Appendix B). 

Questionnaire A was given to the participants mainly to obtain information about subjects’ 

age, gender, years of studying English, and their history of learning to write in English and to 

establish a context for the statement of the problem and explanation of findings.   

  Questionnaire B was administered to the English instructors who were teaching English 

courses at10 high schools in Mobarakeh city. It contained questions relating to the teaching of 

essay writing in L2 classes. The questionnaire was prepared by adjusting and combining the 

questionnaires used in the Choi, (2005); Udomyamokkul, (2004); Qin and Karabacak, (2010).  

3.2.3. Model Texts 
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Four sets of argumentative texts were selected from the Opposing Viewpoint Resource Center 

database to be used as model texts. Text 1 was on the topic of the influence of the Internet on 

human interaction, Text 2 was on the topic of the effect of TV on children, Text3 was on the 

topic of smoking and Text 4 was on the topic of English language. The model texts were 

chosen and adapted according to the Toulmin's model. 

 

3.2.4. Measurement Tools: Pretest and Posttest 

A pre-test and a post-test (see Appendix D) were constructed by the researcher to assess the 

participants' knowledge of Toulmin's elements prior to and after the treatment phase of the 

study.   In total, the writing samples collected included 152 essays, 64 of them composed by 

the experimental group, 56 by the control group and 32 by the self study group. The 

participants composed two essays on two different topics.  

 

3.3. Treatment 

The approach used in this study is based on the model developed by Hyland (2007) who 

suggests that the teaching–learning cycle of a genre-based approach involves four major 

stages, modelling, joint construction, independent construction, and comparing. The last stage 

"comparing" was not included in the lesson plan because the participants of this study were 

not familiar with any other academic writing genre and only after the students have acquired 

at least some genres would it be worthwhile comparing and contrasting other genres. 

3.3.1. Treatment of the Experimental Group 

 There were two separate sessions for instructional purposes for the experimental participants. 

Since the first and second sessions had the same procedures, they were designed with the 

following main stages for teaching participants about Toulmin's model.  

In the first session, the students of the experimental discussed the samples of 

argumentative essay they brought to class. Their samples showed that they could not 

differentiate between narrative and argumentative essays. The researcher exposed the students 

to the models of this genre. In the argumentative models, the Toulmin's elements were 

marked in different colors and in various fonts to highlight the structural formula of the essay.  

 During the instruction, the students were sensitized to the Toulmin's model of argument 

structure. This included reading and analyzing argumentative model texts. The learners read 

the model text with the help of their teacher, the researcher. The students were also 

encouraged to discuss whatever rhetorical or language features that they found in the model 

text. They discussed moves and were guided to analyze the move structure of the model text. 
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The learners were asked to read another model essay and identify its moves. Students, for 

instance, identified the key words that introduced the counterarguments. Also they were 

modeled the lexical phrases that introduce rebuttals. Many of the same procedures that were 

used in the first session were employed for activities during the second session.  

Following the instructional sessions, participants in the experimental condition were 

involved in a sequence of four practice sessions. During each of the practice session, the 

participants were introduced to an issue and asked to write about it. The students constructed 

a text jointly by giving ideas for and against the chosen topic, and forming an argumentative 

thesis. The participants were also directed to be clear about their position before writing and 

to organize ideas into a well-developed coherent argument. Their essays were read by the 

researcher and their rhetorical errors were corrected.   

In the writing practice, the class identified some grammatical features in the 

argumentative essay. For instance, argumentative essay use more present tenses compared to 

other types of tenses. The last part of the lesson asked students to choose a topic and write 

their own argumentative essay, which was supposed to have the moves they had learned. 

Many of the same procedures that were used in the first session of practice were employed for 

activities during the rest three sessions.  

3.3.2. Treatment of the Control Group 

The participants in the control group received the same model texts, except that the model 

texts had not been underlined and marked for the students and the moves were not named and 

explained.  

The control group did not receive instruction or feedback about Toulmin's moves. 

However, several procedures were included in order to ensure that all other factors were equal 

between the conditions. They had two instructional and four practice sessions. In the 

instructional sessions, the model texts were given to the students.  Model texts were similar 

across the control and experimental groups for each of the practice and instructional sessions. 

Students read samples, discussed them in class, and responded orally to sets of questions 

provided by the instructor.  

The participants were introduced to the first instructional issue: Should smoking be 

banned? (Appendix G). The participants were asked to orally express their viewpoint, either 

pro or con, and then to tell why this position was held.  

Some questions concerning the context of the text: 

• What is the writer's opinion about smoking? 
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• Does he support his view?  

• Are there any opposing views? 

• How do they defend their disapproval? 

• How does the writer back his opinion? 

• Does he give any reasons?  

  Answers to each of these questions were provided by the students. The students were then 

asked to analyze each text individually, sometimes in groups or in pairs, in order to find 

answers to the researcher's questions. After the model texts, the researcher taught relevant 

grammatical features.  

The second session started with the next two model essays. Modelling was introduced by 

the researcher, who asked students to analyze the new text as in the previous stage. They 

analyzed the given text and presented the findings to the whole class.  

Following the instructional sessions, participants in the control group were involved in a 

sequence of four practice sessions. During each of the practice session, the participants were 

introduced to an issue and asked to write about it. The students constructed a text jointly by 

giving ideas for and against the chosen topic, and forming an argumentative thesis. The 

participants orally shared their viewpoints and identified the viewpoints opposed to theirs. 

They were assigned to write an argumentative essay cooperatively. Their essays were read by 

the researcher and their rhetorical errors were corrected.   

The final draft provided a model for students to refer to when they work on their 

individual compositions. Class time was set aside for students to compose independently on a 

related topic so that the researcher could help the students, clarify, or consult about the 

process. The writing task continued as a homework assignment. Many of the same procedures 

that were used in the first session of practice were employed for activities during the rest 

three sessions.  

3.3.3. Treatment of the Self-Study Group 

Similar to the genre-based writing cycle (modelling, joint construction, and independent 

construction) which was practiced with the experimental and control groups, the self-study 

subjects received the same treatment except modelling stage.  The self-study group had 

studied the model texts on their own without any researcher's explicit or implicit instruction. 

Participants in the self-study group just attended four practice sessions. During each of 

the practice sessions, the participants were introduced to an issue and asked to write about it. 
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The students constructed a text jointly giving their ideas for and against the chosen topic, and 

forming an argumentative thesis.  

 In the first practice session, the class started with reviewing and eliciting students’ 

background knowledge about the models.  This was done to see whether the students has 

studied the texts or not.Then, the researcher and students worked together to construct the text 

of the focused genre. The writing-with-the-class stage led the students to concentrate on the 

outline of their ideas, and share their pros and cons of the issue with one another. The 

researcher and other students gave some comments. Students wrote the first draft. Students’ 

writings were evaluated and the researcher provided a feedback on them. Students became 

ready to work independently to produce their own text within the chosen genre. A final draft 

was written. 

 

4. Results 

 

The data used for the analysis were 152 English essays produced by the subjects of the three 

groups at the end of the course. One of the colleagues of the researcher copied the pre- and 

post- essays and removed any trace of the subjects’ identities from the texts. The texts were 

randomly assigned to the raters. The texts were not edited. 

  In order to determine inter-rater reliability, the researcher worked with another rater, an 

experienced EFL instructor, who teaches English to undergraduates and who has experience 

in administering and scoring writing assessments. She was unfamiliar with the design and 

purpose of the study. The researcher familiarized her with the Toulmin's (2003) elements by 

showing her definitions and specific examples from the model texts, as presented in 

Appendix A. She practiced analyzing some essays in two 2-hour training sessions.  

All assigned scores were treated statistically to see if there were any significant 

differences between the subjects of the three groups in terms of their average analytic scores. 

The essays were scored independently as well as analytically by the researcher and the 

colleague rater. Theoretically, analytic scoring seems to be more relevant to the current study 

as it evaluates the argumentative elements based on Toulmin's model (2003).   

All the final scores assigned by the two raters were calculated using Pearson Product 

Moment Correlation (r) formula The higher the value of the correlation coefficient (r) 

approaching 1, the stronger the agreement between the raters or their assigned scores, 

indicating the more reliable the statistical inferences can be made from the scores.  
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The computed Pearson correlation coefficient for coding the six Toulmin's elements, 

claim, data, counterargument claim, counterargument data, rebuttal claim and rebuttal data 

in the pre-argumentative essays were .877, .797, .853, .716, .858, and .801 respectively, and 

inter-rater reliabilities for coding the six Toulmin's elements, claim, data, counterargument 

claim, counterargument data, rebuttal claim and rebuttal data in the English post-

argumentative essays were .812, .832, .880, .876, .823, and .816 respectively.  

 As the results shows, there is a high positive relationship between the scores rated by 

rater 1 and rater 2 in both pre and post-argumentative essays.  

 

4.1. The Analysis of claim  

Examples of the use of claim and data are shown in Excerpt 1 (Appendix E). The number of 

claims was tallied in each pre- and post- essay. The results are presented in Table 1 (All the 

Tables are presented in Appendix F). 

As indicated in Table 1, the average number of claims used per English pre-test papers 

across the experimental, control and the self study group was   1.68, 1.82, and 1.06 

respectively and the average number of claims presented per English post-test paper across 

the three groups was 1.90, 1.89, and 2.25 respectively.  

ANOVA was employed to investigate the observable variation in participants' 

performances. The alpha level for all analyses was set at 0.05 for tests of significance.  As 

shown in Table 2, the p-value for the use of claim in the English pre- and post- argumentative 

essays was greater than 0.05 which means that the there is no significant difference between 

the three groups.  

 

4.2. The Analysis of Data  

As indicated in Table 3, the average number of data used per English pre-test paper across the 

experimental, control and the self study group was   5.06, 3.75, and 3.75 respectively and  the 

number of data presented per post-test paper across the three groups was 5.25, 3.75, and 4.93 

respectively. The three groups' mean scores of the use of data on the English post- test are 

higher than those on the English pre-test. As seen in Table 4, the p-value for the use of data in 

the English post-argumentative essays was .039< 0.05 which means that there is a significant 

difference between the three groups.  

 

4.3. The Analysis of Counterargument Claim  



148 
 

Examples of the use of counterargument claim and counterargument data are shown in 

Excerpt 2 (Appendix E). As seen in Table 5, the number of counterargument claims in the 

English pre-test papers of the experimental, the control and the self-study groups was .00, .14, 

and .06 respectively and the number of counterargument claims per post-test paper across the 

experimental, the control and the self-study group was 1.0, .25, and .25 respectively. As the 

results show, the use of the counterargument claim on the post-test mean scores of the 

experimental group is higher than those of the control and self study group.  

The p-values for the use of counterargument claim in the English post-argumentative 

essays was .000< 0.05 which means that there is a significant difference between the three 

groups.   

 

4.4. The Analysis of Counterargument Data 

As seen in Table 7, the number of counterargument data in the English pre -argumentative 

papers of the experimental, the control and the self-study groups was .0, .14, and .06 

respectively. The average number of counterargument data per English post-test paper across 

the experimental, the control and the self-study group was 1.2, .25, and .25 respectively.  

  The p-value for the use of counterargument data in the English post-argumentative 

essays was .000< 0.05 which means that there is a significant difference between the three 

groups after the treatment.  

 

4.5. The Analysis of Rebuttal Claim 

Examples of the use of rebuttal claim and rebuttal data are shown in Excerpt 3 from a student 

paper (Appendix E). The number of rebuttal claim in the English pre- argumentative papers 

of the experimental, the control and the self-study groups was .00, .07, and .00 respectively. 

The average number of rebuttal claim per English post- argumentative paper across the 

experimental, the control and the self-study groups was .68, .14, and .00 respectively.  As can 

be seen in Table 10, the use of the rebuttal claim on the English post-test mean scores of the 

experimental group is higher than those of the control and self study group.  

The p-value for the use of rebuttal claim in the English post-argumentative essays was 

.000< 0.05 which means that there is significant difference between the three groups.  

 

4.6. The Analysis of Rebuttal data  

The number of rebuttal data in the English pre- argumentative papers of the experimental, the 

control and the self-study groups was .00, .07, and .00 respectively and the number of rebuttal 
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data per post- argumentative paper across the experimental, the control and the self-study 

group was .87, .14, and .00 respectively.  

The p-value for the use of rebuttal data in the English post-argumentative essays was 

.000< 0.05 which means that there is a significant difference between the three groups.  

 

5. Discussion  

 

This research analyzed students' argumentative essays in order to gain insights into the impact 

of explicit and implicit genre-based approach in comparison with the no-instruction approach 

on the argumentative genre on the learners' awareness of Toulmin's model of argument 

structure.  

Regarding the students' English pre-argumentative essays, the results show that the 

experimental, control and self-study participants used the basic structure of English 

argumentative papers, that is, claims and data. The three groups of participants supported 

their opinions with reasons to formulate an argument, which is consistent with Qin and 

Karabacak's (2010) study who showed that most of Chinese' argumentative papers presented 

claims and data in their English papers. This finding also supports the results of Crammond 

(1998) who found that the majority of the American students used an argument structure to 

organize their essays that included claims, data, and warrant.  

However, compared to the use of claims and data, the uses of secondary Toulmin's 

elements, counterargument claim, counterargument data, rebuttal claim, and rebuttal data 

were not used in the English pre-argumentative essays which confirms Perkins, Farady, and 

Bushey (1991) who investigated that high school and college students in L1 contexts tended 

not to include any counterarguments, and they tended to consider only one side of the issue.  

Through the lenses of contrastive rhetoric, it becomes clear that the students in each 

group lacked explicit knowledge of how to use opposing arguments and responding to 

opposition use in their texts, as they had not been taught explicitly how to do so in both their 

L1 and L2 classes. According to participants' responses to the questionnaire, most of them 

had not taken any English and Persian composition classes in high school. Similarly, Berthoff 

(1984) and Wong (1992) report that students do not know how to write arguments because 

the form is one with which they are not familiar.  

Regarding the participants' English post-argumentative essays, the experimental, control 

and self-study groups are not different in terms of their use of claim in their texts. The results 
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revealed that a majority of students of the three groups presented their point of view at the 

beginning of the papers in both their pre -and post- tests.  

 The groups are different in terms of their use of data, counterargument claim, 

counterargument data, rebuttal claim, and rebuttal data in the English post-argumentative 

essays. The quantitative analysis of the pre -and post-argumentative essays revealed that the 

participants of the experimental and control groups, in general, used the secondary elements 

in their post argumentative essays which were absent in their pre-test. The experimental 

group improved considerably, the control group improved only slightly while the self-study 

group didn't. 

Despite the short amount of instruction on the genre argumentative texts and based on the 

pre-test and the post-test, the experimental group showed a marked improvement as compared 

to the control group. This result reveals the potential of explicit genre-based writing 

instruction for the experimental participants' writing improvement, which is in line with Yeh 

(1998) who debates the usefulness of explicit over implicit teaching methods and finds that 

the former gives better results in terms of student writing development. 

 Explicit teaching of genre, which focuses on linguistic features of a discourse would thus 

help learners acquire the rules (Johns, 2003). Some researchers since the early 1990s support 

the idea that some kind of explicit formal instruction is useful for second language 

development (e.g., Dekeyser, 1995; Doughty & Williams, 1998; Ellis, 1993; Robinson, 

1996). Recent studies on classroom second language learning have also indicated that 

focusing student on form, mainly through instruction, is superior to implicit learning (Abbuhl, 

2011; Anthony, 2000; Gao, 2007; Hayashi, 2005; Lin, 2006; Ling, 2001). 

Similarly, contrastive rhetoric research has suggested that writing differs from one 

culture to another, and conventions of writing are often passed to new generations through 

formal education in each society (Connor, 2003; Hinkel, 1994; Purves, 1988 as cited in 

Uysal, 2012). Paltridge (2004) further argues that reading and writing genre-based tasks, with 

some guidance and support of the teacher, help students gain some genre knowledge. 

Doughty (1991) claims that instruction is helpful and it positively affects acquisition. Cheng 

(2008) emphasizes that genre instruction can serve as an ‘‘explicit tool of learning’’ so that 

novice writers’ noticing can be heightened (p. 65).  

Although the control group was not exposed to the explicit instruction, results show that 

Toulmin's secondary elements were also found in the control group post argumentative essays 

and it proves that the implicit genre-based teaching method was better than the no-formal 

instruction method and it is in line with Pang’s study who indicated that implicit genre 



151 
 

instruction did enhance students’ employment of move structure. The findings of the research 

supports Coe (2002) who asserts that although unconscious knowledge may be sufficient for 

writers, teachers should explicitly teach such genres in their context of situation.  

Regarding the self-study group's results, the findings show that almost none of the 

participants of self-study were able to present the elements of counterarguments and rebuttals 

in their English essays which prove that no-instruction is insufficient for L2 students and that 

explicit instruction can facilitate students’ noticing and use of argumentative features. The 

results show that Toulmin's secondary elements were difficult for the self-study group to learn 

by themselves without instruction. It is important to note that argumentative essay has been 

justified by many researchers due to its nature as the most difficult type of writing (Ferris, 

1994; McCann, 1989). There is no doubt that most undergraduate students both in L1 and L2 

still find it difficult to argue, discuss or evaluate competently as well as persuasively (Qin & 

Karabacak, 2010). 

It is worth noting that some studies (Dulay & Burt 1973; Krashen 1985) revealed that 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) could successfully occur when learners receiving little 

or no formal instruction at all. The advocates of pure versions of communicative approach 

emphasized the independence of communication approach from any kind of formal 

instruction. They did believe that through exposure and comprehensible input to one specific 

language the learner would acquire the language without receiving any formal instruction. 

However, the findings of this research downplay the adequacy of pure version of 

communicative approach in developing SLA to the target like level and demand for the 

inclusion of some sort of explicit formal instruction. The findings in this study also support 

the proposal that L2 writers get disadvantaged because genres are not explicitly taught (Johns 

& Swales, 2002). Thus, instruction in the self-study group context could be essential and it 

would be more helpful if the teacher guided them explicitly in focusing on each aspect of 

Toulmin secondary elements.  

 

6. Conclusion  

 

Regarding the comparison of English pre -and post-argumentative essays, the results are 

particularly encouraging for the experimental group. These students actually made greater 

gains on most of the categories assessed on their English post- argumentative essays. The 

findings of this study show that the explicit provision of Toulmin's model increased the 

opportunity for the learners to be more aware of how the argumentative essay worked in the 
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context of genre. In sum, it can be said that explication of genre based instruction certainly 

has vast potential benefits to L2 learners in using argumentative elements in their essays. 

 

6.1  Implications 

Some potential pedagogical implications for L2 argumentative writing instruction can be 

drawn from the findings above. Considering the type of treatment, the post-test results 

showed that explicit instruction assisted the experimental group to outperform the other 

groups. One such implication appears the most obvious. Explicit instruction was particularly 

effective in assisting students to learn about rhetorical patterns based on Toulmin's model of 

argument structure. Because L2 university students were found not to include 

counterarguments and rebuttals in their papers, writing teachers could help them by teaching 

explicitly the Toulmin's secondary elements. The series of studies conducted by Nussbaum 

and Kardash (2005) indicate that instructional goals specifying which elements to include in 

an argumentative paper can help students of various academic levels produce these crucial 

elements.  

 

6.2  Limitations  

The scope of the present study is limited, both in terms of its content and the population that 

was studied. This study examined the effect of three different treatments on differences 

between the three groups of students in the use of the elements of argument structures in their 

English pre- and post-argumentative essays.  In future studies, it would be useful to do the 

same treatment and compare students' English and Persian essays. With regard to the content, 

the present study is an initial investigation of genre awareness with an attempt to integrate 

only reading and writing skills, all other skills were thus overlooked and not taken into 

consideration.  

This study was also limited to the examination of one genre-based approach, the model 

developed by Hyland (2007). Also more investigation should be made with the use of other 

genre-based approaches such as Rothery’s (1985) model for a genre-based approach to 

teaching. 

 Concerning the participants, the present study focusing on genre awareness of a specific 

group of EFL learners in Iran is based on a relatively small number of participants. Future 

studies that involve other skills besides reading and writing, and a larger number of 

participants would be significant contribution to the field. The duration of the study was also 

limited. Future research that explores the same issues in the same writing classes or other 
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genre-based writing courses in other teaching contexts, with an expanded period of time 

might give more extensive data. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix A 

Guideline for identifying the Toulmin's elements (Qin & Karabacak 2010) 
 

Elements Definition with Illustrative Examples 

claim 

An assertion in response to a contentious topic or problem 
Foreign language learning is not essential for 

internationalization.  

data 

Evidence to support a claim. It can take various forms, such 
as facts, statistics, anecdotes, research studies, expert 
opinions, definitions, analogies, and logical explanations. 
An old Chinese lady with no knowledge of English is active in 

international art exchange because of her great skill in 

paper-cutting. Countries such as Germany, France, Italy and 

Japan, though much more internationalized than China, do 

not place as much emphasis on English learning as China.  

Counterargument claim 

The possible opposing views that can challenge the validity of 
a writers' claim; these opposing views can also be supported 
by data (Nemeth & Kormos, 2001). 
The importance of English education has been recognized by 

many countries in the world, including developed European 

countries.  

Counterargument data 

Evidence to support a counterargument claim 
Under a 1990 law, all Spanish schoolchildren are now taught 

a foreign language (98% choose English) from the age of 8 

and in some regions start at 6. In the Madrid region there are 

26 bilingual schools and colleges in which courses—with the 
exception of Spanish literature and mathematics—are taught 

in English; by 2007 there will be 110. 

Rebuttal claim 

Statements in which the writer responds to a counterargument 
by pointing out the possible weakness in the claim, data, or 
warrant, such as logical fallacies, insufficient support, invalid 
assumptions, and immoral values(Ramage & Bean, 1999). 
The French government, one of the important European 

countries, is trying all the means to resist the spread of 

English and preserve their own language. 
 

Rebuttal data 

Evidence to support a rebuttal claim 
The French have spent billions on promoting their language 

in French-speaking territories in Africa and the Pacific. The 

French government has imposed sanctions on officials or 

agencies using Americanisms or English phrases where a 
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French equivalent exists. 
 

 
 

Appendix B 

Two questionnaires were used for the present research. Questionnaire A was given to 
the participants mainly to obtain information about their experience of English writing and to 
establish a context for the statement of the problem and explanation of findings.  
Questionnaire B was administered to the English instructors who were teaching English 
courses at10 high schools in Mobarakeh city. It contained questions relating to the teaching of 
essay writing in L2 classes. The questionnaire was prepared by adjusting and combining the 
questionnaires used in the Choi, (2005); Udomyamokkul, (2004); and Qin and Karabacak, 
(2010).  
 

Demographic Information Questionnaire 

Directions: Fill in the following questionnaire by writing the information requested or 

marking an X by the appropriate answer. 
1.
 

Age:………………………………………. 

2.
 

Sex: Male………………….                           Female……………… 

3.
 

Educational level: 

Undergraduate student: 1st year,         2nd year,             3rd year,               4th year, 

 
4.
 

Intended major: 

 
5.
 

What is your last Paragraph writing score? ………………When did you take it? 

6.
 

How long have you been studying English? Years,…         Months…… 

7.
 

Have you ever been to any English-speaking countries? Yes …      No…… 

If yes, which country (ies)? ; For how long?          years,……     months……….. 

8.
 

Have you received any essay writing instruction in English? 

9.
 

Mark the type(s) of writing you wrote as part of your writing instruction in English from the following list. 

….story 
….argumentative writing 
….reports 
….writing freely about a certain topic/event 
….journals/diaries/letters 
….short answers in examinations 
….short answers to comprehension questions 
….summaries/ reflections or assigned readings 
….others (specify) 
 
10.

 

Which three types of writing from the above list were most common? 

Most common…………………………………………………………. 
Second most common………………………………………………… 
Third most common…………………………………………………… 

11.
 

Were you given assigned topics? 

Always         usually                       sometimes                         never  

12.
 

Give 3 examples of the most common assigned topics you wrote about in English writing class. 
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………………………………………………………………………………….. 
………………………………………………………………………………….. 
………………………………………………………………………………….. 
13.

 

Please estimate the amount of required writing that you did in high school? 

about one paragraph 
more than one paragraph 
at a full-length essay level  

14.
 

During your educational experience, what features of writing did your English language writing teachers generally emphasize? 

….grammatical correctness 
….mechanics and spelling 
….clarity of main idea 
….topic sentence in each paragraph 
…. Thesis statement 
….using beautiful language 
….expressing your true feelings honestly 
….persuasiveness 
….organization of ideas 
….length of paper 
….neatness and beautiful handwriting 
….originality and imagination 
….quoting experts, important names and using other sources 
….truth of your ideas 
….using good examples and details to illustrate main ideas 
….content 
….coherence at paragraph level 
….title 
….other (specify) 

 
15.

 

Which three things from the above list were most emphasized? 

Most important………………………………………………………. 
Second most important……………………………………………….. 
Third most important…………………………………………………. 

 

Appendix C 

For teachers 
Directions: Fill in the following questionnaire by writing the information requested or 
marking an X by the appropriate answer. 

1.
 

Do you ever practice writing in your classes? If so, what types of writing assignments do you give your students?  

2.
 

Mark the type(s) of writing you teach as part of your writing instruction in English from the following list. 

….story 
….argumentative writing 
….reports 
….writing freely about a certain topic/event 
….journals/diaries/letters 
….short answers in examinations 
….short answers to comprehension questions 
….summaries/ reflections or assigned readings 
….others (specify) 
 
3.
 

Which three types of writing from the above list were most common? 



161 
 

a.
 

Most common…………………………………………………………. 

b.
 

Second most common………………………………………………… 

c.
 

Third most common…………………………………………………… 

4.
 

How often do you give these assignments during a semester?  

5.
 

Do you give assigned topics? 

Always         usually                       sometimes                         never  

6.
 

Give 3 examples of the most common assigned topics you gave to your students in English writing class. 

………………………………………………………………………………….. 
………………………………………………………………………………….. 
………………………………………………………………………………….. 
7.
 

Please estimate the amount of required writing that you want from your students? 

a.
 

about one paragraph 

b.
 

more than one paragraph 

c.
 

at a full-length essay level 

 

8.
 

What features of writing do you generally emphasize in teaching English writing? 

….grammatical correctness 
….mechanics and spelling 
….clarity of main idea 
….topic sentence in each paragraph 
…. Thesis statement 
….using beautiful language 
….expressing your true feelings honestly 
….persuasiveness 
….organization of ideas 
….length of paper 
….neatness and beautiful handwriting 
….originality and imagination 
….quoting experts, important names and using other sources 
….truth of your ideas 
….using good examples and details to illustrate main ideas 
….content 
….coherence at paragraph level 
….title 
….other (specify) 

 
9.
 

Which three things from the above list are most emphasized? 

a.
 

Most important………………………………………………………. 

b.
 

Second most important……………………………………………….. 

c.
 

Third most important…………………………………………………. 

 

 

Appendix D 
Writing Prompt for the English pre-Argumentative Task 

Name:                                                      Class number: 
Student number:                                                Date: 
Time 45 minutes 
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''There are two ways of marriage in Iran: traditional and modern one. Some argue that 

parents should choose their son's or daughter's spouse (in a traditional way); however, there 

are strong arguments against it. Use specific reasons and examples to support your position. " 

 

Writing Prompt for the English post-Argumentative Task 
 

"Some argue that the students should have a part time job; however, there are strong 

arguments against it. Use specific reasons and examples to support your position." 

 

Appendix E 
 
The following excerpts from student papers illustrate the use of Toulmin's elements in 
English papers. (Note: In the following excerpts, the sentences that represent Toulmin 
elements are underlined; their classification then appears in brackets immediately following.) 
 

Example 1. From an English pre-test paper (Topic: marriage) 

In my point of view, I think most of Iranian families prefer to have traditional marriage 

[claim] because all the things in wedding process will go better than modern one. In this 

case, the couples will know and familiar with each other and in the future have better 

life[data]. In modern have relations by the use of Internet and other electronic 

tools[data].Scientists have shown that the people who got married base on traditional 

background, they never face any matrimonial problems after marriage. Nowadays we can see 

a lot of boys and girls who get married when they have only two or three months. They just 

fall in love and get marry [data]. So, I think traditional marriage is better than modern 

marriage. 

 

Example 2: Topic (part-time job) 

I agree with students have part time job (claim), one of the reason student might need some 

money for university. My cousin has part time job. He pay cost university himself. He believe 

that he must pay costs himself until he don't press him family (data). Part time job is very 

good for student (claim), because they receive some money when they need money: cost 

university very expensive and part time job useful for us. It don't long time and we could work 

for 5 or 6 hours at day. Today most student have part time job until they could pay cost 

themselves (data). But some people disagree with part time job(counterargument claim) 

because they think they don't have enough time for studying, one reason is tired when they 

work they might tired (counterargument data).  

 
 

 
Example 3: an English post paper: Topic (Part time job) 
I agree that students should be have a part time job  (claim) because when they have a job 

they find motivation for life and they will have independent life and planning better for life. 

They earning money for passing life and they have feel comfort and feel good of their life 

because tuition of college is expensive so have a part time job is good for pay it. My brother 

is a student he has a part time job and he pay titution himself and he satisfy that he has a part 

time job (data). So have a part time job is good for better life. 80% of students agree that they 

have a part time job but some student disagree with have a part time job (counterargument 



163 
 

claim) because they think that when they have part time job they don't have time for study and 

they tired very well and they can't study very well (counterargument data) but I think have 

part time job is good and effective (rebuttal claim) for life and we earn money for 

independent life and we can pay for university money and we have a better life (rebuttal 

data). 

 

 

Appendix F 
Table 1 
The Use of 'Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers,  Descriptive Statistics 

  pre test  post test  
    

experimental Mean 1.68 1.90 
 SD 1.33 .640 
control Mean 1.82 1.89 
 SD .77 .68 
self study Mean 1.06 2.25 
 SD .68 .57 
Total Mean 1.60 1.97 
 SD 1.05 .65 

 
Table 2 

The Use of 'Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers, ANOVA 

  Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

pre -test   6.23 2 3.11 2.92 .060 
Post- test   1.55 2 .775 1.86 .163 

Table 3 
Use of data in the English papers, Descriptive statistics  

Groups  per test  post test  

experimental Mean 5.06 5.25 
  SD 3.19 2.03 
control Mean 3.75 3.75 
  SD 2.41 2.41 
self study Mean 3.75 4.93 
  SD 2.81 2.54 
Total Mean 4.30 4.63 

  SD 2.88 2.35 
 
 
Table 4  

Use of data in the English papers, ANOVA 

                          Sum of Square    df      Mean Square        F                 Sig. 
Pre- test  31.91 2 15.9 1.96 .147 
Post- test  35.49 2 17.7 3.39 .039(*) 

 
Table 5 



164 
 

The Use of 'Counterargument Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers, Descriptive 

Statistics 

Groups  pre test  post test  
experimental Mean .00 1.0 
  SD .00 .00 
Control Mean .14 .25 
  SD .35 .44 
self study Mean .06 .25 
  SD .25 .44 
Total Mean .06 .56 
  SD .24 .49 

 
 
 
Table 6 
The Use of 'Counterargument Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers, ANOVA 

                                                                                                                                            
                    Sum of Squares         df            Mean Square    F               Sig. 

pre- test  .30 2 .152 2.5 .085 
post -test  10.42 2 5.21 46.10 .00(*) 

 
 

Table 7 
The Use of 'Counterargument Data' in the English Argumentative Papers, Descriptive Statistics 

Groups  Pre- test  Post- test  

    
experimental Mean .00 1.28 
 SD .00 .456 
Control Mean .14 .25 
 SD .356 .44 
self study Mean .06 .25 
 SD .250 .44 
Total Mean .06 .68 
 SD .249 .67 

 
Table 8 
The Use of 'Counterargument Data' in the English Argumentative Papers, ANOVA 

  Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

       
pre- test   .305 2 .152 2.55 .085 
post -test   19.7 2 9.85 48.85 .000(*) 

 
Table 9 

The Use of 'Rebuttal Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers, Descriptive Statistics 

Groups  pre test  post test  
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experimental Mean .00 .68 
 SD .00 .47 

Control Mean .071 .14 
 SD .26 .35 

self study Mean .00 .00 
 SD .00 .00 

Total Mean .02 .34 
 SD .16 .47 

 
Table 10 
 

The Use of 'Rebuttal Claim' in the English Argumentative Papers,  ANOVA 

  Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

pre test   .090 2 .045 1.773 .177 
post test   6.802 2 3.401 24.095 .000(*) 

 
 
Table 11 

The Use of 'Rebuttal Data' in the English Argumentative Papers, Descriptive Statistics 

Groups  pre test post test 
experimental Mean .00 .87 

 SD .00 .60 
control Mean .07 .14 

 SD .26 .35 
self study Mean .00 .00 

 SD .00 .00 
Total Mean .02 .42 

 SD .16 .59 
 

Table 12 
The Use of 'Rebuttal Data' in the English Argumentative ANOVA 

  Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

pre- test  .090 2 .045 1.773 .177 
post- test  11.59 2 5.79 28.3 .000(*) 

 
Appendix G 
One Model Text 
 
Smoking should be banned. The arguments against smoking are well known. Smoking 

has been shown to be dangerous to health. Heart disease, bronchitis and lung cancer have all 
been linked. Both first-hand and second-hand smokers are affected by cigarette smoke. A 
further issue is that smoking costs governments millions of pounds because of the large 
number of people who need treatment in hospitals for smoking related problems. There is also 
concern today about passive smoking. Recent research has shown that non-smokers can suffer 
health problems if they spend long periods of time among people who do smoke. 
  However, despite these points, some agree that smoking should not be banned because 
there are positive sides of smoking. First, smoking undoubtedly helps many people to relax. 
For some, it even improves concentration. Many people like to smoke before exams or when 
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they are relaxing with friends. A further point is that governments throughout the world make 
huge profits from levying taxes on cigarettes. This provides funds which are used for building 
schools, hospitals and other public amenities. The tobacco industry also employs tens of 
thousands of people throughout the world, particularly in poorer countries like Zimbabwe or 
India. Without cigarettes, these people would have no jobs. 
 While it can be said that not all people who smoke are always causing harm to 
themselves and others, it remains a fact that smoking per se is a cause of health problems. It is 
not enough to say that the size of affected people are relatively just a small fraction; plenty or 
few, one person put at risk is more than enough. It is only the case that smoking, therefore, 
should be banned. 
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Abstract 

Much research on the role of gender identity in second language acquisition has concentrated 

on learners of English; less is known about the identity work undertaken by those learning 

other languages. This article reports on the linguistic choices of male learners of Japanese as a 

second language, examining the ways in which their masculine identities may intersect and 

interact with their identities as language learners. In Japanese, a speaker’s choice of pronoun 

can be used to display gender differences (SturtzSreetharan, 2009), and is thus a crucial 

element in the construction of identity. Four native English-speakers were interviewed 

regarding their usage and perceptions of three common Japanese first person pronouns: these 

case studies illustrate the complex and multifaceted ways in which these men seek to 

construct and perform their identities in their second language. 

Keywords: Identity, masculinity, Japanese pronouns, second language learners 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Scholars such as Norton (2000) and Block (2007) have in recent years done much to 

problematize the role of identity in second language learning. Despite this, relatively little 

research has been done into the construction of specifically masculine second language 

identities, and less still focusing on learners of languages other than English.  My own 

personal experience of learning Japanese includes participation in a class in which the three 

male students each habitually used a different first-person pronoun, each of which impacts 

upon both the identity that the speaker seeks to project and the interpretation of that identity 

by an interlocutor. This paper examines the role of these pronoun choices in indexing gender 
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identity, and looks at how learners’ identity work may be enabled or constrained by their L2 

proficiency. 

 

Identity 

 

For such a fundamental concept, it seems surprisingly difficult to define precisely and 

succinctly what we mean by the word identity. Block (2007) entitles a section of his opening 

chapter ‘Identity in a nutshell’, yet this section runs to over four hundred words.  Perhaps this 

difficulty testifies to the fact that the concept of identity is more complex than it first appears 

and cannot be adequately summarised in a few short sentences, especially as the way in 

which identity may be understood is contextually determined (Block, 2007). Rather than 

seeking a definition, a more productive approach may therefore be to attempt to explain 

various aspects of identity as a construct. 

 Hall (2002) notes that our identities are moulded by our membership of certain groups: 

some of which, such as gender and social class, we are born into; others, including family or 

professional roles, which develop as our lives progress. Neither type is immutable: being born 

into a specific national identity, for example, does not imply that that identity is with us for 

life. Thus, identity can be seen as both situated in and fluid across time and space. 

 If our identity is not a fixed quantity, it becomes necessary to consider how and why it 

develops. From a social constructivist point of view, identity is seen as fundamentally 

interactional, constructed and mediated by the interactions of the individual in and with 

society (Hall, 2002; Lantolf, 2000; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). How people instigate, 

interpret and respond to these interactions is, however, subject to individual variation; hence, 

identity is co-constructed by the interplay of social interaction and individual agency. 

 The location of individual learning and identity development in the context of social 

interaction is explored and theorised in the Communities of Practice paradigm proposed by 

Lave and Wenger (1991) and developed further by Wenger (1998). Based on studies of 

apprenticeship, Lave and Wenger propose that both learning and the construction of identity 

are situated within the context of social engagement, and that this engagement occurs within 

what they term a community of practice (CoP) – a localised grouping of people participating 

in certain joint activities. Learning is seen as located in legitimate peripheral participation in 

these groups, whereby newcomers gradually gain proficiency in the practices which 

characterise the CoP; identity, according to Wenger (1998), emerges from the need for 

individuals to engage with one another within the specific context of the particular  CoP. 
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 Finally, as we all are members of more than one CoP (Wenger, 1998), it follows that 

identity is also situationally dependent, and that to think of identity as a single unitary entity 

is misleading (Sarup, 1996): in fact, through our various CoP memberships, we develop a 

multiplicity of coexisting identities. Moreover, in any given situation it is unlikely that only 

one aspect of our identity will be relevant, as not only do we inhabit multiple identities, but 

there are also endless permutations as to how these identities may overlap, interact and 

conflict (Gee, 1999). 

 Identity, then, is in a constant state of flux, being simultaneously produced, negotiated 

and performed through agency and interaction within specific social contexts. However, as 

Giampapa (2004) points out, the degree to which individuals are able to negotiate their 

identities in practice depends to a large degree on the cultural capital available to them. 

Kubota and Lin (2009, p. 11), drawing on the work of Bordieu (1984), define cultural capital 

as the ‘knowledge and skills that constitute resources and power that one is endowed with by 

virtue of socialization and education’. The most important of these resources, in terms of 

producing identity, is language (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). 

 

Language and identity 

 

Identity is produced both by and in language in many ways. The following section looks at 

only those aspects of language and identity most relevant to this paper: male identity and 

second language identity.  

 

Male identity and gendered language  

 Much research into gender and language has been undertaken within one of two 

theoretical models, focusing either on differences in men’s and women’s language or on how 

male dominance is reproduced in and by language (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992; 

Freeman & McElhinney, 1996). As Eckert and McConnell-Ginet note, both approaches have 

tended to ‘perpetuate [a] view of men as “normal” and women as needing to be studied’ (p. 

482). But of course, men too need to be studied – and not as the unmarked norm from which 

women’s speech somehow ‘deviates’, but as gendered beings in their own right.  

 The existence of gendered language does not imply that only men use what is 

characterised as ‘masculine language’, nor that they do not use ‘feminine language’: in 

reality, ‘male and female language and behaviour form an overlapping continuum rather than 

two distinct categories’ (Bing & Bergvall, 1996, p. 4). Indeed, as Connell (2005) perceptively 
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notes, the words ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ would be redundant if they denoted nothing 

more than male and female. That we can speak of ‘masculine women’ or ‘an effeminate man’ 

indicates that masculinity, as other aspects of identity, is socially constructed: a psychological 

and emotional attribute rather than simply a physical one. Butler (1990) proposed the 

groundbreaking concept of gender as, rather than being an innate and immutable fact, 

comprising a state continually created and recreated by the repeated performance of gendered 

acts in a social context. One of the key channels through which gender identity is performed 

and constructed is language (Speer & Stokoe, 2011). Coates (2003, p. 196) found that the 

ways men use language overwhelmingly conform to what she terms the ‘hegemonic norms of 

masculinity’, including toughness, achievement, power, and explicit heterosexuality; 

however, as Connell (2005) argues, not only do multiple conceptions of masculinity exist, but 

even defining what constitutes hegemonic masculinity is problematic, with definitions likely 

to vary according to time and place, and shift with social trends. This would seem to 

underline the performative nature of masculinity. Moreover, while Edley and Wetherell 

(1995, p. 73) point out that most people are unlikely to ‘see their gendered behaviour as a 

performance at all’, Coates’s extensive data shows men’s language to be strongly influenced 

by contextual factors, reinforcing Butler’s notion that gender is something we do. 

 An individual person’s identities, including gender, may interact in complex and 

unpredictable ways, and the influence of a single aspect of identity may be difficult to isolate 

(Freeman & McElhinny, 1996). Teutsch-Dwyer (2001) describes the experiences of Karol, a 

Polish immigrant to the USA. In his relations with his colleagues, Karol’s performance of 

masculine identity was circumscribed by his limited English, indicating the extent to which 

his identities as a man and as a second language learner were intertwined, and offering an 

indication as to how these two aspects of identity can interact.  

