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ABSTRACT 

 

 Much research on requests has been carried out among L1 Chinese adults, L1 

Chinese children, L1 children, L2 adults, and L2 children, but no studies to date have 

simultaneously examined Chinese children’s requests in Chinese (L1) and English 

(L2).  The aim of this study is to investigate how Taiwanese elementary school 

children vary requests according to situation, language, age, and hearer variables, and 

the level of consistency between the child interview results and the validation results.  

Semi-structured individual interviews with child participants were used as the major 

method for data collection.  Naturalistic school and home observations, interviews 

with parents and teachers of the children, audio and video recordings, and field notes 

were also included to validate and triangulate the child interview data, which were 

coded and analyzed using a modified version of the CCSARP coding scheme and an 

excellent level of intercoder reliability was reached. 

 Results indicate that overall: (1) requests made under rights-protecting 

situations seem to be more direct and reasonableness-based than those made under 

favor-asking situations, (2) Chinese requests appear to be more direct and elaborate 

than English requests, (3) older children are more likely than younger children to 

frame direct, brief, and tactful requests, (4) child hearers are more likely than adult 

hearers to receive direct requests, and (5) for an individual child, the child interview 

and validation findings appear to be compatible, except that consistency is low 

regarding requests given to classmates. The results lend strong support to the claim 

that language use can be highly context-specific as can the request performance of 

children. This study may bring new insights into understanding the complexity of 
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Chinese children’s requests, thus sensitizing educators and parents to the significance 

of pragmatic competence in Chinese children’s earlier development of language, 

whether Chinese or English, and helping them provide instructions that better suit 

children’s pragmatic development and ability. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1   General Introduction and Background 

With a growing interest in communicatively-oriented language teaching, the 

significance of the pragmatic domain has been increasingly recognized (House & 

Kasper, 1987).  The speech act of requesting, in particular, has received substantial 

attention in recent decades.  A good deal of research on requests has been carried out 

among first language (hereafter L1) Chinese adults (e.g., Hong, 1998; Lee-Wong, 

2000; Shih, 1999; Zhang, 1995a, 1995b), L1 Chinese children (e.g., Hsiao, 1999; Hsu, 

2003; Meng, 2008), L1 children (e.g., Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986; Garvey, 1975; 

James, 1978), second language (hereafter L2) adults (e.g., Blum-Kulka, House, & 

Kasper, 1989a; House & Kasper, 1987; Faerch & Kasper, 1989; Rintell & Mitchell, 

1989), and L2 children (e.g., Achiba, 2003; Ellis, 1992; Walters, 1979).  However, to 

the best of my knowledge, no studies to date have examined Chinese children’s 

requests in Mandarin Chinese (“Chinese,” from here on) and English simultaneously 

in a setting such as Taiwan, where Chinese is the dominant language and English is 

learned as a primary foreign language (EFL). 

There has been no research studying the speech act of requesting performed by 

the same Taiwanese elementary school child in both Chinese (L1) and English (L2).  

Research into Chinese children’s use of requests in Chinese has tended to be analyzed 

from a purely linguistic perspective, and that into Chinese children’s use of requests 

in English remains scarce.  The scantiness of the latter research is largely due to 

political constraints.  It was not until the year of 2001 that the Ministry of Education 
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(MOE) in Taiwan mandated compulsory English courses to fifth and sixth graders, 

and not until 2005 that the MOE advanced the learning from the third grade on up.  

Note, however, it was reported that based on survey data of English teachers from 

1,004 elementary schools, nearly 80% of schools started English instruction for first 

graders (Huang, 2003), and according to a survey conducted in December 2005, over 

60% of the total 2,059 parents had their children attend cram school to learn English 

(“Taiwan parents,” 2006).  Despite the fact that some elementary school children 

started to learn English earlier or more frequently than those who simply followed the 

language policy noted above, it remains difficult for researchers to collect sufficient 

English data on requests from beginning learners of English. 

Furthermore, since 2004, the MOE has prohibited kindergartens and nursery 

schools from offering courses that are taught solely in English to preschoolers for fear 

that preschoolers would learn English at the expense of their native language and 

culture.  Hence, the importance of strengthening children’s Chinese ability has been 

reinforced.  According to guidelines by the MOE (2006), one of the major goals for 

elementary school students is to have a basic command of English and a fair 

command of Chinese verbal communication skills (e.g., making requests), since with 

both of these skills, students can participate in social interactions politely and 

appropriately, and understand and respect cultural differences and social customs.  In 

Vygotsky’s (1986) words, “[i]n learning a new language, one does not return to the 

immediate world of objects and does not repeat past linguistic development, but uses 

instead the native language as a mediator between the world of objects and the new 

language” (p. 161).  In other words, to Vygotsky, L2 is learned through the mediation 

of L1 because the system of meaning in L1 lays the groundwork for learning an L2, 
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suggesting that L1 can serve as a facilitator for L2 learning.  Thus, the significance of 

enhancing L1 as well as L2 pragmatic competence cannot be neglected, specifically in 

view of the fact that “as global English makes the transition from ‘foreign language’ 

to basic skill, it seems to generate an even greater need for other languages,” such as 

Chinese (Graddol, 2006, p. 118). 

 

1.2   Purpose and Research Question 

In view of the equally critical role that Chinese and English play in performing 

social functions, and the speech act of requesting in particular, the present study is the 

first comparative study of Chinese children’s requests in both of the languages.  The 

purpose of this study is to explore how elementary school children who typically have 

limited linguistic ability and world knowledge, manipulate their requestive utterances 

to convey what they intend and accomplish what they need in verbal exchanges.  This 

study seeks to bridge the research gap resulting from the omission of studies to date 

that have simultaneously examined children’s requests in both Chinese and English.  

Specifically, the dissertation is focused on five central questions:   

1. How do Taiwanese elementary school children vary their request 

performances according to different situations (i.e., request for cookies 

(S1), request to borrow pencils/erasers (S2), request for help with 

schoolwork (S3), request to return scissors/crayons (S4), request to turn 

down the volume or to be quiet (S5), and request not to take money away 

(S6)) in “favor” situations (S1-S3) vs. “rights” situations (S4-S6)? 
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2. How do the participating children vary their request performances 

according to the language they use: Chinese as a first language vs. English 

as a second language? 

3. How are the children from various age groups similar or different in 

requesting strategies? 

4. How do the children vary their request performances according to the 

hearer variable (i.e., younger sibling, mother, father, classmate, and 

teacher)? 

5. Is there any consistency or inconsistency between the child interview 

results and the validation results? 

In sum, the above research questions are designed to understand whether the 

participating children’s request performances are situation-dependent, language-

directed, age-sensitive, hearer-driven, and/or context-specific (interview question 

context vs. naturalistic validation context).  The results of the study will be 

summarized in five research questions in Chapter 7.    

 

1.3   Rationale for Studying the Speech Act of Requesting 

 The choice of the speech act of requesting as the focus of this project is 

prompted by its high frequency of occurrence in the speech of children at all ages and 

levels (Ervin-Tripp, 1976, 1977).  Moreover, the same requestive end can be realized 

by way of a variety of linguistic means (i.e., imperative, interrogative, and 

declarative), which may yield rich data in understanding children’s requestive 

development and use not only in relation to linguistic aspects, but also in terms of 

psychological and socio-cultural lights (Garvey, 1975; James, 1978; MacTear, 1985).  
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Of even greater significance in investigating children’s requests is to consider that 

children are not born pragmatically competent; but rather, most of them learn 

(consciously) or acquire (subconsciously) their requesting ability in ways consistent 

with values, norms, or beliefs in the culture where they grow up.  China, for example, 

is known as a nation of etiquette, having a strict social hierarchy and complicated 

rituals that govern individual duties, rights, and obligations with respect to the use of 

language; thus, propriety is one of the overriding concerns in the upbringing of a 

Chinese child, who is expected to speak politely in accordance with varying contexts.  

For instance, requesting (being impositive in nature) can be performed politely 

without jeopardizing social harmony and transgressing social rules through the use of 

modification devices (e.g., politeness marker, giving reason) or indirect avenues of 

communication (e.g., hints). 

 Nevertheless, a “request” referring to an act of making the hearer perform 

something desired by the speaker (Searle, 1979) is intrinsically a “face threatening 

act” (hereafter FTA), in the Brown and Levinson (1987) sense.  In other words, 

issuing a request on the part of the speaker may hinder the hearer’s freedom of action 

and pose a threat to the hearer’s “negative face,” the want to be imposition-free in 

one’s actions (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 65).  However, contrary to Brown and 

Levinson’s interpretation, other researchers (e.g., Zhang, 1995a) propose that making 

requests can occasionally signal a sound social relationship and deference in Chinese 

culture; that is, those who are rarely asked to do something for others are normally 

regarded as socially incompetent.  As such, far from risking the hearer’s face, 

phrasing requests can magnify the worth of the hearer’s face. 
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 Giving that rich insights can be gained from frequently used request behavior 

and different accounts of requests in human communication, it would be fascinating 

to see which viewpoint and what strategy children who are concurrently learning 

Chinese and English would take and use to perform requests. 

 

1.4  Organization of the Dissertation 

 This dissertation consists of six chapters apart from this introductory chapter, 

in which the general background and rationale for conducting this research are 

provided, and five research questions are posed.  Chapter 2 gives a detailed review of 

literature including the historical perspective as to how language is associated with 

function and context, the defining of request, the description and comparison of direct 

with indirect request strategies, and the theoretical basis and empirical research 

relevant to the speech act of requesting.  Chapter 3 presents specifics related to the 

methodology for this study involving the participants, data collection instruments and 

procedures, and data transcription and translation.  Chapter 4 explains and illustrates 

what literature a modified version of the CCSARP (The Cross-Cultural Speech Act 

Realization Project) coding scheme used in this study is built upon, and describes how 

intercoder reliability of the child interview data was tested and reached in this study.  

Chapters 5 and 6 contain detailed illustrations, analyses, and discussions of the 

findings regarding children’s request performances in terms of six different situations 

obtained through the child interview data.  Included also is the validation data 

collected from the home and school observations, which is substantiated and 

complemented by the parent or teacher interview data, if necessary.  Chapter 7 

summarizes the results obtained from Chapters 5 and 6, and provides further 
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information concerning how the child respondents vary their request performance 

overall across six request situations.  Furthermore, each research question posed in 

Chapter 1 is addressed and discussed based on the results of this study.  Finally, 

implications and limitations of the study together with the recommendations for future 

research are given. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Before proceeding into a detailed analysis and discussion of how Chinese 

children develop and use their requests, it is helpful to begin by briefly reviewing the 

historical perspective of how language is related to function and context (Section 2.1), 

by defining and expounding the notions of request (Section 2.2), and direct and 

indirect request strategies (Section 2.3), by giving the theoretical basis that guides this 

study (Section 2.4), and by reviewing empirical research concerning the act of 

requesting (Section 2.5). 

 

2.1   Historical Perspective 

 An utterance can be understood only when embedded and interpreted in its 

“context of situation,” a term first coined by Malinowski (1923), who views language 

as inherently pragmatic based on his observations of utterances in a primitive 

community.  Following Malinowski, Firth (1930, 1937) further recognizes context, 

such as the participants or their behaviors, as part of a general linguistic theory (cited 

in Savignon, 1983, p. 13), and deems language interpersonal (cited in Brown, 1987, p. 

202).  Yet, the study of social variables associated with child language did not start 

drawing researchers’ attention until the 1960s when a fierce debate raged because of 

the emergence of Chomsky’s (1965) theories of the genetic predisposition of language 

(viz., a nature universal to all human beings) in accounting for the child’s mastery of 

his first language.  For instance, Hymes (1972), influenced by Malinowski, challenges 
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Chomsky’s notion of linguistic competence, the underlying knowledge of language 

features, and argues that it is too limited to 

account for the fact that a normal child acquires knowledge of sentences, not 

only as grammatical, but also as appropriate.  He or she [The child] acquires 

competence as to when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk about with 

whom, when, where, in what manner. (p. 277)   

As such, Hymes uses the term “communicative competence” apart from linguistic 

competence to redefine competence to include adequacy of use.  Additionally, 

Halliday (1973), according to Savignon (1983), follows the path of Firth and directs 

his study of language from a purely structural approach toward an integration of 

structural and functional lights.  Interpreting the notion of language functions as “the 

purposive nature of communication” (cited in Brown, 1987, p. 203), Halliday 

categorizes language into seven different functions and applies these categories to the 

study of his son’s language development (Halliday 1975, summarized in Ingram, 

1989, pp. 169-174).  The functional categories provided by Halliday are in essence 

related to the notion of speech acts. 

 Speech acts (or illocutionary acts as explicated by Searle, 1965, reprinted 1991) 

refer to “the basic or minimal units of linguistic communication” (Searle, 1969, p. 16).  

In other words, Searle interprets speech acts as utterances that are produced with 

certain communicative intentions to be recognized and/or achieved, such as  

making a request, apology, or compliment.  Based on Austin’s (1962) theory of 

speech acts, a speech act can be divided into three distinct dimensions, locutionary 

content, illocutionary force, and perlocutionary effect, despite their being usually 

performed together.1  Searle’s (1969) speech act theory, on the other hand, includes 
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Austin’s illocutionary act and perlocutionary act, but replaces the locutionary act with 

the propositional content subsumed under the illocutionary act.2

 “Request” and “directive” are slippery terms having been differently construed 

in the speech act literature.  The pioneer of speech act theory, Austin (1962), lists 

examples (e.g., ordering, commanding, directing, warning, urging) classified under 

his category of “exercitive,” being described as “the exercising of powers, rights, or 

  For example, if a 

child says to his mother, “That chocolate looks delicious,” the locutionary or 

propositional content would suggest the appealing quality of the chocolate.  The 

illocutionary force, the social intention, of the utterance may be a demand or request 

to get the chocolate.  The perlocutionary effect, the influence driven by the utterance, 

would be met provided that the mother gives that chocolate to the child, instead of 

leaving the child’s request or demand unattended. 

 Searle (1979) further classifies illocutionary acts into five categories: 

assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, and declarations.  Assertives (e.g., 

assertion or claim) are the speaker believes the proposition s/he utters is true; 

directives (e.g., request or question) attempt to ask the hearer to do something in 

accord with the expressed proposition; commissives (e.g., promise or threat) commit 

the speaker to carrying out future action; expressives (e.g., apology or complaint) 

express the speaker’s feelings about certain event; declarations (e.g., decree or 

declaration) attempt to effect a new state of affairs by issuing statements of fact.  In 

this dissertation, my focus is upon the speech act of requesting, which is subsumed 

under Searle's category of directives. 

 

2.2   Definition of Request 
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influence” (p. 150) to decide “in favour of or against a certain course of action, or 

advocacy of it” (p. 154).  However, the example of “requesting” does not appear in 

his list of exercitives, nor is it mentioned in his classification of speech acts (also 

pointed out by Searle, 1979).  “Request,” based on Searle’s (1979) taxonomic scheme 

of illocutionary acts, is an illocutionary verb subsumed under the term “directive,” 

defined as an attempt “by the speaker to get the hearer to do something” (p. 13).  

Borrowing Searle’s term “directive,” Bach and Harnish (1979) categorize 

“requestives” under “directives” and interpret requestives as utterances that are 

intended to make the hearer attempt something (at least partly) out of the speaker’s 

desire.  Leech (1983), instead of using “directive” or “request,” favors the term 

“impositive” (e.g., asking, demanding), which he characterizes as functionally 

competitive because imposition involved in the requestive goal competes with the 

goal of social harmony. 

 On the other hand, in studies of children’s first language request sequences, 

McTear (1985) considers “directive” a subordinate component of “request” and 

defines “directive” as a request for action.  Moreover, investigating young children’s 

capability of conveying and reacting to requests for action, Garvey (1975) describes 

“request” as “an illocutionary act whereby a speaker (S) conveys to an addressee (H) 

that S wishes H to perform an act (A)” (p. 45).  This definition is invariably in line 

with Searle’s interpretation of “directive”.  Given that Searle’s taxonomy is generally 

regarded as standard and is most agreed-upon in the literature, this paper will thus 

adopt the notion of “request” based on Searle’s definition of “directive,” viz., an 

attempt “by the speaker to get the hearer to do something” (Searle, 1979, p. 13). 
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2.3   Direct versus Indirect Request Strategies 

 “People don’t speak merely to exercise their vocal cords” (Bach & Harnish, 

1979, p. 3).  That is, whenever people speak, they have an intention to use their 

language to perform some specific actions, which is the basic tenet underlying the 

speech act theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969).  Additionally, renowned philosophers, 

linguists, and/or researchers (e.g., Bach & Harnish, 1979; Blum-Kulka, House, & 

Kasper, 1989a; Clark & Lucy, 1975; Sadock, 1974; Searle, 1979) have remarked that 

the speaker can use different grammatical moods to attain the same illocutionary act, 

and perform the same illocutionary act either directly or indirectly.  For instance, the 

imperative mood in the utterance “Give me some cookies” represents a direct speech 

act of request.  The interrogative mood in “Could you give me some cookies?” is not 

only directly used as a question but also indirectly used as a conventional indirect 

request.3

 Direct request strategies (or non-redressed “bald-on-record” strategies as 

defined by Brown and Levinson, 1987) in English are often linguistically realized in 

imperatives.  That is, the speaker’s requestive intent is explicitly expressed by the 

locution or proposition.  Brown and Levinson (1987) interpret bald-on-record 

strategies as “the most direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way possible” to do 

FTAs (face-threatening acts) (p. 69).  Direct strategies can be appropriate to some 

occasions, such as: (1) where both the speaker and the hearer give priority to “urgency 

and efficiency” over “face demands,” (2) where the face threat to the hearer is 

  The declarative mood in “I am hungry” serves as a nonconventional indirect 

request (or a hint) to imply a demand for cookies.  In other words, by direct speech 

acts, the speaker explicitly says what s/he means, and by indirect speech acts, the 

speaker implicitly conveys more or other than what he literally utters. 
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extremely small (e.g., “’Come in’”), and (3) where the speaker’s power is exceedingly 

greater than the hearer’s, or the speaker’s face remains safe even if the hearer’s face is 

damaged because of public pressure (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 69).  One of the 

key advantages of using a direct strategy is that the speaker can readily get his/her 

meaning across (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

 However, as remarked by Searle (1979), “ordinary conversational 

requirements of politeness normally make it awkward to issue flat imperative 

sentences (e.g. “Leave the room”) …, and we therefore seek to find indirect means to 

our illocutionary ends” (p. 36).  In addition, Leech (1983) claims that imperatives are 

the most straightforward form of impositives because they are tactless to secure 

obedience on the part of the hearer.  Hence, Leech suggests the use of a more indirect 

type of illocution along with the same propositional content to heighten the degree of 

politeness because indirect illocutions may increase the likelihood of extending the 

hearer an option of refusal, thus weakening the imposition on the hearer.  Thus, 

indirectness is chiefly motivated for the sake of politeness (Searle, 1979), such as 

reducing the face-threatening act of direct requesting (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

 There are two types of indirect request strategies: conventional indirectness 

and nonconventional indirectness, the latter being generally called hints (or an “off-

record strategy” as termed by Brown and Levinson, 1987).  In Searle’s (1979) view, 

the notion of indirectness is where “one illocutionary act [e.g., the implicit act of 

requesting] is performed indirectly by way of performing another [e.g., the explicit act 

of questioning]” (p. 31).  A classic example of making indirect requests is the 

utterance “Can you pass the salt?” in a mealtime context (see Searle, 1979, pp. 46-47, 

for further discussion of how the request reading is inferred from the salt-passing 
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question).  This utterance can be literally construed as a direct speech act of inquiring 

about the hearer’s ability to pass the salt, or as an indirect speech act of requesting the 

hearer to pass the salt.  However, the hearer, by and large, would interpret it as a 

genuine request rather than an information-seeking question.  That is, the speaker 

makes a request by virtue of asking a question in this utterance.  The reason why the 

hearer is able to recognize the speaker’s illocutionary intent is based on 

conventionality (Searle, 1979).  That is, “certain forms will tend to become 

conventionally established as the standard idiomatic forms for indirect speech acts.  

While keeping their literal meanings, they will acquire conventional uses as, e.g., 

polite forms [e.g., ‘can/could you’] for requests”, and the choice of which form to use 

varies across languages (Searle, 1979, p. 49). 

 According to Morgan (1978, reprinted 1991), there are two types of 

convention in indirectness:  “conventions of language” and “conventions of usage.”  

The former refers to a speaker’s or a hearer’s understanding of the literal meaning of 

an utterance like “Can you pass the salt?,” and the latter refers to his/her recognition 

that the utterance is standardly used for indirect requests.  In Morgan’s view, 

conventions of usage refer to “conventions of the culture that uses the language” (p. 