 

Second language identity 

Its situated nature is such that, even for a pure bilingual, the performance of identity is 

strongly influenced by the choice of language (Matsuda, 2001). Given that so much of our 

identity is constructed through our linguistic choices it is hardly surprising that, for those of 

us less than fluent in a second language, negotiation of identity when using L2 can be a 

serious issue. Pellegrino Aveni (2005, p. 7) claims that ‘to learn another language is to 

redefine yourself publicly, socially and personally’; Holliday, Hyde and Kullman (2010) go 

further still, describing language as inventing, rather than simply defining or representing a 

person. To anyone with experience of interacting in a second language, this will likely not 
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seem an exaggeration. While our first language identities are to some extent constructed 

subconsciously, learning a language from scratch as an adult allows, or perhaps forces, the 

learner to be more aware of how they choose to represent themselves, how identity is ascribed 

to them by others, and how it differs from the identities they inhabit in their L1.   

 Much research has been undertaken on the ways in which identities are constructed and 

negotiated in a second language environment. Amongst others, Morita (2004) looked at the 

experiences of Japanese graduate students in the USA, Miller (2004) at Asian students in 

Australian high schools, Block (2006) at Spanish speaking Latin Americans in London, and 

Norton (2000) at women immigrants to Canada, all providing valuable insights into the 

interconnectedness of second language competence and identity. Yet it is also clear that this 

relationship is far from straightforward, and that the identity work undertaken by all these 

people is influenced by factors other than their English ability. One common thread that 

emerges is the extent to which pre-existing cultural capital can shape the ways second 

language identities are negotiated and determine the extent to which L2 speakers are able to 

participate in the dominant discourse: both Block and Norton offer examples of members of 

the educated, professional classes whose social status in their country of origin influences the 

L2 identities they develop. 

 Eva Hoffman, in an autobiography quoted by Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) writes that as 

new immigrants to Canada lacking not only money, but also the cultural capital of language 

and accredited profession, her parents were not ‘starting out the race even, with odds fair and 

square’ (1989, p. 129), and notes the effect this has on her father’s identity. Hoffman herself 

struggles with negotiating a new identity as an English speaker, beginning with the 

conversion of her Polish name, Ewa, which she views as an integral part of her self, to the 

anglicised version, Eva, which is initially nothing more than an ‘identification tag’ (1989, p. 

105).  

 While the centrality of our name to our identity is something that few would dispute, 

perhaps less obvious is the importance of the first-person pronoun which represents our name, 

and thus our self. Hoffman (1989, p. 121) relates how she was initially ‘unable to use the 

word I’ when writing in English, resorting to the generic you, interpreted by Lantolf and 

Pavlenko (2000, p. 168) as indicating that she had not yet resolved her new identity as ‘Eva 

with I in her private mental domain’.  

 For those who speak English as a first language, Hoffman’s dilemma seems unlikely to 

arise. While it is, of course, possible to refer to yourself in the third person, for a native 

speaker of English, the regular use of ‘I’ is a given, and unremarkable. In English, the 
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sentence I’d like a glass of water, for example, offers no clue as to any element of the 

speaker’s identity. However, this is far from the case in other languages. Riley (2007, p. 85) 

gives the example of a Burmese student’s identity issues when speaking French: 

 

‘In my language, I have an “I” for when I am superior or inferior to you, for when I 
am pleased with you or angry with you, so that when I speak French I always feel 
like a bull in a china shop, never respectful, never expressing my attitudes 
appropriately.’ 
 

Similarly, Japanese offers a wide choice of pronouns which may be deployed, each of which 

can represent aspects of the speaker’s identity: choice of pronoun, in Japanese, may index 

gender, age, status and more. Choice of first-person pronoun is thus a critical element in the 

construction and performance of identity, yet for speakers of Japanese as a second language 

coming from an English speaking background, lacking the cultural resources available to a 

native Japanese speaker, even the concept of having a choice is alien.  

 

Identity and gender in Japanese as a second language 

 

While the ways in which they operate may be changing, factors such as age, gender and 

social rank continue to exert a pervasive influence on social interactions in Japan. This is 

reflected in the language, with the form of Japanese used strongly influenced by the relative 

social status of the speakers. Learners of Japanese thus have to familiarise themselves with a 

variety of speech styles and learn how to choose their language appropriately in a given 

situation (Kelly, 2001). One of the key points to negotiate is the difference between ‘men’s 

speech’ and ‘women’s speech’. Although not all speakers conform to prescribed gender 

norms (Okamoto, 2002; SturtzSreetharan, 2009), gender variation in speech remains 

widespread (Siegal & Okamoto, 2003) and ‘Japanese…speakers construct their linguistic 

practices and identities based on their gender’ (Miyazaki, 2002, p. 360). Gender based 

linguistic practices appear in many areas, including the use of honorifics, sentence final 

particles, verb forms and personal pronouns (Gottlieb, 2005). 

 

Pronouns in Japanese 

Until around 1700, under the influence of French, English maintained a distinction between a 

familiar and polite second-person pronoun: thou vs you (Silverstein, 1985). Now, however, 

the language makes do with you, and in the first person, I, which are used by all regardless of 
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circumstance or interlocutor. In contrast, Japanese has a large number of words which would 

be translated as I or you in English: this variety, according to Na and Choi (2009), being 

necessitated by the importance of hierarchy in collectivist cultures. 

 Matsuda (2001) lists sixteen Japanese first-person pronouns, yet even this list is not 

exhaustive. Each pronoun brings with it its own range of associations: be it age (washi), 

formality (watakushi), or even pomposity (wagahai). As SturtzSreetharan (2009) points out, 

in Japanese there is no entirely neutral pronoun; even the choice of zero pronoun, which is by 

far the most common, is an option indicating a high level of politeness (Ono & Thompson, 

2003; SturtzSreetharan, 2009). Inevitably, then, in Japanese, a person’s choice of first-person 

pronoun is one way in which they seek to construct and perform their identity. 

 The degree to which first-person pronouns in Japanese are determined by gender may be 

their most distinctive feature (Takeuchi, 1999, cited in SturtzSreetharan, 2009). Some of the 

more common gender related pronouns are shown below. 

 

Table 1 (Adapted from Miyazaki, 2002) 
Level of formality Men’s speech Women’s speech 

Formal Watakushi Watakushi 

 Watashi  

   

Plain Boku Watashi 

  atashi 

 

Deprecatory ore                                             
 
While this provides a useful basic guide, the reality is more complex. Miyazaki (2002) points 

out that, beyond indicating formality, first-person pronouns may signal a variety of 

metapragmatic meanings regarding femininity or masculinity. In her study of junior high 

school students, she found pronoun use to be determined by an intricate interplay of gender, 

peer group relations and personal history, and students’ choice of pronoun to be a key 

element in how their identity was both performed and perceived. 

 

Implications for learners of Japanese 

Not being as deeply embedded in a community of linguistic practice as native speakers, 

learners of Japanese as a second language may lack resources to draw on when negotiating 

sociocultural linguistic choices such as that presented by choice of pronoun. Textbooks and 

formal classes are often not much help: in my eight years studying Japanese I have found 

textbook language to be dominated by the use of watashi, with boku appearing only rarely, 
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and atashi and ore almost never. While this may present rather less of an issue for women 

learners, as watashi is both a default female and default textbook usage, for men the relative 

absence of two widely used male pronouns creates a greater problem. Furthermore, Gottlieb 

(2005, p.13) suggests that foreign men in Japan may unwittingly use inappropriate forms due 

to having ‘pick[ed] up some Japanese from bar hostesses’. Quite why she assumes these 

linguistic habits have been acquired specifically from bar hostesses is unclear; however, for 

many men it is the case that their Japanese interlocutors are primarily female, be they wives, 

girlfriends or teachers, and the point that male learners of Japanese may lack male role 

models is a valid one. Given the relationship of Japanese pronouns to conceptions of 

masculinity, this seems likely to impact on the ways in which male learners are able to 

construct and perform their identities in Japanese. The remainder of this paper presents the 

results of a small scale study investigating these issues. 

 

Learner choices: watashi, boku, or ore 

 

Methods and participants 

A short questionnaire, shown in Appendix One, was distributed to male learners of Japanese. 

The questionnaire comprises two parts: Section One establishes background information, 

focusing on the Japanese level and learning experiences of the respondents; Section Two 

investigates which first-person pronoun is used and which factors affect this choice. The 

questionnaires were distributed through personal contacts: recipients included friends, 

colleagues, friends of friends, and people studying at the same language school as myself. 

 Of the 32 men who completed the questionnaire, 22 indicated that they would be willing 

to take part in a follow-up interview. From these 22, four were selected to be interviewed on 

the basis that a) their answers to Section Two seemed representative of the issues raised by 

the respondents as a whole, and b) a mutually convenient time could be arranged. To reduce 

the possibility of any misunderstanding, the choice of interviewee was restricted to native 

English speakers. Of the four interviewees, three (Andrew, Jonathan and Kevin) were people 

I knew personally; the fourth, Alastair, I met for the first time in order to conduct the 

interview. All names are pseudonyms.  The location of each interview was chosen so as 

to minimise inconvenience to the participants: thus, Andrew was interviewed in my home, 

Alastair in his own home, Jonathan via Skype, and Kevin in a coffee shop. The interviews 

were semi-structured, based on the respondent’s questionnaire answers, and ranged from 14 

to 32 minutes in length. In order to avoid leading questions, questions specifically focusing 
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on issues of identity were only asked when this topic had already been raised by the 

interviewee.  

 Both the sampling method and the questionnaire design could be improved upon. 

Moreover, the fact that the researcher was personally acquainted with three of the 

interviewees will certainly have influenced the data. It cannot be assumed, however, that this 

influence will necessarily be problematic: it is also possible that this familiarity prompted 

more candid responses than would otherwise have been offered. Given that they are based on 

interview data alone, the conclusions drawn below rest entirely on the participants’ 

perceptions of their own pronoun use. Had it been possible to record and analyse actual 

examples of their Japanese it may be that a different picture would have emerged.  

 The following section examines the reasoning behind the pronoun usage of the four 

interviewees. While their views are not necessarily representative of other learners, they 

provide interesting insights into the way in which considerations of identity may intersect 

with linguistic choices.  

Interview One: Andrew 

Andrew is a 31 year-old English teacher from the UK who has been living in Japan for eight 

years. He began taking Japanese classes as soon as he arrived, and has reached a relatively 

high level of proficiency, rating his ability as high-intermediate.  

 Of the four interviewees, Andrew seems the least overtly concerned with identity issues, 

focusing largely on pragmatic factors when discussing his pronoun choices. Andrew frames 

the choice as primarily one between boku and watashi, and gives the main reason for his 

general preference for boku as being that watashi is ‘considered too formal or beginner level 

Japanese’. When asked why he preferred boku over ore, he gave the eminently practical 

explanation that the pronunciation was easier for him, perhaps reflecting Ono and 

Thompson’s (2003) observation that first-person pronouns in Japanese are relatively long in 

comparison with many other languages.  

 Unlike the other interviewees, Andrew does not mention the role of first-person pronouns 

in indexing masculinity or femininity, and it seems that construction of a specifically male 

identity is not a primary factor in his pronoun selection. Conversely, Andrew seems quite 

aware of his identity as a second language speaker, and the ways in which this may be 

reflected in his lexical choices, stating that 

 

‘…one of the characteristics of a beginner Japanese speaker is this reliance on 
starting every sentence watashi wa … to the point where it becomes a parody … 
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whenever you hear somebody it’s “watashi wa igirisujin desu …”’ (I’m from 
Britain) 
 

Andrew seems to view pronoun use as more an issue of sociolinguistic competence than 

identity construction, as in the following quotation, in which he explains why he started to 

avoid using watashi and began either replacing it with boku or dropping the first person 

pronoun: 

‘… so this sense that what I was doing was not the same as what they (Japanese 
people) were doing and I presume that in order to try to fit in I was trying to avoid 
using this personal pronoun (watashi)…’ 
 

 However, while Andrew identifies himself as primarily a boku user, he also uses watashi, 

with his choice strongly influenced by situational factors. He explains that although he uses 

boku in social situations, he switches to watashi when he feels greater formality is required, 

such as in a professional situation or when talking to someone significantly older. He is also 

aware that he varies his usage to achieve specific goals, giving the following example of how 

his feelings in a particular situation determined his pronoun choice: 

 

‘… when I was in the convenience store I was a bit annoyed by this cashier who 
basically seemed to be questioning the amount of money I was giving him … he 
just thought I was being stupid and I thought he was being stupid so I used boku … 
if I had used watashi I think it would have put us on an equal par or maybe have 
been slightly deferential…’ 
 

This situationally determined usage is reinforced when Andrew further explains that if a 

similar situation arose in his professional capacity as a teacher he would always use watashi, 

as boku would ‘project the wrong image’: 

 

‘…in the convenience store I was kind of angry or a bit annoyed but if I was trying 
to do the same thing to a student it would probably be undermined by the fact that 
I’m using boku … ’cause I’m trying to be angry but I’m using a personal pronoun 
which suggests I’ve disregarded my higher social status which I would associate 
with watashi.’ 
 

 Similarly, early in the interview, Andrew notes that while he uses watashi with students in 

order to retain a sense of authority, when in a social situation with older students he would be 

more comfortable using boku. Thus, while not overtly concerned with its role in indexing 

masculinity, it seems that choice of pronoun is one way in which Andrew is able to use his 

sociolinguistic competence to construct differing professional and social identities. 
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Interview Two: Alastair 

Alastair is 40 years old and works for a software development company. Before moving to 

Japan three years ago, Alastair lived in his native UK with his Japanese wife, and in total has 

been studying the language for ten years. Of the four interviewees, Alastair’s self-assessment 

of his Japanese ability as low-intermediate is the lowest. 

 In contrast to Andrew, Alastair talks extensively about the role the three pronouns play in 

constructing a specifically male identity. Early in the interview, he states that the three 

‘options seem to be quite important in displaying your character’ and goes on to describe the 

type of person he feels each pronoun to best suit. He characterises ore users as ‘more down to 

earth people’ and ‘strong willed alpha males’, and those who use boku as more likely to be 

‘kind of nerdy, kind of otaku (geeky) kind of guys, … not in my understanding the kind of 

characters that would use ore … that’s boku, definitely.’ With regard to watashi Alastair 

states that ‘as far as I can see no Japanese men use it, but it’s what you’re taught in 

textbooks’. 

 Interestingly, although Alastair is aware that watashi is not particularly common among 

Japanese men of his age, and has been told by his wife and her friends that he is a ‘boku 

type’, watashi is the pronoun he uses almost exclusively. Paradoxically, it is because he is 

very conscious of the images that boku and ore portray to him that he chooses the pronoun he 

views as the most neutral, watashi, stating that 

 

‘…if I use the others (boku or ore) to me it feels like I am artificially choosing the 
type of person I want to be perceived as.’ 
 

Unlike Andrew, who was quite happy to switch between pronouns according to the context, 

Alastair’s concern with artificiality means that he is not comfortable doing this, even when he 

is aware that watashi may not be the best choice for a particular situation:  

 

‘…I was out in a tachinomi
 (standing bar) somewhere and I found myself using 

watashi and I started thinking all right I’m with these working men they’ve just 
come back from work … sounds a bit soft using this in a bar probably I should be 
using boku but then I’m … just really pretending who I am and that’s not the kind 
of guy I am I don’t pretend to be something I’m not but in this case I was because 
… I was deliberately picking a word to sound what I thought was the way men 
should speak …’ 
 

From the point of view of male identity, Alastair’s dilemma here is an interesting one. Three 

times during the interview he touches on how using boku or ore would feel false to him, and 
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his characterisation of himself as a straightforward, authentic type of guy who doesn’t change 

who he is for the benefit of others is clearly an important element of the way he constructs his 

identity as a man. Yet at the same time it is this very strong sense of male identity which 

makes it difficult for him to adapt his language to perform a more overt masculinity in his 

second language. 

 The theme of authenticity comes up again when Alastair relates his pronoun use to his 

overall Japanese level. By this point, Alastair’s wife had joined the conversation and had 

pointed out that the image each pronoun projects when used by a foreigner may differ to that 

of a native Japanese speaker. This prompts Alastair to speculate that his Japanese is not good 

enough to be using ore, and emphasises the extent to which his perception of his own 

Japanese proficiency influences his choice of watashi: 

 

‘…if I was to use boku and ore quite a lot probably because of my weak Japanese 
it would sound very artificial … you would expect a higher level of fluency in 
someone to be using ore … to use ore it would sound weirder if they weren’t very 
very fluent.’ 
 

Thus, we can see that in Alastair’s case, the intersection of masculine and second-language 

identity serves to both inform and constrain his choice of first-person pronoun. 

 

Interview Three: Jonathan 

Jonathan is also British, and is 32 years old. After five years living in Japan, Jonathan moved 

to Canada around a year prior to the interview. However, he still has some opportunity to use 

Japanese through his job and through voluntary work, takes a weekly Japanese lesson, and 

participates in language exchange via Skype. Jonathan rates his Japanese ability as 

intermediate. 

 Jonathan was one of only two respondents who identified himself as primarily an ore user. 

His decision to use this pronoun has been influenced by a combination of factors, and seems 

to be something he has thought carefully about. Like Alastair, Jonathan is keenly aware of the 

relationship between pronoun choice and perceived masculinity, and feels that watashi 

sounds ‘effeminate’ and boku ‘boyish’. He goes on to explain that  

 
‘…a very mild phobia of mine in Japanese is sounding like a girl… because some 
ways of communicating are so strongly associated with females in Japan… and the 
fact that most gaijin (foreigners) in Japan learn their Japanese from a female… I 
think there’s a natural tendency to copy… I kind of think ore sounds stronger.’ 
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Despite this, the choice of ore was not a straightforward one for Jonathan, and he seems less 

than completely certain this is the right choice for him: 

 

‘… I don’t really know when it’s appropriate for me to use ore or not ’cause it can 
sound a bit hard … I’m not totally au fait with the usage of ore so I tend to just use 
it with people I know.’ 
 

 Perhaps due to his uncertainty, Jonathan has sought advice from various sources, and 

explains that he was put off boku when told by a Japanese student that it sounded ‘cute’. His 

decision to use ore was also based on the advice of others, in this case his female Japanese 

teacher and male language exchange partner: 

 

‘… I’ve been told that I don’t speak very strongly so I can get away with using ore 

whereas some people would sound a bit more aggressive if they were using it … I 
feel like I can probably get away with using it without sounding like an arrogant 
git.’ 
 

Somewhat paradoxically then, it is because Jonathan clearly does not perceive himself as the 

‘alpha male’ type imagined by Alastair as being a typical ore user, that he feels fairly 

comfortable using it. Nevertheless, Jonathan seems less than entirely convinced that ore is the 

right pronoun for him, perhaps indicative of the fine line Japanese learners must tread when 

negotiating such linguistic choices: with no truly neutral pronoun available, the risk of 

portraying yourself in an unfavourable light, be it as effeminate, cute or arrogant, is ever 

present. 

 

Interview Four: Kevin 

Kevin is a 38 year-old Australian who has both lived in Japan and studied Japanese for eleven 

years, the longest of the four interviewees. He rates his Japanese level as between high-

intermediate and advanced, and is the only one of the four who uses primarily Japanese in his 

home life. 

 Kevin was unique among those who completed the questionnaire in stating that he 

regularly used all three pronouns. In the same way as Andrew, Kevin reserves watashi for 

formal situations, offering conversations with his wife’s parents or job interviews as 

examples. However, he also points out that these situations are relatively rare, and that he 

thus uses watashi fairly infrequently. Although he has recently begun to use boku, Kevin 

states that he more often uses ore, and when explaining this preference is the most explicit of 
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the four interviewees in connecting his pronoun choice to the construction of a specifically 

masculine identity: 

 

‘… it’s something I’ve chosen consciously because it is the most masculine of the 
male pronouns. It’s also considered fairly rough, which suits my personality to a 
large degree.’ 
 

While Kevin feels that ore best fits the identity he wishes to construct, he also explains how 

he uses his pronoun choice to modify how he projects this identity in a specific situation: 

 
‘…if there’s a woman I’m interested in I’d probably use boku and if there’s a 
woman I’m not really that interested in or I’m talking down to I’d probably use ore 
… because ore sounds so intimidating, if I’m interested in a young lady then I 
don’t want to scare her away by using the pronoun ore…’ 
 

Kevin later explains that his switch to boku in this situation was prompted by the comments 

of Japanese acquaintances, both male and female, who told him that, compared to a native 

Japanese speaker, the impression conveyed by a foreigner using ore was ‘too rough’.  

 Two points are worthy of note here. Firstly, Kevin’s switch to boku provides a clear 

example of the socially mediated nature of identity. Secondly, there is an interaction between 

two aspects of Kevin’s identity, his masculinity and his status as a second language speaker, 

and in this case it also appears that the two are in direct conflict: while his inclination to 

perform a strongly masculine identity pushes Kevin towards using ore, the negative 

perceptions of this choice for a non-native speaker of Japanese persuade him that boku may at 

times be a better option. As Teutsch-Dwyer (2001) points out, masculinity is not a fixed state, 

but a quality which may be performed differently according to circumstance, and 

reconstructed in the face of new linguistic and social realities. Not only are the perceptions of 

what constitutes an appropriate performance of masculine identity socially and culturally 

determined, it also appears that what is considered acceptable for a native speaker may not be 

the same as for a second language learner. 

 

Further Discussion 

While their pronoun choices and underlying rationales may differ, all four interviewees have 

clearly given considerable thought to the role that their choice of either watashi, boku or ore 

can play in creating and reflecting their identities in their second language. Furthermore, that 

none has felt able to select a single pronoun they feel best suits them and use it in all 

situations is indicative of the role social context plays in both guiding and limiting their 
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choices: Andrew uses watashi in professional contexts, but boku elsewhere; Alastair feels 

uncomfortable using watashi in an all-male drinking environment; Jonathan avoids using ore 

when he doesn’t know his interlocutor; and Kevin relates his usage of all three pronouns to 

both the social situation and his own pragmatic goals.  

 However, while gender identity may be more or less salient according to situation 

(Meyerhoff, 1996), it is also clear that for three of the four interviewees the construction of a 

specifically masculine second language identity is a major concern in general, and not only in 

particular social contexts. Despite not having been asked questions directly focusing on the 

subject, Alastair, Jonathan and Kevin all spoke at length and in detail about their perceptions 

of how the three pronouns index masculinity, the issues that these perceptions have raised for 

them, and the ways in which this has influenced their pronoun usage. Only Andrew provides 

a counter-example, suggesting that, despite Cameron’s observation that ‘most people do 

experience gender as an inalienable part of who they are’ (1996, p. 47), gender identity is not 

necessarily the most salient concern for all speakers, even when considering language that has 

a direct role in indexing gender.  

 The view of identity put forward by Wenger (1998) as developing in the context of 

interaction within a community (or communities) of practice is instructive in further 

understanding some of the issues faced by the four interviewees. In this model, identity is 

seen as being shaped not only by participation in CoPs, but also by non-participation, and it 

may be this latter point which is key. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992) note that gender 

and language are both rooted and jointly constructed in the social practices of local 

communities. Crucially, however, it is debatable to what extent any of the participants in this 

study can be said to be rooted in a local community.  

 Wenger (1998) suggests that ‘communities of practice are everywhere’ (p. 6), and 

identifies family, work, school and hobbies as major spheres in which they appear. It is 

obvious though that these different types of CoP will offer different opportunities with respect 

to the type and amount of (linguistic) practice they offer: a hobby based CoP may meet for as 

little as an hour a week, whereas members of a work based CoP will likely spend far more 

time together; with respect to the issues of masculine identity central to this paper, a family 

based CoP may not include the male ‘old-timers’ (i.e. native Japanese speakers) with whom 

legitimate peripheral participation can lead to learning; moreover, all these CoPs will be 

infused with differential power relations which, above and beyond the considerations of 

masculine identity already discussed, will impact upon pronoun usage.  
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 In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original formulation of the CoP model, four of their five 

case studies are of employment related groupings, and while it may be the case that most 

people are members of more than one CoP, it also seems likely that for those in full-time 

employment, work-based CoPs will be disproportionately influential. Yet of our interviewees, 

three work as English teachers and thus inhabit professional identities inextricably tied to 

their L1; even the fourth, Alastair, who works in software development, uses primarily 

English in the workplace. None, therefore, is a member of a work based CoP which functions 

in Japanese, depriving them of a potentially rich source of L2 input and situated learning.  

 Norton (2001) believes that ‘if learners invest in a second language they do so with the 

understanding that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which 

will increase their value in the social world’ (p. 166), but while this may well be the case for 

the female immigrants to Canada who were the subjects of her research, it is less clear 

whether this holds true for native English-speaking learners of Japanese, for whom the social 

and economic benefits of this investment seem more marginal. In fact, for the participants in 

this study, the English fluency which has eased the path to employment in Japan may also 

have had the effect of isolating them from the communities of practice in which situated 

learning opportunities can translate into socio-pragmatic language competence and assist in 

the construction and performance of second language identities.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Due to its limited scope, the conclusions to be drawn from this study are necessarily tentative. 

For native Japanese speakers the choice of first-person pronoun clearly constitutes a 

deliberate act of identity work (Miyazaki, 2002, 2004). Furthermore, in Japanese, 

sociocultural factors have a greater influence on determining the ways in which people may 

be referred to than is the case in many other languages (Ono & Thompson, 2003). While their 

understandings of the sociocultural implications of watashi, boku and ore inevitably differ 

from those of native speakers, the second language learners in this study appear aware of the 

importance of this choice in the construction of their L2 identity, basing their pronoun usage 

on a combination of pragmatic and identity-related concerns. It also appears that they may 

face specific issues as L2 learners that would not apply to native Japanese speakers, as 

exemplified both by Kevin’s decision to begin using boku in certain situations and the 

following quote from Alastair: 
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‘…you learn watashi, and it’s probably the first word you learn and then it’s in 
every example there onwards… by the time you learn there are different ways of 
saying it it’s too late and then you’re into this situation where you feel you have to 
fake your own character… I’m having to make a conscious decision… alright, let’s 
pretend I’m a tough guy… and it’s not really what I’m like, but I know if I don’t I’ll 
be perceived quite differently.’ 
 

As Edley and Wetherell (1995, p. 73) point out, most men ‘would sense themselves as 

“being” masculine rather than “playing” masculinity’. In his second language, however, the 

choice of pronoun required by Japanese clearly increases Alastair’s sense of the performative 

nature of identity, yet at the same time this performance feels ‘fake’, antithetical to his own 

conceptions of masculinity. Thus, it seems that male learners of Japanese are to an extent 

forced by the realities of the language to become more consciously aware of the way their 

masculinity is constructed and reflected in their linguistic choices, adding a further 

complexity to the challenge of language learning. 

 

References 

 

Bing, J. & Bergvall, V. (1996). The question of questions: beyond binary thinking. In V. 

 Bergvall, J. Bing & A. Freed (Eds.), Rethinking language and gender  research: 

Theory and practice (pp. 1-30). London and New York: Longman. 

Block, D. (2006). Multilingual identities in a global city: London stories. London: 

 Palgrave. 

Block, D. (2007). Second language identities. London: Continuum. 

Bordieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Cambridge: 

 MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bucholz, M. & Hall, K. (2004). Language and identity. In A. Duranti (Ed.), A  companion 

to linguistic anthropology (pp. 368-394). Malden: Blackwell. 

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble. New York and London: Routledge. 

Cameron, D. (1996). The language-gender interface: challenging co-optation. In V. 

 Bergvall, J. Bing & A. Freed (Eds.), Rethinking language and gender  research: 

Theory and practice (pp. 31-53). London and New York: Longman. 

Coates, J. (2003). Men talk. Malden: Blackwell. 

Connell, R.W. (2005). Masculinities. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Eckert, P. & McConnell-Ginet, S. (1992). Think practically and look locally: language  and 

gender as community-based practice. Annual Review of Anthropology, 21,  461-490. 



184 
 

Edley, N. & Wetherell, M. (1995). Men in perspective. London: Prentice Hall. 

Freeman, R. & McElhinny, B. (1996). Language and gender. In S. McKay & N.  Hornberger 

(Eds.), Sociolinguistics and language teaching, (pp. 218-280).  Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. London  and 

New York: Routledge. 

Giampapa, F. (2004). The politics of identity, representation, and the discourse of self-

 identification: negotiating the periphery and the center. In A. Pavlenko & A. 

 Blackledge (Eds.), Negotiation of identities in multilingual contexts, (pp. 192-

 218). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd. 

Gottlieb, N. (2005). Language and society in Japan. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

 Press. 

Hall, J.K. (2002). Teaching and researching language and culture. Harlow: Longman. 

Hoffman, E. (1989). Lost in translation. London: Vintage. 

Holliday, A., Hyde, M. & Kullman, J. (2010). Intercultural communication: An  advanced 

resource book. London and New York: Routledge.  

Kelly, V. (2001). Peer culture and interaction. In H. Shimizu & R. LeVine (Eds.),  Japanese 

frames of mind: cultural perspectives on human development, (pp.  170-204). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kubota, R. & Lin, A. (2009) Race, culture, and identities in second language  education. 

London and New York: Routledge.  

Lantolf, J. (2000). Sociocultural theory and second language learning. Oxford: Oxford 

 University Press. 

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. 

 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Matsuda, P.K. (2001). Voice in Japanese written discourse: Implications for second 

 language writing. Journal of Second Language Writing, 10, 35-53. 

Meyerhoff, M. (1996). Dealing with gender identity as a sociolinguistic variable. In V. 

 Bergvall, J. Bing & A. Freed (Eds.), Rethinking language and gender  research: 

Theory and practice (pp. 202-221). London and New York: Longman. 

Miller, J. (2004). Identity and language use: The politics of speaking ESL in schools.  In 

A. Pavlenko & A. Blackledge (Eds.), Negotiation of identities in multilingual 

 contexts, (pp. 290-315). Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd. 



185 
 

Miyazaki, A. (2002). Relational shift: Japanese girls’ nontraditional first person  pronouns. 

In S. Benor, M. Rose, D. Sharma, J. Sweetland & Q. Zhang (Eds.),  Gendered 

practices in language, (pp. 355-274). Stanford: CSLI Publications. 

Miyazaki, A. (2004). Japanese junior high school girls’ and boys’ first-person  pronoun 

use and their social world. In S. Okamoto & J. Shibamoto Smith  (Eds.),  Japanese 

language, gender, and ideology, (pp. 256-274). Oxford: Oxford  University Press.  

Morita, N. (2004). Negotiating participation and identity in second language  academic 

communities. TESOL Quarterly, 38(4), 573-603. 

Na, J. & Choi, I. (2009). Culture and first person pronouns. Personality and Social 

 Psychology Bulletin, 35, 1492-1500. 

Norton, B. (2000). Identity and language learning. Harlow: Longman. 

Norton, B. (2001). Non-participation, imagined communities, and the language  classroom. 

In M. Breen (Ed.), Learner contributions to language learning: New  directions 

in research (pp. 159-171). Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd. 

Okamoto, S. (2002). Ideology and social meanings: Rethinking the relationship  between 

language, politeness and gender. In S. Benor, M. Rose, D. Sharma, J.  Sweetland 

& Q. Zhang (Eds.), Gendered practices in language, (pp. 91-114).  Stanford: CSLI 

Publications. 

Ono, T. & Thompson, S. (2003). Japanese (w)atashi/ore/boku ‘I’: They’re not just 

 pronouns. Cognitive Linguistics, 14(4), 321-347. 

Pavlenko, A. & Blackledge, A. (2004). Negotiation of identities in multilingual  contexts. 

Clevedon: Multilingual Matters Ltd. 

Pavlenko, A. & Lantolf, J. (2000). Second language learning as participation and the 

 (re)construction of selves. In J. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second 

 language learning. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Pellegrino Aveni, V. (2005). Study abroad and second language use: Constructing the  self. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Riley, P. (2007). Language, culture and identity. London: Continuum. 

Sarup, M. (1996). Identity, culture and the postmodern world. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

 University Press. 

Siegal, M. & Okamoto, S. (2003). Toward reconceptualizing the teaching and learning  of 

gendered speech styles in Japanese as a foreign language. Japanese Language  and 

Literature, 37, 49-66. 



186 
 

Silverstein, M. (1985). Language and the culture of gender: at the intersection of  structure, 

usage and ideology. In E. Mertz & R. Parmentier (Eds.), Semiotic  mediation: 

Sociocultural and psychological perspectives, (pp. 219-259).  Orlando: 

Academic Press. 

Speer, S. & Stokoe, E. (2011). Conversation and gender. Cambridge: Cambridge  University 

Press. 

SturtzSreetharan, C. (2009). Ore and omae: Japanese men’s use of first- and second-

 person pronouns. Pragmatics, 19(2), 253-278. 

Teutsch-Dwyer, M. (2001). (Re)constructing masculinity in a new linguistic reality. In  A. 

Pavlenko, A. Blackledge, I. Piller & M. Teutsch-Dwyer (Eds.), Multilingualism, 

second language learning and gender, (pp. 175-198). Berlin:   Mouton de 

Gruyter. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
 
Appendix One: Survey 

 

Section One 
 
1) Nationality: ______________   2) Age: ______ 
3) First language:  English  Other (please specify): ______________ 
  
4) Number of years in Japan: _______  5) Number of years studying Japanese: 
________ 
 
6) What is the highest level of the Japanese Language Proficiency Test you have passed? 
 Old system:             4 級    3 級  2 級  1 級 
 New system:  N5  N4  N3  N2  N1 

 I haven’t taken / haven’t passed the test: □ 

 
7) Please rate your own Japanese ability on the scale below. Feel free to circle a point on the 
continuum            between one of the fixed points. 
 
Zero….…..…Beginner…......…Low-intermediate……...…High-intermediate……...…Advanced…..….…Near-
native…....……Native 

 
8) Please check any of the statements that apply to you. 
 
 I have taken Japanese lessons at a school / institution in Japan  _____ 
 I have taken Japanese lessons in a school / institution overseas  _____ 
 I have taken private Japanese lessons      _____ 
 I have taken lessons from a native Japanese speaking teacher  _____ 
 I have taken lessons from a non-native Japanese speaking teacher  _____ 
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 I have learned Japanese mainly through taking lessons   _____ 
 I have learned Japanese mainly through self-study    _____ 
 I have learned Japanese mainly through interaction with native speakers _____ 
 
 
9) Please circle the answer which best applies to you. 
 
 I speak Japanese with my spouse / partner   
  Always                Often               Sometimes               Rarely               Never  

 
 I speak Japanese with my children 
  Always                Often               Sometimes               Rarely               Never  
 
 I speak Japanese with colleagues 
  Always                Often               Sometimes               Rarely               Never  
 
 I speak Japanese with friends / acquaintances 
  Always                Often               Sometimes               Rarely               Never  

Section Two 
 
10) When speaking Japanese, which first person pronoun do you most often use? 
 Watashi                    Boku                    Ore                    Other (please specify): 
_________ 
 
11) Why do you use this particular pronoun most? 
 
 
 
 
 
12) Do you always use the pronoun you circled in question 10?  Yes  No 
      If not, what factors determine your choice of pronoun? Please check all that apply. 
 
 The gender of the person I am speaking to  _____  
 The age of the person I am speaking to  _____ 
 The social status of the person I am speaking to _____ 
 How well I know the person I am speaking to _____ 
 My feelings towards the person I am speaking to _____ 
 The topic I am talking about     _____ 
 My mood at the time of speaking   _____ 
 The location of the conversation   _____ 
 Other (please specify below)    _____ 
   
If you would like to explain any of these factors in more detail please use the space below.
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13) How have you learned about first person pronouns in Japanese? Please check all that 
apply.  
  
 My Japanese teacher has taught me about first person pronouns  _____ 
 I have read about first person pronouns in a textbook   _____ 
 My spouse / partner has advised me about first person pronouns  _____ 
 My friends / colleagues have advised me about first person pronouns _____ 
 Other (please specify) _______________________________________________ 
            _________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
14) If you have any additional comments or observations please write them in the box below. 
(For example: Do you remember making a conscious decision about which pronoun to use? 
Has anyone ever commented on your choice of first person pronoun in Japanese? If so, how 
did you feel about these comments? etc). 
 
 
 
 
 
15) Would you be willing to be interviewed in more detail about your answers to the above 
questions? If so, please tick the box and write your name and e-mail address below. (The 
interview would be recorded, and would probably last between thirty minutes and one hour.) 
 

 Yes, I would be willing to be interviewed     □ 
  
 Name: ____________________________  e-mail: 
____________________________ 
 
 
Many thanks for taking the time to complete this survey. If you have any questions or 
comments, please feel free to contact me at。。 
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Abstract 

This paper reviews the semantic, pragmatic and experiential approaches to presupposition 

within linguistics, and explores the relationship between context and presupposition. Firstly, 

the historical curve concerning the original research on early explorations into presupposition 

is generalized and different presupposition theories are introduced. Secondly, three types of 

attitudes towards the notion of presupposition are discussed. In this perspective, the semantic 

approach is explained and its exclusion of context is discussed. The pragmatic approach is 

introduced, and its treatment of the relationship between presupposition and context is noted. 

The problems of the aforementioned approaches are discussed. Then, the experiential 

approach, which studies semantic presupposition from the perspective of context, is 

elucidated. The relationship between context and presupposition is clarified and context is 

regarded to determine presupposition. Consideration of the role context plays helps to solve 

the problems that are met in the other approaches to presupposition.  

Keywords: context, experiential, pragmatic, presupposition, semantic,  

 

Introduction 

 

Presupposition is a rather complicated, sometimes confusing and even controversial concept 

in whatever field where it has been studied, including logic, philosophy or linguistics. While 

presupposition plays an important though implicit role in terms of language understanding, 

there has been little consensus concerning its nature or operations in textualization. Different 

opinions and viewpoints have been proposed concerning presupposition and a lot of 

discussions can be found on presupposition (Levinson, 1983). There is enough reason to 

speak of presupposition as “the least established and least uniform notion of pragmatics” 

(Segerdahl, 1996, p. 185)), because according to Hickey (as cited in Fawcett, 1998) “virtually 
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everything written about presupposition is challenged or contradicted by some authority on 

the subject” (p. 114). This study aims to review the semantic, pragmatic and experiential 

approaches to presupposition within linguistics and explore the relationship between context 

and presupposition through the following stages: firstly, historical explorations of 

presupposition by Frege, Russell and Strawson are to be briefly introduced; secondly, 

inspiration of such studies to linguistics is to be explained, including the semantic, pragmatic 

and experiential perspectives.  

 

1. Historical curve 

The topic of presupposition originated in philosophical explorations, especially the arguments 

concerning the nature of reference and referring expressions (Suo, 2000). Frege was the first 

one in recent times to study presupposition; Frege’s theoretical framework was challenged by 

Russell, who proposed the theory of descriptions; later, Strawson took a different approach 

and distinguished between sentence and use of sentence; in the 1970s, the concept of 

presupposition attracted linguists’ interest, giving rise to a debate on semantic and pragmatic 

presuppositions (Levinson, 1983; Marmaridou, 2000). With time passing by, discussions of 

presuppositions were resumed in the framework of cognitive semantics (Marmaridou, 2000). 

The following sections will present these different presupposition theories in detail. 

  

1.1 Frege’s Theory   

A few questions raised by Friedrich Ludwig Gottlob Frege (1848 - 1925) become the 

cornerstone of his theory. Frege makes the first attempt to incorporate a presuppositional 

account of singular terms into a formal semantic model. (Horn, 1997). He is most concerned 

with the relationship between language and the world. According to Frege (as cited in Sandt, 

1988), “[if] anything is asserted there is always an obvious presupposition that the simple or 

compound proper names used have reference” (p. 1). Although there is a clear distinction 

between sentence and presupposition in this theory, presupposition is not regarded as part of 

the sentence. Still, in Frege’s view, using sentences which contain non-denoting terms in 

natural language is a kind of “fault”. According to Frege ( as cited in Sandt, 1988) “now 

languages have the fault of containing expressions which fail to designate an object (although 

their grammatical form seems to qualify them for that purpose) because the truth of some 

sentence is a prerequisite” (p. 163). For Frege, the satisfaction of presupposition that referring 

terms actually have corresponding objects in the world is a condition for a sentence to have 
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truth value. A logical language should have such presuppositions satisfied and be free from 

non-denoting terms. Frege (1997) believes that: 

A logically perfect language should satisfy the conditions, that every expression 
grammatically well constructed as a proper name out of signs already introduced shall 
in fact designate an object, and that no new sign shall be introduced as a proper name 
without being secured a reference. (p. 163)  
 

In a more detailed way, Frege (as cited in Levinson, 1983) sketched the propositions for his 

theory of presupposition as follows: 

 

(a)Referring phrases and temporal clauses (for example) carry presuppositions to the 

effect that they do in fact refer.  

(b)A sentence and its negative counterpart share the same set of presuppositions. 

(c) In order for an assertion (as put in the Kepler case) or a sentence (as put in the 

Schleswig-Holstein case) to be either true or false, its presuppositions must be true or 

satisfied. (p. 170)   

 

Apparently, these theoretical points only form a cursory framework within which many 

loopholes may be found, for Frege’s standpoint concerning the nature of presupposition or 

who should be responsible for presupposition changes from time to time. In proposition (a), 

he holds that uses of sentences 1  carry presuppositions. In proposition (b), sentences 

themselves are regarded to have presuppositions, as refers to the relationship between 

language and the real world. When it comes to proposition (c), the quality or satisfaction of 

presuppositions relies on the speaker; in other words, whether a sentence has a truth value is 

up to the speaker to say something with its presuppositions satisfied. Although Frege’s 

viewpoints are not consistent, those implications are actually carried on by later explorations 

in linguistics, which I will illustrate in the following sections. Proposition (a) is further 

explored via the pragmatic approach, proposition (b) the semantic approach, and proposition 

(c) the experiential approach.  

 

1.2 Russell’s
2
 theory 

One of the problems Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) addresses is why sentences lacking proper 

reference can still be meaningful. He puts forward the theory of descriptions, saying that 

when definite descriptions such as “the + xx” act as subjects in the actual use of language, 

sentences could be decomposed into three propositions. For example, according to Levinson 
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(1983) the sentence “The F is G.” can be translated in the following way. There is some entity 

x, such that: 

(a) x has property F 

     (b) there is no other entity y which is distinct from x and which has property F 

(c) x has property G. (pp.170-171) 

It can be seen that, for Russell, when only the presupposition of the three assertions or (a) is 

false, and the other two assertions are both true. Therefore, such sentences whose 

presuppositions are false still have a truth value, and in this sense they are meaningful.  

   Aside from theory of descriptions, another contribution of Russell’s research is to account 

for “scope ambiguity” which is often exhibited in negative sentences. (Levinson, 1983, p. 

171). It is not uncommon for natural language sentences to have such scope ambiguity and 

such sentences can be decomposed into the three propositions as outlined above in the theory 

of descriptions. The negation of a sentence whose presupposition is not true can be 

interpreted in two ways, namely the wide scope negation to negate all three propositions, and 

the narrow scope negation to negate only the presupposition.   

   To generalize, both Frege’s and Russell’s ways of dealing with referring expressions and 

definite descriptions are based on a truth-conditional approach to sentence meaning which is 

regarded as “logical abstractions” (Marmaridou, 2000, p. 122). Russell’s solution is more of a 

syntactic one, while Frege’s account is essentially semantic (Sandt, 1988, p. 5). For Frege, the 

satisfaction of a presupposition is the precondition for a sentence to have a truth value and a 

sentence with a referring expression can be analyzed as a conjunction of assertion and 

presupposition. Russell’s analysis remains dominant and unchallenged for nearly forty-five 

years, and it is regarded as the milestone in the development of analytic philosophy (Horn, 

1997; Levinson, 1983; Sandt, 1988; Suo, 2000).  

 

1.3 Strawson’s Theory 

Peter F. Strawson (1919 - 2006) generally follows Frege’s theory (Schachter, 1971) and 

challenges Russell’s views (Horn, 1997). For Strawson, the truth of the presupposition of a 

sentence is the condition for making an assertion. He also points out that many puzzles arise 

from the failure to distinguish between statement and sentence. Only statements, as uses of 

sentences, can be true or false. Context plays an important role in that the same sentence can 

make different statements in different situations. The meaning of a sentence is what enables 

us to make different statements under different circumstances. As to what statement is made, 
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it relies on both the sentence and the context (Levinson, 1983; Marmaridou, 2000; Strawson, 

1998).   

According to Strawson’s analysis, Russell’s conflation of statement and sentence led him 

to think the sentence “the King of France is wise”, which has a clear meaning, must be either 

true or false. However, sentences containing non-denoting descriptions as subjects cannot be 

judged for truth or falsity, for they lack truth values and fall out of the scope of logic. 

Therefore, the statement made via the sentence “The King of France is wise” might have been 

true in 1670 A.D. and false in 1770 A.D. But in 1970, when there was no King of France, 

there was no question of truth or falsity at all. Therefore, Strawson notices the special 

relationship between the proposition that there is a King of France and the sentence itself. The 

proposition is the precondition for the sentence to be true or false, and Strawson calls this 

relation “presupposition” (Levinson, 1983; Marmaridou, 2000; Strawson, 1998). 

Presupposition is regarded to be “a special species of (what would now be called) pragmatic 

inference, distinct from logical implication or entailment, a species which derives from 

conventions about the use of referring expressions” (Levinson, 1983, p. 172). Strawson 

further illustrates presupposition as follows: “A statement A presupposes a statement B iff B 

is a precondition of the truth or falsity of A” (ibid). In other words, any statement that must be 

true for another statement to have a truth value is a presupposition of that statement.  

   We can see that Strawson holds similar views with Frege, which are different from 

Russell’s conjunction of three assertions in definite descriptions, but such rejection made 

them unable to explain the following sentence: “The King of France is not wise -- because 

there is no such person” (Levinson, 1983, p. 171). It is apparent that this sentence can be 

explained in terms of Russell’s three assertions of definite descriptions and scope of negation, 

for only the first assertion that “there is the King of France” is denied in the because-clause. 

Although the sentence cannot be well properly accounted for by Strawson’s theory, Strawson 

attaches great importance to the role of context, which is reflected in later development of 

pragmatic and experiential explorations into presupposition. 

 

2. Inspiration to Linguistics   

 

In the field of linguistics, three types of attitudes towards the notion of presupposition are 

identified (Sandt, 1988). First, the semantic view takes presupposition as a purely logical 

phenomenon which should be characterized in terms of truth and entailment. Second, the 

pragmatic conception sees presuppositions as deriving from background knowledge and 
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beliefs of the speaker and hearer, which should be explained in terms of conversational 

maxims under the Gricean principle, and notions from speech act theory especially 

conversational implicature. The third view, which is mainly directed towards the problems 

that remain unsolved in the semantic and pragmatic approaches, is addressed by the 

experiential approach. In the following sections, I will discuss these approaches in detail. 

 

2.1 Semantic Approach  

2.1.1 Basic concept 

The semantic approach to presupposition is centered on the concept of truth, which is 

conceived as a relation between sentences and the world as in standard mathematical logic 

(Keenan, 1998). The fundamental commitment behind the semantic approach is that 

presupposition is something inherent in linguistic objects like words and sentences, and in 

this way contextual elements are left out of discussion. Therefore, semantic presupposition 

refers to a semantic relation between sentences or propositions, independent of contextual 

factors such as beliefs of speakers and hearers, or their background knowledge (Sandt, 1988). 

It implies that proposition P presupposes proposition Q iff Q is necessitated both by P and by 

-P (Stalnaker 1998a, p. 61). Altogether, two sets of semantic theories are involved in 

explaining presupposition. The first covers truth-conditional theories, while the second 

assumes that all semantic relations can be defined by translating sentences into semantic 

features.    

 

2.1.2 Entailment perspective 

Semantic entailment can be defined as “A semantically entails B iff every situation that makes 

A true, makes B true” (Levinson, 1983, p. 174). However, incorporating presupposition into 

truth-conditional theories requires a drastic adjustment of the logical structure of the semantic 

theory, for only two values of truth and falsity are not enough to account for the phenomena. 

When a statement’s presupposition is not satisfied, it is neither true nor false. Therefore, three 

values, true, false and neither-true-nor-false should be adopted, or it is also possible to retain 

a two-value system by allowing truth-value gaps (Levinson, 1983, p. 176).   

   Another problem that always accompanies the entailment perspective is that 

presuppositions do not always survive, and they sometimes evaporate in certain linguistic or 

extra-linguistic contexts without causing any anomaly. For example, in this sentence (the boy 

stopped crying, but he never cried), the first clause presupposes that the boy was crying, but 

the second clause denies it, and the presupposition has vanished. This defeasibility nature is 
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not considered in the entailment account of presupposition. Besides, there is also the 

projection problem concerning presuppositions in a complex sentence, for presuppositions of 

simple sentences may fail when these sentences are embedded into complex ones 

(Marmaridou, 2000). I will further illustrate such problems in detail in section 2.3. 

 

2.1.3 Atomic features perspective 

Compared with the entailment approach, it seems to be easier to accommodate 

presuppositions within a semantic theory based on atomic concepts, analyzing words or 

expressions in terms of their semantic features. Properties of such theories are less defined 

than logic models, as makes them more adaptable. Presuppositions in many cases are 

regarded as instances of conventional implicatures 3  associated with certain words or 

structures (see Oh, 1979, p.11-15 for more information on conventional implicatures). In this 

sense, semantic presuppositions are more concerned with presupposition triggers. For 

illustration, the word “manage” implies “trying (seriously)”, which is one of its conventional 

implicatures (Mey, 1993, p. 28). Therefore, the word “manage” is a presupposition trigger, 

giving rise to a presupposition that people have tried. Other examples include particles, such 

as too, either, also, even, and only. In addition, some factive verbs also fall under this 

category, such as forget, realize, and take into account. Although presupposition triggers are 

discussed here under semantic presuppositions, they may be investigated in terms of 

pragmatic presuppositions as well, for the linguistic triggers are also used in communicative 

situations. Presupposition triggers for semantic presuppositions are actually linguistic means 

whereby pragmatic presuppositions are induced.  

   Considering the pragmatic aspect of semantic presuppositions, there are some facts at issue 

as far as presupposition survival or failure is concerned.  

i. Presuppositions may be overtly denied without contradiction or anomaly; and they 

may also be suspended by the use of if-clauses.  

ii. Presuppositions may be filtered in specifiable contexts when they arise from 

sentences that are part of compounds formed by the use of the connectives or, if, then 

and others. 

iii. Presuppositions survive in contexts where entailments cannot: in modal contexts, 

conditionals and disjunctions in particular. (Levinson, 1983, p. 198)  

Karttunen lists some sentential operators which he calls holes, including factive verbs (e.g., 

regret), aspectual verbs (e.g., begin), implicatives (e.g., manage) and negation (e.g., not), 

which allow presuppositions of dependent clauses to ascend and become presuppositions of 
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the main clause (Beaver, 2001; Levinson, 1983). Holes can address the third issue as listed 

above. In contrast to holes, plugs, which mainly cover verbs of saying and verbs of 

propositional attitude such as tell, say, dream, imagine, and believe, block presupposition of 

lower clauses from ascending to the whole sentence (Beaver, 2001; Levinson, 1983). This 

category has addressed the first issue listed above. Different from holes or plugs, there are 

some connectives called filters, covering such connectives as if-then, and, or, but, either-or, 

alternatively and suppose that, which let some presuppositions ascend to the main clause but 

not others (Beaver, 2001; Levinson, 1983). This category mainly addresses the second issue 

listed above. However, many other scholars have presented examples to show that the whole 

set of “plugs, holes and filters” is inadequate, and “it started off as a sophisticated, but 

essentially ad hoc, attempt to patch up the even more inadequate semantic system” (Oh, 1979, 

p. 58).      

   To summarize, the major aim of semantic attempts is to take apart our knowledge of 

language from our knowledge of the world and study atomic concepts which are isolated 

from context alone (Levinson, 1983). In this way, all attempts are concerned with context-

independent, stable meanings of words or clauses. Therefore, semantic explanations of 

presupposition are not viable because semantics “is concerned with the specification of 

invariant stable meanings” (Levinson, 1983, p. 204), while presuppositions are not invariant 

or stable. Mey (2001) puts the limitations of semantic presupposition in a way closer to our 

ordinary understanding as follows:  

 

Such a strictly truth-conditional definition of presupposition fails on several counts: 
first, there is more to sentences than the abstract truth value they carry, when viewed as 
logical propositions. Second, sentences, when spoken, cannot be considered in isolation 
from the speaker and the listener(s), who are relevant factors in any situation of 
language use. Third, we do not live our lives, or speak, by truth conditions alone: 
‘truth’ is at best one among many other concerns that people have. Pertinent questions 
such as ‘What good does it do?’ or ‘What is it to me?’ cannot be answered in a purely 
semantic theory of presupposition. (p. 184)  
 

As mentioned earlier, in order to offset such obvious disadvantages of relying on truth-

conditions and logical relations, three values (i.e., true, false, and neither-true-nor-false) can 

be adopted to replace the classical logical value system, or truth-value gaps. In fact, semantic 

theories of presupposition will ultimately turn to intuition, which is very often misleading 

(Marmaridou, 2000). Therefore, presupposition has been proved to be far from a stable or 

context-independent meaning which seems to be fitting much better with pragmatics.  
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2.2 Pragmatic Approach 

Although the semantic approach is very often considered to be “relevant to giving a rigorous 

theoretical explanation” with regard to presupposition, pragmatic accounts are actually closer 

to the ordinary sense of presupposition (Keenan, 1998, p. 17). It has been commented that 

since the 1970s, the pragmatic approach to presupposition has been preferred to the semantic 

one (Sbisà, 1999). Generally speaking, the pragmatic conception of presupposition is more 

about a propositional attitude than a semantic relation. According to Caffi (as cited in Mey, 

2001), “pragmatic presuppositions not only concern knowledge, whether true or false: they 

concern expectations, desires, interests, claims, attitudes towards the world, fears etc.” (p. 

186). Therefore, pragmatic presuppositions have been located in a wider communicative 

setting covering such factors as speaker, hearer, context, belief, appropriateness and mutual 

knowledge (Sergerdahl, 1996). Pragmatic approaches towards presupposition have mainly 

drawn upon the theory of speech acts and that of conversational implicatures (Marmaridou, 

2000) as follows.  

 

2.2.1 Speech act approach 

Free from truth-conditional semantics, one view within the pragmatic approach to 

presupposition focuses on interlocutors’ role, including assumptions they make about each 

other’s utterances, trying to reduce presuppositional phenomena to aspects of speech act 

structure, in particular felicity conditions. This is the speech act perspective, which lays 

emphasis on the “relation between a speaker and the appropriateness of a sentence in a 

context” (Levinson, 1983, p. 177). Speakers, not sentences, presuppose propositions when 

performing speech acts in specific linguistic or non-linguistic contexts. When the speaker 

does not believe that a presupposition related to the sentence to be uttered is true, or the 

presupposition is in conflict with true contextual information, or the speaker does not think 

that the hearer will believe the presupposition to be true, the speech act thus performed is 

“infelicitous”, “inappropriate” or “void” (Sandt, 1988, p. 24). 

   In other words, the speech act approach to presupposition emphasizes “the speaker’s role 

and his/her intentions when making a statement, as well as the status of presupposed material 

in interlocutors’ beliefs and context” (Marmaridou, 2000, p. 138). There are two basic 

defining properties along this line, namely mutual knowledge (or common ground, joint 

assumptions) and appropriateness (or felicity). According to Gazdar (as cited in Levinson, 

1983), pragmatic presuppositions can be summarized as follows: “An utterance A 

pragmatically presupposes a proposition B iff A is appropriate only if B is mutually known by 
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participants” (pp. 204-205). In addition, according to Kuroda, (as cited in Marmaridou, 2000), 

pragmatic presuppositions can also be defined as: “S presupposes p iff S can be used 

felicitously just in case p is old or given information” (p. 136). These two definitions have 

touched upon both the property of appropriateness, which reflects the relationship between an 

utterance and the relevant context, as well as the property of mutual knowledge about the 

world and the immediate situation shared by the interlocutors. Speakers have the tendency to 

produce utterances with presuppositions shared with others and they intend to be cooperative 

and accept such presuppositions (Simons, 2007). Normally people tend to take the 

presupposed information as true which is usually uncontroversial and unsurprising and this 

process is called accommodation (Heim, 1992). This kind of accommodation is usually 

referred to as global accommodation (Schlenker, 2009). The inferences of the contextual 

information speakers make involves two kinds of anaphora, relations between two linguistic 

units and those between a linguistic expression and its mental representation (See Huang, 

2000, p. 1 for more details about anaphoras.). In these cases, linguistic and extra-linguistic 

contexts are necessary for understanding the speakers’ utterances. This common ground view 

of pragmatic presuppositions has been found to have various problems (Abbott, 2010) and 

caused much argument (Simons, 2007); however, its emphasis on the importance of context is 

relevant to this current study in that it reflects the close relationship between context and 

presuppositions.   

As the conditions for appropriate utterances must be satisfied in order for an utterance to 

be properly understood, the felicity conditions on successful performance of illocutionary acts 

can be regarded as presuppositions speakers have (Green, 1989; Green, 1996; Marmaridou, 

2000). These conditions may cover: (a) status and kind of relations among the participants; 

(b) age, sex, and generation relations among the participants; (c) status, kin, age, sex, and 

generation relations between participants and individuals involved in the sentence; (d) 

presence or absence of certain objects in the physical setting of the utterance; (e) relative 

location of participants and items mentioned in the sentence (Keenan, 1998). Elucidation of 

these conditions can help define appropriateness of an utterance within context. Therefore, 

this approach takes presuppositions as held by speakers which determine the context where a 

sentence can be felicitously uttered. One defect is that all the listed conditions are to be 

judged without any fixed framework or standards and it relies very much on intuition.   
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2.2.2 Implicature approach 

Similar to the speech act approach, the implicature perspective on presupposition focuses on 

interlocutors and their assumptions about each other’s utterances, particularly in relation to 

conversational implicatures4 (Green, 1996; Marmaridou, 2000; Oh, 1979). Implicatures are a 

kind of non-truth-conditional implication, which can be defined as what is conveyed minus 

what is said (Sandt, 1988). There are mainly three views concerning the understanding of 

presupposition: the first one regards the majority of presupposition cases as conventional 

implicatures; the second one presuppositions as a special kind of conversational implicature 

which is associated with both the positive sentence and its negation; while the third one sees 

presuppositions as a subset of simple sentences’ entailments (Sandt, 1988). The first and third 

views have been illustrated in the semantic approach to presupposition. The second view is 

more of the pragmatic nature, and presupposition discussed in relation to conversational 

implicatures can be analyzed according to maxims of conversation under CP as put forward 

by Grice.   

Similar to semantic studies, pragmatic presuppositions have also met criticisms, which 

regard it as a “hybrid covering phenomena which were often both unrelated and expressed by 

a wide variety of linguistic categories and structures” (Marmarido, 2000, p. 123). Due to 

various problems which cannot be explained by the semantic or pragmatic presupposition the 

two approaches were both abandoned for a decadeand the concept was taken up in the 

cognitive field in the experiential approach. In the following sections, I will illustrate the 

problems before explaining the experiential approach. 

 

2.3 Problems 

2.3.1 Defeasibility problem 

As explained earlier, presuppositions have the property of remaining constant under negation 

test; however, sometimes they fail. Some presuppositions are liable to evaporate or 

neutralized in certain contexts (Abbott, 2006). They are defeasible whenever background 

assumptions about the world or specific communicative situations are not compatible with 

what is presupposed. In other words, presuppositions can be triggered by linguistic 

expressions, but they survive only when our knowledge about the world and the immediate 

context allows it. 

   For instance, in this sentence (Jane cried before she left him), the word “before” in 

presupposes that she left him, as the conventional implicature explained in section 2.2.2. In 

comparison, this example (Jane dreamed that she was angry before she left him) apparently 
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does not necessarily have the presupposition that she left him. Instead, it implies that she did 

not leave him. Common sense has it that if something is dreamed, it is not true. In other 

words, our knowledge about implications of dream has cancelled the presupposition. Such 

sensitivity to background assumptions is not restricted to before-clauses, and it can be 

detected in many other linguistic structures or contextual situations (for further information 

about defeasibility of presuppositions, see Levinson, 1983, pp. 186-191; Marmaridou, 2000, 

pp. 125-127). We can see that presuppositions are cancelable or defeasible whenever they are 

not in line with people’s background assumptions or common sense. Such observation again 

gives prominence to the role context plays. Actually, the importance of context in the  

discussion of presuppositions has been noted and it is held that whenever a sentence 

presupposes something, it must be considered in a context entailing it (Heim, 1992). It is also 

noted that a broader comprehension of text is closely connected with contextual knowledge 

(Sbisà, 1999). This view is reflected in the cognitive explorations into presupposition (see 

Section 2.4).  

 

2.3.2 Projection problem 

The projection problem concerns whether a presupposition of an embedded sentence can pass 

through and become the presupposition of the complex sentence. This problem is attributable 

to the viewpoint that the truth of a complex sentence relies on the truth of its parts. It was 

originally suggested that the set of presuppositions of a complex whole is the simple sum of 

the presuppositions of the parts. In other words, if S0 is a complex sentence containing 

sentences S1, S2, S3,…Sn, then the presuppositions of S0 = the presupposition of S1+ the 

presupposition of S2…+ the presupposition of Sn (Levinson, 1983; Soames, 1998). However, 

it is rather difficult for this rule to hold true, and there are many compositional problems. In 

this example (Mary didn’t stop smoking cigars, because in fact she never started), the trigger 

“stop” presupposes that Mary once smoked, but this cannot be transferred to the whole 

sentence which makes it clear that Mary never smoked. Therefore, presuppositions do not 

behave as neatly as semantic entailment.  

   In summary, the defeasibility problem just illustrates a case where presupposition fails to be 

projected in some situations. Therefore, the defeasibility problems can boil down to the 

projection problem. While “any comprehensive theory of presupposition must resolve the 

projection problem” (Horn, 1997, p. 307), neither the semantic nor the pragmatic approach 

can properly solve this problem. Hence, the experiential approach provides explanation to the 

projection problem from a different perspective.  
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2.4 Experiential Approach 

The semantic approach has demonstrated that tools of formal logic fail when confronted with 

the full range of natural language phenomena, and similarly the pragmatic approach has not 

provided explanations concerning the above problems either. Different from semantic and 

pragmatic frameworks, the experiential approach abandons the algorithmic means and truth-

conditional view of semantics (Fauconnier, 1994); instead, it seeks to construct a framework 

where “our experience of and through language” may explain issues such as presupposition 

(Marmaridou, 2000, p. 149). There are various attempts along this cognitive or experiential 

line (See Marmaridou, 2000, pp. 50-51 & pp. 141-149 for more details about cognitive 

explorations). Inthe following sections, the mental space approach to semantic presupposition 

and the projection problem are discussed.  

 

2.4.1 Mental spaces perspective 

Mental spaces perspective is a cognitive approach to understanding presupposition. Sentences 

are regarded as mental spaces and presuppositions are supposed to be moving between the 

spaces. In the coming sections, I will elaborate on the definition of mental space and the 

principles governing the movement of presuppositions, which help to solve the problems with 

the other approaches as outlined in section 2.3.  

 
a) Mental space  

According to Fauconnier (as cited in Marmaridou, 2000), mental spaces are built via 

linguistic structures and expressions (p. 51). The basic idea is that, as we talk and think, 

mental spaces are set up via space-builders, and get structured and linked under grammatical, 

contextual and cultural conditions, thus creating a network of spaces through which discourse 

unfolds (Fauconnier, 1996). The term space-builder refers to such grammatical expressions as 

may establish a new space or refer back to one already set up. 

In this example (I believe it will be ok.), the word “believe” sets up a mental space of “my 

belief” world, which may or may not be the same with the real world. During the unfolding of 

a discourse, mental spaces are represented “as structured, incrementable sets, that is, sets with 

elements and relations holding between them, such that new elements can be added to them 

and new relations established between their elements” (Fauconnier, 1994, p. 16). In this way, 

different worlds or contexts are created via linguistic expressions. Presuppositions in these 

worlds may or may not be satisfied and inherited from one world to another. Some rules for 
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the inheritance of presuppositions in complex sentences are identified, which will be 

elaborated in the following sections.  

 

b) Identification principle 

Identification principle or principle of access is the precondition for mental spaces to work. It 

specifies that if two elements in different spaces are connected via a pragmatic function, then 

the description of an element in one space may be used to identify its corresponding element 

in the other space linked (Marmaridou, 2000). The pragmatic function refers to the fact that 

we establish links between objects of different nature for psychological, cultural or pragmatic 

reasons. (Fauconnier, 1994) This principle implies that elements in one mental space can be 

accessed via other lements in another mental space (Fauconnier, 1994). That is to say, “if two 

objects (in the most general sense), a and b, are linked by a pragmatic function F(b=F(a)),  a 

description of a, da, may be used to identify its counterpart b” (Fauconnier, 1994, p. 3). 

In this definition, a is called the “reference trigger”, b the “reference target”, and F the 

“connector” (Fauconnier, 1994, p. 4). An expression which names or describes one entity 

(trigger) can be used to access an entity (target) in another domain only if the second domain 

is cognitively accessible from the first and there is a connection between the trigger and the 

target. In this example (In this painting, the girl with brown eyes has green eyes), the space-

builder “in this painting” sets up a mental space of the picture P, which is distinct from the 

mental space of the real world R. The girl who has brown eyes in R has a counterpart in P 

who has green eyes. ID Principle allows “the girl with the brown eyes” to be applied to the 

girl in P. Still, the sentence is not contradictory, for the two descriptions are held in different 

mental spaces. This principle is the basis for analyzing presupposition projection problem, for 

it allows linguistic descriptions about the real world to be recognized and accepted.   

 

c) Principle of expectation 

Suppose a sentence carries presupposition P established in the local context of a clause, and 

the inheritance of P to the main sentence is only possible in terms of principle of expectation. 

It allows what is given in one world “to be assumed for any less basic world dependent on 

that world, unless there is independent reason to doubt the validity of such an assumption” 

(Marmaridou, 2000, p. 150). What is presupposed in a more fundamental world can ascend to 

a less fundamental one, but not vice versa.  

It is apparent that in this example (Mary believes that it will not stop raining until 

tomorrow), the trigger “stop” presupposes that it is raining. However, this presupposition is 
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subject to a world made up of Mary’s beliefs. In this case, the presupposition is filtered. 

When it is the case that it is raining, the presupposition can pass through, for it goes from the 

real world to Mary’s belief world which is less basic than the real one; however, when this 

presupposition moves from the belief world to the real world, it will be blocked. In other 

words, whether the presupposition in example (7) can pass to the whole sentence is not 

determined in the space of Mary’s beliefs but by the real context. Therefore, the principle of 

expectation implies that contextual conditions in reality determine what kind of 

presuppositions there are and how such presuppositions can move.  

 

d) Optimization principle 

In terms of filling in spaces, there is an optimization principle. For example, when a daughter 

space M is set up within a parent space R, structure M implicitly so as to maximize similarity 

with R. In particular, in the absence of explicit contrary stipulation, assume that 

(a) elements in R have counterparts in M 

(b) the relations holding in R hold for the counterparts in M, and 

(c) background assumptions in R hold in M. (Fauconnier, 1994, P. 91) 

Based on the above principle, the background assumptions and relations satisfied in R can be 

assumed to hold in M, as long as they are compatible with what is described in M. If it is 

assumed that the daughter space is in line with the reality, the presupposition is inherited by 

the complex sentence. There are two implications in the optimization principle. First, it is 

assumed that under general circumstances people will not say or imply something they 

believe to be wrong, and what they say is in keeping with contextual elements in reality. This 

also reflects the nature of accommodation as mentioned earlier in this paper. Second, 

presupposition projection is determined by context. Accordingly, presuppositions in line with 

reality can pass to the utterances and projected from main complex sentences to subordinate 

clauses.  

 

2.4.2 Explanation of the projection problem 

The above operating principles or assumptions are all about the mental space construction. 

More detailed illustration can be found in Fauconnier (1996,1997). I have focused only on 

parts concerning discourse progress and rules governing the movement of presuppositions: 

 
• Discourse construction starts in a base space, from which a set of spaces related to 

each other will evolve, and these spaces build up a cognitive structure.at any point in 
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the dynamic unfolding of space configurations, only one space is in focus, and the 

focus can be switched via grammatical and pragmatic devices. 

• Spaces are connected in two major ways: a. by ordering relation, for each space is 

introduced relative to another which is its “parent” and only when a space is in focus 

can it launch a new space; b. by connectors linking elements across spaces in line with 

identification and expectation principles. 

• Transference across spaces is carried out in the following ways: 

a. optimization: it is a kind of downward transfer, presuppositions can pass 

automatically from parent space to child space as long as there is no explicit 

contradiction; 

b. access: creation of counterparts according to the identification principle; 

c. upward floating: presuppositions can pass through from lower structures to higher 

ones until they meet themselves or their opposite.  

 
To generalize, the mental space framework offers an explanation as to how presuppositions 

move between subordinate clauses and complex sentences. There are mainly two directions 

for the movement of presuppositions. By downward transfer, presuppositions can pass 

automatically from parent space to child space as long as there is no explicit contradiction; by 

upward floating, they can pass through from lower structures to higher ones until they meet 

themselves or their opposite (Fauconnier, 1996, 1997). In the theoretical framework of mental 

space, the projection problem can be reworded as whether a presupposition in space M, which 

represents a part of a complex sentence, can be satisfied in parent space R, which is the whole 

sentence. Presuppositions can float from space to space under optimization strategies, and 

projection problem is just a special case of upward floating. As just noted, presupposition can 

float up until, or unless, it meets itself or is blocked by incompatibility in a higher space.  

In this example (Mary imagined that she had stopped smoking), Mary’s imaginary world 

forms a mental space and the reality is a more fundamental mother space. Whether the 

presupposition P that Mary smoked before, which is triggered by “stop” in the clause, can 

ascend to the complex sentence is up to whether the speaker knows Mary smoked before or 

not. Hence there are different possibilities, because different contexts trigger different 

pragmatic inferences (Mejías-Bikandi, 2009). If the speaker knows P, then P can float to 

Mary’s imaginary space and P is inherited, for P is moving downward from mother space R 

to the imaginary world M. If the speaker does not know whether P is true, there are two 

possibilities. If P is the case, it can be inherited or projected; if not, P fails to float to the real 
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world, for the upward floating of P from imaginary world M to mother space R relies on the 

more basic world of background knowledge.  

While it may be questioned that the experiential explanations are subjective, 

subjectification is “closely related to our existing list of ways in which information 

contextually migrates upwards in a space network” (Ferrari, 2012, p. 55). Such analysis 

provides explanations as to why presuppositions get blocked and under what conditions they 

are inherited. We can see that it is essentially a matter of contextual compatibility. In other 

words, the experiential illustration of presupposition, which focuses on what is going on in 

people’s mind, is essentially a contextual one, and presuppositions are regarded to be decided 

by context, just the factor of context is not explicitly stated or overtly given much emphasis.  

 

Conclusion  

 

This article reviews three major approaches to presupposition in linguistics including the 

semantic, pragmatic, and experiential approaches. Their respective definitions, advantages, 

defects, and treatments of context are elaborated. It implies that context is not considered in 

the semantic research; it is taken into account in the pragmatic explorations, but the 

relationship between presuppositions and context is confused, for presuppositions are 

regarded to determine the appropriate context. As we have noted in section 3.1; different from 

the two perspectives, the experiential study regards context as determining the movement of 

presuppositions and offers satisfactory explanations. The most significant point in the review 

is concerned with the relationship between context and presupposition; as shown in the 

experiential approach, the problems about presuppositions projection or movement can be 

properly explained, only when a context is introduced and its role is clarified. In fact, context 

is regarded to be determining presupposition in the experiential exploration. Therefore, 

elucidating the importance of context is especially important for the future research on 

presupposition. One defect of the experiential research is that context is treated in the most 

general or intuitive sense and no fixed contextual components or any set theoretical 

framework is identified. In the future research, elucidating the specific contextual sources and 

establishing a proper framework will help to define presuppositions in a more precise way. 

Besides, other aspects such as distinction of different categories of presuppositions triggers as 

investigated in Abbott (2006) particularly the relations between these triggers and the 

neutralization of presuppositions can be further explored in connection with context in the 

future research.  
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Abstract  

One of the most common challenges faced by English as Second language (ESL)and English 

as Foreign Language (EFL) writers in higher education is in composition writing. The 

researchersobservedthat students from different language backgrounds used different writing 

strategies when composing in L2, such as using L1 in order to produce a text in L2.  This 

study investigated to what extentLanguage Switching (L-S) occurs, and the effect of its 

occurrence atvarious cognitive stages among local (ESL) and international (EFL) 

students.The studyadapted theCognitive Process Model by Flower and Hayes (1981) which 

introduces the cognitive processes involved while writing a composition. Four subjects were 

selected based on their rich verbalization to concurrently perform a think aloud protocol 

(TAP) as they wrote an argumentative essay in English, and to record their cognitive 

processes as to make explicit what is implicitly present in their mind. The data was 

transcribed, translated, coded and analyzed atstages such as reading the assignment, planning, 

translating, reviewing, and monitoring. This research shedslight to the issue onhow writers 

with differing L2 proficiency L-S while composing in L2. The main result showed writers L2 

mental lexicon and capacity to think in L2 is limited especially among EFL learners as 

compared to ESL writer but L-S assists both ESL and EFL writers and compensate their 

language and lexical deficiency.Although the L-S among EFL writers in generating ideas, 
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translating and monitoring stages are relatively higher, this hasa positive effect in assisting 

them to improve the quality of written text. In contrast, ESL writers have minimal L-S to L1 

and most L-S happens during translation and in generating ideas, but these writers’ written 

text is of better quality based on assessment. This implies that the frequency of L-S does not 

directly determine quality of the final written text of writers.Implications and 

recommendations for future research are made. 

Keywords: language,switching, L2, composition, ESL, EFL, cognitive, think aloud 

protocol. 

 

Introduction 

 

In second language learning, reading and listening are two receptive skills while writing and 

speaking are productive skills. For non-native speakers, writing may be a difficult process.  

During any process of second language learning, L2 writers may need to learn a new writing 

system, which may comprise of new alphabets, phonemes, morphemes or writing 

rhetoric.They may be tempted to use the strategies that they use in L1 in order to produce a 

text in L2.  They may not follow the writing convention required in L2 but progress with the 

task using the system commonly applied in L1.  To analyze what went through the minds of 

L2 writers during L2 composing process, the current research interest inL2 writing is focused 

on the cognitive process of the writers. 

 L2 writers can be categorized into second language (ESL) writers and foreign language 

(EFL) writers.  Kachru (1997) has outlined the three concentric circles of English. He 

categorized world English into an inner circle where English is the native language (NL) in 

countries such as America, United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand and Canada. The outer 

circle includes countries colonized by United States and Britain such as Malaysia, India, 

Singapore, Philippines, Nigeria and Sri Lanka. In these countries English is spoken and used 

as second language (ESL) and it plays an important role in education and international trade. 

The third category is for countries not colonized by Britain and United States where English 

is not institutionalized as an official language but is known as a foreign language (EFL); for 

example, in Japan, China, Russia, Indonesia, Yemen, Tajikistan, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia. 

English as a foreign language or second language EFL/ESL highly anticipate teachers’ 

understanding the nature of their learners’ writing. EFL is generally used to refer to situations 

in which English is neither used for communication, nor used as the medium of instruction 

(e.g., China, Korea, and Japan) meanwhile ESL is commonly used to refer to situations in 
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which English is an official language for communication in countries such as United 

Kingdom, United States of America, Canada and Australia (Phakiti, 2006). The language 

interaction, writing input and output could greatly differ in these two different environments. 

EFL students may not have readily available context to communicate in English beyond their 

classroom (Brown, 2001).  

When analyzing the cognitive process of L2 writers, it has been found that L-S by non-

native speakers during second language and foreign language learning is common.  

Manystudies have been carried out to investigate the influence of L1 on L2 production, 

especially inwriting. Thesestudies revealed that the use of L1 in L2 writing process occurs 

among many L2 writers (Wang, 2003).  During L2 writing process, non-native writers were 

prone totranslatefrom L1 to L2 during the composition process.  They may think in their 

native language but produce the written text in English.   

Currently, many studies have been done to investigate the usage of L1 in L2 writing 

process.  Among the issues probed are the influence of L1 in L2 writing, the purposes of 

using L1 during L2 writing, and whether it is detrimental or beneficial to the writing process.  

It is often wondered whether reverting to L1 is used for gathering thoughts, lexical search 

purposes, or generating ideas.  The purposes of using L1 may vary depending on the writers’ 

levels of proficiency.  The extent of the influence on text quality may yet to be ascertained.  

This study aims to investigate the extent of L1 use during L2 composing process by EFL and 

ESL learners of different levels of proficiency. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Previous studies on writing have focused on the three stages of pre, during  and post writing.  

However, the focus on pre, during and post stages are only on the product and do not reveal 

the strategies and methods used by writers which may vary depending on proficiency levels 

and other factors.   Thus, the traditional approach using pre, during and post writing stages 

has shifted to a more contemporary approach of understanding the L2 writing process.  

Instead of focusing on the written product, researchers on second language and foreign 

language writing have begun to analyze the cognitive processes of L2 writers.   

  The studies on the cognitive process in L2 composing strategies focus on  exploring the 

strategies and methods employed by L2 writers during the process.  This contemporary 

approach is heavily influenced by a study conducted by Flower and Hayes (1981) as seen 

below in Figure 1.  Based on their study, a model of a writer’s cognitive process was 
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developed which includes stages such as planning, translating and revising.  Their findings 

support the concept that L2 writers undergo far more complex processes than the traditional 

sequence of pre, during  and post writing. Given the findings by Flower and Hayes, the 

traditional fixed order may no longer be a suitable approach in teaching ESL writing.  This 

shift from product to process is hoped to provide more insights into how writers form their 

composition and specifically on how L2 writers actually work. 

Task Environment

The Rhetorical 
Problem

Text Produced So 
Far

Topic
Audience
Exigency

Writing Processes

Planning Translating Reviewing

Monitor

Organizing

Goal 
SettingGe

ne
rat

ing

Revising

Evaluating

The Writer’s Long -

Term Memory

Knowledge of: 
Topic
Audience
Writing Plans

5

Related Theory

Structure of Cognitive Process Model (Flower & Hayes, 1981)

 

 Figure 1: Structure of Cognitive Process Model (Flower & Hayes, 1981) 

 

The cognitive Process Model by Flower & Hayes (1981) introduces the cognitive 

processes involved in the writer’s mind while writing a composition.According to them, 

although the writing development stages describe physical processes in writing,it does not 

show the inner cognitive processes of a writer.A writer is involved in a thinking process 

before, during and after writing. They think of correct words and ideas to include in their 

composition.  They also think of ways to organize their written work as well as set a goal for 

their writing.  The writer may write the composition based on set goals and at times the goals 

may need to be redirected during writing as new things are learned and accommodation is 

made according to the purpose of the writing task.  

 Furthermore, according to the theory, a writer has to retrieve the information stored in 

long term memory by using cues and later uses this information in writing. Finally, the 

writing process itself involves planning, translating   and reviewing the written text. In 

planning, the writer builds an internal representation to generate ideas which is organized 

meaningfully. The writer then setsgoals and translates ideas in a in the mother tongue or L1.  

An important aspect of this model is the monitor stage where a writer will consciously 

monitor not only the process, but also the progress of a composition (Flower & Hayes, 1981).  
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The writers are aware of the moves they make when they progress from one stage to another. 

The monitor stage is the key in determining how long a writer plans to brainstorm to generate 

ideas before writing their composition.  

It has been learned that code switching is another prevalent characteristic among language 

users in a multilingual context. It is a feature which is most commonly found in bilingual 

interaction. However, Heller (1988) argues code switching does not only occur in bi and 

multilingual communities and Park (2000) states the term code switching may be used in 

wide variety of language contextsand shows the “result after switch” and the “action of 

switch” itself.  According to the sociolinguistic perspective, the switch is mediated via culture 

and language choice of a speaker.  

The term code-switching in conversation is commonly known as L-S in second language 

writing. Wang & Wen (2004) found in their study that L1 plays an important role in L2 

writing, and L2 writers frequently L-S to L1 during the writing process. Woodall (2002) has 

revealed that L2 learners switch to their L1 and L2 interactively for various strategic 

objectives while composing in L2.  Another study by Yu and Huang (2008) mentioned that 

there are positive and negative effects of L1 in L2 writing.  Among positive benefits listed by 

Lay (1988, cited by Yu and Huang, 2008) are in brainstorming, evaluating organization and 

enhancing self-expression.  Yu and Huang (2008) mentioned some negative benefits for 

Chinese writers which include choices of words, discourse arrangement and use of Chinese 

structures.  

There are also different studies done on different levels of proficiency to analyze the 

differing influences of L1 on the writer’s cognitive process.  Many studies show that students 

from different proficiency levels apply L1 differently to L2 writing.  Some studies have 

recorded that the use of L1 may lead to a negative transfer in terms of vocabulary, structures 

and also writing rhetoric.  A study by Van Weijen (2009) has shown that all writers use L1 in 

their L2 writing process to a certain extentfor different types of activities when writing in L2.  

He also reported that the use of L1 may be detrimental in certain aspects but could also be 

beneficial in other.  Furthermore, he conforms toFlower and Hayes’ (1981) model thatwriting 

a text involves a number of cognitive activities, such as planning, formulating and revising.  

Earlier research has generated conflicting results in the way in which second language 

(L2) writers use their first language (L1) while writing in their L2.  Woodall (2002) conducted 

research on L1 Spanish and L1 Japanese ESL adults on when L1 use occurs, whether it varies 

between writers and tasks, andwhether L1 use is related to L1 writing skill, L2 proficiency 

and text quality. To answerthese questions, twenty students each wrote four short 
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argumentative essays in L1(Dutch) and four in L2 (English) under think-aloud conditions. 