246), and are thus highly context-dependent.  Clark (1979) prefers the terms 

“conventions of means” and “conventions of form” to differentiate two types of 

convention.  On his account, for example, it is conventions of means that enable the 

speaker to realize a request indirectly by performing an illocutionary act of 

questioning the hearer’s ability, as in “Can you pass the salt?,” and it is conventions 

of form that direct the speaker to opt for “can you” rather than “are you able to” in 

questioning ability for a given request.  According to Blum-Kulka’s (1989) 
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explanation, although the two wordings “can you” and “are you able to” are 

“synonymous linguistically, [they] are not synonymous pragmatically” (p. 41).  Bach 

and Harnish (1979) provide an account of the difference between “Are you able to 

pass the salt?” and “Can you pass the salt?”  To them, “it seems that the use of ‘able’ 

somehow focuses the hearer’s attention on the question (or statement) of his ability, 

rather than on the action itself” (p. 197).  Taken together, for conventional 

indirectness, both knowledge of conventions of language/form and that of 

conventions of usage/means are sine qua nons for successful requestive 

communication (Morgan, 1978, reprinted 1991). 

 Nonconventional indirect requests (henceforth, hints), by comparison with 

direct and conventionally indirect requests, are the most ambiguous of the three main 

request strategies.  Hints show ambiguity in either propositional content or 

illocutionary force or both (Weizman, 1985).  By producing a requestive hint, the 

speaker intends the hearer to infer other meanings beyond the literal level.  A 

requestive hint is a favorable strategy because the speaker can avoid the responsibility 

of committing himself or herself to a requesting act, thus satisfying the hearer’s 

“negative face,” freedom from impediments (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 73).  On 

this account, hints are regarded as notably polite due to their benefit of softening 

impositions.  However, a series of rating experiments by Blum-Kulka (1987) 

demonstrate that hints, though ranked as the most indirect, were actually not 

perceived as the most polite of all strategies by native speakers of Hebrew and 

American-English.  Rather, conventional indirect requests were considered the most 

polite.  To this, Blum-Kulka argues that though direct strategies lack concern with 

face management, hints fall short of pragmatic clarity.  As she remarks further, “[t]he 
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highest levels of politeness are achieved when both needs [pragmatic clarity and non-

coerciveness] can be satisfied simultaneously” (p. 144). 

 

2.4   Theoretical Basis 

 For a request to be realized effectively, the request strategy employed has to 

be clear (Grice, 1968, reprinted 1991), tactful (Leech, 1983), polite (Brown & 

Levinson, 1987), rights and obligation compliant (Fraser, 1990; Fraser & Nolen, 

1981), and/or socio-culturally endorsed (Gu, 1990; Mao, 1994), harmony-directed and 

duty-focused (Confucius in Analects, henceforward cited as: trans. by Lau, 1979).  In 

what follows, Grice’s theory of conversation will be more elaborate than any other 

western theory in that it has sparked considerable theories (e.g., politeness theories 

held by Leech, and Brown & Levinson, respectively) and debate from different 

perspectives (e.g., Leech’s politeness theory being socially focused, but Brown & 

Levinson’s being tilted at the socio-psychological angle). 

 

2.4.1 Grice's Theory of Conversation 

 The substance of Grice’s theory of conversation that encompasses the 

concepts of Cooperative Principle, four maxims of conversation (Quantity maxim, 

Quality maxim, Relation maxim, and Manner maxim), and conversational implicature 

are discussed and exemplified below.  

 Grice (1968, reprinted 1991) assumes that interlocutors are abiding by the 

Cooperative Principle (hereafter CP), which he phrases as: “Make your conversational 

contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted 

Cooperative Principle  
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purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged” (p. 307).  In 

other words, the CP posits that people will attempt to be maximally cooperative and 

clear in spontaneous conversation, because talking is inherently goal-driven and 

rational if the speaker is concerned about the attainment of his/her goals and having 

his/her intentions recognized in communication (Grice). 

Instead of saying (1), Joy, as would be suggested by the Quantity maxim, she should 

have simply said “May I borrow your pencil?”  There are two reasons for Joy to 

violate this maxim.  First, Joy is under-informative by using broad words such as 

“writing material,” which fails to describe what exact type of writing material (e.g., 

paper, envelope, pencil, eraser, pen, etc.) she wants to borrow from Ruby.  Second, 

Joy is at the same time over-informative, as the utterance “May I borrow your 

pencil?” alone is sufficient enough to convey her requestive intent; hence, information 

Maxim of Quantity 

 To elaborate on his general notion of the CP, Grice further formulates four 

specific categories of conversational maxims, namely, Quantity, Quality, Relation, 

and Manner.  The category of Quantity includes two submaxims: (1) “Make your 

contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of the exchange),” 

and (2) “Do not make your contribution more informative than is required” (p. 308).  

Put briefly, the Quantity maxim requires the speaker to give sufficient (but no more 

than required) information.  Considering the following example slightly adapted from 

the child interview data in this study. 

(1) (Joy wants to borrow a pencil from her classmate Ruby.) 

Joy: As you know, our teacher is at lunch.  Since he has not come back 
yet, I cannot borrow any writing material from him.  May I borrow 
yours? 
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other than that suggested by the quantity maxim is considered to be unnecessary.  

Nevertheless, whether the expressions that precede (pre-requests) and/or follow (post-

requests) the core of a request are not required (as claimed by Grice’s Quantity maxim) 

or are essential will be reserved for further discussion in subsequent chapters. 

Obviously, in (2), it seems ludicrous that a small beetle would make a lethal attack on 

a human being.  Furthermore, Eric is apparently in good health as he keeps laughing 

and playing.  Thus, Eric’s using expression (2) departs from Grice’s Quality maxim 

because the statement is clearly not true, nor is his expression (3).  Neither a gun nor a 

knife is spotted while Jack tries to snatch away the beetle.  As such, statement (3) fails 

to provide adequate evidence as to how the killing activity is observed or carried out, 

Maxim of Quality 

 The category of Quality comprises one supermaxim: “Try to make your 

contribution one that is true,” under which two submaxims are developed:  (1) “Do 

not say what you believe to be false,” and (2) “Do not say that for which you lack 

adequate evidence” (p. 308).  That is, the Quality maxim necessitates the speaker to 

tell true information with adequate evidence.  Below are two real-life examples 

gathered for this study from observations in school. 

(2) (Eric is holding a beetle in his hand.) 

Eric: I am dying, I am dying.  
 

By uttering (2), Eric attempts to ask his teacher for help to take away the beetle.  But 

it is Jack instead of the teacher that immediately runs to Eric and tries to snatch the 

beetle out of Eric’s hands.  Attempting to ask the teacher for help to prevent Jack 

from snatching away his beetle, Eric screams and says, 

(3)  Eric: Help! Jack’s gonna kill me! 
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thus straying from the Quality maxim.  Yet, Eric does not utter words without grounds 

sufficient to support his requestive intents.  That is, both (2) and (3) could convey 

Jack’s feeling of urgency, thereby intensify his intended requestive force and 

increasing the likelihood of achieving his desired perlocutionary effect. 

(4) (Sophia replies to her teacher’s question regarding why she did not do 
homework.) 

Maxim of Relation 

 The sole maxim subsumed under the category of Relation is: “Be relevant” (p. 

308).  Put another way, the Relation maxim directs the speaker to make information 

relevant to, and shift the focus of information logically throughout the linguistic 

context at hand.  To take an example adapted from the observation data in this study. 

 
 Sophia: Someone went to our house yesterday afternoon. 

The teacher has difficulty figuring out the relevance between Sophia’s fulfillment of 

homework and someone’s visiting her home.  Hence, Sophia’s reply, literally 

speaking, is regarded as having no significant bearing on the teacher’s question at 

hand; thus, utterance (4) seemingly breaches the Relation maxim, if no further 

explanation pertinent to the matter in question is given.  In fact, Sophia told me that 

utterance (4) is only the beginning of a long story, since she intends to explain why 

she failed to complete the homework.  To cut the story short, the visitor takes up the 

time during which her father usually takes her out to play, so that it is not until after 

the visitor leaves that she goes out with her father and then feels too sleepy to do 

homework because of coming home late.  Sophia’s excuse seems inadequate to justify 

the failure to complete her homework.  It is, however, relevant to the teacher’s 

question at hand, provided that a full account of Sophia’s story is to be given.  Yet, 



 36 

given that Sophia’s reply is not immediately to the point, and the amount of class time 

available for Sophia to clarify her answer is limited, communication breakdown in 

student-teacher interactions occurs.  Thus, whether or not the speaker violates the 

Relation maxim is not determined simply at the sentence level alone.  Linguistic 

information at the discourse level should be taken into account as well. 

Maxim of Manner 

 The last category, Manner, embraces one supermaxim: “Be perspicuous,” four 

submaxims falling under which are: (1) “Avoid obscurity of expression,” (2) “Avoid 

ambiguity,” (3) “Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity),” and (4) “Be orderly” (p. 

308).  Simply put, the Manner maxim requires the speaker to make his/her talk clear, 

concise, and well-organized.  An example of the breach of the Manner maxim, 

adapted from family visit data in this study, is as follows. 

(5) (Erbao is fussy about some particular food, like carrots.  At dinner time, his 
grandmother, who knows nothing about English, spoons some carrots into his 
bowl.  Erbao, with his eyes casting down upon the carrots, grumbles.) 
 
Erbao: I hate hongluobo (viz., ‘carrots’).  
 

The way he speaks the Chinese word “hongluobo” with English intonation further 

plagues understanding of the presupposed notion of “carrots” in Chinese, as it is 

generally assumed by the hearer that any communication such as utterance (5) 

involves only one linguistic code (e.g., English) rather than two (e.g., both English 

and Chinese), as evidenced by the immediately following question raised by his 

brother Dabao.   

(6) (Dabao does not catch what Erbao said in (5), and asks him what he dislikes.  
Erbao answers it as follows.) 

 
 Erbao: C-a-r-r-o-t.  
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Erbao’s utterances (5) and (6) fail to obey the Manner maxim because they lack 

clarity and brevity.  That is, (5) is apparently unintelligible to his grandmother, who 

barely understands English, and so is this expression confusing to an English learner 

like Dabao, who would wonder what the expression “hongluobo” that Erbao said 

means in English.  Hence, utterance (5) is delivered in a vague manner, thereby being 

short of clarity.  As for expression (6), Erbao could have simply uttered the word 

“carrot,” but he spelled it out instead; this, in turn, may burden his brother with an 

extra roundabout processing task to understand message (6) conveyed.  The way 

Erbao routes his information to his brother is obviously a deviation from an ordinarily 

accepted direct course of communication, thus suffering from a lack of brevity.  Yet, 

Erbao’s being vague and roundabout is not without reason.  He believes that by so 

doing, he could vent his unpleasant feeling, while at the same time avoiding being 

impolite to his grandmother, as long as his information is not understood by the 

grandmother.  Nevertheless, just as it is disrespectful to whisper to one another in 

front of others, it is also discourteous to speak a language unintelligible to people co-

present in the interaction, let alone to an elderly person such as Erbao’s grandmother. 

 In other words, based on Gricean maxims of conversation, effective human 

communication should be informative, true, relevant, and clear.  Lakoff (1973) sums 

up Grice’s four maxims into a brief rule of pragmatic competence – “Be clear.”  

Meanwhile, he challenges Grice’s maxims.  In Lakoff’s (1973) words: 

I make a conversational contribution that I judge to be necessary, true, relevant, 

and perspicuous; you hear it and judge it unnecessary, untrue, irrelevant, and 
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obscure; … So these notions [the Gricean maxims] must be defined more 

rigorously in terms of the separate worlds of speaker and addressee. (p. 297) 

Utterance (7) appears to flout the maxims of quantity (under-informative) and manner 

(opaque), but what Alice actually means is: “I want to get back my scissors.”  Henry 

then comes up with an interpretation that Alice does not ask about the whereabouts of 

the scissors, but asks for the scissors back because she lent them to him.  Otherwise, 

Henry could have simply replied such as “In my drawer” or “I don’t know.”  Seen in 

this light, implicatures are specifically associated with requestive hints.  Since hints 

are vague in nature, the speaker fails to fulfill the maxims of conversation at the literal 

level; this, in turn, triggers the search for an implicature.  Hints in this view may 

lengthen “the inferential path” and impose “cognitive burdening” on the hearer, 

thereby heightening impositive force and risking the realization of the speaker’s 

requestive intent (Blum-Kulka, 1987, p. 141).  Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986), 

however, believe that in a context where the hearer took the speaker’s possessions, a 

hint like (7) suffices to be recognized readily because a request is expected by the 

hearer.  Given such a context, conversational implicature that is activated because of 

the breach of the Gricean maxims can be functioned as a favorable strategy. 

Conversational Implicature 

 Conversational implicatures, unstated meaning, arise when the maxims are 

violated or seemingly violated.  Accordingly, the hearer recognizes the speaker has 

violated a maxim and then attempts to “work out” what the speaker intends.  For 

example, consider the requestive utterance obtained at interview in (7) below. 

(7) (Alice wants to get her scissors back from her sibling Henry.) 
 
Alice: Where are my scissors? 
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2.4.2 Leech’s Tact Maxim 

Yet, Leech (1983) points out that Grice’s CP and its maxims per se fail to 

explain why people often convey what they mean indirectly.  To Leech, when the 

Gricean CP is infringed, the Politeness Principle (PP) can be invoked as a ground for 

interpretation.  Leech thus formulates politeness maxims that posit that requesting, 

unlike offering, thanking, or inviting, is inherently face-threatening instead of face-

giving. As such, politeness can be carried out by utilizing the Tact maxim to minimize 

cost and maximize benefit to the hearer.  In other words, the more costly the goal is to 

the hearer, the greater the demand to exercise tact. 

Here are two instances (grammatically adapted) taken from the child interview 

data to illustrate Leech’s tact maxim. 

(8) a. If you don’t give me some cookies, I won’t play with you. 
b. If you lend me some pencils, I will give you candy. 

 
In utterance (8a), to achieve his requestive goal, the speaker threatens the hearer with 

potential drawback for refusing to give him/her cookies – not playing with the hearer.  

By contrast, in utterance (8b), the speaker promises a benefit the hearer may obtain, 

getting some candy, provided that the hearer is willing to lend him/her some pencils.  

Thus, (8a) is used to minimize the hearer’s cost, but (8b) is employed to maximize the 

hearer’s benefit.  It should be noted that the examples above concerning the tact 

account, of course, presuppose that the speaker knows what the hearer likes or 

dislikes; thus, effective tact can be exercised. 

 

2.4.3 Brown and Levinson’s Notions of Politeness and Face 

Just like that of Leech’s, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) notion of politeness is 

to lessen impositions on the hearer.  The gist of Brown and Levinson’s theory of 



 40 

politeness is the concept of “face” that consists of two kinds of “face wants”: 

“negative face,” the want to be imposition-free in one’s actions, and “positive face,” 

the want to be “desirable to at least some others” (Ibid., p. 62).  For instance, the 

misuse of a term of address (as in the case of addressing a teacher with a given name 

in Chinese culture) may offend and embarrass the hearer, which in turn damages the 

hearer’s “positive face” (i.e., the teacher’s desire, in the Brown and Levinson sense, to 

be recognized by students as a social superior or authority figure).  It is because 

teachers, in a hierarchically structured Chinese context, are generally assumed to 

enjoy a relatively higher social status than their students; hence, an egalitarian or 

intimate address behavior (e.g., addressing a teacher by his/her first name) is deemed 

normatively deviant in teacher-student interactions.  Also, a request may hinder the 

hearer’s freedom of action and pose a threat to the hearer’s “negative face.”  Thus, 

according to Brown and Levinson, certain speech acts intrinsically threaten either the 

hearer’s or the speaker’s face wants; such acts are known as ‘face-threatening acts’ 

(FTAs).  Moreover, they maintain that politeness principles, deemed as “principled 

reasons for deviation” from the Gricean CP, are activated to neutralize FTAs (Ibid., p. 

5).  The heavier the FTA, the greater is the necessity to employ politeness strategies to 

save one’s face accordingly.  They argue further that the perceptions of relative power, 

social distance, and degree of impositions by interlocutors within a specific culture all 

affect the seriousness of the face threat and the choice of strategy used. 

However, Brown and Levinson (1987) also note that it is not necessary to 

minimize the face threat all the time.  As they put it, “[w]here maximum efficiency is 

very important, and this is mutually known to both S [speaker] and H [hearer], no face 

redress is necessary.  In cases of great urgency or desperation, redress would actually 
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decrease the communicated urgency” (pp. 95-96).  Thus, direct strategies are not 

necessarily regarded as an undesirable art of performing requests.   

 

2.4.4 Fraser and Nolen’s Conversational Contract  

 Moreover, Fraser and Nolen (1981) and Fraser (1990) propose the 

Conversational Contract (CC) view of politeness.  They argue that interlocutors enter 

into a given conversation with an understanding of their mutual rights and obligations 

that determine what expectation the interlocutors can have from the other(s).  These 

rights and obligations, the terms of the conversational contract, are established by 

conventions (e.g., turn-taking rules), prescribed by social institutions (e.g., rights of 

speaking under court rules), and determined by situational variants (e.g., relative 

status or power differentials between interlocutors) and prior interactions that are 

potentially renegotiable, leading to a change in rights and obligations that will be 

reflected in the current new interaction.  Briefly put, on Fraser’s account, being polite 

“simply involves getting on with the task at hand in light of the terms and conditions 

of the CC” (p. 233); that is, it is to comply with the rights and obligations between 

speaker and hearer. 

 

2.4.5 Chinese Culture-Specific Perspectives on Politeness, Face, and Duty 

Gu (1990) and Mao (1994), however, argue that neither Fraser and Nolen’s 

concept of CC nor Brown and Levinson’s notions of “face” and politeness gives an 

adequate account of the phenomena of Chinese politeness and face, which are not to 

be seen in light of individual psychological wants or merely instrumental desires, but 

The Chinese Concept of Politeness and Face 
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rather in terms of societal recognition and normative paradigms.  Gu (1990), for 

example, argues that the Chinese concept of politeness is normative in addition to 

what Brown and Levinson’s politeness model claims to be simply instrumental.  

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) work on politeness is construed solely based on two 

“rational face-endowed” model persons (i.e., speaker and hearer) whose interactive 

practices are rationally regulated and thus instrumentally oriented (i.e., the model 

individuals are assumed to make rational linguistic choices as means to fulfill their 

“communicative and face-oriented ends”) (p. 58), and face-caring directed (i.e., the 

model parties involved share the same interest in protecting each other’s face).  In 

Chinese culture, nevertheless, “[p]oliteness [apart from being an instrumental act] is a 

phenomenon belonging to the level of society [rather than within the realm of 

individual control], which endorses its normative constraints on each individual”; thus, 

public sanctions will be invoked should the normative facet of politeness fail to be 

observed. (Gu, 1990, p. 242).  Simply put, it is social norms or expectations in lieu of 

individual instrumental desires alone that have explicated Gu’s argument of Chinese 

politeness. 

The concept of politeness in Chinese society is unlikely to be properly 

characterized or grasped without a clear picture of the Chinese notion of face because, 

rather than being related as means-to-end, “[f]ace and politeness in Chinese go hand 

in hand” (Mao, 1994, p. 463).  According to Hu (1944), face in Chinese culture is a 

two-criteria concept, mianzi and lian (Hanyu-pinyin is being used here).  The former 

is “a reputation achieved through getting on in life,” (Hu, 1944, p. 45) (e.g., through 

wealth, ability, social ties to notables or influential figures, or avoidance of 

performing acts that are possibly unwelcome to the hearer, Hu, 1944, p. 61), or 
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ascribed by community members (Ho, 1976; Mao, 1994), and the latter, lian, “the 

confidence of society in the integrity of ego’s moral character,” such as fulfilling 

obligations by all means (Hu, 1944, p. 45), both of which are indispensable pillars that 

complete the conceptualization of Chinese politeness.  Lian, “an honest, decent 

‘face’” to which everyone is entitled to have the same claim (Hu, 1944, p. 62), can be 

lost owing to moral conviction or socially offensive conduct (e.g., embezzlement of 

public funds, having an extra-marital affair, or failure to perform parental duties and 

obligations (Hu).  Mianzi, a prestige that varies such as with an individual’s and/or 

family social standing and/or relations, on the other hand, is often damaged out of 

some inadvertent social blunders or insufficient attention paid to the morally 

independent type of social conventions (e.g., talking of death or speaking foul 

language during the Chinese New Year, failure to provide a satisfactory dowry for 

daughters, borrowing money from or owing money to your wife’s relatives, not 

having enough money when treating friends) (Hu). 