Results indicate thatparticipants use their L1 while writing in L2 to some extent, although this 

variesbetween activities. In addition, the extent to which L1 is used to carry out 

differentactivities appears to vary somewhat between tasks. Furthermore, the amount of L1 

useis negatively related to both L1 writing skill and L2 proficiency, for most but not 

allactivities. Finally, L1 use is negatively correlated to L2 text quality. This 

relationshipappears to be influenced mostly by L1 writing skill, but also by L2 proficiency, 

asL1 use appears to have a negative influence on the quality of texts produced by writerswith 

low L1 writing skill and by writers with high L2 proficiency. This implies that L1 use should 

not be discouraged for writers nor under allcircumstances 

 Another study by Wang & Wen (2002)examined how Chinese university students' native 

language affected their writing andwhether their reliance on Chinese was related to their 

English proficiency. It was found that students with higher English proficiency relied less on 

Chinese when they wrote in English than students with lower English proficiency. Thewriters 

were more likely to rely on L1 when they were generating and organizing ideas,but more 

likely to rely on L2 when engaged in text-generation; in other words, ''the morethe cognitive 

processing is related to the textual output, the less L1 is used in it'' (Wang & Wen,2002,p. 

240). 

     This paper aims to compare the L-S among international EFL and Malaysian ESL writers 

by using Flower and Hayes’ (1981) cognitive process model. The results are used to 

investigate L1 use during L2 composition and vice-versa in the writing process among 

students of different nationalities from four different faculties in a Malaysian private 

university.   

This research highlights the differences among EFL and ESL writers as they rely on L1 

to orchestrate their thoughts while writing in L2.  As a result, it is possible to predict to some 

extent how writers write in L2 while L-S in L1. Finally, by identifying the characteristics of 

L-S in L2 composing process, ESL writing teachers may crystallise the situation and employ 

viable strategies to improve instruction in the writing classroom. 

 The following are our research questions: 

1. To what extent do International (EFL) and local (ESL) writers with different  

proficiencylevel L-S to L1 during L2 composing process? 

2.  To what extent do L-S differ in cognitive stagesamong international (EFL) andlocal (ESL) 

writers during L2 composing process?  
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Method 

 

Participants and Data Collection 

Tenparticipants who are degree students from four different faculties were selected. Their 

average age was 19 years. FiveESL participantswere selected based on their achievement 

inEnglish languagesubjects offered by the university. All ESL participants passed the 

Malaysian University English Test (MUET) with at least a band 3 score. Five EFL students 

were selected based on their achievement in obtaining an average GPA score of” 3.5 or an A 

in the university’s Advanced Intensive English Language Programme. The selected 

participants were further filtered by conducting face to face interviews and only four subjects 

were selected based on their rich verbalization.The subjects were trained to think aloud by 

solving mathematical problems during their face to face sessions with researcher. The ESL 

subjects were twoMalaysian students: a Malay Chinese mixedrace student whose mother 

tongue was Malay, and the second, an Indian student whose mother tongue was Tamil. Both 

students use English widely in their daily conversation at home and university and based on 

our observation, they can be categorised as near native English speakers. The EFL subjects 

are: a Tajikistani and Englishbeing the third language. The first language is Tajik and Russian 

the second.Thesecond EFL subject was from Yemen. The mother tongue is a local Yemeni 

dialect and second language is Arabic. These subjects were trained to perform concurrent 

TAP where they were asked to write an argumentative essay in English of not less than 350 

words and concurrently record their cognitive processes while they are writing by using an 

audio recorder. The participants wrote their essay on the computer under think aloud 

conditions.  

The writing processes were recorded to produce TAP and students were given free 

timing. The average time spent by each student in recording their thoughts was35 minutes. 

The topic of the essay was determined by the research team. Participants were free to think in 

their L1 as well as L2 or both while writing their text. D.wanWeijen et.al(2009) debate the 

use of TAP as a tool in writing research as in Ericson, 1993; Jansesen, Van Waes, & Van Den 

Bergh, et al., 1996; Roca de Larios, Manchon, Murphy et al., 2006). Ericsson & Simon 

(1987) asserted that the TAPinvolves participants only describing their actions but not giving 

explanations, and added that this method is more objective, in that participants merely report 

on how they go about completing a writing task rather than interpreting or justifying their 

actions.TAP was used in this study mainly because it seemedto be the best possible way to 

observe cognitive activities during the writing process. Krapels (1990, p 51) stated protocol 
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analysis provides rich and useful data for L2 writing research. This method, in our view, 

would be best for observing conceptual activities aimed to be investigated in this research 

such as reading the assignment, planning, translating, generating ideas, formulating and 

reviewing. 

 The purpose of TAP is to make explicit what is implicitly present in the mind of a writer 

and in this research.The subjects were asked to transcribe the recorded data verbatim by using 

computer. It would be hard to analyse TAP data directly from audio files.The originality of 

the verbalization was maintained by using the same subjects to transcribe data.  

 Translation was conducted to further develop and complement the data collected by TAP. 

Jaaskelainen(1999) stated thata researcher has to be clear as to  the purpose of translation in a 

study that uses think aloud protocol. In this study we use translation as an experimental task 

to collect data on the transcribed materialand not to understand the nature of translation itself. 

The immensely rich transcribed data can only be semantically understood by the researcher 

once it was translated by subjects L1 to English. The raw translated data was then used by the 

researcher to analyse the data as a whole for coding. The protocol segments were coded by 

using a coding scheme based on Flower & Hayes’ (1981) writing process model shown in 

Figure 1. The coding was done by threedifferent coders,who coded two protocols each, so 

that data overlapped with the other coders to determine interrater reliability. 

 

Data analysis  

 

For the purpose of our discussion, the subjects have been given the following names: 

1. Ehsan, a Malay from Malaysia 

2. Vikram, an Indian from Malaysia 

3. Farouk, from Tajikistan 

4. Karim, from Yemen 
 

The data wereanalysed according to Flower and Hayes’ (1981) cognitive stages namely the 

planning, translating, reviewing, and monitoring stages.  However, another coding scheme 

was introduced in the analysis of `reading the assignment’ stage.  This is because all the 

subjects seemed to read and repeat the questions before they started composing or generating 

ideas.  “Let’s see, question…” was a start by Ehsan; “So, lets me start…” was a start by 
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Karim in the composing process.  None of them switched to another language during this 

stage.  

 The planning stage in Flower and Hayes’ cognitive model is divided into several 

subcategories which are the generating ideas stage, organizing stage and goal setting stage.  

In the generating ideas stage, all subjects started to switch to another language. Both Vikram 

and Farouk already started to switch in paragraph one. Ehsan only started to switch in the 

second paragraph, while Karim only started to switch in the third paragraph. In the organizing 

stage, all four subjects switched to their native language with the exception of Vikram who 

switched not just to his native language but also to his country’s national language, Bahasa 

Malaysia. In the goal setting stage, Ehsan did not switch language anymore, nor didKarim.  

However, Vikram switched to both his native and national language whileFarouk does not 

seem to have a goal-setting stage during his cognitive process.  

 In the translating stage, Ehsan and Karim did switch to their native language. Vikramalso 

switched to his native language.  Farouk does not seem to have an obvious translating stage.  

His translating stage and generating ideas stage seem to blend together. The reviewing stage 

is divided into subcategories which are evaluating and revising. In the evaluating stage, 

Karim did not L-S, neither did Ehsan.  On the other hand, Vikram and Farouk still switched 

to another language.  In the revising stage, Farouk and Karim did switch to another language.  

Ehsan does not have an obvious revising stage, while Vikram did not switch language at this 

stage. In the monitoring stage, Karim switched language quite often while Ehsan does the 

monitoring completely in English.  Farouk does plenty of monitoring for punctuation in his 

native language. Vikram switched to both native and national languages.   

 The observed TAP provided data forquantitative analysis and the results are reported in 

frequency of occurrences. This study adopted Woodall's (2002) model of analysis which 

defined L-S "as any spontaneous use of the L1 while being engaged in the L2 writing process. 

A switch started with an utterance in L1 and ended with the next utterance in the L2." (p. 7). 

Therefore, the data were meticulously read and analysed for the L-S occurrences. In the 

categorization of L-Sbehavior, this study concentrated on identifying the immediate concerns 

that the participants held and expressed during the composition process;for example, in 

reading of the given task, generating ideas, organizing, goal setting, translating, evaluating 

and revising. 

 Analysis of the data revealed six categories of L-S behavior. Following is anelaboration 

of  the recognized categories which are presented in the order of high to low frequency of 

occurrence (refer to Table 1). The total numbers of L-S occurrences were 333 within the 
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13,216 words produced by the participants. None of the participants used L1 in reading their 

assignment. This may be due to the fact that the rubric given to them was straightforward and  

easy to understand. The rubric stated, "Despite the many time saving devices in our homes,  

people today are working harder and longer. Do you agree with the statement?"  

 Inthe idea generationstage, the participants used L1 to continue a line of thought before 

switching to L2; that is; the writers’ main goal was to generate ideas through thinking in L1.  

This showed that they initiated their thoughts as mental images, either linguistic or non-

linguistic, and later converted that into the linguistic message in writing using an encoding 

process. This is what Bruner (1990) has called "Meaning Readiness". One must search for  

appropriate linguistic signs to represent such meaning readiness, via either L1 or L2, before 

the meaning could be verbalised into the process of writing. Linguistic deficiency could be 

one of the reasons for 333 cases of L-S. Meanwhile, the quality of the texts (n=4) were 

assessed analytically by using a marking matrix with categories: language, content, 

organization and vocabulary. The score is reported in percentages where the average of each 

subject is 72%.The highest scores are ESL writers with Ehsan achieving 83% while Vikram 

scored 77%, Karim  62% and Farouk  68%. 

 

Table 1 shows the frequency of language switch from L1 to L2 

Name Ehsan Farouk Karim Vikram 

Essay score 83% 68% 62% 77% 

Coding Scheme Frequency  of L1 

Reading the 

assignment 

0 0 0 0 

Generating Ideas 8 26 7 18 

Organizing 2 34 8 6 

Goal Setting 0 48 0 2 

Translating 11 20 40 0 

Evaluating 0 48 0 1 

Revising 0 30 0 3 

Monitoring 0 0 21 0 

Total of L1 used 21 206 76 30 

Number of words 

written 

5,547 2,835 2,547 2,287 
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Discussion 

 

Previous research by Van Weijen (2009) showed that L1 and L2 use is different among 

individualwriters, and in this research, it is found that all writers tend to use L1 in composing 

task in L2. The data analysis shows in some activities such as in generating ideas and 

translation, L1 occurs more frequently than in any other activities. Therefore, to answer the 

question why writers use L1 in L2 in these 2 stages, it could be deduced that the writers L2 

mental lexicon or capacity to think in L2 is limited especially among EFL learners as 

compared to ESL writers. These writers tend to loan words in L1 while writing in L2 to assist 

them in L2 writing. Writers are always facing difficulties in organizing their cognitive 

process in one single language at specific stage such as in generating ideas. A lack in 

vocabulary and meaning acquisition could be the factor which triggers language switch while 

writing in L2. Writers’ insufficient cognitive capacity causes them to switch language and as 

a result this can decrease the quality of the final written product. High proficiency writers 

such as Ehsan and Vikram who are near native English users are not likely to face 

insufficient capacity to think in L1 as they are more proficient in their language but less 

proficient writers especially since the EFL learners tend to experience insufficient cognitive 

capacity when they are confronted with a language activity that require them to compose. 

This is closely related to higher level cognitive processes such as in generating and 

organizing ideas. EFL writers L-S from English to L1 more frequently and this can affect the 

quality of their written composition.  

 This research further suggests that proficient English users switch less in L1 as their L2 

proficiency is higher, but the findings show that even a proficient L2 user still switches to L1 

when the task becomes too difficult to handle such as in generating ideaswhich  isin line  with 

a research by Centeno-Corte´s and Jime´nezJime´nez (2004) study indicating  that advanced 

L2 speakers revert  to L1 when the situation becomes too difficult and beyond their capacity. 

Our findings also conform to Wang &Wen(2002) that proficient L2 users switch less in LI 

and by being proficient in L2 it will have little effect on the quality of the written text. With 

regard to the effect of L1 on L2 text quality, the findings can be interpreted that L1 has both a 

negative and a positive relation to L2 text quality. In addition, theproficiency level of a writer 

has an effect on the frequency of L-S. The 2 Malaysian ESL subjects who are proficient L2 

users have a good command of English, and this has assisted them to write better in L2. 

Although one of them tendsto switch in 2 languages which are Tamil and Bahasa Malaysia, 
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the former’s native mother tongue and the latter’s national language, the number of switches 

is still lowerthan the EFL writers and which havelittle effect on the overall text quality. The 

reason for the emergence of Bahasa Malaysia in the cognitive process could be due to socio- 

cultural factors such as the influence of national language over English which is only a 

second language in Malaysia.  

 The overall trend shows all participants L-S while composing, and this finding suggests 

the use of L-S as a strategy employed by both high and low proficiency writers to facilitate 

their writing process. The key finding in this study shows that low proficiency writers from 

an EFL background switch more to L1 while composing which  conforms to Woodall’s 

(2000) study which defines L-S as “the use of L1 while composing L2 writing”. This paper 

asserts L-S occurrence not only as a strategy to reach writing goals but also as a problem 

solving behavior to reach the intended writing objectives which is common among low 

proficiency. 

  The main reasons causing L-S is to compensate for their low language proficiency by 

focusing on direct translations from L1 to L2. L-S is seen as a strategy to overcome writer’s 

limited language capacity in circumstances where their syntax, semantics and morphology 

are deficient. At the same time, the ESL writersuse L-S for problem solving, to fulfil tasks 

and to create ideas by thinking in L1. These writers generate ideas and monitor the writing 

process as a whole, and consider the challenges posed by the task as a constraint from 

achieving goals. There is a significant difference between the L-S frequencies of ESL and 

EFL writers and this implies that EFL writers’ L1 proficiency assisted in bridging their 

linguistic deficiency in L2 as compared to ESL writers. Hence, the findings suggest that ESL 

and EFL writers with different proficiency levels L-S for different purposes and by using 

different strategies although their goals are the same which is to fulfil the writing task 

requirement. 

   High occurrence of L-S was observed in the monitoring stage by listening to the 

recorded think aloud where an EFL subject made most of the switches in this stage compared 

to other subjects. This is due to spell check and proofreading of the final written text. The 

same does not happen to the other subjects, who were able to monitor their work concurrently 

with other stages such as generating ideas and evaluating.The highest level of switching is 

during the translation stage by EFL writers. The findings show that these subjects do perform 

direct translation in L1 to obtain   meanings and ideas on whathas to be written. Direct 

translation may affect the quality of the written text as meanings vary not only at  the word 

level but also at the sentence and phrasal levels. Sasaki & Hirose (1996) reported that weaker 
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writers translate more from L1 to L2 than skilledwriters as do beginner writers do more than 

expert writers.  

  Although the EFL writers had been exposed to substantial writing instruction in this 

university, and they have acquired optimum skills to write an argumentative essay, they still 

lack skill in finding the meaning of  appropriate vocabulary to be used in writing. The 

findings also show that in reviewing the text, writers for whom English is a foreign language 

tend to switch more to L1. They review and evaluate their text quality over again in L1. This 

shows that although the final product is a L2 text, the process of producing the text was 

orchestrated by using L1. In contrast, very little L-S is  recorded among ESL subjects 

probably  due to sufficient English language classroom exposure and the acceptance of 

English as a second language influenced the decision to organise thoughts in a language that 

could assist in producing quality text. Based on the findings, a general proficiency level may 

have an effect and relation to the use of L1 and L2, though this might be due to the restriction 

of cognitive activities in this study which are limited to the model of Flower and Hayes 

(1981). This study suggests the L2 proficiency determines the outcome of a written text and 

cognitive activities andaffects the linguistic features and activities of a learner while 

producing a written text. 

  One of the limitations in this research is the absence of professional translators to 

translate raw think aloud data for data analysis purposes, andthe unavailability of sufficient 

foreign language speaking assistants who are fluent in English. This possibly limitsthe 

authenticity of the data. Moreover, the decision to use the same subjects was done based on 

generalization that subjects will be able to write a better composition when they reflect on 

their thinking processes done in the recorded file. Theinstrument itself has a drawback where 

the participants in this study are not professional translators.The time-consuming nature of 

this data collection method in TAP, limited the number of subjects and thus little 

generalization can be made.Similarly,the use of only one topic in assessing the subjects is a 

limitation, as there can be more genres apart from the argumentative essay that should be 

included in the future research in this area. 

 

 

Conclusions and implications 

 

The aim of this study is to determine the L-S in L2 composition through the analysis of 

cognitive processes among writers and to identify the differences in the occurrence of L-S in 
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different writing stages among ESL and EFL writers. This research sheds some light on the 

issue how writers with differing L2 proficiency L-S while composing in L2.This is in contrast 

to Qi (1998) and Woodall (2000) who did not investigate the effects of language proficiency 

on L-S but reported information on how writers resort to L-S to solve problems and make 

decisions while composing in L2. 

 Overall, in contrast with the previous studies which showed frequency of L1 decrease 

with the increase in L2 proficiency, this study asserts that L-S happens to assist both ESL and 

EFL writers as a strategy to compensate for their language and lexical deficiency. This study 

suggests that both ESL and EFL writers benefit linguistically and rhetorically to process 

information at higher levels and it motivates them to continue writing to achieve their writing 

goals. Based on the limited evidence, this study suggests that EFL writers tend to switch in 

L1 more frequently than ESL writers because they need more assistance from L1due to their 

lack of mental lexicon in L2. It is also noted that being proficient in L1 helps to a certain 

extent in influencing the L2 writing process and improving the quality of the text. It’s also 

clear that proficiency in L2 among ESL writers certainly has its effect on the quality of 

written text in L2.  

 Furthermore, the frequency of switch may vary in different cognitive activities and 

among writers who are from different language background and exposure. ESL writers are 

less constrained to monitor their process as compared to EFL writers who are more cautious 

in moving from one stage to another. L-S provides them an opportunity not only to generate 

ideas, but also to review what they have written, and this in return helps in producing desired 

written text.Although  L-S among EFL writers in generating ideas, translating and monitoring 

stages are relatively higher, this hasa positive effect in assisting them to improve the quality 

of written text. In contrast, ESL writers have minimal L-S to L1 and most L-Shappens during 

translation and in generating ideas giving these writers’ written textsbetter quality based on 

assessment. This implies that frequency of L-S does not determine quality of the final written 

text. 

 

Suggestions for further research 

 

As a direction for future studies, language writing teachers and educators could investigate 

the L-S in EFL classrooms to identify the most frequently occurring L-S stages so that they 

can emphasize more focused instruction in these stages. This will help EFL writers to 

discover why and how to L-S their own thought processes while composing. Theimplications 
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of this study are that it makes the implicit cognitive process among writers become explicit. 

Having identified the stages where L-S occurred, the frequencies can be extracted and 

writers’ text composing processes and strategies could be examined and researched in future 

via pre-determined coding schemes (refer to appendix A). 

  The issue that needs to be addressed in future research is to determine whether the 

differences in L-S between ESL and EFL writers are due to the nature of the tasks and the 

extent of influence that  L1 has over the quality of written text.Meanwhile, the research 

implication of this study is the use of TAP, which undoubtedly slows down the writers’ 

thinking process and interferes with the composing process (Stratman&Hamp-Lyons, 

1994).The use of retrospective protocols would provide an opportunity for subjects to reflect 

and researchers to interpret writer’s composing experience. Although some information may 

not be accurate due to the time gap between the protocols and the writing process is longer 

when compared to concurrent methods, it would provide rich data for analyzing and 

addressing this issue.   

     The present study has given important implications for the EFL/ESL situation in which it 

was carried out.  Similar contexts around the globe could draw upon, examine and research 

L-S in their own classrooms and add their contributions to this very significant topic spurred 

along by the increasing bi/multilingual second and foreign language environments in more 

and more countries around the world. 
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Appendix  1 

Transcription divided into sequence of utterance and coded using scheme as shown 

 

Themes  Code                                     Examples  

L1  L2  

Planning  Organizing ideas P1 Ha,eto mozshet 

bit,etooboznachaet 

kak tefali utyughi ili stiralnaya 

mashinka e tak dalie. 

[Time saving devices? Ha, 

this can be or maybe 

means like iron, Tefal or 

washing machine] 

Generating ideas  P2 Kasu theiveipadethe...apa itu Tak 

boleh fikir macam manusia.  Ithu enna 

human wanthe…. .errr decision 

making skill la irruke 

[Yes,yes… one of the reasons why they 

could be working harder is because they 

need money that er what you call it 

again?.. whats that ….hmm… decision 

making in err ya I mean they are not able 

to think like humans. errr decision 

making skill have so computers 

because...] 
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Goal-setting  P3 Al...Al...technolojia sadatna sadatna 

kitheer 

marrah...marrah...marrah...linho...shoo

f ida...ida..ida bitsaidak 

fial..fial...bitshoof  

Technology helps us a lot if you 

compared it with years before. So the 

device...device..how] 

Translating  T Umm, eto dvukh slova synonimi da.  Ha, I think the same meaning 

 

 

 

Reviewing  

Evaluating R1 wei tak cukup la kalau definition je 
mana boleh capai 60 words ->  

wei not enough la the definition to reach 
60 words 

Revising 

 

R2 budet vergul da will be coma, right 

Monitoring 

 

R2 ennum oru point tha venum eppei 
apperm essay start pannelam   

we just need one more point before we 
can work on our essay 

 

 

Appendix 2 

Sample 1: Karim, an EFL student’s written essay  

Devices today are at every house. Thanks to the technology that brings to us new 
devices to help us in our working and giving us the entertainment at any where we need. 
Devices are many in our houses and some people are thinking that they work harder and 
longer with the availability of the devices. Despite the fact, that people are working harder 
and longer as it seems to us, but I think people are not working that hard compare to the time 
before these devices come to our houses. We can see that clear whenever we realize that the 
devices are doing more than one person can do. Beside that these devices are giving us 
entertainments and making good environment in our workplace in which make our works to 
be easier than before. 

Devices are doing more than one person can do in work, for example the computer is 
doing more than what one or more persons can do. With computers we can finish the 
accounting of a large company in very short time while it takes more than one day to finish 
that kind of work without helping of the computer. Besides that emerging the internet to our 
houses gives us lots of saving of the time and makes our work to be done easier. For example 
if we want to arrange a meeting or an appointment we need only to open the browser and 
send message via the net, this will be finished within seconds, instead of going to the office 
and waiting for consultation hours which will take may be hours. The best affect that can be 
seen, to appreciate the devices is the mobile devices such as the phone. Instead of wasting 
time, energy, and money to do something far from us while we can call and contact to the 
destination intended. 

Devices are giving us the entertainments and making good environment in our 
workplace in which make our works to be easier than before. For example the availability of 
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the air-conditions in our houses and workplaces make our work to be done without any 
feeling of its hardness.  If we imagine that we are doing our daily life work without these 
devices, air-conditions, so the work will be hard for us and we will not have the good 
outcome as we gain it today. Washing machine is one of the devices that we appreciate it, 
now if we want to wash our clothes we need only to put the clothes in the washing machine 
and set it only, then we comes to see the work has been done already, after a while, without 
any further involvement from us.  

In conclusion, I would like to say that devices are making us work easier with saving 
our time as we can see that clear in our daily life activities 

Sample 2: Vikram, an ESL student’s written essay 
 

     Nowadays there has been much technological advancement in our society. But despite all 
these people’s life has not necessarily changed for the better. This is because despite the 
many time saving devices in our homes, people are working today are working harder and 
longer. What are time saving devices? Well, they could be devices like washing machines and 
microwaves, things that actually help us to do our daily tasks faster. But even with all these 
people are working longer and harder due to overtime, lack of advancement in problem 
solving skills in modern computers, educational factors increase in the human population and 
lack of knowledge to on how to prioritize. 

Many people these days are working longer and harder because they’re probably 
doing overtime. With the cost of living rising every year, it’s hardly surprising that more and 
more people are doing overtime so that they would be able to afford a decent living in the 
city. Some people may even go to the extent of having 2 or 3 jobs at the same time to be able 
to afford the cost of living in the city. This is due to the rising price of consumer goods, and 
some people have to work more jobs to be able to provide for their family. 

Besides that, the workforce nowadays looks for people with more technical skill. This 
is due to the advancement of technology in recent years, for example 20 or 30 years ago, 
packaging something in a factory would probably be done by hand. But now these things can 
be done by a system of robots. This means we wouldn’t be relying on physical labor as we 
did before but they would require someone with technical skill or knowledge to be able to 
control and maintain these system of robots, and to do this, one would require a higher level 
of education to qualify them for that position. 

This leads us to our next point, which is many people are working longer and harder to 
educate themselves. As mentioned before, the work force needs people with more technical 
skill. Entering the workforce just with your high school education may not be enough to land 
a stable and well-paying job. Although computers could handle physical labour, for now there 
hasn’t been much significant advancement in the field of artificial intelligence. In other words 
computers don’t have the ability to solve certain problems unlike humans do. But this 
problem solving skill is not gained automatically, it must be trained. One of the ways this can 
be trained is by doing our tertiary studies. These are one of the reasons why people are 
working longer and harder to educate themselves. 

Moreover, people are working harder and longer due to the increase in the human 
population. This is because nowadays there are many people out there with a degree. This 
means there is more completion to get a job and to also hold it down. In this day of age, 
everyone is replaceable in the workforce. It does not mean that if get a job; you’ll be able to 
keep it until you retire unless you’re highly specialized or self-employed. The only way to 
make sure you don’t get replaced by someone else is to make sure you work hard and 
hopefully your employer won't replace you. 
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Another reason why people are working longer and harder is because they don’t know 
how to prioritize things very well. Some tend to think work is more important than anything 
else. These people may be too focused on their work until they forget other equally important 
things. This is one of the main reasons why these types of people are working longer and 
harder, it is because they fail to prioritize properly. 

These here are some of the reasons why I believe that people nowadays are working 
longer and harder. Although all of this is acceptable reasons for people to work longer and 
harder, I do not think it is alright for us to continue like this.  We must ultimately learn to 
prioritize our activities in life so that not only would we be able to enjoy life but also to make 
better use of the technologies around us to make our lives better and not create a society 
which is stressed up because of working longer and harder.  
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Abstract 

This study aims to investigate the issue of female identity construction in advertisements in 

Chinese and in English languages respectively from a contrastive perspective. The research 

questions asked are: (1) What kinds of female identities are presented in Chinese and English 

advertisements for the same-brand and the same-type products? (2) In what ways are the 

presented female identities similar and/or different? (3) What other categories of products 

might involve female identity construction? In order to answer these questions, nine Chinese 

advertisements that involve female identity construction have been selected from the Chinese-

language editions of three popular international female magazines published in Taiwan: Elle, 

Marie Claire, and Beauty as well as nine English advertisements that involve female identity 

construction from three popular American magazines, Good Housekeeper, Ladies’ Home 

Journal, and Health. Out of the 18 advertisements, five same-brand products and one same-

type product were found and compared for their similarities and/or differences between the 

ads of the two languages. In three out of the five same-brand products, there were not enough 

data from the magazines, so the Internet was used as a supplementary resort for any possible 

clues. The purpose is to do a precise or near-precise comparison between the female identities 

constructed for the audiences of two different sociocultural backgrounds. The last six 

advertisements (found only in the English magazines) are discussed for their female identity 

presentation in gender-neutral products. The results show some interesting differences in 

female identity construction in the Chinese-language and English-language ads. Finally, a 

direction for future research in this area is proposed. 

Keywords: advertisement, discourse, pragmatics, female identity, contrastive analysis 
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1. Introduction 

    

Advertising is considered one of the most effective promotion strategies for raising buying 

motivation. In order to attract attention from readers, advertisements in traditional media, 

such as newspapers and magazines, are often designed with pictures of celebrities or 

sensational images. They are usually accompanied by slogans and/or passages with pragmatic 

devices to inform their potential buyers of the features of the product, attempting to capture 

their interest. Since the ultimate goal of an ad is to cajole potential customers into buying 

action, the ad language thus forms a unique type of discourse. This study hopes to unveil the 

contribution of different discursive and pragmatic strategies for constructing female identities 

to enhance the effectiveness of advertisements. 

The pragmatic suggestions behind ads are made by advertisers. Successful interpretation 

by the potential customers depends on the shared knowledge and assumptions, if any, 

between the advertiser and the reader. Oftentimes ads make promises by appealing to a 

certain identity. In particular, the female identity is constructed and portrayed by advertisers 

to map onto their products. The results of this study hope to serve as a showcase to display 

advertising strategies in different (in this case, Chinese-speaking and English-speaking) 

societies in the current age. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

As stated by O’Guinn, Allen and Semenik (1998, p.6), “advertising is a paid, mass-mediated 

attempt to persuade.” Vestegaard and Schroder (1985) elaborate on this point: 

 
The wording of advertisements is, in most cases, carefully crafted to meet particular 
ends. Sometimes it is intended to inform, but more often, and more importantly, to 
persuade and influence (1985, Editor’s Preface). 

 
    Besides containing informativeness and persuasiveness, advertisements tend to co-

construct identities with their anticipated customers, intending to make them feel their needs 

are catered for and their self-imposed or socially-imposed identities satisfied or even elevated. 

This is remarked on by Dyer (1982): 

 

Advertising helps us to make sense of things. It validates consumer commodities and 
a consumer life-style by associating goods with personal and social meanings and 
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those aspirations and needs which are not fulfilled in real life. We come to think that 
consuming commodities will give us our identities. (p.185) 

 

    Research in gender awareness in advertisements includes at least two aspects: marketing 

and content. Scholars of the former (e.g., Orth & Holancova, 2004; Shields, 1994) investigate 

the effectiveness of gender advertisements and consumers’ purchasing power, while 

researchers of the latter (Allan, 2003; Brandth, 1995; Budgeon, 1995; Coltrane & Adams, 

1997; Lucila de Sousa Campos, Emma Otta, & Jose de Oliveira Siqueira, 2002; Tinkler, 

2001) analyze the visual and verbal portrayals in advertisements, whereby they reveal the 

social representation of gender roles. 

There are also studies on the relation between gender and language in advertisements. 

Most researchers discuss this issue by using a cognitive-pragmatic approach and focusing on 

metaphors in the advertisements. For example, Velasco-Sacristán and Fuertes-Olivera (2006) 

review recent studies in cognitive linguistics, pragmatics, and critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) with regard to gender metaphors in advertising. They have found that gender 

metaphors are used as indirect cognitive-pragmatic devices in English-language 

advertisements. They also describe advertising gender metaphors, subtypes and cross-

categorization in a case study of 1142 advertisements from British Cosmopolitan 1999-2000. 

They conclude that a critical cognitive–pragmatic approach to advertising gender metaphors 

is most salient because it helps advertisers unmask their rhetorical intentions and solicit their 

target audience’s action. Another study on gender and language by Velasco-Sacristan and 

Cortes de los Rios (2009) argues that the ideological metaphors can be special cases of 

conceptual interaction between metaphors and metonymies along with synecdoche. They 

conducted a case study with 292 advertising metaphors, using cognitive semantic-pragmatic 

framework to analyze the advertising strategies and complex metaphoric-metonymic patterns.  

Scholars of pragmatics, e.g., Yule (1996), annotate advertising strategies as the 

relationship between linguistic forms and their users. Tanaka (1994) examines advertising in 

both Britain and Japan within the framework of Relevance Theory and explains how 

communication takes place between readers and advertisers. The major issues she discusses 

include: (i) advertising and communication;(ii) communication; (iii) covert communication; 

(iv) puns; (v) metaphors; and (vi) images of women. Simpson’s (2001) study explores the 

pragmatic features of advertising discourse. Crook (2004) explores the covert communication 

of advertising in relation to Relevance Theory. In addition, Martinez-Camino and Perez-Saiz 
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(2010) offer an analysis of the various ways whereby advertising discourse is used to achieve 

certain purposes within a specified context.  

Certain scholars of pragmatics in China and the English-speaking countries choose one of 

the key notions in pragmatics for their studies:presupposition,. Peccei (1999) and Goddard 

(1998) briefly illustrate the importance of presupposition in advertisements. Chinese scholars, 

such as Chen (1998), explore the pragmatic presupposition in Chinese advertisements. Chen 

makes further contribution to the classification of pragmatic presupposition in advertisements. 

His four categories are fact presupposition, belief presupposition, state presupposition, and 

action presupposition. Some other scholars analyze the functions of presupposition: Cui 

(2009) chooses Adaptation Theory as the tool to explore advertising discourse, corroborating 

the idea that presupposition is an assumption shared by the two sides of communication in 

terms of adaptation in the physical, social, and mental worlds.  

To summarize, scholars of pragmatics either focus on text-processing strategies of 

advertising discourse to unveil advertisers’ intentions or they adopt Relevance Theory, 

Adaptation Theory, or Presupposition Theory as their theoretical framework to analyze the 

linguistic phenomena in advertising. While the issue of gender metaphors in advertising has 

been analyzed by the use of cognitive-pragmatic and CDA approaches, the issue of gender 

identities in advertisements has not been fully explored from the perspective of pragmatics 

thus far. 

 

3. Methods 

     

In order to identify female identity in advertisements, we looked through 50 popular 

magazines (mainly those that are women's-interest based) from two different libraries, the 

Taipei Tech School library and Taipei Municipal Library. To our moderate disappointment, 

in the magazines published in Taiwan many female-oriented ads were repetitive and only a 

relative paucity of distinctive ones with clear female identity was found. And popular 

English-language women magazines are hardly available in libraries. They are sold in a small 

number of bookstores at prices many times higher than the originals.  

To ensure the exactness of target customers in Chinese-speaking and English-speaking 

societies respectively, we selected advertisements by the following criteria: (i) those 

highlighting female identity construction in Chinese-language magazines published in 

Taiwan, and (ii) those highlighting female identity construction in English-language 

magazines published in the U.S.  
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The Chinese edition of international magazines selected are Elle (March 2012), Marie 

Claire (January 2012), and BEAUTY (vol. 136, 2012). English magazines selected are Good 

Housekeeping (December 2012), Ladies’ Home Journal (January 2012), and Health (April 

2012). For the purpose of precise comparison, ads of the same-brand products were chosen as 

the top priority. The second priority went to same-type products in both languages. The last 

priority went to different products with a female-identity theme in both/either languages, if 

any. Within the last category, a noticeable difference was found; that is, certain gender-

neutral products advertised in the U.S. magazines do utilize female identity, but that did not 

appear in the Chinese-language magazines. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

 

The results found in the advertisements will be discussed in three parts: (i) same-brand 

products in both languages, (ii) same-type products in both languages, and (iii) different 

products (some gender-neutral ones were found highlighting female identity). 

Advertisements of five same-brand products were found in both languages. The two 

different languages present distinctively different female identities. The first brand is Nike 

(Fig. 1), whose English advertisement has an ordinary, non-celebrity woman wearing Nike 

sportswear and running shoes with an entire uppercase paragraph curving along her body, 

saying: 

 

 “MY BUTT IS BIG 

 AND ROUND LIKE THE LETTER C 

 AND THE THOUSAND LUNGES  

 HAS MADE IT ROUNDER 

 BUT NOT SMALLER 

 AND THAT’S JUST FINE. 

 IT’S A SPACE HEATER 

 FOR MY SIDE OF THE BED 

 IT’S MY EMBASSADOR 

 TO THOSE WHO WALK BEHIND ME 

 IT’S A BORDER COLLIE 

 THAT HERDS SKINNY WOMEN 

 AWAY FOR THE BEST DEALS 
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 AT CLOTHING SALES. 

 MY BUTT IS BIG 

 AND THAT’S JUST FINE. 

 AND THOSE WHO MIGHT SCORN IT 

 ARE INVITED TO KISS IT. 

 “JUST DO IT.” 

 

 

Fig. 1 

 In this advertisement, nothing is mentioned about the product. Rather, these words are 

juxtaposed with the photograph of a thickset woman. Apparently, the advertiser wants to 

show her self-confidence by saying twice “AND THAT’S JUST FINE.” Instead of trying to 

lose weight, this woman states the functions of her “big butt” in the form of three metaphors: 

a space heater for her side of the bed, her ambassador to those who walk behind her, and a 

border collie that herds skinny women away from the best deals at clothing sales. This 

advertisement presents a type of female identity – accepting her own body shape, being 

confident and proud, as long as she is healthy and well-set through exercise. This 

advertisement sends a message that the product can help plus-size women, quite common in 

the U.S., to seek health and build self-confidence.  

Two advertisements (Figs. 2 and 3) for Nike were found in the Chinese-language edition 

of the same magazines: 
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Fig. 2 

 

  

Fig. 3  

also coming with Nike’s omnipresent tagline “JUST DO IT” as a conclusive remark. The 

setting of Fig. 2 is: Four slim young women doing aerobic dance in a gym. And Fig. 3, a 

clipping of Fig. 2 , includes a slogan “每天更要 AMAZING. (Be more amazing every day),” 

which instills a belief: “Get in shape and become better-looking everyday.” Both are 

persuading their readers to exercise so as to build up more confidence in themselves. But the 

image of the women in Figs. 2 and 3 is young and slim, which fits the Chinese-speaking 

societies’ expectation of female beauty. Obviously the two Nike ads targeting American and 

Chinese women, respectively, show a big difference. While the English one ascertains a 

woman’s perception on her own body, big but healthy, through exercise, the Chinese one 

intends to persuade women to do exercise to keep slim and young-looking. 

 The second same-brand advertisements found are for Vaseline. In the English one there 

are three bottles of Vaseline lotion (Fig. 4) with one big slogan on the top and four lines of 

product description at the bottom of the page.  
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Fig. 4 

The slogan says, “feels good, does good,” which emphasizes that Vaseline lotion not only 

makes skin soft and smooth but keeps it healthy. In contrast, the Chinese advertisement for 

Vaseline lotion (Fig. 5) is far more elaborate in content. 

 

  

Fig. 5 

In this ad, Guan Ying (關穎 , an actress) and Wu Qi Min ( 綺 , an attractive 

dermatologist) are hired as the product’s spokespersons. In addition to the circa-300-word 

product description, there are 3 enlarged slogans: (i) “早、晚用一次, 溫柔呵護美肌一整天 

(If you apply Vaseline lotion twice a day, once in the morning and once at night, it will take 

gentle care of your skin for the whole day.)”; (ii) “低敏、滋潤、不黏膩, 養成貴婦般奶油手

不費力 (Hypoallergenic, moisturizing, and not sticky. By using Vaseline lotion it will take no 

effort to have a pair of velvety soft hands like those socialites’.) [In Taiwan particularly, 

“socialites” are considered a class of affluent and elegant women, supposedly envied by the 

ordinary ones]; and (iii) “ 深層滋潤 , 全家大小都適用  (Vaseline lotion is deeply 

moisturizing, suitable for all members in the family.)” Both of the first two slogans 

presuppose that women love for their skin to be beautiful, soft, and smooth. The third one 

implies that women are the ones to take care of all family members. As such, Vaseline lotion 
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advertisements in English and Chinese are quite different in terms of their constructed female 

identities. The English one simply suggests that women can benefit from the product in more 

than one way. The Chinese one, on the other hand, presupposes women’s pursuit of beautiful 

skin with velvety soft hands like socialites’, as well as women are the caretakers of their 

families.  

 In addition to Vaseline, there are more plush brands of skin-care products—SK-II, 

DARPHIN, and Christian Dior—being advertised in the Chinese magazines. They are also 

sold in English-speaking countries, but no advertisements of their products were found in the 

American magazines. We found a slogan for Dior on the Internet, though. In the Chinese 

magazines, there are four advertisements for these three brands. In the first advertisement, for 

SK-II (Fig. 6), 

 

Fig. 6 

there are 2 slogans: “擁有白淨和光澤的肌膚 , 不是貪心 , 而是女人的終生事業! 

(Possessing porcelain-like and silky skin is not greedy. It’s a woman’s lifelong ambition!)” 

and “皮膚滑嘟嘟, 好有彈性, 各方面都變好了, 讓我好滿意! (My skin is smooth and 

supple. It’s getting better in every aspect, which makes me very happy! )” The first slogan 

claims that women should take care of their skin for their entire life, and it presupposes that 

women are eager to make their skin fair and smooth. The second slogan presupposes that 

women’s happiness comes from possessing perfect skin, and SK-II can help them achieve it. 

The second SK-II advertisement (Fig. 7) 
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Fig. 7  

contains a slogan of covert persuasion: “靠近一點//再靠近一點 (Come closer. Even 

closer.),” which presupposes that women will gain strong confidence in the beauty of their 

skin by using SK-II. Interestingly, this slogan even implicates a twinge of flirtation. All the 

above Chinese slogans for SK-II are visibly glamour/vanity/sensuality-driven. As a side note, 

SK-II was originally created by Procter & Gamble in Japan and now has been promoted in 

English-speaking countries and Europe. For the Western regions, their slogan is "The Miracle 

of Rebirth for Skin AND Soul," interestingly illustrated by a monk meditating in a Japanese 

garden (Fig. 8). 