A loss of lian (e.g., because of cheating on an exam) would severely disrupt 

social trust and support, whereas the consequence of loss of mianzi (e.g., due to 

failing an exam) is limited only to some extent of a person’s prestige impaired, with 

no feelings of being acutely humiliated by and isolated from society present (Hu, 

1944).  Note that such a fine moral dividing line (that can vary over time and across 

cultures, even within different communities of the same society) drawn between 

mianzi and lian is not favored by all Chinese scholars (e.g., the argument that mianzi 

can also be morally interpreted in some contexts by Ho, 1976) and does not imply that 

they are completely mutually exclusive concepts (Ho, 1976; Hu, 1944).  Rather, they 

are intertwined.  “Once lian [sic] is lost, mianzi [sic] will be hard to maintain” (Hu, 
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1944, p. 62) because a loss of mianzi is a concomitant of a loss of lian, but not 

necessarily vice versa.  For instance, if two students receive a failing or zero grade on 

the exam, the one failing on account of the lack of effort or ability can simply lose 

mianzi, whereas the other by reason of being caught cheating can suffer both the loss 

of mianzi and, more gravely, the loss of lian.  Moreover, such two persons may 

embarrass or disgrace their family or teacher since the prestige or the moral integrity 

(i.e., mianzi or lian) of their family or teacher can be threatened out of their improper 

behaviors.  It is possibly because Chinese people at large are so imbued with the 

beliefs that “養不教，父之過。Yang bu jiao, fu zhi guo. ‘To feed without teaching is 

the father's fault’”  and “教不嚴，師之惰。 Jiao bu yan, shi zi duo.  ‘To teach 

without severity is the teacher's laziness’” (quoted from the widely-known book 

entitled “三字經, San Zi Jing, ‘Three Character Classic,’” which teaches mainly 

young Chinese children Confucian fundamentals, trans. By Herbert A. Giles, 

1910, http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/mulu/szj.html).  Parents and teachers are thus 

believed to bear the responsibility for the wrongdoing of their offsprings or pupils 

inasmuch as they fail to educate the young adequately concerning propriety, thereby 

risking the loss of their own face as well (see also examples in Ho, 1976 and Hu, 

1944).  In other words, “a person’s face can be lost or gained as a result of the 

behavior of someone else” (Ho, 1976, p. 880) – his or her significant other in 

particular (Ho, 1976; Hu, 1944).  Taken together, in Mao’s words (1994): “to be 

polite … in Chinese discourse is, in many respects, to know how to attend to each 

other’s mianzi and lian and to enact speech acts appropriate to and worthy of such an 

image” (p. 463); that is, such an image is socially constructed and shared.  Briefly, in 

Chinese culture, mianzi and lian constitute the kernel of the Chinese notion of face, 

http://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/mulu/szj.html�
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and the need of taking care of each other’s “face” lies at the very heart of Chinese 

politeness, which is determined by communal norms and expectations rather than 

individual rationalities or preferences. 

Given the review presented above, the specificity, if not uniqueness, of face 

(which is socially-embedded) and politeness (which is normatively-significant and 

face-dependent) in Chinese society seems quite distinct from that of Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) face theory (which prioritizes personal “wants” and self interest) 

and politeness framework (which characterizes politeness as an instrumental and goal-

guided attempt to mitigate or avoid the negative impact of face-threatening acts), and 

also different from that of Fraser and Nolen’s (1990) Conversational Contract view of 

politeness (which, though regarding Goffman’s [1967] face notion as of great 

significance, gives no clear account of the role of face, and emphasizes solely 

compliance with the rights and obligations expected of the interlocutors), and 

different as well from that of Grice’s (1968, reprinted 1991) Cooperative Principle 

(which likewise appears devoid of the role of face, and considers talk exchanges 

merely as a purposeful, rational, and cooperative behavior, while saying little about 

politeness).  Yet, the socially-framed notion of Chinese face seems more congenial 

than Brown and Levinson’s highly individually-concerned concept of face (though 

partly formulated on the basis of Goffman’s face-work) to Goffman’s (1967) face 

account, which conceives of face as being “on loan … from society” and, therefore, 

being a socially-situated and publicly-defined image (p.10).  Further, the normative 

consideration of Chinese politeness is similar to the “regulative” emphasis in Leech’s 

(1983) Politeness Principle, which interprets politeness as a norm- or rule-governed 

and directed communicative practice to pursue interpersonal harmony.  In short, as 
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Mao (1994) aptly put it, “Chinese face emphasizes not the accommodation of 

individual ‘wants’ or ‘desires’ but the harmony [italics added] of individual conduct 

with the views and judgement of the community” (p. 460).  Hence, Brown and 

Levinson’s self-oriented universality of face thinking characterized well in a Western 

context might not be applicable or generalizable to a collectivistic non-western culture 

(Mao), such as Taiwan.  Neither can Fraser and Nolen’s rights- and obligation-driven 

concept of CC fit well in Chinese society, since where individual rights are de-

emphasized, and duty or obligation to others is emphasized to minimize interpersonal 

conflicts and maximize social harmony.  

In accord with Gu and Mao’s view that harmonious interpersonal relationships 

are highly valued in Chinese society, the concept of social harmony is one of the 

thrusts of Confucianism.  “Of the things brought about by the rites, harmony [italics 

added] is the most valuable” (Analects I.12, trans. by Lau, 1979, p. 61).  That is, 

Confucian harmony is primarily intended to promote peace and resolve conflicts 

among individuals.  Seen from this light, social harmony is meant to maintain a 

Chinese speaker and/or hearer’s public image, thereby strengthening favorable social 

ties.  Thus, a request can be phrased by taking into account the maintenance of social 

harmony. 

Social harmony apart, the duty-focused notion of dealing with others is 

another essence of Confucianism.  Peerenboom (1993) notes that in the United States, 

more weight is attached to rights than to duties, whereas in China, greater emphasis is 

placed upon duties than upon rights.  In other words, the American society values 

individual rights that should not be interfered with as long as they are legitimate 

The Chinese Concept of Duty 
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(Peerenboom, 1993).  In Chinese society, in contrast, each person has role-specific 

legal or moral duties to himself, others, and his country.  The duty-focused rather than 

rights-focused norms are particularly highlighted in the teachings of Confucius, who 

uses multifarious remarks to stress the importance of fulfillment of duties in 

conformity to an individual’s role in a particular context.  For instance, as he 

maintained, “Let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, the son a 

son” (Analects XII.11, trans. by Lau, 1979, p. 114); that is, everyone should perform 

his/her duties in accordance with their socio-culturally defined role.  With regard to a 

young man’s duty, he further remarks, “A young man should be a good son at home 

and an obedient young man abroad, sparing of speech but trustworthy in what he 

says” (Analects XII.11, trans. by Lau, 1979, p. 59).  In other words, Confucius advises 

young people to be filial, respectful, and obedient to parents and the elders, and 

trustworthy with friends. 

Observance of both filial piety and brotherliness (i.e., being a good son and a 

good younger brother) satisfies the initial practice of self-cultivation, noted by Cheng 

(1986) in an elaboration of the concept of face traced to the Confucian ethics of the 

wulun (i.e., the five cardinal and hierarchical relationships between ruler and subject, 

father and son, husband and wife, elder brother and younger brother, friend and 

friend).  He further points out that the moral self-cultivation is indispensable for 

achieving perfection of an individual, and in the Confucian sense, the process of self-

cultivation and individual perfection ought to be carried out within a social context 

that is governed by the traditional five relationships (wulun) just described above.  It 

is the five cardinal virtues (wulun) that regulate the proper fulfillment of an 

individual’s social role and lay the groundwork for constructing a harmonious society.  
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Having propriety is thus fundamentally based on the successful cultivation of such 

interpersonal ties through the fulfillment of duties (e.g., being filial to parents, being 

respectful to others – elders in particular), and which consequently leads to the 

increase of an individual’s given lian and thereby contributes to the addition of his 

mianzi (i.e., boosting his social prestige and influence) (Cheng, 1986). 

Throughout the Analects, it is duties in lieu of rights that are italicized.  In 

other words, being polite in Chinese culture involves significantly, not the individual 

rights as emphasized in Fraser and Nolen’s Conversational Contract, but rather what 

Confucianism is notably concerned with, namely, collective duties or obligations, the 

strong sense of which acts as a constructive and indispensable force for the promotion 

of social harmony.  Therefore, based on the Chinese perspectives on politeness, face, 

and duty presented above, when framing an intrinsically threat provoking request of a 

person influenced by Confucian thinking, one must be particularly cognizant of the 

need to attend to his own duties to others (including to the hearer) and to maintain 

others’ lian and mianzi (mainly the hearer’s).  For example, a young person who 

requests his parents to be quiet or to do homework for him fails to properly perform 

his duty as a child or as a student and thus would make the request unjustifiable, 

unless specific context renders the request reasonable (e.g., such noise severely 

disrupts a person’s sleep or normal brain functioning).  Meanwhile, such a request for 

doing homework or being caught cheating by one’s teacher, can badly damage both 

his own and his family’s face.  Simply put, the above reviews suggest that unlike 

Western politeness that is an individually directed concept, Chinese politeness, by 

contrast, is a socially determined notion. 
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2.4.6 Summary of Theoretical Basis  

 In sum, it appears that politeness in requesting can be located and the 

requestive end is best achieved when the speaker makes his/her requestive intent clear, 

lessens the face-threatening effect to the hearer, yields the most favorable outcome to 

the hearer, and meets the hearer’s expectation throughout interactions.  Nevertheless, 

since Chinese culture and society is markedly different from western contexts, an 

alternative yardstick or interpretation (e.g., the necessity to observe social norms and 

harmony in virtue of attending to other people’s socially significant lian and mianzi, 

and/or fulfill role-specific duties to others and the society) that explicates the speech 

of requesting in L1 and in L2 should be taken into account. 

 Note that while most of the foregoing theoretical arguments vary to some 

extent in the interpretations of speech acts specifically in terms of the notions of 

politeness and face, no particular theoretical perspective given above is excluded from 

the analysis of Chinese children’s requests in this dissertation.  For instance, much as 

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) claim for the universality of their theory of goal-driven  

(i.e., means-to-end) politeness and self-oriented face appears untenable when applied 

to Chinese society that is generally characterized as norm-guided and other-dominated, 

the child participants in this study are simultaneously developing Chinese and English 

proficiency and thus would seem likely recipients of the western culture and thinking 

as well as the Chinese ones.  Moreover, during recent years, the rapid and widespread 

growth of Internet use in Taiwan (e.g., with an Internet penetration rate of 65.9% in 

2009, Internet World Stats, 2009) and the fast development of information and 

communication technologies (e.g., thereby making likely the presence of social 

networking such as Facebook, the second most popular site in 2010 Taiwan Web 
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ranking, Wang, 2010) have suggested the great potential impact of western culture on 

the young people in Taiwan.  The ensuing data analysis and discussion will thus not 

be confined to the application of Chinese perspectives only, but will adopt whatever 

perspective best fits the data presented here. 

 

2.5  Empirical Research 

 In Section 2.5, I will begin by reviewing past empirical studies regarding the 

speech of requesting on L1 Chinese adults, followed by studies on L1 Chinese 

children, L1 children, L2 adults, and L2 children. 

 

2.5.1 Studies on L1 Chinese Adults 

 The Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP), which 

investigated cross-cultural and intralingual variations in requests and apologies among 

the college students of seven languages by means of the same written discourse-

completion questionnaire, has been considered thus far the most comprehensive 

research on cross-cultural speech acts (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989a).  The coding 

categories devised by CCSARP comprising the function and form of language are 

clear-cut and thorough.  However, the project, whose primary focus is on western 

languages, does not include Mandarin Chinese, which is the most extensively spoken 

native tongue worldwide (with 845 million first-language speakers, Lewis, 2009) and 

has increasingly preferred as a foreign language globally (Graddol, 2006). 

 Because of this, some researchers (e.g., Hong, 1998; Lee-Wong; 2000; Shih, 

1999; Zhang, 1995a, 1995b) have expanded this project by supplying Chinese data 

and analyzing the corresponding realization patterns of request according to 
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CCSARP’s coding scheme (for detailed list of categories, see Blum-Kulka et al., 

1989a, pp. 273-289).  Some authors have focused on investigating request realizations 

by native speakers of Chinese (Lee-Wong, 2000; Zhang, 1995a, 1995b).  Other 

writers have compared request strategies used by native and non-native speakers of 

Chinese (Hong, 1998; Shih, 1999).  

 Zhang (1995a), for example, used questionnaires to identify the request 

strategies employed by native speakers of Mandarin Chinese in various contexts.  It 

was found that address terms were widely used as alerters but strategically 

manipulated depending on the degree of familiarity and closeness between 

participants.  On the other hand, grounders (e.g., giving reasons or justifications) were 

the most preferred supportive moves, and sentence-final particles (e.g., ba, ma, le) 

were employed often as lexical downgraders.  Conventional indirectness in general, 

and query preparatory in particular, was the most favorable choice among the Chinese 

subjects.   

Additionally, Zhang (1995b) investigated indirect requests by employing two 

role-play skits between two female Chinese speakers.  The results of the study 

indicated that indirectness in Chinese was manifested not at the sentence level through 

syntactic (e.g., modals like neng ‘can’ or yao ‘must’) or lexical (e.g., terms of address, 

politeness markers like qing ‘please’) modifications, but at the discourse level by the 

use of a series of supportive moves preceding the request.  That is, the subjects used 

lengthy pre-request supportive moves (e.g., stating problems, seeking advice) or small 

talk to maintain face-saving throughout the talk exchange.  Thus, the Chinese people 

typically convey their indirect requestive intent by virtue of verbose external 

modifications (e.g., grounders) rather than internal linguistic modifications (e.g., 
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modals, address terms).  The former, which generally take the form of reasons, 

explanations, or justifications in support of the actual request, are external to the 

intended requestive proposition, whereas the latter are syntactically or lexically 

embedded as part of the structure of the core request. 

 Moreover, Hong (1998), using a modified version of a questionnaire survey 

adapted from CCSARP, investigated request variations across various social 

relationships between German and Chinese.  The results of this study showed that 

whereas the German speakers tended to use relatively more syntactic modifications, 

the Chinese speakers employed more lexical/phrasal modifications.  For instance, 

politeness marker qing ‘please’ and title/role were the two most commonly used 

lexical/phrasal modifications in Chinese.  Hong suggested that the reason why the 

Chinese speakers used fewer syntactic modifications than their German counterparts 

is likely because there are not as many morphological devices in Chinese as there are 

in German.  Also, the overall result of the study showed that the Chinese speakers 

realized requests slightly more indirectly than the German speakers. 

In her comparative study of request strategies used by native speakers of 

Chinese and American English, Shih (1999) used a questionnaire in which the 

subjects were asked to make a request in their respective native languages to a friend 

who had been staying at their house for weeks, but often disturbed them when s/he 

arrived home very late at night.  The results showed that whereas the Chinese native 

speakers displayed a preference for hints, the English native speakers strongly favored 

the use of conventionally indirect request strategies.  Some Chinese subjects even 

claimed that they would ask a third party as an intermediary between them and the 

guest to solve the problem, or would remain silent if the guest is emotionally fragile, 
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or has a high social status (e.g., an elder, a superior).  The author interpreted the 

difference to indicate that unlike English speakers who value clarity in requestive 

communication, Chinese speakers clearly prioritize social harmony and face saving 

over clarity. 

  Furthermore, Lee-Wong (2000) explored Chinese realization modes of 

request among various Chinese subjects in Australia, Singapore, and China.  Data was 

collected by means of a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews modified from 

the CCSARP discourse completion test, and supplemented with fieldwork.  Unlike the 

results obtained by CCSARP that conventional indirectness was the most frequently 

used request strategy, Lee-Wong’s study showed that the Chinese subjects had a 

strong preference for a more direct form of request, followed by conventional 

indirectness, with requestive hints being the least used.  She interpreted such results 

by arguing that imperatives were used among the Chinese speakers to signal solidarity 

between peers and to characterize relative power among interlocutors, whereas hints 

were perceived as lacking sincerity by respondents due to its nature of vagueness.  

Lee-Wong thus concluded that for Chinese speakers, clarity and sincerity take 

precedence over all other variables in daily verbal requestives.  In addition, findings 

showed that respondents preferred internal modifications to external modifications, 

particularly favoring the use of lexical downgraders, among which politeness 

expressions (e.g., qing ‘please’, mafan ni ‘bother you’) and terms of address were the 

most widely employed. 

 To summarize the above studies, internal modifications, politeness markers 

and address terms in particular, appear to be an essential of direct request strategies in 

Chinese, while external modifications, especially grounders, seem to be a must for 
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Chinese request strategies manifested at the discourse level.  However, the results of 

the above studies are inconclusive regarding the preference for the use of direct or 

indirect strategy type.   

 Then, I will review the literature on L1 Chinese children’s requests in the 

ensuing Section 2.5.2, and review that on L1 (other than Chinese) children’s requests 

in a separate subsequent Section 2.5.3.  Though the scant number of comparable 

studies focusing on pragmatic rather than purely linguistic analysis have been carried 

out for Chinese children’s requests, a review of the above studies on Chinese adults’ 

requestive modes can provide an insight into the development of request realization in 

Chinese children, so can a review of the following studies associated with L1 Chinese 

children’s and L1 learning children’s acquisition of requests.   

 

2.5.2 Studies on L1 Chinese Children 

Despite the great strides being made in understanding L1 Chinese adults’ 

requests, Chinese children’s requests that have been examined from a pragmatic 

perspective remain an under-explored realm.  Empirical studies on Taiwanese 

children’s requests have largely been carried out by graduate students as thesis work, 

whereas this type of research in scholarly journals remains scarce.  So far, to the best 

of my knowledge, no study has been conducted to investigate Taiwanese elementary 

school children’s requests in Chinese (L1) and English (L2) simultaneouly.  However, 

it is encouraging to see that the pragmatic analyses of data regarding Chinese 

children’s requests have been made available by some researchers (e.g., Hsiao, 1999; 

Hsu, 2003; Meng, 2008).  Both Hsiao (1999) and Hsu (2003) studied the request 

performance of elementary school children in Taiwan and conducted their data 
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analysis partly or mainly with a CCSARP’s coding scheme.  Meng (2008), on the 

other hand, examined the request performance of Chinese preschool children living in 

the United States.  Hsiao’s and Meng’s studies focused on how children used requests 

in Chinese.  Hsu’s study, by contrast, focused on how they made requests in English. 

Let’s first look at research concerning children’s Chinese requests.  Hsiao 

(1999) investigated how 504 Taiwanese elementary school children (ages 7 to 12 

years) in three different age groups (clustered around mean ages of 7, 9, and 11) and 

how they varied their request strategies (i.e., direct vs. indirect strategies) and polite 

strategies (e.g., using the polite marker Qing ‘please’ or grounders (e.g., reasons for 

the request)) according to the relative status of and the familiarity between the speaker 

and the hearer.  Data was collected through tape-recorded individual interviews and a 

questionnaire consisting of 18 request situations, the former being designed to elicit 

data from children in group I (age 6;3 to 8;2; age 6;3 referring to 6 years and 3 months, 

and the rest herein being inferred by analogy) and the latter from children in group II 

(age 8;0 to 10;3) and group III (age 10;0 to 12;2).  It was found that in general, the 

choice of direct or indirect request strategies differed across the three age groups.  

Children in group I favored direct request strategies across all situations regardless of 

hearer characteristics (i.e., status, familiarity), implying that children around age 7 

may have knowledge of indirect strategies but their actual ability to modify a request 

using indirect speech based on hearer variability remained deficient.  Older children 

(II and III), compared to their younger counterparts (I), were found to use more 

indirect requests, more interrogatives, and more supportive moves such as more 

grounders (particularly to hearers of higher status), and less imperatives + Qing forms 

(e.g., 請借我一枝筆。Qing jie wo yi zhi bi. ‘Please lend me a pen’).  These findings 
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indicated that children around age 9 may have a richer repertoire of request and polite 

strategy alternatives from which to vary their request and polite forms depending on 

different interlocutors.  That is, unlike younger children who over rely on using Qing 

‘please’ to mitigate the bare imperative form across situations, older children may be 

sensitive to hearer differences and thus diversify their strategies to cope with status 

and familiarity differences by using, for example, indirect interrogatives (e.g., 你可不

可以借我筆？Ni ke bu keyi jie wo bi? ‘Can/Could you lend me a pen?’) or grounders 

(e.g., 因為我忘記帶鉛筆, 請你借我一下。 Yinwei wo wang ji dai qianbi, qing ni jie 

wo yixia. ‘Please lend me a pencil because I forgot to bring mine’).  Hsiao concluded 

that status and familiarity variations affected children’s preferences for direct or 

indirect requests in group II and III, but not significantly in group I.  This suggests 

that children’s fully-fledged linguistic adaptability towards various hearers may not 

develop by the age of 9.  That is, children’s competence to produce an appropriate 

request in a particular context increases progressively with age, and is likely 

influenced a great deal by environmental factors such as the observation or imitation 

of the request behaviors of their parents, peers or siblings.  This study is significant in 

that it provides empirical evidence to help understand the rarely explored area of 

Taiwanese elementary school children’s requests at three different age levels, but its 

use of two different data collection methods (i.e., an oral interview with each child in 

group I and a written questionnaire for each child in groups II and III) can make 

comparable or reliable results difficult to achieve. 

Further, a recent work by Meng (2008) examined pragmatically how Chinese 

children living in the United States phrased Chinese requests.  The author collected 

more than 25 hours (the exact hours or amount of analyzable request data unspecified) 
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of audio-recorded naturalistic data obtained mainly from the daily interactions of five 

(unclear about why only five and not all eight families were included) Chinese 

mother-child dyads with children between the ages of  3:2 and 4:10 in the family 

setting.  Parental interviews were also employed to obtain information about family 

background and familial language use.  The results indicated that the children showed 

a greater preference for direct strategies over indirect ones when making requests to 

their mothers, and that they frequently used “want statements” (which will be 

discussed in Section 4.3.4) such as 我想/我要 Wo xiang/Wo yao ‘I want (wish)/I want 

(need)’ when making direct requests.  Further, their use of sentence-final particles 

(e.g., 啊 a, 呀 ya, 吧 ba) for softening requests was probably imitated from the 

request utterances of the mothers.  Yet, they did produce indirect requests when 

conversing with outsiders (e.g., peers, other adults).  Thus, Meng concluded that even 

young children vary their request forms and strategies according to different 

contextual variables, such as the power and closeness of relationships between 

interlocutors, and the degree of imposition intrinsic to a requesting act.  However, 

probably due to space constraints, the explanatory power of the data analysis in 

Meng’s study remains limited, as the theoretical support informing our understanding 

of such a complex speech act of requesting seems missing.  Moreover, the statistical 

information (e.g., the relative frequency of occurrence of direct or indirect request 

strategies) that describes how the conclusions were reached as a whole is absent.  