 

Fig. 8 

This English slogan, found not in the US magazines but on the Internet, is much more 

succinct and highlights a spiritual side to the product. The most noteworthy is the word 

“Rebirth “as well as the uppercase AND. They together are used to enhance the sense of 

woman’s spiritual quest. Here a connection between the surface beauty and the inner beauty 
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is made, an unusual and perhaps original marketing strategy, intending to appeal to new-age-

minded women. 

The third Chinese advertisement, for DARPHIN (Fig. 9),  

 

Fig. 9 

has a slogan “讓肌膚留在最美好的時光 (Make your skin remain at its most beautiful 

time.),” which presupposes that for a woman’s most beautiful time is when she is young, with 

soft and smooth skin. After extensive searching throughout print and cyber media, we could 

not find any DARPHIN slogans in English. Therefore no comparison could be made. 

    The fourth Chinese advertisement that contains clear female identity construction is 

from Christian Dior (Fig. 10).  

 

Fig. 10 

It states, “2012 紅色保養潮//六周啟動美麗奇蹟,遇見年輕美肌//隨著皮膚專家對肌膚

的深入了解和美容科技的進步,在青春的競賽場上,女人不再辛苦追趕時間 (2012 Red 

Youth Rush//Create a beauty miracle in just six weeks.//Thanks to the skin experts’ deep 

understanding of skin and the advancements in beauty technology, women no longer have to 
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chase time in the field of competition for youth.),” which presupposes that (i) women are 

always chasing time for retaining youthful looks, and (ii) it is possible to win back youthful 

skin in just six weeks.  

For the purpose of comparison, Dior’s English slogan was searched and found on the 

Internet: “What's life without a little French dressing?” It does not contain female identity but 

a pun, with a gender-neutral sense of humor. This seems to suggest that Dior, although 

extremely popular among women, does not view female as a marked identity. 

The second part of the discussion attempted to compare the female identity construction in 

same-type products. Unfortunately, despite our endeavor to look for them by going through 

50 magazines, only one product was found: watches. There are two Chinese advertisements 

from 積家 (Jaeger-Lecoultre) and 今生儀鐘錶公司 (King’s Sign) and one advertisement for 

Elle watches in the American magazines.  

Descriptions on the Jaeger-Lecoultre advertisement (Fig. 11) 

 

Fig. 11 

in Chinese are “珍貴時刻, 值得金雋刻留念 //一場華麗的邂逅, 亦或浪漫的求婚, 生命

中總有一些珍貴時刻 , 值得永遠典藏。 (Precious time is worth being inscribed and 

memorized. Be it enchanting serendipity or romantic proposals, there are always some 

precious moments for you to treasure.)” These words apparently intend to associate women’s 

precious moments with romantic events. The advertisement from 金生儀鐘錶公司, a time-

honored and upscale watch company in Taiwan, has a picture (featuring two Western women 

of two generations, presumably mother and daughter, thus conveying a message about the 

importance of family heritage) of the products they sell—a PATEK PHILIPPE watch and 

rings with a slogan (Fig. 12):  
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Fig. 12 

“只有真正價值, 才能使美麗永恆 (Only real value can ensure the eternity of beauty.),” 

which implies that their products are genuinely valuable and are able to protect beauty 

forever. It also presupposes that women are pursuing eternal beauty and at the same time 

emphasizes that the beauty women treasure will disappear without the collection of 今生儀 

valuable watches.  

The English advertisement for ELLE TIME COLLECTION (of watches) (Fig. 13) 

 

Fig. 13 

shows a picture of a young slim woman in fashionable dress and high heels, with the 

slogan “APPRECIATE YOUR TIME // DEFINE YOUR STYLE.” This slogan attempts to 

persuade women to buy Elle watches to enjoy life and to present themselves well. Instead of 

presupposing a female identity of pursuing romance, this advertisement appeals more to 

career women’s sense of the importance of time, i.e., professionalism, and personal style. 

Between the above Chinese and English slogans there is a significant difference in terms of 

female identity: The Chinese one presupposes women’s pursuit of romance and beauty as 
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well as preservation of family heritage, while the English one presupposes women’s 

awareness of professionalism and personal style. 

The third part of our discussion concerns advertisements for other categories of products. 

These advertisements were chosen because they also contain female identity construction. 

The following six English advertisements are from the categories of coffee, chocolate milk, 

dietary supplements, jeans, incontinence pads, and toys. They are selected to show their 

identity construction strategies. Within the Chinese advertisements, no female identity could 

be found in any gender-neutral categories; therefore, no comparison could be made. However, 

it would be interesting to look at how women are presented in the ads for these general 

products in English-language magazines. 

The following six advertisements include: 

 

1) Green Mountain Coffee: a picture of women socializing with each other (Fig. 14) and 

another with a slogan “I REALIZED today is the day I write my own story.” (Fig. 15) 

 

Fig. 14 

 

Fig. 15 

Instead of saying how good and tasty the coffee is, it appeals to women’s identification of 

individualism.  
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2) Milk: It features a photograph of Mirinda Carfrae (Fig. 16), an Ironman World 

Champion, and a short passage: “my AFTER//MY TRAINING DOESN’T STOP WHEN MY 

WORKOUT ENDS. AFTER A RUN, I REFUEL WITH LOW FAT CHOCOLATE MILK 

FOR HIGH-QUALITY PROTEIN AND WHAT I NEED TO HELP ME STAY TONED. 

BECAUSE IT’S NOT OVER UNTIL I SAY IT IS.”   

 

Fig. 16 

This advertisement advocates an idea that women have the absolute right to make 

decisions for themselves.  

 

3) ENERGY, a dietary supplement by GNC (Fig. 17): It comes with a slogan, “because 

you live for game, set, match and rematch,” which presupposes that women are competitive 

in the world, so they need considerable energy.  

 

Fig. 17 

4) Lee jeans: a picture of a young woman (supposedly a young mother) with a slogan: 

“Step away from the ‘mom jeans.’ Step into Lee.” (Fig. 18) It implies that other brands of 

jeans do not flatter mothers, only Lee does. And mothers deserve to look fit.  
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Fig. 18 

 

5) TENA (incontinence pads for both men and women): a picture of an elderly woman and 

a slogan, “Bladder weakness won’t get in the way of my day.” (Fig. 19) 

 

  

Fig. 19 

It presupposes that some elderly women are plagued by bladder problems and their quality 

of life compromised. But TENA pads can help them lead a more normal life and elderly 

women are entitled to lead quality lives. 

 

6) “My American Girl” (Figs. 20, 21, and 22): This company manufactures customized 

dolls. Its slogan “Let her shine” is always placed next to its trademark. Its advertisement 

comes with a variety of pictures, featuring girls and girl dolls, with some additional female-

specific encouraging messages:  

 

“Let her discover true friendship.” 
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Fig. 20  

“Let her be everything she wants to be.”  

 

Figs. 21 

“Let her be her very best.” 

 

Fig 22 

 

All of the above messages convey: Girls need and deserve support in order to achieve self-

fulfillment. No similar messages like the above are found in any of the Chinese magazines (or 

cyber media). The above finding seems to suggest that Chinese advertisers do not consider 
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female identity, especially for youngsters and elderly women, worthy of being featured in the 

advertisements for products of general categories, nor consider such a strategy would be 

effective for enhancing sales. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

This study aimed at investigating the female identity construction in advertisements from 

magazines in both Chinese and English languages, and it indeed resulted in some interesting 

findings: There seems to be a much greater degree of difference than similarity in terms of 

female identity construction – even for the same-brand products. The most salient difference 

is: In the Chinese advertisements women are viewed more as traditionally feminine (e.g., 

beauty-conscious and romance-oriented; in the roles of family caretaker and heritage keeper), 

while in the English advertisements women are more viewed as an unmarked identity, often 

coming with a message about independence, professionalism, assertiveness, and self-

fulfillment. In other words, there is a big gap between female identity presuppositions in the 

Chinese and English advertisements. The following is a synopsis: 

 

Chinese  English 
Keeping slim and young-looking Feeling confident in spite of being 

thickset (as long as keeping healthy) 
Possessing beautiful skin with velvety 
soft hands and being family caretakers 

General (benefits of the product) 

Seeking glamour/vanity/sensuality Pursuing spirituality 
Retaining youthful looks General (gender-neutral humor) 
Seeking romance, eternal beauty, and 
preserving family heritage  

Pursuing professionalism and personal 
style 

 Pursuing individualism 
 Having the absolute right to make 

decisions for oneself 
 Being competitive in the world 
 Being a mother: still deserving to look 

fit 
 Being elderly: still entitled to lead 

quality lives 
 Being a young female: deserving support 

from others to achieve self-fulfillment 
 

Nevertheless, this research has its limitations. The following factors, which contribute to 

the limitations, are observed: (1) As mentioned in the Methods section, popular English-

language magazines of women’s interest are scant in the libraries in Taiwan; (2) many name-



247 
 

brand products prefer TV commercials to printed advertisements, so the latter cannot be 

found in magazines or on the Internet for many name-brand products; (3) certain products are 

quite well-known in Taiwan, such as TENA pads, but surprisingly zero advertisement for this 

brand was issued in Chinese ; and (4) most Chinese-language advertisements with female 

identity, those for cosmetics/skin care products in particular, are found only in fashion 

magazines, while various categories of products with female identity can be found in English-

language advertisements, which increases the difficulty for a more precise comparison. 

Hopefully, in spite of these limitations, this research can still shed some light on the different 

assumptions underlying female identity construction between the Chinese and English social 

cultures in the context of current age. 

On the other hand, the Chinese and English “social cultures” might be more “socially-

imposed images” of the women in these two societies at this point in time. In fact, in the 

Chinese-speaking societies a rapidly growing number of women are gaining financial and 

ideological independence, while in the English-speaking societies there are still a relative 

large number of women who are highly family-minded. Whether the prevalent yet rather 

presupposed and stereotyped female identities in the ads will remain effective in the days to 

come is something worth following up. In five to ten years, for example, further 

investigations are desired to look into what will or will not change in the minds of both the 

advertisers and the female consumers. 
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Abstract 

Shughni belongs to the Pamir languages of the Indo-European family of languages. It is an 

under-documented language with little written tradition. Previous research explored the 

grammar of the language with few descriptions of its sound system. The current study 

examined the acoustic implementation of vowels at the word-initial position in comparison to 

medial and final positions to investigate phonetic realizations of a possible word-initial glottal 

stop. Acoustic parameters examined in the vowel part included periodicity, duration, 

intensity, spectral tilts (h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, and h1-a3), fundamental frequency (f0), and 

formant frequencies (F1 and F2). Results indicated that vowels were glottalized at the word-

initial position as evidenced through aperiodic waveforms; low average intensity, pitch and 

second formant; and a soft decrease of spectral tilts at the first one-third part of vowels.  

 

Key words: glottalization, Shughni, Pamir languages, phonetic realization, acoustic analysis 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Pamir languages serve as the conventional denomination of many languages, which belong to 

the Eastern Iranian group of the Indo-European family. These languages are located in 

Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and China. The Shughni language, together with Roshani, 

Khufi, Bartangi, Oroshori, and Sarikoli, forms the Shughni-Roshani group of the Pamir 

languages. This language group as well as the closely related Yazgulami language is 

prevalent in the mountainous Badakhshan Autonomous region of the Republic of Tajikistan 

(Sarikoli people also live in China). Other Pamir languages, such as Wakhi, Ishkashimi, and 

Sanglechi, are sited on the Tajikistan border with Afghanistan (Dodykhudoeva, 2007). 

Shughni, in specific, is spoken by approximately 40,000 people in the Pamir Mountains of 
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eastern Tajikistan and by roughly 20,000 more in adjacent regions of Afghanistan. Chart 1 

shows the position of Shughni in the Indo-European family and the map of languages of 

Tajikistan in Ethnologue (2009). Shughni has the status of a lingua franca among speakers of 

the other, smaller Pamirian languages, which have little-to-no written tradition, and are used 

only in private within the communities. The native speakers, many of whom also use Russian 

and Tajiki (the national language of Tajikistan), adopt an unenthusiastic attitude towards the 

languages and stop passing them onto their children. Thus, all are under-documented and at 

varying degrees of endangerment. Documenting and archiving these languages are critical as 

to provide a comprehensive record of the linguistic practice feature of a given speech 

community (Himmelmann, 1988), to obtain knowledge about the oral tradition through 

lexical data, and to preserve and revitalize the mother tongues of Pamir minorities 

(Dodykhudoeva, 2007) 
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Chart 1. The position of Shughni in the Indo-European family and the map of languages of 

Tajikistan. 

 

The academic interest of Shughni dates back more than 50 years, but linguistic publications 

are scarce. (Edelman, 1980; Nawata, 1979; Payne, 1980, 1989; Sokolova, 1953). Though 

much linguistic work starts with phonemic transcriptions, previous studies describe 

grammatical sketches of the language with a brief introduction of its sound system. Nawata 

(1979) describes Shughni segmental phonemes in Romanized transcriptions. It has a five-

vowel system: /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/, /u/, and there is no phonemic distinction between short and long 

vowels. The number of syllables in a word affects the phonetic realization of vowels with 

monosyllabic words usually having longer vowel duration. Consonant phoneme inventory is 

listed in Table 1, where he notes that /c/ and/j/ are affricates /ts/ and /dz/ respectively, and /x̌/ 

is a voiceless medio-palatal fricative and /γ̌/ is a voiced counterpart of the phoneme /x̌/. 

 

Table 1 

Consonant phoneme Inventory in Shughni (by Nawata, 1979) 

Stops p t k q ´  

 b d g    

Fricatives f θ s š x̌ x 

 v δ z ž γ ̌ γ 

Affricates c j č ǰ   



253 
 

Nasals m n     

Liquids l r     

Semi-vowels w y     

 

Payne (1989) claims that there is a phonetic variation in vowel length in the Shughni-Roshani 

subgroup. Vowel length is determined positionally and prosodically. Long vowels are very 

stable, but short vowels, in particular /i/ and /u/ in Shughni, show a tendency to undergo wide 

allophonic variations. He agrees with Nawata (1979) in terms of the Shughni consonant 

phonemes except that he excludes glottal stop phoneme /´/from the inventory. Differences are 

also noted in /x̌/ and / γ/̌, which are identified as velar fricatives by Payne in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

Consonant Phoneme Inventory in Shughni (by Payne, 1989) 

Stops p t k q   

 b d g    

Fricatives f θ s š x̌ x 

 v δ z ž γ ̌ γ 

Affricates c j č ǰ   

Nasals m n     

Liquids l r     

Semi-vowels w y     

 

Recent Shughni studies collect more elicitation data for grammatical analyses (University of 

Kentucky, 2009; University of Massachusetts, 2007). University of Massachusetts (2007) 

describes the consonant phonemes by providing detailed information of the place of 

articulation in Table 3. The inventory is consistent with Payne’s in terms of the place of 

articulation for fricatives /x̌/ and /γ/̌ as well as the exclusion of /´/ in the consonant phonemes, 

whereas a velar nasal /ŋ/ is added to the system. The transcription of the University of 

Kentucky’s (2009) study is also in concord with Payne’s by not having glottal stop in the 

phoneme inventory. People in the University of Kentucky group perceive cases of word-

initial glottal stop, and note it, for example, as a phonetically realized word-initial [ʔ] in /aga/ 

‘if’. 
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Table 3 

Consonant Phoneme Inventory in Shughni (by University of Massachusetts, 2007) 

 Bilabial Labiodental Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar Uvular 

Stops p   t   k q 

 b   d   g  

Fricatives  F θ s Š  x̌ x 

  V ð z Ž  γ ̌ γ 

Affricates    ts č    

    dz ǰ    

Glides w   l  y   

    r     

Nasals m   n   ŋ  

 

The phonemic or non-phonemic status of glottal stop in Shughni has been illustrated with 

examples in previous research. Nawata’s (1979) list of words and phrases in Shughni (in 

Table 4) suggests the phonemic glottal stop has a limited distribution at the word-initial 

position in otherwise vowel-initial words. 

 

Table 4 

Transcriptions in Nawata (1979) 

Word Meaning 

'angix̌t Finger 

'aray Three 

'albat Perhaps 

'igdis in this way 

'acaθ None 

'as  From 

'ar down into 

'ata Then 

'ammo But 

'iyum First 

'arayum Third 
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'ancav to sew 

'aga If 

 

Pamir languages permit vowel-initial syllables, such as /u/ ‘he’, /uvd/ ‘seven’ in Yazgh 

(Payne, 1989). University of Massachusetts (2007) and University of Kentucky (2009) 

transcribe the first two words in Table 4 as /angix̌t/ ‘finger’ and /aria/ ‘three’ without the 

glottal stop phoneme. More examples of word-initial vowels are listed in Table 5. 

 

Table 5 

Transcriptions in University of Massachusetts (2007) and University of Kentucky (2009) 

Word Meaning 

awqot Food 

ɪkšɪč Now 

oɪlʌ Family 

 

In the phonetic literature, there is a long history of the definition of glottal stop (Bell, 1867; 

Holder, 1669; Jones, 1956; Ladefoged, 1975; Laver, 1994; Noël-Armfield, 1931; Sweet, 

1877). A glottal stop is usually defined as a glottal catch with a sudden closing and opening 

of the glottis. In most modern phonetic literature, glottal stops have been observed to occur on 

a continuum from a weakly constricted glottal stop to a strongly constricted glottal stop, but 

the most common articulation of glottal stops across a number of languages includes an 

adduction of the arytenoid cartilages, a complete adduction of the vocal folds, a partial 

adduction of the ventricular folds, and a moderate narrowing of the laryngeal vestibule 

through its epilaryngeal sphincter mechanism (Esling, 1996, 1999; Esling, Fraser & Harris, 

2005; Harris, 1999, 2001).  

Glottal stops exist in many Germanic languages and their dialects of the Indo-European 

language family, such as Danish, Dutch, English and German (Akamatsu, 2007; Cercignani, 

1979; Eddington & Channer, 2010; Gussenhoven, 1992; Jongenburger & Van Heuven, 1991; 

Kortlandt, 1997; Marshall, 2003). In most cases, [ʔ] is not a separate phoneme in the 

languages, but serves as an allophone of word-terminal plosives (e.g., hånd [hɞnʔ] ‘hand’ in 

Danish and cat [kʰɛʔ] in English) or is inserted before vowel-initial syllables to mark syllable 

boundaries (e.g., beamen [bəʔamən] ‘to confirm’ in Dutch1 and Beamter [bəʔamtɐ] ‘civil 

servant’ in German2). 
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Glottal stops also occur in some Iranian languages of the Indo-European language family. 

Persian, a Western Iranian language group, has glottal stop distributed at syllable initial and 

final positions (e.g., ta'ārof ‘ceremony’, shoru' ‘beginning’, ma'zerat ‘apology’). All syllables 

beginning with vowels are pronounced with a glottal stop to break up a possible hiatus. 

Although the question of the phonemic status of syllable-initial glottal stop in Persian 

remains unsolved, people who argue for the idea agree that the distributional restrictions of 

glottal stop are eliminated, and the syllabic boundaries become predictable when phonemic 

glottal stop occurs at the syllable-initial position (Kambuziya, 2003; Paper, 1955; Samare, 

1973; Windfuhr, 1979). A similar distribution pattern of glottal stop is also found in 

Pashto, an Eastern Iranian language group. Word-initial vowels are frequently, but not 

constantly, accompanied by a glottal stop, for example, [ʔa-tah] ‘eight’, [ʔ u-basr] ‘he takes 

away’ (Morgenstierne & Lloyd-James, 1928). [ʔ] also occurs at the syllable final position 

([hΛfʔ-tà] ‘week’ in Ningrahar Pashto) and between vowels ([sΛʔΛr] ‘morning’ in Kandahar 

Pashto) in dialects of Pashto (Hallberg, 1992).  

In a very real sense, transcriptions are not in fact the spoken words; they are the symbols 

written by fieldworkers with extensive ear-training, for the perception of relevant details 

(Bosch, 2009). As Uldall (1966) memorably put it, “when we write a phonetic or a phonemic 

transcription, we substitute ink for air” (p. 148). However, he continues, “the substance of ink 

has not received the same attention on the part of linguists that they have so lavishly 

bestowed on the substance of air.” (as cited in Bosch, 2009)This explains the challenges of 

recent descriptive studies and linguistic analyses of Shughni in which the realization of glottal 

stop is unclear.The current study examines the phonetic manifestations of word-initial vowels 

to investigate the realization of a possible glottal stop at the word-initial position with 

discussions of its phonemic status. 

 

2. Methods 

 

2.1. Informant 

The informant was a female native of Shughnan in her thirties. She was a language scholar 

at a major state university in Tajikistan. Prior to data collection, two meetings were scheduled 

by the author to prove the informant’s daily usage of Shughni, as well as to help her get 

accustomed to the presence of the author and the recording equipment. She also reported 

normal language and speech development and passed a bilateral hearing screen at octave 
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frequency from 250 to 8,000 Hz measuring at 25 dB HL (by a portable DSP Pure Tone 

Audiometer). By the time of data collection, she had stayed in the United States for less than 

one semester. 

 

2.2. Reading Materials 

A list of Shughni words was preceded by a sentence prime “I say…”. Vowel [a] was 

placed at word-initial, medial and final positions with a control of consonant contexts and 

syllable numbers. An example was listed below (in Table 6) where the vowel /a/ was 

embedded in disyllabic words with optional voiced consonant contexts of /m/ and /d/. 

 

Table 6 

Example of Shughni Words with Highlighted Vowel [a] at Word-Initial, Medial and Final 

Positions 

Word Vowel 

position 

Consonant 

environment 

Syllable number 

Abōz word-initial before [b] δ δ 

Mabla

γ 

word-medial before [b] after [m] δ δ 

Tama word-final after [m] δ δ 

 

2.3. Procedures 

The production experiment was carried out in a sound booth in the phonetics lab at a major 

state university in the United States. In order to ensure a consistent level of recording volume, 

all readings were recorded at a fixed 4-inch distance with a 15-30º angle between the head-

mounted microphone (Shure SM 10A) and the informant’s lips so that the input level could 

be made relatively stable. Care was also taken to set a sampling rate of 44.1 kHz and 16-bit 

PCM on the Marantz PMD660 Professional Solid State Recorder, and the sampling rate was 

saved for all readings. 134 words selected from a large elicitation data corpus at the 

University of Kentucky were presented to the informant in a random order for recording. She 

was recorded reading the words in the sentence prime in a fluent and natural fashion. The 

utterances were transferred to a PC and saved as WAV files for subsequent acoustic 

measurements 
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2.4. Coding of Glottal Stop 

Glottal stop has different possible phonetic manifestations that vary on a continuum from a 

voiceless glottal plosive to a creaky phonation (Quick, 2002). In the great majority of 

languages that have been examined, glottal stops are apt to fall short of complete closure. In 

place of a true stop, a very compressed form of creaky voice may be superimposed on the 

neighboring vocalic stream (Ladefoged & Maddieson, 1996). The creak phonation may occur 

as a transition between two vowels, as creak on the edge of the first vowel of a word, or on 

the final vowel to realize glottal stop (Quick, 2002). Major acoustic parameters to implement 

creaky phonation include periodicity, duration, intensity, spectral tilt, fundamental frequency, 

and formant frequencies. 

Periodicity. Creaky phonation is acoustically realized with the irregularity in the sound 

waves (Ladefoged, Maddison & Jackson, 1988; Silverman, 1997). Irregularity in the acoustic 

waveform could manifest itself in several ways. By far the most common is highly irregular 

spacing of pitch periods (i.e., between pulses) in the acoustic waveform. A series of 

irregularly spaced vocal pulses give the auditory impression of a “rapid series of taps, like a 

stick being run along a railing” (Catford, 1964, p. 32). The degree of aperiodicity in the 

glottal source can be quantified by measuring the variation in the duration of successive 

fundamental frequency cycles. Variation is higher during creaky phonation than other 

phonation types (Javkin & Maddieson, 1985; Kirk, Ladefoged, J. & Ladefoged, P., 1993). 

Duration. Creaky vowels are associated with increased duration relative to their modal 

voiced counterparts in some languages (e.g., Jalapa Mazatec, a Mazatecan language spoken in 

the town of San Felipe Jalapa de Díaz in Oaxaca of south-western Mexico). However, this is 

not true to many other languages, such as Hmong (a dialect of the West Hmongic branch of 

the Miao languages, spoken in Southwestern China, northern Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos) 

(Huffman, 1987) and San Lucas Quiaviní Zapotec ( a dialect of the Oto-Manguean language 

family, also spoken in Oaxaca) (Gordon & Ladefoged, 2001). 

Intensity. Creakiness also triggers a reduction in intensity relative to modal phonation in 

languages, such as Chong (an endangered Western Pearic language in the Eastern Mon–

Khmer language family, spoken in Cambodia and southeastern Thailand) (Thongkum, 1988) 

and Hupa (an Athabaskan language spoken along the lower course of the Trinity river in 

Northwest California) (Gordon, 1998). The reduction in intensity of creaky vowels relative to 

modal ones is evident in waveforms and spectrograms. 

Spectral tilt. One of the major acoustic parameters that reliably identify creaky voice in 

many languages is spectral tilt, the degree to which intensity drops off as frequency increases. 
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Spectral tilt can be quantified by comparing the amplitude of the fundamental (h1) to that of 

higher frequency harmonics, such as the second harmonic (h2), the harmonic closest to the 

first formant (a1), the harmonic closest to the second formant (a2), or the harmonic closest to 

the third formant (a3). Sounds are often segmented into smaller chunks at even intervals in 

time over the duration (i.e., beginning, middle and end chunks) to examine local spectral tilt 

(DiCanio, 2007). Subtracting the amplitude of higher harmonics from the amplitude of the 

fundamental (i.e., h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2 and h1-a3) yields the least values for creaky vowels. In 

other words, the fall off in energy at higher frequencies is least for creaky voice. 

Fundamental frequency. A relatively rapid dip in fundamental frequency (f0) appears to be 

an adequate cue for glottalization in tokens even if periodicity is not interrupted. Evidence 

from previous studies (Houde & Hillenbrand, 1994; Pierrehumbert & Frisch, 1994) suggests 

that a dip in f0 is sufficient to signal the presence of a glottal stop, as there are fewer pitch 

periods per second in the creaky vowels than in the modal one, which indicates a lowered 

fundamental frequency (f0) for the creaky sound. This pitch change when a speaker moves 

into creaky voice is a personal property of this speaker’s voice (e.g., vocal cords’ elasticity) 

with little phonological argument (Iva, 2005; Ladefoged, 2003). Visually, it is noticed as 

increased distance between the vertical striations reflecting pitch pulses.  

Formant frequencies. Formant frequencies may also play a role in glottalization. For 

example, Kirk et al. (1993) observe that frequency values for the first formant (F1) are higher 

during creaky phonation in Jalapa Mazatec, which they speculate is due to a raising of the 

larynx and concomitant shortening of the vocal tract during creaky voice. Swerdlin, Smith 

and Wolfe (2010) examine the effect of creak vocal mechanism on vocal tract resonances and 

find that creak phonation raises the first formant significantly by 45 Hz. Moosmuller (2001) 

compares the second formant (F2) of creaky and modal vowels of female and male speakers. 

The result shows a sex-specific difference. Creaky vowels produced by women show a lower 

F2 as compared to the same vowels produced by the same speaker using modal phonation. 

 

2.5. Acoustic Measurements 

Using both waveforms and spectrograms, vowels were segmented by Praat (Boersma & 

Weenink, 2004). F2 onset and offset were taken to be the onset and offset of the vowel 

respectively. Periodicity was perceived by the author in waveforms. Acoustic measurements 

examined in the vowel part included duration; mean intensity, f0, F1, F2; spectral tilt (of h1-

h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, h1-a3) at beginning, middle and end chunks.  
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2.6. Statistical Analyses 

Along with reporting the descriptive statistics for the acoustic measures mentioned above, 

univariate measure in general linear model was conducted with post hoc multiple 

comparisons. The significance level was set as α = .05 with Bonferroni corrections when 

applied. 

 

 

3. Results 

 

Within the 134 words embedded in the sentence prime, vowel [a] occurred 48 times at the 

word-initial position, 67 times at the word-medial position, and 19 times at the word-final 

position. 

Descriptively, aperiodicity between pitch pulses was noticed in waveforms of word-initial 

vowels, while vowels at word-medial and final positions were realized with a more regular 

pitch period. The examples of Shughni words with vowel [a] at word-initial, medial and final 

positions listed in Table 6 were repeated here with waveforms and spectrograms (Fig 1).  

 

[aboxt]  
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[mablah] 

 

[tama] 

 

Word-initial [a] in [aboxt] 
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Word-medial [a] in [mablah] 

 

Word-final [a] in [tama] 

 

Figure 1. Spectrograms of words [aboxt] [mablah] and [tama] with target [a] in bold, and 

waveforms of extracted target [a] at initial, medial and final positions (female speaker).  

 

Average vowel duration of [a] was 120ms (SD = 20) and 125ms (SD = 42) at word-initial and 

medial positions without significant difference in between (p = 1, n.s.). Vowel duration was 

significantly lengthened to 235ms (SD = 83) at the word-final position (p = .00) (Fig 2). The 

difference may be explained by final lengthening, and/or word stress, which will be discussed 

in the later session. 
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Figure 2. Average duration of [a] at word-initial, medial and final positions. * indicates 

significant difference. 

 

The average intensity was lower at the word-initial position (45.12dB) than word-medial and 

final positions (47.63dB and 47.88dB, respectively). The reduction of mean intensity at the 

initial position was significant (p = .00) (Fig 3). 

 

 

Figure 3.Mean intensity of [a] at word-initial, medial and final positions. 

 

Spectral tilt measures of h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, h1-a3 were examined at beginning, middle, and 

end chunks of vowel parts. The descriptive statistics was listed in Table 7. Values of h1-h2, 

h1-a1, h1-a2, h1-a3 at beginning chunks were lower in word-initial [a] than in other positions, 

which indicated a softer decrease of amplitude from the first harmonic to the second 

harmonic and to other higher frequency harmonics at the word-initial position. Further 

statistical analysis showed that word-initial [a] had a significantly lower h1-h2 than word-

medial [a] (p < .01), and h1-a1, h1-a2 and h1-a3 were also significantly lower in word-initial 

[a] than [a] in other positions (p = .02) (Fig 4). Though a majority of spectral tilt values in 

middle and end chunks were also descriptively lower for word-initial vowels, little difference 

was noticed at a significant level. Thus, creakiness of word-initial [a], which was 

implemented by spectral tilt, was mainly realized at the beginning one-third part of the vowel.  
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Descriptive Statistics of h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, h1-a3 at Beginning, Middle and End Chunks of 

[a] at the Word-Initial, Medial and Final Positions 

Vowel 

position 

Beginning chunk Middle chunk End chunk 

h1-h2 h1-a1 h1-a2 h1-a3 h1-h2 h1-a1 h1-a2 h1-a3 h1-h2 h1-a1 h1-a2 h1-a3 

Initial  Mean 1.05 -2.26 2.40 13.12 1.99 2.33 11.35 23.42 3.37 5.34 17.63 29.50 

SD 2.64 6.80 6.57 6.20 2.40 6.34 5.30 4.40 2.90 5.82 5.26 5.97 

Medial Mean 2.74 0.88 13.00 22.45 2.19 1.02 11.62 21.09 1.92 2.84 14.10 24.22 

SD 3.21 4.97 5.69 3.85 5.50 6.13 7.85 7.44 5.22 6.47 7.37 8.32 

Final Mean 2.79 2.47 13.89 21.45 5.55 4.79 13.29 22.07 11.00 13.88 17.67 30.96 

SD 2.16 5.97 4.05 3.60 2.25 6.17 4.33 3.47 3.65 5.62 4.75 5.32 

 

 

Figure 4. h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, h1-a3 at the beginning chunk of [a] at word-initial, medial and 

final positions. * indicates significant difference.  

 

The mean fundamental frequency (f0) was lowest at the word-initial position (178Hz) and 

highest at the word-final position (228Hz) (Fig 5). The difference was significant across 

positions (p < .01). The reduction of mean f0 at the word-initial position with preceding 

sentence prime ‘I say…’ may be considered as manifestation of creakiness with an f0 dip 

between vowels (i.e., [eɪ] in ‘say’ and the target [a]). The pitch rising in word-final [a] may be 

* * * * 
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due to reading a list of words in a short sentence frame where the speaker often ended one 

sentence in the middle of an utterance with a rising intonation. Word stress may also affect 

the pitch contour at the word final position, which will be discussed in the next session. 

 

  

Figure 5. Mean f0 of [a] at word-initial, medial and final positions. * indicates significant 

difference. 

 

The means of Formant 1 (F1) and Formant 2 (F2) were measured at word-initial, medial and 

final positions (Fig 6). No significant differences of F1 were noticed across positions (p = .88, 

n.s.). F2 at the word-initial position was 1527Hz, significantly lower than at other positions 

(1728Hz and 1680 Hz, respectively) (p < .05), which indicated a creaky phonation produced 

by a female speaker at the word-initial position.  
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Figure 6. Formants 1 and 2 of [a] at word-initial, medial and final positions. * indicates 

significant difference. 

 

4. Discussions and conclusions 

 

The acoustic analysis showed that the word initial vowel in Shughni was uttered in creaky 

phonation as evidenced through aperiodicity; low intensity, pitch and second formant; and 

soft decrease in spectral tilt of h1-h2, h1-a1, h1-a2, and h1-a3 at the beginning chunk. While 

the status of glottal stop in Shughni phonemic inventory remains controversial, phonetic 

realizations of glottalized vowels were convincing. 

 This analysis of glottalized vowels raises some discussions. First of all, in Pamir 

languages, glottal sounds appear in other subgroups. Ishkashimi, Wakhi, Yazgulami have 

glottal fricative /h/. In Ishkashimi, the status of /h/ in all dialects is as a marginal sound, 

sometimes appearing in Persian loans (Payne, 1989). Also, Pamir languages have voiceless 

stops of all places. Thus, for the overall balance of the phonemic inventory, it appears to be 

more symmetrical to have a glottal stop in Shughni. However, on the other side, glottal stop 

in Shughni has limited distribution at the word initial position in otherwise vowel-initial 

words. Glottalized vowels may be phonetically realized and serve as rule-governed 

allophones of vowels at the word-initial position. In fact, the word-initial context is a 

particularly likely location for glottalization to occur. For example, in German, Kießling, 

Kompe, Niemann, Nöth and Batliner (1995) have found that word-initial glottalization is 

frequent (shown in 58% of tokens studied), and Kohler (1994) has reported a high probability 

of glottal onsets for vowel-initial morphemes in polymorphemic words as well. 
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 Secondly, the target word in this study is pronounced in many cases under a vowel 

environment preceded by the English word ‘say’ and followed by the English word ‘I’ of the 

next sentence in long utterances consisted of multiple sentences. Creakiness is not observed 

in word-final [a]. Thus, I am reluctant to adopt a general conclusion that glottalization results 

from avoiding hiatus. Although this is not an impossible situation, and the acoustic evidence 

given here does not really argue against such a claim, to have a limited distribution of 

glottalization at the word-initial position, instead of both initial and final positions, makes it 

less evident to support the idea of avoiding hiatus. 

 Thirdly, it is noticed that Shughni words in current study are embedded in a repeated 

sentence frame where the target words are likely to receive pitch accent and/ or form prosodic 

units separating themselves from the sentence prime. Vowel-initial words are glottalized in 

many languages if the words are accented (Dilley, Shattuck-Hufnagel & Ostendorf, 1996). 

Moreover, creaky voice is cross-linguistically used as a marker of prosodic boundaries, either 

initially and/or finally, as in Swedish (Fant & Kruckenberg, 1989), English (Dilley & 

Shattuck-Hufnagel, 1995; Kreiman, 1982; Lehiste, 1979), Finnish (Lehiste, 1965), Czech 

(Lehiste, 1965), and Serbo-Croatian (Lehiste, 1965), for example. Thus, further research with 

various distributions of vowel-initial Shughni words in a prosodic constituent is called for to 

examine the effect of prosody to the description of glottalization. 

 Fourthly, there are multiple parameters used to acoustically manifest glottalized vowels, 

such as aperiodicity, low intensity, pitch and formant, soft decrease of spectral tilt. The 

importance of each parameter in realizing glottalization may vary. Further research is called 

for to examine relationships among these acoustic parameters when used as a collection of 

strategies to implement glottalized vowels. Also, speech data is uttered by one female speaker 

in current study. More native speakers need to be recruited to explore the variability across 

speakers in rate of glottalization and its acoustic manifestation.   

 Word-final vowels have longer duration and higher pitch than initial and medial vowels. 

In addition to final lengthening and intonation patterns in the middle of utterances that may 

provide some explanations, word stress may also be studied. In many Pamir languages, word 

stress falls on the final syllable of a multisyllabic word. Inflectional endings may be stressed 

or unstressed, depending on the language and the ending. In Roshani, for example, which is 

typical of the Shughni-Roshani subgroup, the plural ending -if is stressed, but the possessive 

ending on noun -a and all verbal endings are unstressed (Kurbanov, 1976).  

 Due to the sample size with limited vowels and speakers examined, the results of current 

study need to be generalized with caution. Production work exploring other vowels with more 
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Shughni native speakers may be conducted in a larger and more diverse set of utterances and 

contexts to investigate prosodic factors of glottalization in addition to the current positional 

explanation. A perception test is also needed to further interpret perception of glottalization in 

the language, and its relation with production. 
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.[ʔ] is inserted before vowel-initial syllables within words after /a/ and /ə/ and often also at the 

beginning of a word. 

1. In the northern varieties, [ʔ] occurs before word stems with initial vowel.  
 
1 To clarify a few technical terms, sentence is “a well-formed string of words put together according to the 
grammatical rules of a language”(Huang, 2007, p. 10); utterance is “the use of a particular piece of language - be 
it a word, a phrase, a sentence, or a sequence of sentences - by a particular speaker on a particular occasion” 
(Huang, 2007, p. 11); proposition is “what is expressed by a sentence when that sentence is used to make a 
statement, that is, to say something, true or false, about some state of affairs in the external world” (Huang, 
2007, p. 11). In this research, I do not distinguish absolutely between sentence, utterance, and proposition; 
however, generally, by sentence I mean the linguistic unit of what we read or hear, by utterance I lay emphasis 
on language in use which involves the relevant situational context, and by proposition I mainly refer to what is 
meant or implied by the sentence. 
1 As I do not have access to Russell’s original works on logic, the references in this section are all from 
secondary sources and only cover a part of his research concerning language. 
1 The word “implicature”, cognate of “implication” which indicates a “narrowly defined logical relationship 
between two propositions”, is derived from the verb “imply”, and refers to what is implicit in actual language 
use; so implication is distinguished from implicature (Mey,1993, pp. 99-100). The notion of implicature was 
originated by H. P. Grice. (Huang, 2007, p. 23) Grice distinguished two different sorts of implicatures: 
conventional implicature and conversational implicature. (Thomas 1995: 57) Conversational implicature is 
something implied in conversations; according to Levinson (as cited in Mey,1993), conventional implicatures 
“are non-truth-conditional inferences that are not derived from superordinate pragmatic principles like the 
maxims, but are simply attached by convention to particular lexical items” (p. 104).  
1 It is not the focus of this study to introduce in detail the conversational implicature as is usually explored with 
CP and the relevant maxims. Although people are supposed to be cooperative with each other in conversations, 
they often violate the principles or maxims. Such flouting, rather than obeyance, of the maxims in a specific 
situation is significant for detecting ‘meaning’.  
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Abstract 

 

One of the main problems concerning the analysis of free (or ‘headless’1) relative clauses is 

the difficulty in identifying the exact syntactic position of the WH-phrase and in particular 

whether it raises to a clause-internal or clause-external position. In this paper I argue, 

following Groos and Van Riemsdijk’s (1981) generative-oriented approach, for a [Spec, CP]-

position of the WH-phrase through the comparison of data from Standard German on the one 

hand and from English on the other hand, excluding the hypothesis that a WH-element may be 

the head of the ‘headless’ relative. In contrast to Van Riemsdijk’s hypothesis, I will 

nevertheless argue that the WH-phrase is not a ‘shared constituent’ (Van Riemsdijk, 2006, p. 

354) in a language like German, suggesting that in this language the head of the free relative 

is present and is given by a lexically empty demonstrative whose phonetic realization is not 

obligatory. The phonetic realization of the head of free relatives in German is tendentially 

subject to a generalization which I call the ‘Free Relative Economy Principle’, strongly 

depending on whether there is full matching between the matrix and the lower verb.  

Keywords: Free relative clauses, German, relative pronouns, syntactic typology of relatives 
 

1. For a Definition of ‘Headless’ Relative Clauses 

From a theoretical point of view (in particular within the generative paradigm2) relative 

clauses – henceforth RCs –, which add information3 about a noun they modify, called the 

                                                 
1 The misleading notion of ‘headless RC’ will be put in inverted commas throughout the paper for the 
sake of convenience (i.e. to account for the descriptions found in the literature) and eventually 
dismissed in favor of a hypothesis which assumes that there is a ‘head’ in the matrix clause (see [4.]). 
2  In the present paper I will assume Chomsky’s Principles and Parameters approach and the 
application of the X-bar theory to syntactic structure: in particular, one of the main postulates within 
this framework is that clause structure is defined in terms of three layers: CP (Complementizer 
Phrase), which encodes the discourse status of the clause and the interaction between syntax and 
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head noun, may be typologically subdivided into seven syntactic classes: the distinction 

basically depends on the position of the head of the relative clause and includes: head-

external post-nominal RCs, head-external pre-nominal RCs, head-internal RCs, double-

headed RCs, correlative RCs, adjoined RCs and free RCs. 

Free (or ‘headless’) relative clauses apparently have no antecedent and behave more like 

argument sentences – i.e. arguments of the verb – than like sentential modifiers (in Izvorski’s 

[1996, p. 89] terms, “free relatives are relatives that are not NP modifiers”). These 

constructions are considered to significantly differ from headed RCs in that they lack a 

‘domain nominal’ (e.g. Andrews [2007, p. 213]) and utilize a set of relative pronouns which 

is completely unlinked to that of restrictive or appositive RCs: for instance, what and where 

are found in free relatives but not in the other types of relatives and which, on the other hand, 

occurs in appositives and restrictives but not in free relatives. What we notice in utterances 

such as (1) and (2), for example, is that the position of the clause is one otherwise restricted to 

DPs4, which reveals its nominal-like character, observable in examples (3) and (4): 

(1) (I will do) [FR whati you command ti]  

(2) [FR whati Peter said ti] raised everybody’s attention 

(3) (I will do) [QP all the homework]5 

(4) [DP Peter’s reaction] raised everybody’s attention 

In particular, in (1) and (2) the RC is commonly said to fulfill independently the function of  

the accusative object of the verb do and the subject of raise, respectively. A widespread 

notion, clarified by the following examples, is that questions are CP-headed and that free 

                                                                                                                                                        
context, IP (Inflection Phrase), which conveys the inflectional dimensions of the clause (tence, aspect, 
voice, etc.) and VP (the lexical area of the clause par excellence, in which the verb, as well as the 
subject and the other arguments required by the verb are base-generated). In non-cartographic 
approaches, the [Spec, CP]-position (that is, the specifier of the Complementizer Phrase) is generally 
conceptualized as being the landing site (i.e. the surface position) of such elements as interrogative 
phrases, relative pronouns, Foci and Topics, etc..   
3 According to Walker (2005: 163) “these clauses add information about the modified noun […] which 
cannot be conveyed with a single adjective”. 
4 In the generative tradition, the Noun Phrase (NP) or Determiner Phrase (DP) is the category resulting 
from the application of the X-bar Theory to the noun, as well as to its modifiers and complements. In 
light of the numerous structural similarities between nominal expressions and clauses (cf. e.g. Abney 
[1987]), a parallelism has been proposed in which both categories are composed of two functional 
projections (DP and AgrP for nominal expressions and CP and IP for clauses) and one lexical 
projection (NP and VP, respectively). From the 80’s nominal expressions in the literature are 
ambiguous between a NP and a DP interpretation (cf. Giusti [2009: 159]): in this paper the unifying 
term ‘DP’ will be used for the sake of convenience.  
5 The abbreviation ‘QP’ makes reference to the notion of Quantifier Phrase, a type of phrase which is 
headed by a quantifier. Quantifiers may generally be existential (some), negative (no) or universal 
(all), as is the case in (3). 
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relative clauses are noun phrases6. Focusing on English, an interesting point made in Van 

Riemsdijk (2006: 341) is that the ‘selectional’ behavior of the verb, given by its semantic 

properties, determines the fundamental difference between (5) and (6) by virtue of the fact 

that the former is not an embedded question, whereas the latter is: 

(5) You should return what you have finished reading to the library 

(6) Can you tell me what you have finished reading? 

Such difference is observable by modifying the syntactic context in which the relative clauses 

are inserted. In fact, a verb like tell is inherently interrogative, in the sense that it selects 

questions, whilst return, which selects a returner, a returned thing and a goal of transfer, takes 

a DP as its direct object. This aspect becomes clear by comparing the same clause introduced 

by the yes/no interrogative (categorical) complementizer whether (instead of what) and the 

one in (5)-(6): 

(7) *You should return whether you have finished the book to the library 

(8) Could you tell me whether you have finished your book? 

Van Riemsdijk proposes that further evidence of this is offered by the ungrammaticality of 

(9): 

(9) *Could you tell me War and Peace? 

This point, however, seems quite weak in this context, as the semantics of tell may be 

inherently interrogative7, but a verb like this definitely also selects DPs; moreover, putting (7) 

and (9) on the same level of ungrammaticality does not appear adequate: indeed, irrespective 

of the misleading (semantic) context of (9), a sentence like “Could you tell the kids a story?” 

is fully grammatical. A clearer explanation is provided by Caponigro (2002: 143-144), who 

exemplifies the difference between free relatives and embedded Q-interrogatives e.g. with: 

(i)   I like [FR what you bought] 

(ii)  = I like [the thing(s) you bought]   

                                                 
6 Building on the parallelism clause-nominal expression, the fact that questions are CP-headed (i.e. are 
real clauses whose interrogative interpretation is structurally defined in terms of movement of the WH-
item) and free relatives are not implies, according to this distinction, that the former is not directly 
substitutable for a nominal expression. 
7 The inherently interrogative status of verbs like tell in given contexts is also relevant in Rizzi’s works 
on Northern Italian dialects when the author postulates two possible representations for sentences as 
Venetian Dime cossa ti ga fato (‘Tell-me what 2PS.SUBJ.CL. have done’): one which assumes that 
dynamic agreement occurs between [Spec,CP] and that the empty C° does not violate the WH-
criterion and one which implies an implicitly interrogative status of tell that the verb projects on the 
whole sentence.  
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(iii) I wonder [wh-Q what you bought] 

(iv)  = I wonder [which thing(s) you bought] 

(ii) and (iv) are evidently paraphrased forms of (i) and (iii), respectively, i.e. a what-free 

relative looks identical in form to the WH-embedded interrogative, although the interpretation 

is different. 

In the light of these considerations, the question arises as to what the structure of a free 

relative is and, more crucially, whether there is a head or not (that is, whether a ‘headless’ 

relative may be represented, following Van Riemsdijk’s line, as a [DP DP CP]-structure). Two 

mutually exclusive assumptions can be made: the head position is empty/occupied by a null 

element or it is filled by some kind of element. Van Riemsdijk assumes, in this latter case, 

two possibilities: 

1)  that the head position is occupied by a pronominal element which ends up being 

coalesced with the bare WH-element, e.g. it/that + WH � what or  

2) that the WH-word itself occupies the head position, a bulk of options which may be 

represented as follows: 

(10)  

                                              DP 

                         DP                                                             CP 
                                                                   Spec,CP                                                                    C’ 

                                                                                                                                                                                   IP 

 

 

 

 

(i) e                                whati                                              C°            you have finished reading ei 

(ii) PRO/proi                                    whati                                                C°          you have finished reading ei 

(iii) it/thati                                              whati             C°            you have finished reading ei   

(iv) whati    ei              C°          you have finished reading ei       

 

Whereas there seems to be no doubt as far as the position of the WH-element is concerned, 

namely [Spec, CP], the to-be-investigated question is whether the head position is present 
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and, in case it is, what kind of element fills it, i.e. whether a phonetically unrealized one or 

the WH itself. After these basic considerations on the nature of free relatives, in the next 

sections a more detailed scenario of this type of relative, as well as a discussion of the 

structural implications of ‘headless’ relatives in German will be provided. 

 

2. Existing Analyses of Free Relatives 

A number of explanations have been given for the description of free relative clauses. These 

can be summarized in three main points, considering that if we assume the relative to lack an 

antecedent, there are basically two possible landing sites for the WH-phrase. Alternatively, a 

double occupation may be hypothesized. Each of the following proposals has its own 

advocates in the literature:  

a. The relative pronoun occupies the position of the NP in the matrix sentence, i.e. it fills 

the head position, whilst the position introducing the sentence within the free relative remains 

empty. This analysis, which is known as Head Hypothesis (Bresnan & Grimshaw, 1978), 

implies that a free relative as the one in (i) should be interpreted as being structured as 

follows:  

(i)  [DP [DP whati ]  [CP you have started doing [ei]]] 

Despite the ‘external’ position of the WH-element with regard to the free relative, this 

analysis assumes there to be a strong relation between the matrix clause and the subordinate 

one, a relation which is expressed through coindexation. The fundamental assumption 

conveyed by Bresnan/Grimshaw for this type of hypothesis is a deletion rule defined as 

Controlled Pro Deletion: that is, the gap in (i) is originally occupied by a resumptive 

pronominal element which consequently undergoes deletion by virtue of its referential 

identity with the head, irrespective of its actual distance from the head position, as may be 

inferred from the example in (ii): 

(i) [DP[DP what] [CP I told Mary that John said that Bill claimed to have done [e]i]] 

 

From a formal point of view, since the phrase moves to the higher matrix clause, matching is 

automatically accounted for. 

 

b. The relative pronoun simultaneously occupies both positions, as they come to 

coincide in free RCs (e.g. Haider, 1988); 
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c. The relative pronoun occupies the position introducing the RC, while the ‘head 

position’, i.e. the position reserved for the NP, remains empty. This analysis, known as 

COMP Accessibility Hypothesis (CA), has been originally developed by Groos and Van 

Riemsdijk (1979; published 1981), as well as by other scholars such as Suñer (1984, p. 370 

ff.) and Grosu (1988) and assumes that ‘headless’ relatives are always full-fledged CPs. From 

this perspective, [Spec,CP] in the free relative is accessible to the matrix verb ‘for fulfilling 

its selectional restrictions’ (Sijtsma, 2006, p. 582). Interestingly enough, as noted, among 

others, by Suñer, such an approach inevitably implies a violation of the ϴ-criterion, which 

states that every theta-role that a verb can assign must be realized by some argument and that 

each argument can bear only one ϴ-role. This violation, neglected in Groos & Van 

Riemsdijk’s pre-GB hypothesis8, can be exemplified through the case in (iii): 

 
(i) I devoured what you wrote 

 

The chain headed by what  is ϴ-marked by devour and, assuming that the WH-element 

absorbs government by the verb as well, we are led to postulate that the chain is assigned two 

ϴ-roles and that it therefore violates the ϴ-criterion. At this point, the problem may be 

avoided by calling for an ad hoc revision of the ϴ-criterion – which does not seem to be 

desirable – or by assuming, as proposed by Van Riemsdijk (2006, p. 349), that the  head is 

occupied by an identifiable empty category bearing the following properties: 

 

a. It cannot be a trace (since no movement from the head position is involved); 

 

b. It may be either a pro [+pronominal, -anaphoric] or a PRO [+pronominal, 

+anaphoric]: the former is evidently the most likely option (a hypothesis supported for 

example by Suñer and Harbert), given that it may appear in governed positions; the latter 

would be tolerated by virtue of the fact that if we assume [Spec,CP] to absorb government 

entirely, then the head remains ungoverned in all cases. In this case, as free relatives may 

have a definite or a universally quantified value (e.g. in the contexts I will eat what I bought 

vs. I will invite whoever I want to), the control properties of PRO must be looked at 

attentively to see if it is able to cover all possibilities. 

 

                                                 
8  The ϴ-criterion was introduced by Chomsky (1981) in his work Lectures on Government and 

Binding. 
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3. Matching Effects as a Basic Property  

 

An exceptional property of free relative clauses is the so-called ‘matching effect’ (introduced 

by Grimshaw, 1977, also cf. Vogel, 2001, p. 108), revealing that the grammaticality of the 

sentence strongly depends on the pronoun behaving consistently with (or, in Vogel’s terms, 

being sensitive to) the requirements of both the verb in the matrix clause and the one in the 

relative, which impose separate constraints, a feature that does not concern headed relative 

clauses, as may be observed in (11): 

 

(11)   

a. FR: *I have found [DP[PP with what] I’ll kill him] 

b. HR:   I have found [DP the knife [PP with which] I’ll kill him] 

 

In other words, in a number of languages the WH-phrase of the free relative must bear the 

appropriate categorial and case features with respect to the position in which the relative itself 

appears, according to the following representation (Izvorski [1996]): 

 

(12)  Case matching  [FR WH-CASEi  … ]-CASEi 

(13)  Categorial matching  [FR [WH] XPi  … ]XPi 

 

As far as categorial matching is concerned, the WH-item must belong to a category that is 

adequate for selection both in the matrix and in the relative clause. In fact, free relatives may 

be headed not only by DPs, but also by APs and PPs, as shown in (14): 

  

(14) They chose who the boss wanted (DP) 

(15) She would live in whatever place her boyfriend wants to live (PP) 

(16) Peter will make you however happy your ex made you (AP) 

(17) I’ll play my music however loudly you play yours (AdvP) 

If we take the examples (14)-(17), we may intuitively observe that all the phrases present in 

the sentences are of the very category required by the matrix verb and also by the verb in the 

subordinate. For instance, (16) would be ungrammatical if there were selectional asymmetry 

between the two verbs: 

 

(18) *Peter will make you however happy the roadsweeper married (AP) 
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The same goes for case requirements 9 : predictably, the WH must satisfy the case 

requirements both of the matrix verb and of the lower verb, as in the following accusative-

dative contrasts from German, a language which has retained case distinctions in its 

morphological system: 
 

(19) *Ich kenne, dem du vertraust 

(20) *Ich kenne, den du vertraust 
 

The ungrammaticality of (19)-(20) is apparently due to the separate selectional properties of 

the two verbs: kennen (‘know’), in fact, assigns accusative to its complement, whereas 

vertrauen (‘trust’) selects a dative complement (Ich kenne diesen netten Mann vs. Ich 

vertraue diesem netten Mann). In Van Riemsdijk’s analysis, the WH-element is to be 

considered as a ‘shared constituent’ which moves from the object position of the free relative 

to the [Spec,CP]-position and ends up being subject to the selectional properties of both verbs. 

This hypothesis does not seem to be appropriate in absolute terms for a language like German. 

Its revised counterpart, which I will develop in [4.], may possibly be applied to English as 

well, for contingent reasons (i.e. given the common origin of the two languages) but also in 

the light of the formal properties of both languages. 
 

4. An Alaternative Account for the ‘Headless’ Status of  FRs 

 

As noted by Pittner (1995, p. 9): 

Relative pronouns in headed relative clauses always appear in the case required by 
the relative clause. The relative pronouns introducing free relatives show a 
pecularity. In the majority of cases, the case of the relative pronoun in free relatives 
also fits into the case frame of the matrix clause. This has led some authors to 
assume that these "matching effects" are a necessary condition for the formation of a 
free relative clause in NHG10. 

 
 
I will argue, leaving the question open for discussion, that this kind of matching in German 

free relatives is obviously obligatory, objecting nevertheless that the contexts in which 

                                                 
9 Scholars like Hirschbühler/Rivero (1981; 1983), as well as Izvorski (1996, p . 8 ff., in particular for 
Slavic and Greek) have also provided cross-linguistic evidence for non-matching cases, hypothesizing 
a partial relation between (non-)matching effects and the application of the pro-drop parameter. 
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German displays this phenomenon (bearing in mind that non-matching of the type in (19)-

(20) leads to ungrammaticality) are simply casual, i.e. a free relative clause like Ich kenne, 

wen du nicht magst is fully grammatical just by virtue of the fact that casually both of these 

verbs select an accusative object, which licenses a surface interpretation leading the 

hearer/reader to consider this WH-element as a shared phrase, that is, one that is ‘contended 

for’ by both verbs and must therefore satisfy all requirements imposed by their individual 

properties. This perspective implies that the head of the relative is not empty but subject to 

deletion in those cases in which case requirements match. If we observe (21)-(22), we see that 

in some (optional) cases a lexically empty demonstrative is realized in pre-FR position with 

the generic function of reinforcing the relative clause: 

 

(21) a. Ich mache, was ich will 
 I-NOM do what-ACC I-NOM want 

 
b. Ich mache das, was ich will 

   I-NOM do DEM.ACC what-ACC I-NOM want 
   ‘I’ll do what I want’ 

 

(22) a.  Ich will sehen, wer auf meinem Facebook-Profil war 

                 I-NOM want see who on my Facebook profile was 
               ‘I want to see who visited my Facebook profile’     
 
  b.   Ich will den sehen, wer auf meinem Facebook-Profil war 
        I-NOM want DEM.ACC see who on my Facebook profile was 
      ‘I want to see who visited my Facebook profile’ 
 

c. Ich vertraue nur dem, was ich liebe 

      I-NOM trust only DEM.ACC what I love 
                 ‘I only trust what I love’ 
 

As we see in (21), was is not a ‘shared constituent’ but is co-indexed with das, whose 

presence is not obligatory because both verbs select an accusative object as their 

complements. The same goes for free relatives which apparently occupy a ‘subject’ 

position: 

 

(23) (Das,) was du machst, ist echt widerlich pervers! 

      (DEM.NOM) what you do is really disgustingly wicked! 
      What you’re doing is disgustingly wicked! 

                                                                                                                                                        
10 The term ‘New High German’ (abbreviated as NHG) is generally used to intend the most recent 
period of the history of German, approximately from the 17th century to the present. In this paper it 
comprises, in a more specific sense, contemporary Standard German. 
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This may lead us to the conclusion that in German free relatives there is always a head in the 

form of an empty demonstrative which is phonetically realized when the case requirements of 

the matrix and the lower verb do not match in order to signal the non-matching. It may 

therefore be considered as a ‘last resort strategy’ of the language system to avoid 

ungrammaticality which does not, of course, contradict the case matching hypothesis 11 . 

Nonetheless, it redefines the contours of this analysis, in the sense that case matching is not 

an obligatory strategy but the expression of an economy principle which is reticent to the 

phonetic realization of more than one case-marked phrase if they bear the same case. This 

principle may be defined as the ‘free relative economy principle’ and approximately phrased 

as follows: 

 

Free Relative Economy Principle 

The head of a free relative, which occupies an A-position in the matrix clause, tends not to be 

phonetically realized if it bears the same case as the WH-pronoun introducing the relative. 

 Such principle calls into question the validity of the descriptive definition of ‘free’ 

relatives12, in the sense that from this perspective they appear to be semantically, as well as 

structurally, bound to the matrix clause 13 . It is to be noticed, by the way, that this 

demonstrative is unstressed and that its presence does not imply any particular informational 

relevance in the utterance. Further – although perhaps less significant – evidence for such an 

account comes from the fact that at the orthographic level the relative pronoun in German 

occurs after a comma, even when the head (i.e. the demonstrative pronoun) is not realized at 

LF, which may lead us to the conclusion that the pronoun is perceived as being part of the 

lower clause, namely of the CP-projection, in the speakers’ conception of their language. 

These considerations can of course be empirically observed only in languages like German, 

which displays a fully fledged morphological case system. As insisted on by Van Riemsdijk 

(2012: 220-221), case morphology in German, i.e. in a language with case paradigms of a 

certain complexity, is subject to syncretism, as can be inferred from the data in Table 1.1.: 

 

                                                 
11 Grosu (1994) posits a complex typology with respect to matching, dividing languages in three 
groups: fully matching languages (English, Italian, French, etc.), non-matching languages (Latin, Old 
and Middle High German, etc.), partially matching languages (Finnish, Spanish, Catalan, Romanian). 
12 It goes without saying that, considering the optional presence of an empty demonstrative in the 
matrix clause, which can be considered the antecedent of the relative pronoun, relatives of this type 
cannot be defined as ‘headless’. 
13 By this I do not mean, of course, that free clauses would have an absolutely free status in structural 
terms if the head were somewhat independent of the matrix clause, as stated by the COMP Hypothesis. 
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                 Table 1.1.: Paradigm of the simplex question word in German 

masc./fem Neuter 
Nom Wer Was 
Acc Wen Was 
Gen Wessen Wessen 
Dat Wem  --- 

 

As noted by Baerman (2009, p. 219), case syncretism is defined in terms of the combination 

of multiple distinct case values in a single form (what Bílý & Pettersson 1988, p. 14, 

conceptualize as ‘case neutralization’), which implies an observable asymmetry between 

paradigms within a language, therefore leading to case polysemy where one and the same 

form expresses two or sometimes more case functions14. The idea that two or more different 

morphological cases may undergo syncretism, which constitutes a widespread characteristic 

in the diachronic development of a number of languages, is generally supported by the 

assumption that there must be some underlying affinity (either semantic or morphosyntactic) 

between the functions which come to be expressed in the same way. To capture this 

generalization, we can adopt the Syncretism Principle as proposed by Alexiadou and Müller 

(2004, p. 3): 

 

Syncretism Principle 

Identity of forms implies identity in function (within a certain domain, and unless there is 

evidence to the contrary). 

  There is therefore significant uncertainty as to the nature of case syncretism, basically 

summarizable in two principles: if this phenomenon were exclusively dependent on what we 

can call ‘semantic’ features (regarding meaning and function), then its occurrence should be 

absolutely predictable, i.e. we should be able to tell which cases will exhibit syncretism – 

cross-linguistically – because of proximity in function; if, on the other hand, this kind of 

syncretism were only attributable to purely morphological reasons, it would not be possible to 

make any predictions (Baerman 2009). However, this distinction cannot possibly be so 

categorical: if we take, for instance, dative as a prototypical example of morphological case 

undergoing syncretism, we will observe that it can absorb the functions of different other 

cases (suffice it to think of syncretism of the types dative-locative in Ancient Greek, dative-

                                                 
14 Following Comrie (1991: 44), the identification of case functions depends on a clear correlation 
between morphosyntactic case and a formal inflectional distinction. 
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accusative in Hindi-Urdu, dative-nominative in OE15, etc.). What is more, while it is not 

simple to account for the different kinds of syncretism based on the semantics of the case; 

there is a clear asymmetry between the possible variants of this phenomenon: for example, we 

(intuitively) assume that the genitive-nominative syncretism does not have the same statistical 

incidence as the genitive-dative one. 

 A number of observations may be made considering free relatives in German: on the one 

hand, an analysis assuming that all relatives have a head (realized or not according to formal 

tendencies) is universalizing and may be applied to English. Clauses such as (23)-(24), for 

instance, can be argued to have a non-realized antecedent: 

(24) [I like [demonstrative]] [whati you do [ti]]  (object DP) 

(25) [demonstrative][[whati you did ti at the party] was great  (subject DP)  

Another conclusion we may come to is that the occurrence of the ever-element in free 

relatives annihilates the validity of such observations in that this suffix can be argued to 

convey a meaning that is generalizing and does not admit a head: 

(26) I will live in whatever place my parents live 

(27) I will live wherever my parents live 

We may instead observe that this does not hold in all the cases in which the WH-phrase does 

not contain -ever, so that an antecedent, whose status depends on the kind of phrase of  the 

free relative, may be assumed: 

(28) [I will live [there]] [wherei my parents live ti] 

(29) [I want to live [so]] [howi my parents live ti] 

This is productively observable in Modern German, where phonetically realized antecedents 

of this type are often found in the same positions that we may hypothesize for English: 

(30) [I werde [da] leben] [woi meine Eltern ti leben] 

(31) [Ich werde [so] leben] [wiei meine Eltern ti leben] 

As a matter of fact, ever-free relatives have semantic implications that are not available to 

their plain free relative counterparts. Von Fintel (2000: 27 ff., among others) proposes that 

such relatives can be subdivided into two semantic groups according to their possible (non 

                                                 
15 According to Allen (1995: 158) this syncretism triggered the emergence of a new type of passive 
(cf. The king was given a gift, where the subject would have been clearly dative in OE). 
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co-occurring) readings, namely ‘ignorance’ vs. ‘indifference’. For example, (31) is described 

by this scholar as implying that the speaker does not know what Arlo is cooking, whereas in 

(32) Bill did not really care what he grabbed from the desk: 

(32) I can tell there’s a lot of garlic in whatever Arlo is cooking over there 

(33) Bill needed a paperweight, so he grabbed whatever was on the desk 

None of these two sentences has a definite reading, which is made impossible by the presence 

of -ever, as we may see in the following contrast (from Tredinnick , 2005, p. 2): 

(34) *Whatever Mary is cooking, namely ratatouille, uses onions 

(35) What Mary is cooking, namely ratatouille, uses onions 

What follows is that (33), even without any specifications of the namely-type, could not be 

headed by a deleted semantically empty demonstrative element just by virtue of the fact that 

the semantic (namely, non-specific) implications introduced by ever do not allow such 

reading16: 

(36) *[ demonstrative [ whateveri Mary is cooking ti ] [uses onions] 

(37) [ demonstrative [ whati Mary is cooking ti] [uses onions] 

This is empirically observable in German, a language that realizes this demonstrative overtly 

– cf. e.g. a structure like (38), in which this demonstrative comes to be the subject of the main 

clause in a parallel way to example (36):  

(38) [Das, [ wasi die Maria gerade ti kocht]], [hat Zwiebeln drin] 

A further highly interesting aspect to note is that German does not have any enclitic ever-

element to utilize in such contexts17. On the other hand, this language uses other means to 

express what English – somewhat ambiguously – expresses through -ever, namely the deleted 

demonstrative whose presence I have assumed above for the ignorance reading and a 

quantifier (which seems to confirm the view of the deleted demonstrative) for the indifference 

reading, hypothesizing that a sentence like (32) [above] has a meaning roughly corresponding 

to ‘Bill needed a paperweight, so he grabbed everything that was on the table without paying 

attention to what he was grabbing’: 

                                                 
16 In the next paragraphs we will see, following Izvorski’s (2000, p. 232 ff.) reasoning, that, differently 
from these relatives which are in subject or object positions, another kind of ever-free relative occurs 
which conveys a concessive value and is analyzed as an adjunct. 
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(39) [ Das, [ Wasi Arlo gerade kocht ti ], hat ganz viel Knoblauch drin] 

(40) Bill brauchte einen Briefbeschwerer, also ergriff er [ alles, [wasi er ti fand]] 

As we will see in the next paragraphs, there are ever-free relatives with a concessive meaning 

which are used as adjuncts. 

 

5. For a Categorization of Free Relatives 

Following Van Riemsdijk’s line (as introduced in [1.]), free relatives, despite a formal 

similarity to questions, are characterized by subcategorizational properties distinguishing 

them from indirect interrogatives. Free relatives found in adjunct positions 18  have been 

variously analyzed in the literature, for example as conveying ambiguity with respect to the 

differentiation relative-embedded question, as in the following examples (from Van 

Riemsdijk, 2006, p. 359, and Izvorski, 2000, p. 232, respectively), whose status Van 

Riemsdijk finds dubious: 

(41) Whatever Bill says, it always comes out wrong 

(42) Whatever John cooks, he will win the cooking contest 

I agree with Izvorski (2000) that these examples constitute clear cases of free relatives of the 

ever-type which are subject to restrictions and possibly call for a redefinition of free relatives. 

As argued by Izvorski (2000, p. 232), adjunct free relatives are characterized by recognizable 

semantic features: 

a. Free relatives with overt heads (e.g. lo que in Spanish19) are prohibited and free 

relatives without overt heads are not all possible; 

                                                                                                                                                        
17 Nevertheless, in analogy to English -ever as a universalizing marker, German can realize the same 
semantics through the addition of (auch) immer to the WH-item. 
18 In these cases, they are defined by Izvorski (2000, p. 232 ff.) in terms of relatives which, like free 
adjunct adverbials, do not have “an overt logical connective linking them to the main clause”. 

19 E.g. Lo que has dicho (‘what you said’), where the invariable relative pronoun che obligatorily 
resumes the demonstrative lo, cannot be categorized as a free relative in Spanish. Structures of the type 
*Que has dicho for a free relative are ungrammatical. Among the Romance languages, Italian represents 
a particular case in this respect: a free relative of German or English such as [[What you said] is wrong] 
is unmarkedly expressed by a non-free relative in Italian: quello che hai detto è sbagliato, where, in 
analogy to lo que in Spanish, the relative pronoun is che and the head is quello (a masculine distal 
demonstrative). Nevertheless, another possibility of Italian for the expression of the same relative would 
be Quanto hai detto è sbagliato, which definitely belongs to a higher register but is interesting in that 
the relative operator introducing the clause quanto is a homophone of a WH-element (how much), just as 
in English and German. 
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b. The existence of free relatives of this type seems to call into question the widespread 

knowledge that nominal FRs are DPs, adjectival FRs are APs, and so on (cf. [3.]), since, 

generally speaking, APs and DPs cannot function as FRs; 

c. Free relatives which are found in adjunct positions have a very specific interpretation 

in that they always imply conditions (i.e. they are said to be concessive). 

I find that the semantics of such clauses are intuitively ascribable to a set of free relatives that 

may be said to bear a concessive value, which seems to be clear from the comparison of the 

following examples: 

(43) Whatever you cook, you will win the contest  

(44) Whatever you cook will win the contest 

The difference between (42) and (43) is given by the simple fact that in the former the free 

relative is an adjunct, whilst in the latter it is in subject position. Van Riemsdijk (2006: 359) 

claims that a sentence like (42) is more easily recognizable as a question in the light of the 

fact that ‘a close paraphrase [of the sentence] has no matter prefixed to the wh-word, which is 

generally impossible in argument FRs’. I do not find this argument convincing, in the first 

place because what Van Riemsdijk defines as “a close paraphrase” (i.e. the paraphrase with 

no matter) is structurally different from the ever-free relative, as we see in (44)-(45) [(45) is 

the example that Van Riemsdijk uses to confirm his pro-embedded question reading of (42)]: 

(45) No matter what you cook, you will win the contest 

(46) ?*This dog attacks no matter who crosses its path 

In fact, (43) may also be re-phrased as (45), where the free relative is an argument of the verb, 

which has an expletive subject in this case: 

(47) It is not important / it doesn’t matter what you cook, you will win the contest 

Secondly, I do not agree with Van Riemsdijk’s judgment that (46) is ungrammatical, which 

the author possibly uses to substantiate his statement on the question-like nature of ‘adjunct 

free relatives’ and to which we may oppose (48), whose status of ungrammaticality would be 

highly questionable: 

(48) I’ll do no matter what for you 

In the third place, Van Riemsdijk claims that whether (an element which is normally limited 

to questions and excluded in relative clauses) can occur in clauses with no matter+WH. This 
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should lead us to think that this type of clause is closer to embedded interrogatives than to 

free relatives. Nonetheless, arguing that in the paraphrase of a clause an element like whether 

(present in questions and not in RCs) may occur does not seem to be a convincing strategy for 

the analysis of such clauses. Another erroneous point in Van Riemsdijk’s reasoning concerns 

the examples from German in (49)-(51). The scholar’s starting point is that in this language 

questions are constructed by means of w-words (such as wer, was, etc.), whereas headed 

relatives make use of what he calls d-words (i.e. demonstrative pronouns): 

(49) Peter fragte, wen ich vorziehe  
Peter asked, who-ACC I-NOM prefer 
 
(50) Peter hasst den Mann, den ich vorziehe 

Peter hates the-man-ACC who-ACC I-NOM prefer 
 
(51) Peter hasst, wen ich vorziehe  

Peter hates who-ACC I-NOM prefer 
 
The author argues for these cases that free relatives pattern like questions – and not like 

headed relatives – in that they uniformly take w-words. This is not true in the light of what I 

said above: while the subordinate clause in (48) is clearly a question because it is introduced 

by an inherently interrogative verb, the structure of (50) [a free relative] is comparable to that 

of (49) [a headed relative] in that there is full matching between the object of the matrix verb 

hate and the object of the lower verb prefer (according to a generalization captured by the 

Free Relative Economy Principle [see 4.]). Actually, (51) may also be re-phrased as follows: 

(52) Peter hasst den, wen ich vorziehe                 
Peter hates DEM-ACC who-ACC I-NOM prefer 
 
This type of relative therefore seems to bear the very same structure as an overtly headed 

relative, the only difference being that in the former the head (a demonstrative) is deleted, 

whilst in the latter the head is realized phonetically20.  

 A further interesting aspect of the question – which to my knowledge is neglected in the 

literature – concerns the status of such relative adverbs as where (German wo)21. Following  

the notion of relative pronouns as ‘shared constituents’ (Van Riemsdijk, 2006, p. 354), this 

                                                 
20 This generalization, which for the sake of space cannot be shown as applied to a wider corpus of 
data from written sources (an interesting hint for further research), can of course be extended to 
feminine and plural. In this work I mainly exemplified the generalization through masculine as the 
traditionally unmarked gender.  

21 The subdistinction into complex relative pronouns such as in which (German in dem/der) and relative 
adverbs such as where is substantially defined in terms of the concrete realization of a WH-pronoun 
introduced by a preposition. In this sense, in an utterance like The city where I spent my childhood the 
relative operator is a locative adverb rather than a pronoun sensu stricto. 
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case raises a number of structural problems. What is at stake here is not only the position of 

where/wo, which in our analysis has been ascertained to be [Spec,CP], but also its condition 

in a theory that requires case matching as a fundamental  property of free relatives. At this 

point there are basically two possibilities: we may either take where/wo as an invariable 

relative adverb that is insensitive to case marking (which would leave the question open) or, 

alternatively, make an educated guess and hypothesize that even place relative adverbs  may 

be integrated in this analysis. Observe example (53): 

(53) Ich zeige dir, wo es ist 
I-NOM show you-DAT where it-NOM  
‘I’ll show you where it is’ 
 

In this case, it is to be noticed that in substandard varieties of German a demonstrative 

pronoun indicating place deixis is realized phonetically: 

(54) Ich zeige dir da, wo es ist  
I-NOM show you-DAT there where it-NOM is 
‘I’ll show you where it is’                 
 
This instance reveals that the presence of a head can be hypothesized even with relative 

adverbs, assuming that in normal usage it is deleted for economy reasons. It is taken for 

granted here that the subordinate clause in (54) is a free relative and not an embedded 

question because of the semantic properties of the lexical verb22. The same goes for free 

relatives which apparently occupy an argument position: 

(55) ([MC  Da,  ]) [FR  wo du bist,  ] [FR… ist gar nichts]  
(there) where you-NOM are is MOD.PRT. nothing-NOM            
There’s nothing where you are 
 
(55), consistently with the above examples, shows that da (‘there’) may optionally be realized 

as an argument of the main clause. This means that da is not obligatorily realized, in spite of 

its argument status, because it is somewhat resumed by the relative pronoun wo. 

Another fundamental question, which I will leave open and oversimplified in this work for 

the sake of space, is that regarding the status of that pronoun – as well as the free relative 

                                                 
22  In fact, a verb endowed with [+interrogative] features in this context would not allow for the 
phonetic realization of a deictic demonstrative, as shown by the ungrammatical counterpart of (53)-
(54): *Ich frage mich da, wo es ist *‘I wonder DEM. where it is’. Predictably, the same may be argued 
for all the other relative pronouns in free relatives: *Ich frage mich das, was du machst *’I wonder 
DEM. what you do’, *Ich frage mich den, wen du liebst *’I wonder DEM who you love’, etc.. 
Generally speaking, German is a language that draws a clear distinction between [+interrogative] and 
[-interrogative] traits conveyed by the verb. For instance, the temporal adverb ‘when’ is expressed in 
two ways (wann vs. wenn, which evidently come from the same etymological source), according to the 
features of the verb: Ich frage mich, wann er kommt ‘I wonder when he comes’ [+ interrogative], Ich 

bringe ihn um, wenn er ankommt! ‘’I’ll kill him when he arrives!. 
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itself –  as far as case-marking is concerned. According to Stowell (1981, p. 245 ff.) and his 

‘Case-Resistance Principle’, “Case may not be assigned to a category which bears a Case-

assigning feature (i.e. [-N] or [+Tense])”. That is to say, in this context, although the verb 

zeigen (‘show’) takes three arguments, the agent and the benefactive are realized and theta-

marked, whilst neither the deictic pronoun (because it is non-nominal) nor the free relative 

(because it is a clause) may be the theme (i.e. the direct, accusative-marked object in this 

case). As for the demonstrative NP, I propose that this model may be applied to a language 

like English, in which, similarly to German (but differently because of its abstract value), a 

deictic pronoun may be hypothesized to be realized in the main clause as the head of the free 

relative: 

(56) [S[I’ll show you [H  there ]] [FR  where you can find it ]] 

The application of this model, which constituted the main point of this paper and remains 

open for discussion, is of course preliminary and perfectible. 

 

6. Conclusions 

The aim of this paper was twofold: on the one hand, to follow the lines of the standard 

literature on free relatives (among others, Groos & Van Riemsdijk, 1981; Hirschbühler & 

Rivero, 1983; Van Riemsdijk, 2006) for a definition of free relatives and for a roundup of the 

main theoretical approaches to this topic; on the other hand, to propose a preliminary 

alternative approach to this type of relatives. In [1.] I followed the theoretical standards in 

defining a free relative as behaving more like an argument of the verb than like an NP 

modifier, a vision that has been slightly revised in this work by assuming that free relatives 

are actually modifiers of lexically empty and often non-realized NPs (e.g. demonstrative 

pronouns) and AdvPs (e.g. place deictic pronouns) occurring in the matrix clause as the 

object required by the higher verb. This hypothesis seems to find surprising evidence in 

Standard German, where an unstressed demonstrative is optionally realized as the object of 

the matrix verb in a main clause followed by an object free relative (e.g. Ich mag [das], was 

du machst ‘I like what you do’) or as the subject of the main clause, relativized by a free 

relative (e.g. [Das], was du machst, ist ganz toll ‘What you do is absolutely great’). The 

realization of this demonstrative seems to be subject to a tendency of economy which I called 

the Free Relative Economy Principle; as far as relative adverbs are concerned, this analysis 

finds its confirmation in subvarieties of German in which an optional deictic pronoun may be 

phonetically realized in the main clause and represent the lexically empty element that is 



291 
 

specified by the relative clause. I also proposed that this model may be applied to English, 

where a demonstrative may optionally be present in the main clause and is relativized through 

the free relative. 
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Abstract  

 

Research has indicated that corrective feedback gives positive gains in students’ writing. 

While there is much being done on the ‘best’ practices in academic writing from English 

teachers’ and students’ viewpoints,  very little or no research is available on feedback from 

disciplinary teachers’ viewpoints which is becoming more important as the need for ‘good’ 

writing on a global level becomes essential for effective communication in all fields. This 

study reports on a survey of disciplinary teachers’ self assessment of their feedback in one 

American affiliated university in Lebanon. Specifically, teachers’ views of the various local 

(mechanical) and global (content) language feedback they perceive giving on undergraduate 

students’ course writing are compared to what students’ view they are receiving. Student 

focus group interviews are also carried out to further explore students’ views and preference.  

Main results show that disciplinary teachers’ self assessment significantly view giving more 

local language feedback than their students’ perceived receiving. However, both teachers and 

students agree that the grade on writing assignments is mainly based on global language 

features with very little or no feedback but with students expressing a preference for a balance 

between local and global language feedback and an opportunity to improve their writing 

assignments before a grade is assigned. Implications and recommendations for the 

t e a c h i n g / l e a r n i n g  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  f u t u r e  r e s e a r c h  a r e  m a d e .     

Key words:    disciplinary writing, teacher self-assessment, student writing perceptions 

teacher written feedback,  academic writing, Lebanon    
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I.  Introduction   

Assessing L2 students’ writing has had a long history of some successful feedback practices 

for academic purposes closely following the writing theories and practices  over the past 

thirty years (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; Cumming, 2009). Feedback became even more 

important when the process writing approach and learner centered classrooms focused on 

developing the learners’ writing in multiple drafts and empowering students to have a voice 

in their writing. However, teachers in the disciplinary and academic English courses often 

find L2  students’ writing too weak and not up to university levels.  It may be argued, though, 

that if a product approach is adopted, which is most often the case in the disciplines, what 

incentives and/or opportunities would students have to act upon any feedback received?  

Responding to student writing then becomes undeniably a significant concern  in the 

assessment for learning and of learning  (Bitchener & Knoch, 2008; Cohen, 1987; Ferris, 

1995, 2007; Lee, 2008c; Hedgcock & Lefkowitz, 1994; Taras, 2006). Over the past decade , 

there have been studies in another strand of feedback research, focusing on second language 

acquisition (SLA), that investigates whether corrective feedback (CF) facilitates the 

acquisition of particular linguistic features.  This body of research is in contrast to the L2 

writing research described above.  On the whole, L2 writing research emphasizes whether 

written CF helps students improve their writing (see Ferris, 2010 for a historical review) and 

which is the focal point of the present study.      

      Mainly the research in the L2 writing research area has indicated that teacher feedback 

has emphasized a dichotomy of local and  global errors; that is, feedback on form  and 

feedback on content (used interchangeably hereafter)  (Perl & Egendrof, 1979; Sommers, 

1980) with disciplinary teachers, although many intolerant of language errors (Hyland & 

Hyland, 2006b) focusing more on content and English teachers on form (Cohen, 1987; 

Guenette, 2007; Leki, 1991).  Studies on corrective feedback have further shown conflicting 

results in student writing development, some indicating that the effect is short term (Ashwell, 

2000; Chandler, 2003; Ferris and Roberts, 2001), while others claiming that there might be a 

more positive developmental impact on students’ writing if teachers respond on multiple 

drafts before the final product (Berger, 1991) is graded. Related to this formative type 

feedback, a few studies have focused on sequencing feedback and claim that appropriate 

feedback should be given at the right time and the right context to be effective (Guenette, 

2007). 
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Recently, there have been studies done indicating that similar teacher and student views 

on teacher feedback practices are significant in learning (Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; 

Montgomery & Baker, 2007; Seror, 2009). These controversies have led some researchers to 

investigate the opinions of students on what feedback they find effective, their feedback 

preferences and any developments in students’ writing (Lee, 2008c; Leki, 1991; Taras, 2006).  