Hsu’s (2003) thesis research, in contrast, focused on exploring the English 

request strategies employed by 60 Taiwanese sixth-grade EFL students (age 

unspecified, likely around age 11 to 12) at different levels of English proficiency (i.e., 

low, intermediate, and advanced) through a cartoon oral production task (i.e., a closed 
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role-play) composed of 12 various request situations in terms of three social variables 

(i.e., status, familiarity, and ranking of imposition).  Tape-recording and note taking 

were also used during the task periods.  Additionally, English requests made by 20 

native English speaking American adults were included as a basis of comparison for 

the English requests collected from the 60 children.  Hsu found that the more 

proficient in English the learners were, the more frequently they used conventionally 

indirect requests and supportive moves (e.g., grounder) and the less often they used 

direct requests and internal modifiers (e.g., polite marker ‘please’).  Nevertheless 

across all situations, the native English speaking adults realized requests more 

indirectly than did the young learners, and these adults favored conventionally 

indirect strategies while the children still preferred direct strategies.  This preference 

for direct requests by the EFL young learners was likely the result of more direct 

imperatives in general than conventionally indirect forms shown in (EFL) English 

textbooks used in Taiwan (Peng, 2000, cited in Hsu, 2003, p. 79).  Additionally, the 

Please + imperative form can embody sincerity, politeness, and solidarity in the eyes 

of the Chinese (Yu, 1999, cited in Hsu, 2003, p. 80).  That is, direct strategies were 

commonly used possibly as a result of textbook induced errors or L1 interference.  

Hints were the least used strategy type by all four groups.  Further, in comparison 

with the native English speakers, who modified their strategies from situation to 

situation, the EFL young learners were less sophisticated in performing English 

requests and only advanced learners varied strategies in accordance with the relative 

status between interlocutors and the ranking of imposition involved in a request.  

Based on these findings, the researcher concluded that the English request 

competence of EFL learners, by and large, has not yet been similar to that of native 
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English speaking adults.  It was thus suggested that explicit instruction in appropriate 

request usage through meaningful contexts and authentic materials be provided in 

EFL classroom settings so as to help learners hone their pragmatic competence in 

English request realization.  Hsu’s study offers a fresh perspective by collecting 

Taiwanese children’s English request data at different English proficiency levels, 

which, I believe, was barely available for research use in 2003, because it was only 

two years after the Ministry of Education in Taiwan mandated compulsory English 

courses to fifth and sixth graders.  Though insightful and well-designed overall, this 

study can be challenged concerning its selection of adult participants as the reference 

for comparison.  Compared to children, adults are generally more mature 

linguistically, cognitively, and socially; thus, such differences in the nature of 

participants can weaken the power of the comparative results.  This study, if 

practically feasible, can be more informative and persuasive through the use of native 

English speaking children’s data for comparison, as pointed out by the author for 

further investigation. 

 In summary, L1 Chinese children, overall, employ direct strategies in 

preference to indirect ones when making Chinese requests by the age of 3 to 4 (Meng, 

2008) or 7 years (Hsiao, 1999) or when making English requests as compared to 

requests made by native speakers of English (Hsu, 2003).  The older or the more 

proficient in English the learners are, the more frequently they produce conventionally 

indirect requests and supportive moves (e.g., grounder) according to different social 

variables (e.g., status, familiarity, ranking of imposition).  More precisely, children 

around age 9 (Hsiao) or advanced EFL learners (Hsu) may be capable of varying their 

request styles towards different hearers.  Meng, by contrast, concluded that children 
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by 3 or 4 years of age have been sensitive to hearer difference, as evidenced by the 

frequent direct requests made to their mothers and the indirect requests made to 

outsiders.  Hence, the choice of request strategies can be age dependent, linguistic 

competence related, or situation bound. 

Such a handful of studies on Chinese children’s requests are still far from 

providing sufficient information to capture the complexity of children’s requests in 

both Chinese (L1) and English (L2).  Hence, studies on children whose mother tongue 

is not Chinese are also reviewed below to enlighten this research towards a more 

comprehensive view of the request performance of Chinese children. 

 

2.5.3 Studies on L1 Children 

Apart from research into L1 Chinese children’s requests, numerous studies 

have investigated how children produce requests (e.g., Garvey, 1975), how they vary 

their requests according to hearer and context (e.g., James, 1978), and how they make 

requests and respond to their mothers and fathers differently (e.g., Ervin-Tripp & 

Gordon, 1986).   

Garvey (1975), for instance, investigated children’s ability to produce and 

react to requests for action by looking at the spontaneous speech of 36 dyads of 

English-speaking pre-school children aged 3;6 to 5;7.  The results showed that both 

younger and older dyads were similar in relation to the number of direct requests 

produced, and displayed a distinct preference for direct requests with which they 

successfully attained the desired effects.  By contrast, indirect requests were rarely 

used, especially by the younger dyads.  On average, the older dyads used twice as 

many successful indirect requests than did their younger counterparts.  Garvey 
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explained that one possible reason for the difference between these two distinct age 

groups in producing indirect requests is the influence of linguistic competence.  That 

is, the older dyads tended to have a somewhat richer linguistic repertoire than the 

younger ones, thus producing more alternative forms of requestive utterances.  Yet, 

both dyads of children understood indirect requests, probably due largely to the 

richness of contextual cues (e.g., situated behaviors).  Though it has been argued that 

rich contextual cues can mislead our evaluation of children’s actual linguistic 

competence (Bates, Camaioni & Volterra 1975, Shatz 1978, cited in Carrell, 1980, p. 

330), it nevertheless validates the role of context that is material to the language 

development of young children. 

 Moreover, a body of research evidence (e.g., Hsiao, 1999; Hsu, 2003; Meng, 

2008) has shown that children often vary their utterances depending on the 

characteristics of the co-present hearer.  For example, James (1978) compared the 

request forms of 21 English-speaking children (4;6 to 5;2) by using a doll eliciting 

experiment where each child role-played him- or herself talking to dolls representing 

hearers of various ages (adult, peer, 2-year-old child) under the “request” (asking 

favors, such as asking others to help find a lost dog) and “command” (protecting 

his/her own rights, such as stopping others to take his/her ball away) situations.  She 

found that the hearer’s age had the greatest impact on choice of request forms in the 

command situations.  The children were less polite to two-year-olds than to peers, and 

less polite to peers than to adults.  The adults received imperatives only 1% of the 

time even when the children were aware of their own rights.  By contrast, there was a 

marked decrease of age effect in the request situations where the children showed a 

high degree of politeness to all three hearers.  For example, when asking a favor from 
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two-year-olds, the children were as polite as they were to adults and peers, and used 

interrogatives 87% of the time with younger children.  James thus concluded that the 

children framed requests differently based on not only situational factors but also 

listener variables, such as age.  An additional study that supports the finding that 

children vary their speech according to hearer are provided by Sachs and Devin 

(1976), who recorded four children’s (3;9 to 5;5) interactions with an adult, a peer, a 

baby, and a baby doll.  It was found that, for example, the youngest subject (3;9) 

specifically addressed more imperatives to the baby than to the peer doll. 

Furthermore, it has been reported that children make requests and respond to 

their mothers and fathers differently.  For instance, Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986), in 

their videotaped recordings of 2- to 4-year-olds, found that the participants showed a 

significantly greater tendency towards the use of imperatives with their mothers than 

with their fathers.  Additionally, it was found that 14 to 24 percent and 60 percent 

respectively of the polite forms were used by the children aged 2 to 3 years when 

talking to other children and outsiders, whereas only one percent of polite requests 

were used when conversing with their mothers.  The authors suggested that one 

plausible reason why the children rarely addressed their mothers politely is that 

mothers readily provide constant services to children; thus, children tend to presume 

they have the right to request and mothers have the obligation to comply with their 

request.  Thus, it appears that children use less formal and less polite forms to the 

mother, who is usually seen as the more familiar parent than the father (Clark, 2003).  

Moreover, in their family video data, Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986) also found that 

children between 5 and 8 years phrased more imperatives to their mothers and offered 

more downtoning explanations to their fathers. 
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In all, similar to the findings for L1 Chinese children, the findings for L1 

children indicate that directness seems to be the most commonly used request strategy 

among L1 children, particularly when they interact with their peers (Garvey, 1975) or 

mothers (Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986).  One possible reason for this consistency 

could be that “mothers, like cooperating peers, are expected to comply and receive 

imperatives” (Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986, pp. 79-80).  By contrast, children may 

view fathers as less cooperative (Ryckebusch & Marcos, 2004) and less familiar 

(Clark, 2003) than mothers in the requestive exchange; hence, they tend to be more 

polite and tactful when addressing their fathers.  Additionally, children seem to be 

more polite to all addressees when asking a favor than when protecting their rights 

(James, 1978).  These findings show that age (e.g., adult, peer, younger child), 

familiarity (outsider versus parent), participant role (mother or father), level of 

cooperation, and situation (asking for favors vs. protecting rights) together affect 

children’s modification and choice of their requestive utterances.  Additionally, 

children are also prone to take advantage of contextual cues to optimize their 

production and comprehension of requests. 

 

2.5.4 Studies on L2 Adults 

 There is a considerable body of research comparing the request realizations of 

EFL learners with different L1s acquiring the same target language (House & Kasper, 

1987), EFL learners from the same L1 background focusing on different target 

languages (Faerch & Kasper, 1989), or ESL learners from different L1 backgrounds 

being taught the same target language (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989). 
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 House and Kasper (1987) used the CCSARP questionnaire to compare the 

request realizations of German and Danish EFL intermediate and advanced learners of 

English.  The results demonstrated that when compared with the British native 

speakers, the two English learner groups displayed a similar choice of directness 

levels (e.g., showing a predominant use of conventional indirectness, especially 

query-preparatory requests, such as reference to the hearer’s ability or willingness to 

fulfill the requested act) that are significantly constrained by situational variations.  