In relation to writing in the disciplines, Tomlinson (2005) believes that   ‘…students can learn 

from …. the input which they receive after the test, both from their own reflection and from 

professionals who have monitored their performance on the tests’ (p.39).  Little has been 

done in L2 contexts, however, and notably none in the L1 Arabic context, on what teachers 

view they are giving as feedback compared to what their students perceive they are receiving.   

At the university in the present study,  students’ writing in the disciplines has been found 

to be inadequate (Bacha, 2002; 2012; personal communication with instructors).  To address 

this problem, the academic English teachers at the university  find the need to defend the 

importance of  ‘correct’  form in  motivating students to revise and edit their work.  Weigle’s 

(2002) solution to teachers is that they go ‘beyond the timed impromptu test ‘…to create 

assessment tools that more accurately reflect the writing process and allow for more 

feedback’ (p.196).  In fact, the university’s academic English syllabi are regularly revised to 

include multiple drafts  based on teacher feedback  in a scaffold approach.  As a result, a 

relative degree of success has been reported.  Unfortunately, in the disciplines, this is not the 

case, and although generalizations cannot be made, it is felt by many disciplinary teachers 

that their students’ writing needs to be improved.  Nevertheless, a product approach continues 

to be the norm in the disciplines (Bacha, 2012).  The reported weaknesses in student’s writing 

at the university in this study has been addressed in a number of ways in setting up learning 

and writing centers where students are referred for individual writing sessions and coaching 

in their course work.  Nevertheless, the problem continues.  

The significance of the present study is to gain insight into the perceptions of how teachers 

assess their own feedback and how students’ view what type of feedback they are receiving.  

This study explores this area and hopes to offer some insights that could impact the 

development of  EFL  students’ disciplinary writing.   

 

II. Review of Literature   

 

There is a wealth of research on effective feedback of learning for L2 students’ writing 

development  of  learning (e.g. Beven, Badge, Cann,  Willmott,  & Scott,  2008; Cumming, 
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2004; Ellery, 2008; Huxham, 2007; Leung, 2004; Weigle, 2002). There are fewer, however 

studies on feedback for learning.  Lee (2007, p.182) states there is little investigation into the 

‘functions teacher feedback serves from an assessment-for-learning perspective’.  At the same 

time, he gives an account of research that argues that the two types of assessment along with 

the feedback ‘… are not mutually exclusive and with recent focus on classroom-based 

assessment both can be employed at the same time in the learning process.  Thus, teacher 

feedback becomes important not just ‘of learning’ for the final grade (summative feedback) 

on any one assignment but also for comments on the same assignment for learning (formative 

feedback).  Lee (2007) concludes that ‘Research could look into how teachers can be helped 

to foster a better link between assessment, teaching and learning in the writing classroom, and 

specifically how they can use feedback to promote teaching and learning’ (p.196).  Thus, it is 

the purpose of the present study  to obtain information on how both teachers and students 

assess  the teacher feedback given in the disciplines as a first step toward this end.  Some 

background on feedback practices and teacher and student assessment of these are first 

outlined. 

 

1.  Feedback Practices  

     Teacher feedback practices in academic writing courses and disciplinary courses  have 

consisted mainly of some brief general comments on the content and or symbols for 

mechanics (e.g. sp. Spelling error; # new paragraph need etc…) on written texts (e.g. 

research papers, laboratory reports, projects, essays, etc.) along with a grade.  With the advent 

of process writing,  alternative practices emphasizing learner centeredness became popular in 

the academic English classrooms (Hyland & Hyland, 2006a,b).   Some of these practices  

include  various teacher responses such as oral conferencing, student reflections; portfolios; 

peer assessment, rubrics and scales, computer, and corpora based means (Bacha, 2002; 2012; 

; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 2005; Cheng & Warren, 2005; Diab, 2010; Kember, 

McKay, Sinclair, & Wong, 2008; Merry & Orsmond, 2008; Min, 2005; Rollinson 2005; 

Truscott, 2007).  Each practice, however, has not been without its controversies. 

      Even more controversial are the response tools that have been used specific for teaching 

English for academic and specific purposes such as analytic and holistic rating scales or 

rubrics (Cumming, 2001; Hudson, 2005; Jacobs. Zinkgraf, Wormuth,  Hartfiel, & Hughey, 

1981).  Research on feedback practices in the disciplines have been minimal in foreign 

language contexts.  Studies that have been conducted on disciplinary writing on 

undergraduate L2 students indicate a need for collaboration between the English and 



298 
 

disciplinary teachers (Hamps Lyons, 2006; Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; Sommers, 2009) 

especially problems in disciplinary writing (Bacha, 2012; Leki, 2006).   

        Related to this, studies have also been done on the extent to which feedback is effective  

in the development of students’ writing in both academic English and disciplinary classes  

(Ashwell, 2000; Hyland & Hyland, 2006b; Kroll, 1993; Seror, 2009; Stern & Solomon, 

2006).  Some of this research have surveyed students’ feedback preferences and report that 

while the students find value in peer and oral feedback which have become part of the student 

centered curriculum, students  prefer both form and content written feedback not so much 

from their peers as from their English and disciplinary teachers as, in their opinion, this helps 

them more efficiently to develop their language and ideas in their discipline (Hyland & 

Hyland, 2006b; Leki, 1991).   Zhu’s  (2004) study of disciplinary teachers’ views indicated 

that they perceived the disciplinary teachers’ role in responding to the content, while English 

teachers’ concern should be on  form  in assessing students’ written work. Weigle (2002) 

questions whether English teachers should have knowledge of the disciplinary conventions 

when providing input. There seems to be little consensus, according to the literature in the 

field, between English and disciplinary teachers as to the extent to which disciplinary 

teachers’ should focus on form responses.   

     All in all, types of feedback on disciplinary writing and when they should be given and by 

whom are still pedagogical concerns not only for the students on the receiving end, but more 

so for teachers and institutions who are involved in learning assessment and accountability. 

 

2.  Teacher self-assessment and student perceptions  

      In our investigation of  teacher and student views, a  number of studies has been done on 

student reactions to both disciplinary and English teachers’ feedback  (e.g. Arndt, 1993; 

Goldstein, 2004; Hamp-Lyons, 2006; Lee, 2008a, b; 2009; Seror, 2009; Sommers, 2009; 

Zamel, 1985). These studies show that students want more specific comments on their written 

assignments.  Other findings obtained through student surveys  in various undergraduate 

disciplines (such as psychology, biology and education) report that often teacher feedback is 

delayed, insufficient, negative, and vague to be of any benefit to learning and future 

assessment (Huxham, 2007; Seror, 2009; Taras, 2006). Taras (2006) claims that higher 

educational institutions have a challenge in giving formative feedback on all students’ work 

so that they can engage and interact with and learn from this feedback in the development of 

their disciplinary writing. Thus, Taras (2006) argues that teachers and undergraduate students 
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engage in a ‘partnership’ through which students can develop their writing. Along the same 

lines, Sommers (2009) stresses that the students’ role, much neglected in the literature, must 

be more active as they need to be willing to accept the feedback and to view it as instructional 

and not judgmental. Thus, teachers should give more meaningful input in the initial stages of 

writing with less focus on form in order to motivate student follow up (Zamel, 1985; Hyland 

& Hyland, a,b) and to consider more effective ways to empower their students (Lee, 2008b; 

2009).   

      As part of involving students in the research on feedback, Hyland and Hyland (2006a, 

p.96)  report on the ‘…importance of exploring student preferences…’ in giving effective 

feedback to L2 students as teachers’ responses to student writing may make a difference in 

students’ development of both their linguistic proficiency and disciplinary writing. Research 

has, however, focused more on student perceptions and preferences of  feedback than on 

teachers’ self assessment of their responses on students’ work considered valuable in 

identifying improved feedback practices (Hyland and Hyland, 2006a,b).   

A few studies, interestingly, have shown the usefulness of teacher self-assessment of 

their written comments in raising awareness of their own performance and helping new 

teachers to reflect and develop on their own teaching (see Montgomery & Baker, 2007). 

However, Montgomery and Baker (2007) report that [‘students’] perceptions are rarely 

compared to actual teacher feedback or teachers’ self-assessments of that feedback’ (p. 83) 

and often teachers may not even be aware of their own response practices. In need for more 

such research, Ping, Pin, Wee, and Hwee Nah, (2003 cited in Montgomery & Baker, 2007) 

report that what students prefer and expect and what actual feedback they receive may not be 

the same. The few studies that have been carried out along these lines show that students 

value written feedback on form rather than content during the writing process and rather than 

on a one time product assignment. Leki (1991), in exploring the effects of teacher feedback as 

perceived by students in the disciplines, noted that the students found this feedback helpful in 

developing their discipline-specific literacy. She concludes, after interviewing a sample of 

students and examining teachers’ written feedback, however, that the students are not 

receiving as much feedback as they would want to.    

      Moreover, Montgomery and Baker (2007) report on one study (Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990 

as cited in Montgomery & Baker, 2007) that examined three aspects of written feedback, that 

of teachers’ perceptions, those of the students’ and actual written feedback in both an L1 and 

L2 program. Strong ties were found among the three aspects in examining content, 

organization, vocabulary, grammar and mechanics. Further, Cohen (1987) found that students 
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perceive receiving more form than content feedback from their teachers and similar to Leki’s 

(2006) study indicated students’ preference for receiving feedback on also on form.        

Huxham (2007) further found through student questionnaires that their preferences were 

for written comments on their papers rather than examining samples of ‘good’ student written 

work as models to follow. The author concludes, however, that based on test results, a hybrid 

type of feedback including both types would probably be more effective for learning. Beven 

et al. (2008) found inconsistencies between student and their teachers’ views on feedback. His 

study in the U.K. on biology undergraduate students, views the effectiveness of the feedback 

students receive from the teachers in avoiding errors and  improving  assignments, but shows 

that they would like to have more regular feedback on both form and content than was the 

case. Unfortunately, but  noteworthy, is Weaver’s (2006) comment that students are more 

concerned these days with the grade than formative feedback. He refers to studies which have 

found learners engage and focus more on teacher written comments when given without 

grades; something which teachers should be mindful of in the learning process. The findings 

from these studies have wide implications for the teacher’s role when giving feedback to the 

students and motivation for further research to better understand the ‘power’ of teacher 

feedback for students to improve their writing. 

  

III. Aim   

 

It is with all this in mind, that the present research aims to explore teachers and students’ 

assessment of feedback given and received.  Specifically, to find any statistical significant 

differences between the disciplinary teachers’ self-assessment of the feedback they give 

students and their students’ views of what they perceive receiving. Furthermore, to obtain 

information from a focus student group through an interview on what feedback they perceive 

receiving and their preferences.   

Specifically, this study investigates three main research questions:  

    1.   Are there any statistical significant differences between student and teacher  

           perceptions between 1)  received  corrective feedback on form  and  2) received  

corrective feedback on form versus  content on written assignments in the  

disciplines?  (Survey questions 1 and 2 respectively). 

2. Are there any statistical  significant differences between student and teacher       

      perceived basis of assigning grades ( form and/or content) on  

      written assignments  in disciplinary courses? (Survey questions 3 and 4) 
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3.  What are student preferences for teacher written feedback according to organization, 

vocabulary, content, sentences and mechanics (spelling, punctuation, capitalization)? 

(survey question 5)    

 

IV. Method 

      

A mixed method research design is used.  A survey of teacher and their students’ views of 

feedback given and received is administered.  Triangulation is achieved for more valid 

results.  The survey was constructed based on the below form and content features 

operationalized in this study as adapted on those of Lamonica’s (2006). 

Form features:      spelling, grammar, organization, sentence structure, punctuation     

                              manuscript appearance 

Content features:  development of ideas   

 

1. Participants  

    The participating disciplinary teachers (N=35) are those teaching in the scientific 

disciplines at the university: Engineering and Architecture, Business, Pharmacy and 

Computer Science. They are L1 speakers of Arabic and are holders of doctorate degrees from 

Western type higher educational institutions and have been at the university for over three 

years. The student participants (N=289) are L1 Arabic speakers enrolled in one of the 

disciplines (used interchangeably with major hereafter) above with one academic English 

course requirement. The required writing in the disciplinary courses consists mainly in 

writing reports, research papers and essay type exams (Author, 2012). The final grade of  

each course is reported in letter grades such A-, B+, B, B- and so forth with each letter grade 

corresponding to a numerical range out of 100; for example, 87-89 = A-.    

        Although there is an ongoing effort for disciplinary teachers to assess written work based 

on standardized assessment rubrics, there is no corrective feedback policy that governs the 

teachers’ practices. Teachers in the disciplines use their own individual feedback practices. 

However, there is a common understanding that there are two basic features when correcting 

any assignment that of form and content with manuscript appearance, organization, spelling, 

grammar, sentence structure and punctuation comprising the former and development of ideas 

the latter. The disciplinary teachers often refer to form as ‘language’ which they believe is the 

role of the English teachers to help their students develop.  
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2. Data collection     

    In the middle of a four month semester, and at the time of the study, 120 teachers at an 

American affiliated university in Lebanon and  L1 speakers of Arabic  and teaching in one of 

the following disciplines: Engineering and Architecture, Business, Pharmacy and Arts and 

Computer Science were asked to fill out a survey and return it in a sealed envelope to the 

researcher. These majors were selected over others as they represented the sciences in which 

teachers and students had the most complaints that the  students’ writing is not up to 

university level and students reporting that there is minimal writing required in these courses 

as compared to that in the social science and humanities courses. Three hundred and thirty six 

parallel surveys were also administered to students while they were attending their English 

classes. This would allow for more objectivity and any explanations concerning the survey.   

There was a teacher response rate of 29% (N=35) and student response rate of 86%  (N=289). 

Ethical issues were considered through informed consent and confidentiality, anonymity and 

voluntary participation (see Appendix A for survey).  

 

3. Instruments  

    The survey included four questions based on students’ disciplinary writing assignments 

and/or tests. Questions were based on the two main feedback areas: form and content and 

were constructed from student and faculty classroom experiences (personal communication 

with teachers and students) and the literature. The survey was piloted with a random sample 

of 30 students in one English class and questions refined for clarity. A cronbach reliability 

test applied to the questionnaire indicated p=0.03.  

     The first two questions focused on the type of perceived received feedback. Type of 

feedback was operationally defined as form and content with question 1 focusing on various 

corrective feedback forms and question 2 on both form and content corrective feedback.  

Questions three and four focused on the basis of the grade and the assessment format in 

assigning the grade (operationally defined as assigning the grade with and/or without 

comments). Students also responded to an additional fifth question on their preferences for 

helpful feedback in disciplinary courses.    

     Second, a focus group of twenty students chosen randomly from the N=289 sample was 

informally interviewed in English in the researcher’s office after the completion of the 

semester. Students were asked to give any additional information on each of the five survey 

questions and any other information they wanted to share. Each of the students gave his/her 

comments with all the students present. This would be interesting to see any immediate 
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consensus. The researcher took notes, transcribed the interviews later and analyzed and 

organized the comments under similar themes of responses according to the survey questions. 

In this way, the researcher could investigate any differences and/or similarities between 

students’ perceptions on the interview and survey. 

4. Data analysis       

     The student and teacher survey data were coded and input into the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS.v.16).  Both the student and teacher samples were compared as two 

independent  samples using the Mann Whitney Statistical Test at a two tailed significance 

level of  p  < 0.05.  Although the number of students justified the use of the parametric T-test 

for two independent samples, the non-parametric Mann Whitney Test was used since the 

teachers’ sample was not a large one. 

 

V. Results  

 

1.  Survey 

 

     The main results are reported according to the order of the research questions.  

Percentages are rounded and may not add up to 100% due to overlap in opinions.  

a. Teacher feedback on form and content 

Research Question 1: Are there any significant differences between student and teacher 

perceptions between 1) received corrective feedback on  form  and  2) received  form and/or 

content corrective feedback  on written assignments in the disciplines? (Survey questions 1 

and 2 respectively). 

- Teacher feedback on form and form versus content 

   On question 1, students responded to the type of corrective feedback on form (i.e. 

manuscript appearance, transitions, grammar, spelling, punctuation and sentence structure) 

they perceived receiving  from their discipline teachers on  their written assignments. They 

responded to this question by checking any of the six mentioned types (see survey in 

Appendix A).    

     Indicated in Figure 1, almost one third of the students perceive their teachers indicating 

errors of form and 18% correcting the errors. To a lesser degree, students (19%) perceive their 

teachers identifying faulty sentences, 10% correcting them and even a lesser percentage (5%) 

rewriting them, while 10% perceived receiving no feedback at all. A small percent reported a 

combination of feedback corrections shown in Figure 1 by placing the numbers that refer to 
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the types together; e.g. placing types 1 and 2 together as 12 means that the respondent views 

receiving feedback on form and having them sometimes corrected and at other times 

uncorrected, placing 2 and 5 as 25 would mean that that the student perceived receiving 

feedback on form and having faulty sentences corrected. A very minimal percentage indicated 

other types of feedback. These focused on both corrections of form and content (different 

from those listed) although a little more on the latter. One student wrote:  ‘the instructors 

don’t care about English vocabulary but ideas’. Additional comments offered by the students 

indicate ambiguity and uncertainty on the type of feedback received as well as the remark 

from one student  ‘we do not have written assignments’.                                                                               

 

Figure  1  Student  Perceptions of Teacher Feedback on Form 

 

1. indicating errors of spelling, punctuation, grammar, manuscript appearance but not 
having the errors corrected 
2. same as a. but having the errors corrected 
3. indicating faulty sentences but not having them corrected 
4. same as c but having the sentences corrected 
5. indicating faulty sentences and rewriting them 
6. none 
7. other 
 

       In contrast, Figure 2 indicates 15% of  teachers compared to the student number 

perceived giving no feedback at all, and approximately 10 to 17%  identifying and/or 

correcting mechanical errors, faulty sentences, giving feedback combinations or other types 

of responses. The other types included only one comment on giving feedback on form as  

‘rare/minor errors’ as expressed by the teacher. All other additional comments focused on 

content (although not part of the question) with two teachers indicating flexibility stating that 

it ‘depends on assignment’ and ‘not on a regular basis’.  It seems that the discipline faculty 

were more concerned with content than form. corrected or uncorrected.  
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         Figure 2  Teacher Self Assessments of Feedback on Form 
 

 

      When the results were compared (Table 1), students perceived teachers giving higher 

significant (p=0.000) feedback on form  than the teachers indicated giving. 

                                   

Teacher Feedback  

Mean Rank 

Sum of 

Ranks 

Significance Level  

(2 tailed)  

Feedback: Form  features 
S          150.12 42032.50 

0.000 

T          218.31 7422.50  

   

Feedback: Form vs 

Content  
S          148.81 41518.00 0.000 

T          224.21 7623.00  

   

Basis of Grades: form 

versus content   
S          156.53 43203.00 

0.765 

T          151.80 5313.00  

   

Assessment Format:   
S          154.62 43294.50 

0.237 

T          172.92 5533.50  

   

 

Table 1 Comparison between student and teacher views on Feedback  using Mann 

Whitney Statistical Test  

             (s=student;  t=teacher) 

 

-   Teacher feedback on form versus content                                                                                                                                     
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      On question two, Figures 3 and 4 indicate that a quarter of the teachers and students 

perceived similar rates of received feedback  on content which were mostly placed in the 

margins and to a lesser degree given to the students in a summary at the end of the 

assignment. Lower percentages of teachers indicated giving a combination of  content and 

form comments written in the margins.  

     However, almost half of the students had higher significant perceptions (p=0.000) of  

received feedback on form (Table 1) given mostly in the margins and to a lesser degree in 

summaries when compared to 10% of the teachers who indicated giving feedback on form 

mostly in the margins rather than as summaries. A small percentage of students indicated 

receiving a combination of feedback comments on form and content. 

       Also, 15% of the students perceived receiving no feedback comments and a minimal 

percent mentioned receiving other types. These other feedback types were from two students 

who focused on form, many on the content and one student again stating ‘we don’t have 

assignments’. Almost twenty percent of teachers perceived giving other types of comments 

focusing on content with one teacher stating ‘it depends’ with few giving no comments.   

     These results indicate that although there is agreement between teachers and students that 

teacher comments are on content, a significant number of students perceived the feedback 

more of a local nature when compared to that of the teachers’. These results are different to 

those of Cohen & Cavalcanti, (1990 cited in Montgomery & Baker, 2007), who found strong 

ties between teacher and student perceptions. These mismatches seem to confirm the 

continued need for teachers to remind students of feedback practices being used.             

 

Figure 3  Student Perceptions of Teacher Feedback - Form  versus content 
                                     
1. comments about form (manuscript appearance, organization, grammar, spelling,  
        punctuation)written in the margins. 
2. comments about form written in a summary statement. 
3. comments about content written in the margins 
4. comments about content written in a summary  
5. none 
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6. other 
 
 

 

Figure 4   Teacher Self-Assessments of Feedback on Content versus Form  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

b.  Basis and format of Teacher assessment:  form or content  

 

Research Question 2:      Are there any significant differences between student and teacher 

perceived basis of assigning grades ( form and/or content) on written assignments  in 

disciplinary courses (Survey questions 3 and 4) 

-    Basis of teacher assessment ( form and/or content) 

 

     On question 3, Figure 5 indicates that 15% of the students perceive the basis of assigning 

grades is on form and 10% on content. Further, 25% of the students indicate that a 

combination of both form and content is the basis of teachers assigning grades with 22% 

indicating more emphasis on content than form, 15% emphasizing equal emphasis on form 

and content, and only 4% indicating more emphasis on form.  There were only two student 

comments; one focused on form and the other again stating there were no assignments.                             

 

 Figure 5  - Student Perceptions of Basis of  Teacher Assessments:  Form versus Content    
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1.    content only 
2.  form only 
3.  a combination of form and content (If you check this item, answer the following three  

sub-questions) 
1. equal emphasis on form and content 
2. more emphasis on form than on content 
3. more emphasis on content than on form 

4.  other 
                                               

 

     Findings in Figure 6 indicate that the teachers assess written work mainly on the basis of 

content (40%), only 2.5% on a combination of content and form, 15% with equal emphasis on 

content and form. A few other comments mentioned other ‘means’,  ‘mixed evaluation’ and 

another mentioning format features and ‘effort and time invested’.  There were no significant 

differences (p=0.765) between student and teacher perceptions concerning the basis of 

assigning grades. The results in Table 1 indicate a match between   students and teachers’ 

perceptions that content is the basis of assigning grades on students’ work in the disciplines 

(Table 1).  Although this is not surprising given that it is disciplinary work that is being 

assessed, the results rigorously confirm what both the English and disciplinary teachers in the 

study have known. 

 

 

Figure 6   Teacher Self-Assessments of Teacher Assessments: Form  versus Content  

 

-    Teacher assessment format  

 

     On Question 4, Figure 7 indicates that half of the students perceive receiving a grade 

(letter or numerical) on their work together with comments and a quarter a grade with no 

teacher comments. Further, 7% of the students indicate receiving comments with no grade 

and  5% mentioning that their papers are returned for revision before a grade is assigned. A 
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very low percent mentioned a combination of the ways or by other means.  These other means 

included  ‘additional comments made in class’, ‘it depended upon the teacher’, ‘two drafts’, 

comments with grades, with one student still insisting that there were no assignments.  

 

Figure  7 –  Student Perceptions of Teacher Assessment Format   
 
1. a grade appears on the paper  with no  comments (letter or number) 
2. a grade (letter or number?) appears on the paper together with  comments. 
3. comments appear on the paper with no grade assigned 
4. papers are returned to be revised before final grades are assigned. 
5. other 
 

     These results are comparable to those of the teachers’  of whom a little over three quarters  

indicated that they (teachers) assign a grade (letter or numerical) for content with comments 

(Figure 8). A small percent mentioned a combination of ways and by other means such as 

revision of papers, ‘takes time to correct’ and ‘other types of grading’. There is no significant 

difference (p=0.237) between student and teachers’ views (Table 1). Again, there is a match 

between students and teachers on the assessment format.  However, it seems there is little 

drafting in the disciplines and thus no room for students to improve their work. 

 

 Figure 8   Teacher Self-Assessments of Teacher Assessment Format  
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c.   Student preferences: form or content  

Research Question 3: What are student preferences for teacher written feedback?  (Survey 

question 5).  

        The students responded to an additional fifth question on their preferences using a likert 

scale of 1 to 5 (highest priority) for feedback on content and form operationally defined as 

content, organization, vocabulary, sentence construction and mechanics (mechanics include 

spelling, punctuation, capitalization) in the English and disciplinary courses. This is valuable 

for any perceived differences in received feedback between English and disciplinary courses. 

      Results in Table 2 show students indicating priority feedback preference in the following 

order from high to low:  organization, vocabulary, content, sentences and mechanics in the 

discipline courses. The perceived preference priority order is similar in the English courses 

but the mean averages were higher in the latter indicating that students probably expected 

more feedback comments in their English courses.  There were no significant differences 

among the variables in the discipline courses (p=0.444) nor in the English courses (p=0.322) 

using the Freidman’s Statistical Test for dependent samples.  This result indicates that 

students agree on their preferences; content is preferred over form feedback in both discipline 

and English courses. 

     

 Discipline Courses English Courses  

 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Significanc

e  (2 tailed) 

Content 3.3125 1.25000 4.0000 1.27475 0.081 

Organization 3.4375 1.26326 4.1765 1.01460 0.094 

Vocabulary 3.3750 1.40831 4.0000 1.17260 0.204 

Sentences 3.1250 1.45488 4.0000 1.22474 0.068 

Mechanics 3.0625 1.43614 3.8824 1.26897 0.102 

 

Table 2 – Mean Student Perceptions on Feedback Preference to Help with Learning in 

Discipline and  English Courses  

 

2.  Student Interviews    

     The majority of the twenty interviewees stressed the need for more help on form in 

disciplinary writing than they were receiving. This is illustrated below by a few representative 

comments. This result was surprising when the findings above are considered.  This is 

contrary to what English or disciplinary teachers think that students want at the university 

(personal communication with discipline teachers). 

        S1:    I would like more on form to improve my language, but without grading. 
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        S3:     Writing is a nightmare.  We need to write and rewrite.   

        S4:     I need the teacher to point out my errors and tell me what is right. 

        S5:     My teacher does not grade my language… only ideas. 

     Five of the students mentioned that they do not write in their disciplines (business, 

architecture and pharmacy) and that the exams are in multiple-choice format. This is contrary 

to some  previous research at the university indicating that students find the writing important 

in reports, research papers and final exams in all disciplines (Bacha, 2002, 2012). Also, the 

students voiced their need to revise their assignments before a grade is assigned. They further 

mentioned that assignments and exams are assessed for content which confirm the survey 

results and some other research findings (Kroll, 1990).  

 

VI.  Discussion   

   

1.  Feedback on Form    

      Since the survey was carried out in the English classes, this might have influenced the 

results since English teachers tend to give more feedback on form.  However, other comments 

made by the students indicated form feedback almost equally to content feedback. In contrast, 

a high percentage of the disciplinary teachers mentioned that they perceived giving no 

feedback on form features. Despite this, students mentioned in the interviews that they would 

like to have feedback on form before grades are assigned which seems to suggest that students 

want the opportunity to revise.  These results are similar to those of Cohen’s (1987) and 

Leki’s (2006). There is a discrepancy between teacher and students’ views on what form 

feedback is being given which suggests that students need to be reminded or given guidelines 

on teachers’ feedback assessment practices.    

 

2. Feedback on form versus content 

     The teachers indicate giving feedback on content. Also, the other comments given by both 

students and teachers focused on content with one teacher showing relative flexibility.  This is 

also in line with previous research that shows that the discipline teachers focus more on 

content rather than on the form in students’ writing (Kroll, 1990).    Research has shown that 

students value both types of feedback for learning (Hyland & Hyland, 2006a; Leki, 1991) and 

that grades do not effectively contribute (Weaver, 2006).  These results are also confirmed by 

the student interviews. It is the contention of the researcher that academic English programs 
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can do more to teach and reinforce composing strategies so that students will apply these to 

their disciplinary writing. 

 

3. Basis of grades: form or content   

    Both the survey with the other comments indicate that both students and teachers perceive 

receiving and giving content feedback respectively. At the same time, this may be one of the 

reasons why many students at the university do not find English courses of importance 

(personal communication with students). Although the disciplinary teachers’ task is not to 

teach form in the opinion of the researcher, the work of academic English programs in this 

respect should be reinforced by the disciplinary teachers in emphasizing its importance in 

written assignments.   

 

 4. Assessment format      

      Both students and teachers perceive the assignment of grades on the basis of content.  The 

other comments made by teachers and students did not give any new information.   This 

indicates that content is highly valued by students and teachers. This is confirmed by the 

student comments in the interview. However, there is a need to include revising and editing 

with feedback on both form and content in this learning process before a final grade is 

assigned.   

     Finally, teachers and students perceived other types of comments and bases for grading 

purposes which indicate that each discipline may have different practices and criteria. 

Although the percentages are small, this result lends support for teachers to give students’ 

clearer guidelines on feedback and grading practices. The students may not be aware of the 

type of feedback they are receiving and if received along with a ‘low’ grade may not value 

the feedback or take notice of it. Teachers need to show students, through written responses, 

how grades are assigned which contributes to their learning. 

 

5.   Student feedback preferences: disciplinary and English courses   

      When student preferences for feedback in the disciplines were compared to those in the 

English courses using the Kruskal Wallis Statistical Test, results indicated no significant 

differences between their preferences on all variables (Table 2)  confirming previous research 

in the field (Hyland and Hyland, 2006a,b). This calls for more teacher collaboration between 

the disciplines and English programs on feedback.                                                                                                                                                                                
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6.    Interviews     

      On the whole, the students value feedback on both content and form but do not want to be 

penalized for poor language in both the English and disciplinary courses before revision.  The 

findings from the interviews confirm the survey results. The findings also support some 

research  that calls for a combination of form and content feedback  (Beven et.al. 2008; 

Huxham, 2007) and  that students would give more consideration to feedback when their 

work is not adversely affected by a grade (Weaver, 2006).                                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

VII.   Implications and Future Research     

      

This study mainly investigates the extent to which faculty and student perceptions compare 

on corrective feedback practices on form and content given by the disciplinary teachers and 

received feedback as perceived by the students in the disciplines. The study also compares 

students’ feedback preferences in both English and disciplinary courses. Although teachers 

and students agree that content feedback is given more weight than form feedback, they differ 

significantly on form versus content language features. Further, students indicate that they 

would learn best if feedback on form was given along with feedback on content, but did not 

want this to negatively influence the grade. This confirms the work of Montgomery and 

Baker (2007) and the student comments during the interview.   

The implications from this study is that there is an urgent need for disciplinary teachers 

to collaborate with the English teachers. Another implication is the need for disciplinary 

teachers to continue raising student awareness of feedback practices being used. Although the 

results cannot be generalized, the findings do offer insight into the differences that teacher 

and their students have regarding feedback given and received.  This difference may be a 

barrier to the efficient development of student writing.   

In an attempt to develop student writing, disciplinary teachers might want to consider some of 

the following pedagogical suggestions. 

• To include English communication in writing as one of the learning outcomes of the 

course and align this with an assessment assignment. 

• To have students write a ‘mock’ exam and give formative feedback thus raising 

student awareness of expectations of both form and content. 

• To have students write a research paper scaffolding the steps and conferencing with 

students to give oral feedback on how to improve the paper. 
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• To show sample papers of different levels of proficiency and the grading procedure.  

• To write together a sample answer to typical assignment/exam questions and with 

students giving feedback as a class activity. 

• To have peer feedback session/s in class on key assignments.   

• To raise student awareness of teacher feedback practices and how to follow up on 

them. 

• To collaborate with the academic English teachers in having assignments/research  in 

giving feedback on both form and content. 

Although many disciplinary teachers may not accommodate to students’ preferences or may 

have different feedback practices,  teachers need to raise students’ awareness of their 

practices and consider their preferences.  

   Further research is needed in qualitative studies of students’ writing for actual teacher 

feedback. Also, it would be valuable if studies focused on feedback that significantly 

developed student writing proficiency in the disciplines and to what extent technological 

software feedback compares to handwritten feedback in student writing gains. Furthermore, 

there is a need for research on the type of feedback that would be most effective at each 

stage of the writing process. There is also needed research into different feedback 

typologies such as those suggested by Ellis (2009) and more formative feedback as argued 

by others (Leung, 2004; Taras, (2006). This would increase student awareness of the 

feedback practices and in turn would impact students’ writing development and learning.  
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Appendix A - Questionnaire 

 

Your Teachers’ Feedback on Your Written Work in your Discipline  
 

Dear Student, 

It is appreciated that you fill out this questionnaire which is part of research into English in the 

disciplines.   It is voluntary and will be kept confidential.  Please do not write your name.  The 

information will only be used for research purposes. Thank you. 

 

� In which discipline are you in? 

      Business _____________________                            
      Engineering & Architecture______ 
      Pharmacy ____________________ 
      Computer Science _____________ 
      Other _____   Specify __________ 
      
1. What types of form corrections are made on your written assignments? 

(Check as many as appropriate) 
a. indicating errors of spelling, punctuation, grammar, manuscript appearance but not 

having the errors corrected 
b. same as a. but having the errors corrected 
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c. indicating faulty sentences but not having them corrected 
d. same as c but having the sentences corrected 
e. indicating faulty sentences and rewriting them 
f. none 
g. other, specify 

 
2. What comments are made on your written papers? 

(Check as many as appropriate?) 
a. comments about form (manuscript appearance, organization, grammar, spelling,  
       punctuation)written in the margins. 
b. comments about form written in a summary statement. 
c. comments about content (ideas) written in the margins 
d. comments about content (ideas) written in a summary  
e. none 
f. other, specify 

 
 
3. What is the basis of evaluating your written assignments? 

(Check as many as appropriate) 
a. evaluation based on content only 
b. evaluation based on form only 
c. evaluation based on a combination of form and content (If you check this item, answer the 

following three sub-questions) 
c.1. equal emphasis on form and content 
c.2. more emphasis on form than on content 
c.3. more emphasis on content than on form 

d.  other, specify 
 
 
4. How are grades assigned on the written papers? 

(check as many as appropriate) 
1. a grade appears on the paper  with no evaluative comments (letter or number) 
2. a grade (letter or number) appears on the paper together with evaluative comments. 
3. evaluative comments appear on the paper with no grade assigned 
4. papers are returned to be revised before final grades are assigned 
5. other, specify  

 
5. What are your preferences for feedback on your written assignments in your discipline? 

Check your preference by circling the number of your choice  
 1=none, 2=little, 3=some, 4=a lot 
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Abstract 
 

Much has been written about the syntax of Small Clause (SC) constructions, but the 
categorial node that dominates them remains an unresolved issue, though several different 
implementations have been proposed to find a plausible candidate. Within the framework of 
Minimalist Syntax , the current paper contributes to this ongoing debate by (i) arguing 
against a number of approaches to the categorial status of the  SC node proposed in the pre-
minimalist  literature and (ii) suggesting that a  SC constituent should be dominated by the 
TP-node, since the relevant construction has a tense feature and an agreement relation, as 
evidenced by data from Standard Arabic and French. In order to explain how tense, case and 
agreement exist in Small Clauses, we adopt the theories of Inheritance features (Chomsky 
2006, 2008) and Multiple Agree (Hiraiwa 2000).   
Keywords: Small Clauses; Multiple Agree; Predication; Tense; Ф-features; Feature 
Inheritance.  
 
   

 

 

1. Introduction 

 
 

The term ‘Small Clause’ (SC, henceforward) "refers to a string of XP YP constituents which 

enter into a predication relation, but the predicate YP, rather than containing a fully inflected 

verb, contains an adjective phrase, noun phrase, prepositional phrase or an uninflected verb 

phrase" (Basilico, 2003, p. 1).   

 Since the appearance of the term ‘Small Clause’ in the literature (Williams 1974)5, a 

considerable amount of attention has been devoted to investigating the internal structure of 

SCs.  There are two main approaches. The first one argues that SC is indeed a single/distinct 

syntactic constituent. This approach (known  as the Theory of Small Clauses) is advocated by 

Stowell (1981, 1983), Chomsky (1981, 1986), Kitagawa (1985), Radford (1988), and Aarts 

(1992), among others. By contrast, the second approach claims that the SC elements do not 

constitute a single syntactic constituent. Both NP and XP are arguments of the verb, among 

which a relation of predication is established. This approach is based on the highly influential 
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Theory of Predication articulated by Williams (1980, 1983, cf. Bresnan 1978, Schein 1995)6. 

Later, and amidst  a quite lively empirical debate, the term SC has been developed by several 

studies to include not only the complements of consider-type verbs as in (1), but also many 

other types, as in (2-5) (from Moro 1995, p. 109), (6-7) (from Rothstein,  2001, p. 55), (8) 

(from Haegeman & Guéron,  1999, p. 111) and (9, 10) (from Aarts, 1992, p. 77). 

    

(1) I consider [Mary intelligent].  

(2) John gave [Mary a book]. ‘Double object constructions’ 

(3) John i is [ti a fool]. ‘Raising verbs contexts’ 

(4) There is [a fool in the garden]. ‘Existential sentences’   

(5) John i left the room [PROi angry]. ‘Adjunct constructs’ 

(6) [With John sick], we’ll never get the job done on time. ‘Absolutive constructions’ 

(7) [John sick]? Then how can we get the job done on time? ‘Mad-Magazine’  

(8) I made [him leave the building]. ‘Causative constructions’  

(9) a. I switched the light off. ‘verb particle constructions’   

       b. I looked [the information up].  

(10) Which men i did you see [ti sleeping]? ‘Participle Constructions’  

 

 Examples in (2-10) demonstrate that the SC terminology has been extended to include 

several types of constructions. This paper will focus on the core phenomenon illustrated in 

example (1), i.e. structures with consider-type verbs 7 , more commonly known as 

subcategorized SC complements. Additional examples of this type of SC in English are 

provided in (11). The examples below illustrate these structures in Swedish (12), Standard 

Arabic (13), Spanish (14) and French (15), and include important agreement facts (e.g. 

between NPs and adjectives in the SC) that will be discussed in more detail in section 4.  

 

(11) a. The republics consider [Zhirinovsky a threat]. 

b. We find [him unbearable]. 

c. They proved [the allegations false]. 

d. These doctors believe [the patient capable of walking]. 

e. John thinks [it a great shame that you won’t be coming]. 

f. Monarch butterflies regard [Santa Cruz as a great place to spend the winter]. 

        (Svenonius, 1994, p. 90) 

 



322 
 

(12)    Kalle ansåg   [dem  intelligenta]. 

         Kalle considered  them  intelligent.PL 

         “Kalle considered them intelligent.” 

            (Lundin 2003, p. 59) 

 

(13)    a. Dann-tu  [Zaid-an  mariiD-an]. 

         thought-1s   zaid-Acc   sick-Acc 

        "I thought that Zaid was sick." 

 

 

   b. waja-tu-  [hu  saix-an  haliim-an]. 

              found.1s  him old man-Acc mild-Acc 

 “I found him a mild old man.” 

                         (Abu Joudeh 200, p. 7) 

         

(14)    a. considero  [claro el asunto]. 

              consider.1s   clear the matter 

               "I consider the matter clear." 

 

    b.  dejamos [limpios los cubiertos]. 

           left.2p    clean the silverware          

          "We left the silverware clean." 

(Contreras 1987, p. 226) 

 

(15)    a. Je considère      [Jean très intelligent]. 

              I  consider         Jean   very intelligent  

          b. Je considère      [Marie très intelligente]. 

               I  consider        Marie   very intelligent-3F  

          c.  Je considère     [les enfants   [ très intelligents]. 

               I  consider        the children  very intelligent-3PM  

          d.  Je considère     [les femmes [ très intelligentes]. 

               I   consider         the women very intelligent-3PF  

(Haegeman & Guéron, 1999, p. 110) 
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As the examples in (11-15) show, the subcategorized SC complements are structures which 

have clausal characteristics, in that all SCs are XPs (NPs; APs; PPs), containing a subject8 

and a predicate. That is to say, the two elements in the bracketed sequences in (11-15) are in a 

subject-predicate relation9. In the traditional generative analysis, the predicate is always in the 

head position and the subject is always in the specifier position. Although the relation 

between the two elements is obvious, the categorial node that dominates them is still disputed.   

 Within the Minimalist Program (MP) first proposed by Chomsky (1993, 1995), this paper 

attempts to address the following question: What is the categorial status of the SC node in 

(16)? 

    
   

(16)  
 

?P 
 
 

Subject                Predicate 
NP                          XP 

   
 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents evidence for SC as a unitary clausal 

constituent. Section 3 reviews and critiques some well-established analyses of the internal 

structure of subcategorised SC complements proposed within the framework of the Principles 

and Parameters Theory 10 . Section 4 describes tense and agreement on SCs. Section 5 

proposes an alternative account within Minimalism. 

 

2. Evidence for SCs as Unitary Clausal Constituents 

 

There is considerable empirical evidence indicating that SCs arguments are in a subject-

predicate relation, creating “the canonical structure [NP XP], where XP = AP, NP, PP, etc” 

(Radford, 1988, p. 324). One way to show that SCs exist as unitary clausal constituents is to 

coordinate the SC string in (17) with a similar string, as in (18) below: 

 

(17) I consider [this man an idiot]. 

(18) I consider [this man an idiot] and [that man a genius].                 

         (Aarts, 1992, p. 37) 
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Under the generally accepted view in the literature that the co-ordination test is used to 

confirm constituency, the bracketed sequences in (18) must be analysed as “separate units” 

(see Aarts, 1992, p. 37). The same test can be used with the SCs in Persian to support the 

hypothesis that the NP XP string in the construction of SC forms a constituent, as the 

examples in (19) and (20) show (Darzi 2006, p. 17): 

   

(19)   u  [SC hæsæn-ra   aqel]   væ  [SC æli-ra  divane]  mi-dan-æd  

 he   Hassan-AC   wise  and   Ali-AC   crazy     IND-know-3SG   

"He considers Hassan wise and Ali crazy." 

   

(20)   u [SC pesær-e xod-ra æli]     væ            [SC doxtær-æś-ra   sara]  nam-id-Ø.  

he  son-EZ self-AC  Ali  and          daughter-his-AC   Sara   name-PST-3SG 

"He called his son Ali and his daughter Sara." 

 

 

Strong evidence in favor of the unitary nature of SCs is highlighted by the fact that the NP 

and the predicate that make up the SC cannot be separated by an adverb11, as shown in (21): 

   

(21) a. *I shall prove [Mr. Nyman tomorrow innocent of the charges]. 

b. *I want [Z Mr. Nyman right now in my office] 

 

   Radford (1988) provides another strong piece of evidence for the unitary SC analysis. This 

evidence comes from the syntax of floating emphatic reflexives (Napoli 1987, as reported in 

Radford 1988: 325), which –as the examples in (22) illustrate- require that the antecedent (the 

italicized NP) appear in subject position:  

 

(22) a. The president is coming himself. 

b.*We put the president in our car himself.  

c. * I looked behind the president for guards himself.   

On the basis of these examples, Radford infers that the italicized antecedent the president in 

(23) below must be considered to be a subject NP. This supports the claim that the bracketed 

structure in (23) must be a SC whose Subject is the NP the president.  

   

(23) I consider [the president entirely responsible himself].   
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A second reflexive argument for the SC analysis involves anaphor pronouns in English 

(Radford 1988). Their use is illustrated  in the following example in (24): 

   

(24) I don’t want [you near me/*myself] 

 

The reason why myself is ungrammatical here is that the anaphor myself requires “a 

clausemate antecedent”. In (24) myself is a constituent of the bracketed SC. The antecedent of 

myself (the main clause subject  I) occurs outside the bracketed SC, and hence the sentence is 

ill-formed. This evidence suggests that the bracketed complement in (24) is a clause, and 

hence it should receive a clausal interpretation at LF (see note  2)12. 

  Arabic provides empirical evidence in favor of  the unitary constituency of SCs. SCs can 

be moved to the left of the matrix verb in Classical Arabic (see Ibn-Hishaam 14th 

Century,1994, pp. 2/54) and in Standard Arabic, as shown respectively in (25) and (26): 

  

(25) a. Danan-tu                   [SC l-walad-a          'kh-a-ka]. 

    thought.I1sm/f             the-boy-Acc       brother-Acc-your 

“I believed the boy to be your brother”.  
  

b. [SC l-walad-a           'kh-a-ka]   Danan-tu.                    

   the-boy-Acc        brother-Acc-your  thought.I1sm/f          

 

(26) a. hasib-tu              [SC lfatauat-i.3pf           mu'aalimat-in.3pf]. 

 thought.I1sm/f          the.girls.Acc              teachers.Acc 

 “I believed the girls to be teachers”.   

 

      b. [SC 'alfatauat-i.3pf    mu'aallimat-in.3pf]    hasibtu 

             the.girls.Acc           teachers.Acc              thought.Ipast.1sm/f  

Finally, strong evidence to consider the two parts of a SC as a single constituent can  also be 

found in Japanese (27) and Korean (28), where the whole small clause can undergo 

scrambling (Japanese examples from Fukumitsu 2001, p. 253, Korean examples from  Lee 

2007, pp. 113-14): 

   

(27) a. John-ga        [SC nabe-no oyu-o atu-ku]     si-ta. 

            John-Nom   bowl-GEN   water-Acc hot   do-Past 
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           “John made the water in a bowl hot”. 

 

        b. [SC Nabe-no oyu-o atuku]i      John-ga ti si-ta. 

            bowl-Gen   water-Acc hot     John-Nom do-Past 

 

(28) a. salamtul-i  [SC ku-luli  pwuca-loj]  syangkakhyassta. 

people-NOM       he-ACC  rich.man-as  thought 
 

          "People thought of him as a rich man." 
 

       b. [SC ku-lul     pwuca-loj]i  salamtul-i  ti  syangkakhyassta. 

     he-ACC     rich.man-as  people-NOM       thought 

"People thought of him as a rich man." 

 

 

3. The Categorical Status of the SC Node in pre-Minimalist Analyses 

 

Since Williams (1974), syntactic theory has had great difficulty in finding a plausible 

candidate for the node that dominates a subcategorised SC constituent. This ongoing debate 

played a particularly prominent role in analyses proposed since the 80s, e.g. Stowell (1980, 

1983), Kitagawa (1985), Hornstein & Lightfoot (1987), Chung & McCloskey (1987) and 

Aarts (1992). In this section, three previous leading analyses proposed for the categorial 

status of the SC node will be investigated: Stowell (1981, 1983), Kitagawa (1985) and Aarts 

(1992). Stowell’s account has been chosen because it is considered the first attempt to analyse 

the internal structure of SCs within the framework of Principles and Parameters Theory and is 

still the dominant treatment of SCs despite its problems. Kitagawa's analysis is reviewed 

because it investigates the internal structure of SCs differently by adopting the framework of 

Government and Binding Theory (Chomsky, 1981). Aarts’s analysis (1992) has been chosen 

for two reasons. On one hand, it is the last analysis of SCs within the framework of Principles 

and Parameters before the Minimalist Program started  in 1993.On the other hand, Aart’s 

analysis of SCs as IPs, as will be explained later, is an appropriate start for the new analysis 

provided here.  

3.1. Stowell’s  Aalysis 

 Stowell (1981, 1983) argues that SCs are maximal projections of the secondary predicate, 

with the subject of the SCs in the specifier of XP position. That is, all SCs must be 
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projections of the head category of the constituent functioning as the predicate of the SC. 

Accordingly, a SC like [John intelligent] in (29) below is an AP with the structure [AP John [A 

intelligent]] where intelligent is the head of the AP and John is in the AP’s specifier position. 

This analysis assumes that the predicate is a single-bar projection of its head, and the overall 

SCs itself is a double-bar projection of the head. The example in (29) can be represented as in 

(30) below: 

 

(29) I consider John intelligent. 

 
(30)  

                      IP                       

      NP                           I'  

                        I                            VP 

 

                                                     V' 

                                      V                     X'' (AP) 

                                                 NP                     X' (A') 

                                                                          X   (A) 

        I                          consider   John                    intelligent 

 

In order to support this analysis, Stowell (1981: 59) adduces an argument from the theory of 

subcategorisation. He notes that there is an obvious difference among the verbs which allow 

SC complements in the kind of SC complement they are subcategorized for. For instance, 

consider-type verbs take an SC complement with an Adjectival Predicate, fear-type verbs 

take an SC complement with a Passive Participle, and expect-type verbs take a Prepositional 

SC, as illustrated in  (31), (32) and (33) below: 

 
 

(31) a. I consider [John very stupid]. 

         b.* I consider [John killed by the enemy]. 

         c.* I consider [John off the ship]. 
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(32) a.We feared [John killed by the enemy]. 

         b.*We feared [John very stupid]. 

         c.*We feared [John off the ship]. 

 
 

(33) a. I expect [that sailor off the ship (by midnight)]. 

         b.*I expect [that sailor very stupid]. 

         c.*I expect [that sailor killed by the enemy]. 

 

Stowell concludes that although the theory of subcategorization would have to allow for 

subcategorization features that are entirely independent of thematic structure of the verb, the 

matrix verb of SCs is unable to specify the categorial features of anything other than the 

entire SCs complement. This is the locality property of strict subcategorization. It follows that 

SCs are only determined by the type of predicate they contain, and the predicate is 

determined entirely by the subcategorization features associated with the clause as a whole: 

 

If the theory of subcategorization rules out in principle the selection of 
subconstituents of an argument, then it must be accepted that small clauses are X-bar 
projections of the lexicon predicates that they contain, for then the locality of 
subcategorization is saved ـــــ the verb is simply subcategorizing for the category of 
the small clause as a whole. (Stowell, 1983, p. 301) 

 
 

There are empirical reasons to be dissatisfied with Stowell’s analysis. First, as explained 

earlier, Stowell claims that the whole SC is a maximal projection of the secondary predicate 

with the subject as specifier. This means that the predicate phrases in SCs cannot be maximal 

projections. The following data, taken from Radford (1988, p. 517), indicates that this claim 

is untenable:  

 

(34) a. I’ve always considered [SC John [NP THE best player in the team]].  

         b. I’ve never considered [SC John [NP MY best friend]].  

         c. I’d never considered [SC John [AP THAT fond of this mother]]. 

 

Based on the data in (34), Radford (1988, p. 517) explains that “the italicized Predicate 

Phrase contains a capitalized Determiner, and since the function of Determiners is to expand 

an X-bar into an X-double-bar, i.e. into a Maximal Projection, then it seems clear that the 
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Predicate Phrase must be a Maximal Projection”. Second, if  we agree with Stowell on 

considering SCs as a maximal projection of a lexical head, this will create a problem for the 

standard X-bar theories, which assume that “the categorial status of a constituent is dictated 

by its head” (Rothstein 2001: 53). If the predicate X’ which is the head of SC constituent 

behaves like a maximal projection with respect to extraction (35a), the whole SC=XP should 

do the same thing. But it does not (35b, c). 

 

(35) a. [How foolish] i do you consider [John ti]? 

         b. *[John foolish] i was considered ti 

         c. *[John foolish]i is what you considered ti                                     (Rothstein 2001, p. 53). 

 

Third, as explained above, in order to justify that a SC is a phrasal expansion of the predicate 

it contains, Stowell claims that the matrix verb plays only a role in selecting the categorial 

status of the predicate. The verbs subcategorise different SCs of different types. Thus, a verb 

like expect only subcategorises a SC with the syntactic status of a PP as illustrated  in (16) 

above, and a verb like consider only takes an adjectival SC as in (33) above. According to 

Kitagawa (1985), the ungrammaticality of (35b, c) and (33b, c) is not due to the syntactic 

nature of the matrix verbs which subcategorise SCs of specific syntactic types. It is due to 

“the selectional holding between the matrix verb and its SC-complement” (p. 211ft). 

Kitagawa considers the relation between matrix verbs and SCs as a semantic relation. For 

example, it has been observed that a verb like consider requires a state of affairs complement. 

Thus, (33b, c) are ill-formed because consider is not followed by state of affairs SCs. By 

contrast, a verb like expect in (35a) selects a change of state complement. If this particular 

selection is not available, this too leads to ungrammatical sentences, as illustrated in (35b,c).  

3.2. Kitagawa’s Analysis 

     Leaving non-subcategorized SCs aside, Kitagawa (1985) investigates the internal structure 

of subcategorized SC complements and arrives at the conclusion that all complement SCs of  

consider-type verbs should be analysed as CPs containing an INFL-node (TP). This INFL-

node has an empty copula BE. Kitagawa’s analysis has the derivation in (36): 
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(36)  
            SC (=CP) 

   Spec                           C'  

                        C                        IP                                                      

      NP                          I'                         XP                                                                    

       

 

 The most important argument to support this proposal comes from the “Subjacency 

Condition”, which states that a constituent such as a wh-word may only be moved across one 

bounding category. In English, Bounding Categories  are IPs and NPs (see Chomsky 1981: 

188 ).If we assume that SCs are CPs, no violation of Subjacency will arise. This can be 

illustrated by the example in (37). 

 
 

(37) a. Who [IP do you consider [SC t   a genius]]?     (Kitagawa , 1985, p. 215). 

b.  Who [IP do you consider [IP t a genius]]?              (Aarts,  1992, p.176). 

c. Who [IP do you consider [CP t’ [IP t a genius]]]?    (Kitagawa,  1985, p. 215). 

 

If we assume that the SC in the structure in (37a) above is S (=IP) as illustrated in (37b), then 

Subjacency is violated as the wh-word moves across two IPs. This is so because movement 

cannot cross more than one bounding node (IP and NP in English). By contrast, in (37c) 

Subjacency is not violated because neither NPs nor IPs are crossed in one swoop (Kitagawa, 

198, p. 215, cf. Aarts, 1992, p. 176).  

  However, Kitagawa’s analysis of SCs as CPs is problematic. First,  it does not answer the 

question, from where does the subject of SCs receive its accusative Case? If the answer is 

from a preceding matrix verb, this will be problematic, since the CP is a barrier to 

government in the model Kitagawa is assuming (Aarts, 1992). Under this analysis, the 

accusative Case would be blocked by the blocking category (CP) and the subject would 

receive nominative Case from T. But none of these syntactic requirements are met since T in 

SC is not valued with tense. 

 Aarts (1992, p. 176) rejects Kitagawa’s argument for analyzing SCs as CPs. As illustrated 

earlier, according to Kitagawa, analyzing SCs as CPs containing an INFL-node will not lead 

to violating the Subjacency Condition. Aarts’ rejection is based on the framework of Barriers 
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Theory (Chomsky, 1986). Aarts (1992, p. 176) states that the SC in (37a) is L-marked13 by 

the matrix verb, and therefore not a barrier. “The higher [IP] is not a barrier either because 

[IPs] are not inherent barriers nor does this node inherit barrierhood from another phrase” (p. 

176). Thus, the movement in (37a) does not violate Subjacency. However, in (37c) the 

position of t within IP cannot be assigned Case by consider since CP is a barrier. For this 

reason, (37b) is a possible representation for (37a) because both lower and higher IPs are L-

marked and therefore not barriers. Accordingly, Kitagawa’s argument for analyzing SCs as 

CPs is implausible.  

 

3.3. Aart’s Analysis           

 Aarts (1992) suggests that SCs must be treated as sentential constituents headed by IP. 

This IP forms an independent syntactic unit c-commanded by the matrix verb. The internal 

structure of a SC contains an I-node and a VP-node headed by a null copular verb BE that 

takes NP, AP or PP complements. “INFL-node is necessarily marked [-tense] as there is no 

sense in assuming a clause without a lexically realized verb to be tensed” (Aarts, 1992, p.180). 

The category ‘INFL’, then, is positioned between the subject, which is located in the specifier 

position of IP, and the predicate, hosting the agreement relation that holds between the two 

elements. That is, the subject of the SC agrees with its head ‘I’ in number and other features 

(Spec-Head Agreement). These features are lowered unto BE, and transmitted onto the 

predicate XP under government. Aarts’s analysis has  the derivation in (38) below: 

 

(38)                   
                      IP (=SC)                       

      Spec                        I'  

                        I                             VP 

            [- tense][+AGR]                          

                                                      V' 

                                         V                  Comp    

                                                                          

        I                              BE                   XP 
 

Aarts justifies his claim that SCs are IPs  containing an INFL-node by arguing that since SCs 

cannot be phrasal expansions of some lexical head, as illustrated in the previous sections, they 
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should be analysed as sentential constructions. If so, they must be "either finite or nonfinite" 

(Aarts: 1992: 179). Thus, SCs should have an I-node.  Otherwise, we would end up with 

clauses which are neither finite nor non-finite. 

   Another justification is that analysing SCs as IPs would help explain in a straightforward 

way why SCs contain the element as (e.g. in (39) where as appears between the subject of the 

SC and  the predicate). This element could be analysed as an inflectional word positioned in 

INFL, not as a preposition (for more discussion, see Aarts, 1992, p. 111). 

 

(39) I regarded her as a genius                               (Aarts, 1992, p. 111). 

 
 

Aarts dubs the element as in (39) ‘predicative as’ to distinguish it from other types in English, 

such as ‘comparative as’ and ‘construction as’. Accordingly, the string her as a genius is a 

SC with the derivation in (40): 

 

(40)  
                      IP (=SC)                       

      Spec                         I'  

       NP             I                           VP 

             

                                                      V' 

                                         V                    NP    

                                                                          

       her              as             BE                genius [align words better] 

 

 

Aarts’s analysis seems rather plausible. One piece of evidence in support of this analysis 

comes from the agreement relation between the two elements of SC: the subject and its 

predicate. As observed in some languages with overt morphological agreement, the predicate 

of SC agrees with the subject in number and gender, as shown in the French example in (41), 

taken from Haegeman and Guéron (1999, p. 110), and in the Arabic examples in (42) and 

(43). 
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(41)  a. Je considère      [Jean [très intelligent]]. 

              I  consider         Jean   very intelligent  

          b. Je considère      [Marie [très intelligente]] 

               I  consider        Marie   very intelligent-3SF  

          c.  Je considère     [les enfants   [très intelligents]]. 

               I  consider        the children  very intelligent-3PM  

          d.  Je considère     [les femmes [très intelligentes]]. 

               I   consider         the women very intelligent-3PF 

 

(42)  a. 'aadad:tu                 [Mariam-a            thakia:t-an].  

             consider:I.1S          Mary.3SF-ACC      intelligent.3SF-ACC               

            “I consider Mary intelligent.” 

b. 'aadad:tu                 [l-fatayat-i             thakia:t-in]. 

consider:I.1S     the-girls. 3PF-ACC   intelligent.3PF-ACC               

“I consider the girls intelligent.” 

(43)  hasibtu                   [l-fatayat-i               mu'aallimat-in]. 

          thought.I.1S            the.girls.3PF-ACC   teachers.3PF-ACC 

         “I thought the girls are teachers.”   

 

As indicated by the glosses,  the adjective in (41) agrees with the subject in number and 

gender. In (41a), the adjective is realized as intelligent because the subject Jean is a 

masculine singular, whereas in (41b) the adjective is realized as intelligente (with the gender 

marker e), because the subject Marie is a feminine singular. When the subject is a plural, the 

adjective also agrees with it by having the plural marker s. Similar agreement facts are 

illustrated in the Arabic examples in (42) and (43), where agreement occurs in number and 

gender between the subjects and the predicates of SCs, as the glosses indicate. These 

agreement facts suggest that SCs contain a category I, which dominates the agreement feature 

(see Haegeman & Guéron, 1999, p. 111). This category selects an AP complement, as in (41) 

and (42), or a NP complement, as in (43). Based on the agreement relation in SCs, Aarts 

(1992, p. 182) concludes that “if we take SCs to be IPs there is no need to make any 

stipulations about the existence of an agreement relation of the relevant sort between subjects 

and heads of Small clauses”. 

 Tentatively, taking SCs to be IPs seems a tenable analysis, since  there is an agreement 

relation within a SC constituent, and (as we will see in the next section) subcategorized SC 
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complements have a tense feature that is determined externally by the tense of the matrix 

clause. However, this analysis cannot maintain the claim that the IP-node, dominating a SC, 

contains a VP-node headed by a null copular verb BE that takes NP, AP or PP complements. 

In fact, under the assumptions of the most recent version of generative syntax (the Minimalist 

Program), there is no need to assume a null copular verb BE in the internal structure of SCs 

for three reasons. First, the operation Merge between a SC constituent can operate 

immediately and successfully, ending up creating a syntactic constituent for which we do not 

need to assume a null element14. Second, the entire SC receives receive a theta-role  from the 

matrix verb that c-commands them, not from the claimed null copula BE. Third, from a 

Minimalist perspective, assuming a null copula is not necessary to a Spec-head agreement 

approach to account for the existence of an agreement relation of the relevant sort between 

subjects and heads of SCs. The Minimalist Program, the latest version of generative grammar, 

eliminates the need for the Spec-head agreement in order to account for agreement and Case. 

Instead, it introduces the operation Agree to account for this syntactic phenomenon, as will be 

explained in the next section. Since Aarts’s account is inadequate from a Minimalist 

perspective, an alternative analysis is still needed to find a plausible categorial node that 

dominates the subcategorised SC complements. Before I offer such an analysis, I discuss how 

tense and agreement exist in the relevant constructions.     

 

4. Tense and Agreement on SCs 

 

          

As the data in (41-43) show, each predicate in a SC agrees with its subject. This could imply 

that SCs contain a category T which encodes the subject-predicate agreement relation in these 

clauses. A piece of evidence in favour of postulating the existence of T in the relevant 

structures comes from the gerund SC constructions in English. Consider the following 

sentences (with gerund SCs in brackets), taken from Stowell (1982, p. 563, cf. Pires, 2006): 

 

(44)  Jenny remembered [PRO bringing the wine]. 

(45)  Jim tried [PRO locking the door]. 

 

According to Stowell, the understood tense of the gerund SCs in (44) and (45) completely 

depends on the semantics of the matrix verb. In (44) the tense of the gerund is understood as 

past with respect to the matrix verb, whereas in (45) the tense is ambiguous between present 
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and unrealized with respect to the tense of the matrix. Stowell concludes that “the gerund […] 

has no internally determined tense and therefore that its understood tense is determined 

externally by the semantics of the control verb” (p. 563). This approach leads to various 

refinements regarding the nature of T. Landau (2004), for example, splits T into anaphoric 

and non-anaphoric, according to whether T is dependent on or independent from the matrix T 

head. The crucial point is that anaphoric T is never selected by C, while non-anaphoric T has 

to be saturated by C (see Chomsky 2006, cf. Alboiu 2007). The same proposal should apply 

to the tense in subcategorised SC complements, since their understood tense depends on the 

semantics of the tense of the main clause as the contrast in (46) and (47) indicates. Not being 

selected by C, T in a subcategorised SC complement is anaphoric T c-commanded by its 

antecedent, namely ‘the matrix T head’ (i.e. the time of the SC is related to the time of the 

matrix clause). Consider the following examples, taken from Culicover (1997, p. 47): 

 

(46) a. I consider her intelligent. 

b. I consider that she is/*was intelligent. 

(47) a. I imagined her in the Vatican Museum. 

b. I imagined that she was/*is in the Vatican Museum. 

 

Having argued that there is T in SCs15, we can conclude that the categorial status of the 

maximal projection that dominates the subcategorized SC constituents must be TP.  Adopting 

the principles/mechanisms of Agree relation (Chomsky, 2000) and Multiple Agree (Hiraiwa 

2000), the rest of this section explains the role of the head T in encoding the agreement 

feature and assigning the multiple accusative cases to the subject and predicate of a SC. 
 

4.1. How does Agree operate? 

 One of the integral derivational operations in the MP is that of Agree (Chomsky, 2000). It 

“establishes a relation between two elements if they share certain grammatical features” 

(Kremers, 2003, p. 6). This operation consists of two elements: Probe and Goal. The probe, 

in order to be able to enter into an agree-relation, must be active. It can be active if and only if 

it has an unvalued feature so that it can value its features by probing for an active goal that 

has the same matching features but valued. The importance of this operation comes from 

satisfying the ‘Economy  Conditions’ which require that syntactic representations formed in 

the course of a derivation should be as simple as possible, consisting of a minimal number of 

syntactic objects (Collins, 2001). One interpretation of economy is that the shorter derivation 
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is preferred over the longer one (Culicover, 1997). Under the Agree system, Case and 

Agreement can be satisfied by the AGREE relation, with no movement involved at all. The 

operation Agree is formulated in (48): 

 
 

(48)   Agree (α, β) if α c-commands β; α, β have matching features; 

           there is no γ with matching features such that α 

           c-commands γ and γ c-commands β.  

(Chomsky, 2000, p. 122). 

 

Hiraiwa (2000) extends this operation by allowing Multiple agree, in which one head can 

probe more than one goal at a simultaneous point in the derivation. The theory is proposed as 

a refined model of multiple feature-checking. One example to show how multiple agree 

relation operates is Japanese licensing of multiple nominative case in raising constructions by 

a matrix light verb16 . Another example is Icelandic licensing of multiple accusatives17 . 

Hiraiwa (2000, pp. 69-70) formalizes Multiple Agree as follows: 

 

(49) Multiple Agree 
 

MULTIPLE AGREE (multiple feature checking) with a single probe is a single 

simultaneous syntactic operation; AGREE applies to all the matched goals at the 

same derivational point derivationally simultaneously.  

 

Two issues must be demonstrated about this theory. One is that Multiple Agree requires an 

assistance of the operation Move that is substantively a combination of the operations Copy 

and Merge. This supports Chomsky’s (2000) view that Move is a ‘reflex’ of Agree. (i.e. 

Move is preconditioned by Agree.). A second issue relates to the nature of Multiple agree. 

What Hiraiwa means by Mutiple agree or multiple feature-checking is a single syntactic 

operation Multiple Agree, not multiple instances of an operation Agree.  

 

 

5. A Minimalist Analysis 

 

In the preceding section, we reached the conclusion that the subcategorised SC complements 

have T and an agreement relation. But this T is unvalued (u) for tense (i.e. it enters to the 
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syntactic derivation unvalued). Consequently, it is anaphoric T and hence needs support from 

its antecedent T in the main clause. 

 This section aims to provide  an answer to how case and agreement in SCs work within the 

framework of the MP. I will assume, adopting the Theory of Agree (Chomsky, 2000) and 

Hiraiwa’s theory of Multiple-Agree (Hiraiwa, 2000), that the agreement relation in 

subcategorized SC complements like those illustrated by the cross-linguistic data in (11-15) 

and the Arabic example in (42) is a direct feature-valuing relation between the subject and its 

predicate. To see how this works, let us take (42), repeated here as (50), as an example. The 

u-Ф features of the adjectival predicate thakia:t-un are valued by Ф-features of the subject 

Mariam-a. This direct feature-valuing relation takes place immediately after merging 

thakia:t-un with Mariam-a. Accordingly, it can be said that the agreement relation within a 

subcategorized SC complement behaves similarly to the adjectival agreement inside a DP 

(see Carstens, 2000 for more discussion about agreement in a DP). It should, however, be 

noted that the subject and the predicate are still waiting for their case feature to be valued. 

This requirement will not be satisfied before the whole TP dominating the SC is merged with 

main clause, V and v*.     

After merging the two elements of the SC in (50), the whole SC can be merged with its 

head, namely T. This derives a complete clause headed by T. Then, the TP  is merged with V 

and v*, allowing for the Multiple Agree relation to establish between the head T of SC (TSC, 

henceforth) which serves as probe, and the two elements of SC, namely, the subject and the 

predicate (here Mariam-a and thakia:t-an), which both serve as eligible goals needed for a 

valuation of their case feature.  
 

 

(50)   'aadad:tu                 Mariam-a              thakia:t-an  

           consider:I.1S           Mary.3SF-ACC        intelligent.3SF-ACC               

           “I consider Mary intelligent.” 

 

The puzzling fact, however, is that TSC is unvalued for tense as its understood tense is 

dependent on the tense of the matrix T, as discussed in section 4. Thus, TSC, in this case, is 

not supposed to be capable of assigning case feature or to have u-Ф features. The question 

one may ask at this point is how TSC can be an eligible probe since it has no case feature or 

uФ-features. To explain this paradox, I adopt the theory of Feature Inheritance proposed 

recently by Chomsky (2006, 2008). In this theory, Chomsky suggests that phasal heads 

transmit their features to lower heads (see Chomsky, 2008 for numerous arguments in support 
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of the feature-inheritance system, cf. Richards, 2007, p. 121). That is, Agree and Tense-

feature in T are inherited from C and accusative Case and Ф-features in V are inherited from 

v*18 as illustrated in (51) below19. Thus, TP and VP cannot be treated as phases like C and v*. 
 

(51) a.  [C         [T               [v         [V … 
 
             features                    features 
 
 
                          Inheritance 

 

b.             

   CP/vP 

 Spec                  C'/v' 

               C/v                     TP/VP 

                                             Spec                T'/V' 

                                      features                  T/V         
 

 

I will assume, in line with this theory, that TSC can inherit the accusative case and unvalued 

Ф-features from the phasal head v* as well since the lower head TSC is within its c-command 

domain. This makes TSC now eligible to serve as a probe valued with case and has unvalued 

Ф-features which have to be valued in the course of the syntactic derivation. In (50) the probe 

TSC is seeking two goals: the subject Mariam-a and the predicate thakia:t-un.The probe 

feature starts to search down for a closest matching goal feature within its c-command 

domain and matches with a closer goal; here the subject of SC Mariam-a. But since the probe 

Ф-feature is [+multiple], this does not result in immediate AGREE and rather, the probe 

continues its search for the next closest goal, locating immediately the adjectival predicate 

thakia:t-un. In return, both goals receive the accusative case from the probe. The probe TSC 

applies to all the matched goals at the same derivational point derivationally simultaneously 

as required by the principle in (47) above, because the two goals are equally close, since they 

are sisters. 

 Finally, when unvalued features (Ф-features of the probe and the case of both goals) are 

assigned values, they are removed from the syntactic derivation being handed over to 
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phonology, the derivation of PF (Chomsky 2000); (52) represents how multiple agree works 

in (50). 

 

(52)   
 

TP 

                                           

Spec                   T'                                                             

                          

                    T                            vP                            

           'aadda                                 v'                                      

           [PAST]               pro-tu                    

                         'aalima + v                    VP 

                  [u-Ф-features] 

                  [Acc-case]            V 
                                            'aalima                         TP 

 Inheritance features                        [u-Ф-features] 

                                                         [Acc-case]             

                                                                        Spec  
                                                                         NP                               T' 
                               Inheritance features           Mariam-a              

                                                                                                      
                                                                                  
                                                                                               [T-past]                            AP 
                                                                                               [u-Ф-features]                       
                                                                                               [Acc-case]                            
                                                                                                     EPP 
 
                                                                                                                         NP                          A 
                                                                                                                  Mariam-a                thakia:t-un                                 

Ф-features             [u Ф-features] 
                                                                                                          [u-case]            [u-case] 

                                                                                                                       Goal 1               Goal 2                                                                            

 

 

 

                  
Probe   
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It should be noted that after the multiple Agree relation is successfully established, the subject 

of SC Mary must move to spec TP to satisfy the Extended Projection Principle feature (EPP), 

which requires that “the head containing T must have a filled specifier” (Roberts & Roussou, 

2002, p. 127).  

 In contrast to previous (pre-Minimalist) analyses, the proposed account provides an 

adequate explanation of  how case and agreement exist in the SC subject and predicate by 

assuming the following minimal steps: (i) there is a direct feature-valuing relation that takes 

place immediately after merging the SC predicate with its subjects, and the predicate values 

its Ф-features by the subject valued features; (ii) the case valuation of the SC elements must 

wait until the derivation of the v*P is complete; and (iii) once we reach this point, TSC, after 

inheriting case and u- Ф-features from v*, searches down the derivation seeking, within an 

‘accessible’ domain, two matching goals (the SC subject and predicate, which both have 

valued Ф-features but u-case). Once the probe recognizes the two goals, AGREE applies to 

all the matched goals derivationally simultaneously, establishing AGREE (α, β, γ) and 

resulting in valuing its Ф-features and assigning multiple accusative case to the SC subject 

and predicate. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

Taking subcategorized SC complements to be TPs seems worth pursuing in some detail since 

it is compatible with the economy conditions postulated within Minimalim, which require that 

syntactic representations formed in the course of a derivation should be as simple as possible, 

consisting of a minimal number of syntactic objects (Collins, 2001). To show the validity of 

the alternative minimalist analysis, three previous approaches to the internal structure of SCs  

have been investigated and critiqued: Stowell’s analysis, Kitagawa’s analysis and Aarts’s 

analysis. In this regard, it has been shown that the Minimalist assumptions  are incompatible 

with these analyses that are  not conceptually necessary, and  the complex derivation, as the 

one suggested by Aarts’s analysis,  can be avoided as proposed in the Minimalist account in 

section 4.  
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Notes 
                                                 
1 To clarify a few technical terms, sentence is “a well-formed string of words put together according to the 
grammatical rules of a language”(Huang, 2007, p. 10); utterance is “the use of a particular piece of language - be 
it a word, a phrase, a sentence, or a sequence of sentences - by a particular speaker on a particular occasion” 
(Huang, 2007, p. 11); proposition is “what is expressed by a sentence when that sentence is used to make a 
statement, that is, to say something, true or false, about some state of affairs in the external world” (Huang, 
2007, p. 11). In this research, I do not distinguish absolutely between sentence, utterance, and proposition; 
however, generally, by sentence I mean the linguistic unit of what we read or hear, by utterance I lay emphasis 
on language in use which involves the relevant situational context, and by proposition I mainly refer to what is 
meant or implied by the sentence. 
2 As I do not have access to Russell’s original works on logic, the references in this section are all from 
secondary sources and only cover a part of his research concerning language. 
3 The word “implicature”, cognate of “implication” which indicates a “narrowly defined logical relationship 
between two propositions”, is derived from the verb “imply”, and refers to what is implicit in actual language 
use; so implication is distinguished from implicature (Mey,1993, pp. 99-100). The notion of implicature was 
originated by H. P. Grice. (Huang, 2007, p. 23) Grice distinguished two different sorts of implicatures: 
conventional implicature and conversational implicature. (Thomas 1995: 57) Conversational implicature is 
something implied in conversations; according to Levinson (as cited in Mey,1993), conventional implicatures 
“are non-truth-conditional inferences that are not derived from superordinate pragmatic principles like the 
maxims, but are simply attached by convention to particular lexical items” (p. 104).  
4 It is not the focus of this study to introduce in detail the conversational implicature as is usually explored with 
CP and the relevant maxims. Although people are supposed to be cooperative with each other in conversations, 
they often violate the principles or maxims. Such flouting, rather than obeyance, of the maxims in a specific 
situation is significant for detecting ‘meaning’.  
5 It should be mentioned here that there are some earlier proposals that attempted to provide an analysis of the 

internal structure of small clauses such as I believe Tom to be a fool. The earliest proposals date back to 

Rosenbaum (1967) and Kiparsky (1970), as reported in Aarts (1992). However, none of these two proposals  

names this type of construction or discusses it in detail. Williams' (1974) study, entitled ‘Small Clauses in 

English’ does not mention the term ‘Small Clause’ at all other than in the title . Williams (1974: 249) only 

investigates three instances of clauses in English whose verbs end in-ing:  

(i) Relative clauses participle: the man driving the bus is Norton’s best friend. 

(ii) Adverbial participle: John decided to leave, thinking the party was over. 

(iii) Gerund: John’s evading his taxes infuriates me.    
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     Williams’s main argument was that these three clauses do not have “disparate deep sources”. However, these 

three kinds of clauses, as will be illustrated later, have been excluded from the SCs types when this term was 

later adopted  by several empirical studies. 
6 This theory assumes that there is a syntactically relevant relation between the NP and the XP in SCs. This 

relevant relation falls under a defined structural relation represented in Predicate Structure (PS). In earlier 

versions of generative grammar, the PS is derived from S- Structure by applying the Rule of Predication that is 

mainly based on the coindexing of predicates: XPs and their antecedents NPs under a c-command structural 

relation. However, this assumption cannot be maintained in the Minimalist Program (MP) because, unlike GB 

theory (which assumes that a grammar has four distinctive levels: D- Structure, S- Structure, PF, and LF), the 

MP proposes that a grammar has only two levels: LF and PF. In this context, Chomsky (1993) shows that many 

of the empirical reasons that led to adopting DS and SS can be addressed without postulating any levels other 

than LF and PF; only these two levels are minimally required because sentences are pairings of sound and 

meaning (see Epstein & Hornstein1999 and Al-Horais to appear). 
7 Such as find, prove, think, believe, perceive, suspect, imagine, regard, judge, take, … (see Yokogoshi 2007: 

173).  

8 As will be illustrated later, the SCs, as argued by Stowell (1983), are the maximal projection of the predicates. 

This means that they are lexical projections, and hence they must have a lexical subject that appears in the 

specifier position. Stowell’s proposal comes from generalizing Chomsky’s (1981) Extended Projection Principle 

(EPP), which states that 'all clauses have subjects'. Hence, he suggests the following generalization below: 

 

                 The SUBJECT of a phrase XP is the argument of X or X’ which is directly dominated by X’’    

                  (Stowell 1983: 295).                

The above generalization leads Stowell to claim that the subject position of SCs appear not only in NPs and in 

regular sentences, but generally in all lexical categories. This is because SCs are lexical projections which 

receive a clausal interpretation at LF. 

9 In line with Stowell (1978, 1981), Burzio (1981) Kitagawa (1985), Koopman & Sportiche  (1991), Chomsky 

(1995),  Radford (1997),  Hale & Keyser (2002) and Progovac (2006), I assume that every sentence starts out as 

a small clause, where the subject and the predicate stand in a thematic relationship.  For more discussion about 

the thematic relation between the two elements of SC, see Moro (1995).  
 

10 The Principles and Parameters (P&P) approach to syntax, formulated first by the linguists Noam Chomsky 

and Howard Lasnik (1993), seeks to distinguish the invariants of human language (the principles) from the 

major points of crosslinguistic variation (the parameters). Both principles and parameters are taken to reflect 

innately determined, biological characteristics of the human brain. It has gradually evolved from the 

Government and Binding Theory (Chomsky 1981) to the Minimalist Program (Chomsky 1995).  
 

11 An anonymous reviewer points out that this claim is questionable, as we can find in present-day English 

examples such as ‘…prove him entirely innocent’ (as a search in google confirms). 

12 One defining characteristic of a clause is that it must have a subject and a predicate or a topic and a comment 

(see Rothstein 2001).    
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13 An XP can be considered to be L-marked only if it is theta-marked by some governing head. If XP occurs as 

a direct object of V, it is L-marked by V. However, if it occurs as a Specifier or adjunct, or as the complement of 

a functional category such as C, then it is not L-marked and serves as a Blocking Category (see Stowell 

1995:43).    

14 I acknowledge that Merge was not assumed as a structure-building rule when Aarts (1992) was written, and 

hence we cannot critique Aart’s analysis for not having anticipated a change in the framework that makes his 

assumptions obsolete under Minimalism. Here I would like to thank the referee for making this point. But the  

argument against Aarts's analysis wants to show that assuming a null element is not needed to build and interpret 

the structure as we can do this without adopting this assumption.          

15 It is important to note that T is a major property of a clause or a sentence. Thus, if we agree that SC is a 

complete clause, then it should have a Tense projection. Otherwise, as Aarts states above, we will end up with 

clauses which are neither finite nor non-finite.        

16 To see how Multiple Agree works in 'Japanese licensing of multiple nominative' case in raising constructions 

like the example in (i) below, Hiraiwa (2000: 77) proposes that "the φ-feature of the probe T in Japanese, being 

[+multiple], matches up with all the three nominative goal DPs and then they enter into an AGREE relation with 

the probe derivationally simultaneously as a single syntactic operation; thus there is no defective intervention 

effects incurred, since the intervening goal is not yet inactive at the point of derivation where the probe α enters 

into an AGREE relation with the lower goals, establishing AGREE (Tφ,DP1φ, DP2φ)".  
 

(i) John-ga   [yosouijouni  nihonjin-ga       eigo-ga   hido-ku]   kanji-ta. 

John-Nom   than-expected Japanese-Nom   English-Nom bad      think-Past 

 "It seems to John that the Japanese are worse at speaking English than he had expected."  

 

17 Hiraiwa (2000: 78-79) extends the theory of Multiple Agree to 'Icelandic licensing of multiple accusatives'. 

He cites the Icelandic example in (i) below, and proposes that "the uninterpretable φ-feature of a probe T in 

Icelandic is [+multiple]; then the probe φ-feature ‘probes for’ a closest matching goal, locating the matrix quirky 

dative experiencer me". Then he adds that "under the MULTIPLE AGREE theory the probe feature, being 

[+multiple], does not result in immediate AGREE; rather, it continues to search for the next closest matching 

goals within the active phase, which results in matching with the embedded quirky dative element him and the 

nominative object these books. Now at this point of derivation AGREE applies derivationally simultaneously to 

all the three matching goals (AGREE (Tφ, meφ, himφ, these booksφ)". 

 

(i) Mér   hefur/*?hafa   alltar virst  honum  hafa veriD 

Me(DAT)  has(defalt)/have  often seemed  him(DAT)  have been 

seldar/*selt  pessar  bQkur    á alltof  hár  verDi. 

sold(PL/*SG)  hese  books(NOM, PL)  at far-too  hight  price 

"It has often seemed to me that he has been sold these books at far too high a price." 

 

18 To be distinguished from unaccusative v, Chomsky (2006, 2008) marks transitive little v with *.           
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19 To explain how the feature-inheritance mechanism works, Chomsky (2008) argues that T lacks φ-features 

and tense feature in the lexicon. Therefore, TP cannot act as a phase. Nevertheless, Chomsky argues that TP is a 

derivative phase in the sense that it inherits features from the phasal head C. Then he suggests that feature-

inheritance is reasonably expected to apply to the v-V relation as well as to C-T. That is, the relation between v*, 

the head of the phase v*P, and V the head of its complement, parallels the relation between C and T. The head of 

v*P transmits its features to V.  

 