For example, the imperative mood that was rarely used by the British native speakers 

was occasionally used by both groups of learners in such situations where a 

policeman lawfully performs his/her duty, or a student rightly asks his/her roommate 

to keep a shared kitchen clean.  However, the learners overall showed less frequency 

and variety of lexical/phrasal (e.g., consultative device “do you think”) and syntactic 

(e.g., interrogative) downgraders, and more use of supportive moves (e.g., grounder, 

such as giving lengthy reasons) than did the English native speakers.  The authors 

explained that the differences in the use of downgraders between the learner and 

native speaker groups can be attributed partly to native language transfer. 

Additionally, Faerch and Kasper (1989), in a related questionnaire study of the 

strategies in modifying conventionally indirect requests used by Danish (EFL) 

intermediate and advanced learners of English and German, found that the English 

learners tended to favor lexical rather than syntactic modifiers in mitigating the 

requestive force.  The authors suggested that it is likely because lexical/phrasal 

modification involves less linguistic and psycholinguistic difficulty than syntactic 

modification.  As compared to native speaker responses, the learner data showed an 

overuse of politeness marker, which serves dual roles of “illocutionary force indicator 
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and transparent mitigator” (Blum-Kulka, 1987, cited in Faerch & Kasper, 1989, pp. 

232-233); the frequent use of which may reflect the learners’ preference for explicit 

requests.  Further, the learners compared with the British native speakers phrased 

longer requests through the use of verbose supportive moves, used more double 

marking (e.g., “Could you possibly…?”), and displayed a greater use of grounders, 

suggesting that the learners favor clarity over conciseness to ensure that their 

requestive intent is unambiguously conveyed.  The finding regarding L2 learners’ 

production of more supportive moves is congruent with that obtained by House and 

Kasper (1987).  The authors concluded that Gricean maxims of quantity might not be 

plausible to account for foreign language learners’ interaction.  For example, while 

the learners demonstrate their adherence to the quantity maxim in light of a preference 

for brief lexical/phrasal mitigation, such as politeness marker “please,” they flout the 

quantity maxim as to the trend of favoring the use of external modification of the 

request (e.g., wordy supportive moves).  Hence, in view of the learner data shown 

here, it is suggested that an alternative yardstick be called for to explicate 

interlanguage communication. 

The above two studies showing that the English learners phrased longer 

requests than did the native speakers of English are corroborated by Rintell and 

Mitchell (1989), who used a modified version of the CCSARP questionnaire in 

combination with “closed role plays” (as called by Kasper & Dahl, 1991), viz., the 

same questionnaire elicited orally, to compare the request performance by low-

advanced university ESL learners with different L1s and English native speakers.  

They found that the English learners in comparison to the native speakers produced 

longer requests by using supportive moves (e.g., grounders), but showed no 
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significant difference in choice of request forms (e.g., “would you” or “could you,” 

“you have to”) or strategies (e.g., more direct request strategies employed by both the 

natives and nonnatives in the written responses than in the oral ones).  Moreover, 

overall responses from nonnative speakers and natives to both methods were similar 

as to choice of request forms or strategies except that the nonnative data elicited in 

oral play situations was longer than those elicited by the written questionnaire.  It is 

likely because the oral play method is both space- and time-constraint free, thus 

eliciting more use of supportive moves, such as alerters (e.g., attention getters “excuse 

me”) or pre-request grounders (e.g., giving verbose justifications and explanations).  

Yet, the tendency towards longer oral responses than written ones in the nonnative 

English realizations is not confirmed in the native English uses.  Thus, the difference 

in the length of oral and written responses of the nonnative speakers may not arise 

from the method itself, but from the learners’ being at a distinct linguistic 

disadvantage, which leads the learners to deem elaboration as a polite and “playing-it-

safe” strategy (Blum-Kulka, 1989, p. 37; Faerch & Kasper, 1989, p. 245), especially 

when the nonnatives attempted face-to-face role playing with the researcher (Rintell 

& Mitchell, 1989). 

Additionally, an investigation of request strategies in four languages 

(Australian English, French, Hebrew, and Argentinian Spanish), Blum-Kulka (1989) 

reported that conventional indirectness was the favorite strategy type in all the 

languages studied.  As such, it appears that both the natives and the nonnatives favor 

the use of a conventionally indirect approach to framing their requests.  Furthermore, 

the finding that the Canadian French-, Hebrew-, and Argentinian Spanish-speaking 

subjects showed about less than twice the number of downgraders than the Austrian 
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English speakers supports House and Kasper’s (1987) study, where downgraders were 

found to be employed less often by the nonnative speakers than by the native ones.   

 In sum, query preparatories are rated (Blum-Kulka, 1987) as the most polite 

request strategy, and are used as the most frequent one (House and Kasper, 1987; 

Rintell & Mitchell, 1989).  The trend in the above studies shows a predominance of 

conventional indirectness used by adult L2 learners.  Blum-Kulka (1989) therefore 

argues that conventional indirectness is a universal feature of requests, whose actual 

use, however, is socio-culturally bounded or determined.  Mitigating supportive 

moves, grounders in particular, are far more frequent in occurrence for nonnatives 

whose requests thus are apparently lengthier as compared to those of native speakers.  

As Blum-Kulka et al. (1989b) put it, “verbosity seems to be a language learning 

specific phenomenon” (p. 26); hence, it would be interesting to look at how and why 

L2 learners frame requests that are different from those used by the natives. 

 

2.5.5 Studies on L2 Children 

 Longitudinal studies are essential to understand how children develop their 

request competence.  Both Ellis’s (1992) and Achiba’s (2003) studies examine 

longitudinally ESL children’s requesting development and use.  Walters (1979), by 

contrast, cross-sectionally investigates the requests of bilingual children. 

 An approximately two-year longitudinal study was undertaken to trace the 

requestive development and use of two ESL beginning learners (whose L1s are 

Portuguese and Punjabi) at 10 and 11 years of age in a classroom setting by Ellis 

(1992).  The results revealed that the two children showed an evident developmental 

progression despite the fact that their overall requestive competence was still limited 
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by the end of the study.  For instance, verbless requests (e.g., “Sir, pencil”) were used 

initially, followed by imperatives with verbs (e.g., “Give me a paper”), and then 

formulaic query preparatory requests (e.g., “Can I have …?”).  However, the most 

frequently used strategy type throughout the study period (over two years of 

observation) was direct requests rarely softened with internal or external modification.  

The internal mitigation occurred only through the use of politeness marker “please,” 

while the intensification by means of repeating or paraphrasing the requests.  Due to 

the frequent use of imperatives, the perspective of the children’s requests was hearer-

dominated (emphasizing the role of the hearer, such as “(You) Give me”).  By 

contrast, far fewer hints were observed.  Moreover, both learners overall did not 

modify their requests according to their interlocutors, except that they made a little bit 

more elaborate requests (e.g., a request with a verb and a downtoner, or an indirect 

request) with adults (e.g., the teacher and the researcher) than with their peers, and 

phrased negative requests (e.g., “Don’t touch”) largely with peers.  Also, the majority 

of their requests were produced by the children when they interacted with the adults, 

when the classroom activities were organized and managed, and occasionally when 

their rights and possessions were threatened by peers.  Ellis offered two possible 

reasons for their developmental restraints.  One was that the children’s linguistic and 

pragmatic abilities were not developed enough to perform the requestive act.  The 

other more plausible explanation was that the classroom setting requires less face 

work on the part of the requester because interlocutors are familiar with each other 

and most request realizations are routinized, thereby resulting in the limited use of 

indirect requests and modification.  Therefore, Ellis proposed that a relevant and clear 

request must necessarily take precedence over a polite and detailed one in bidding for 
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the floor in class.  Seen in this light, the learners’ classroom request performances 

appear to conform to Gricean maxims of quantity (be brief) and relation (be to the 

point). 

Like Ellis, Achiba (2003) observed longitudinally (over a 17-month period) 

the requestive development of her own seven-year-old daughter (7;2), a Japanese 

learning English in Australia, by using audio- and video-taping during playtime at 

home supplemented with diary keeping.  This study provides evidence for the 

learner’s development of English request realization.  For example, initially she relied 

on formulaic forms (e.g., “My turn,” “Come on!”), imperatives (e.g., “Clean up,” 

“Don’t colour in”) and repetitions (e.g., “That’s enough.  That’s enough”), and next 

vastly preferred conventionally indirect strategies (e.g., “Can I have a look?”), and 

then, during the final phase of learning, demonstrated increased ability to soften or 

intensify the requestive force by means of internal (e.g., past-tense modals “could 

you” or “would you,” toners “just” or “quick”) or external modification (e.g., giving 

reasons, “Wash your hand. We go outside”), rather than simply relying on repetitions 

and direct forms.  Achiba proposed that “please” can be a multi-functional modifier 

(e.g., request marker, politeness marker, emotionally loaded label, request reinforcer), 

which was frequently adjunct to conventional indirectness in this study.  Out of a total 

of 1,413 requests analyzed, hints, by comparison with direct strategies (65.0%) and 

conventionally indirect strategies (32.4%), were relatively low in percentage (2.6%). 

The finding that hints were the least favored strategy coincides with reports from 

other researchers (e.g., Ellis, 1992; Hsu, 2003; Lee-Wong, 2000).  Additionally, the 

learner showed capability of diversifying request strategies and perspectives in 

accordance with varying hearers and request goals.  For instance, while direct 
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strategies and hearer dominance were frequently used to initiate (e.g., “Just put it 

there”) or cease actions (e.g., “Don’t put it there”), conventional indirectness and the 

speaker-dominant perspective were favored when the child requested goods (e.g., 

“Can I please use this blue tack?”), and conventional indirectness and the inclusive 

“we” perspective joint activity (e.g., “Let’s clean up”).  Furthermore, the mother 

received more modification than did other interlocutors (i.e., peer, teenager, and adult).  

However, no substantial difference was observed when the child addressed the adult 

neighbour, the teenager, and the peers whom the learner played with.  One possible 

explanation Achiba suggested for this unexpectedly slight variation in requests with 

different hearers would be that play situations in a home setting do not entail much 

face work because interlocutors, regardless of their age or social status, are oftentimes 

treated identically (e.g., as play partners).  Thus, the learner did not modify her 

requests according to hearer other than her mother, who barely engaged in the play 

situation.  The result, as Achiba pointed out, lends support to Ellis’ (1992) explanation 

that familiarity in class curtails the amount of face work between teacher and student 

and among peers.  Therefore, the author suggested that the Japanese child who, like 

Ellis’ learners, failed to vary her requests in accordance with varying hearers is 

possibly due to the play setting where “the power relationships, which normally exist 

elsewhere, may be temporarily suspended or weakened” (p. 161). 

Furthermore, Walters (1979) investigated the request strategies in Spanish and 

English used by (Puerto Rican) Spanish-English bilinguals ranging in age from 7 to 

11 years through the use of role-play with the help of puppets.  The results on the 

whole showed that the bilinguals demonstrated higher levels of politeness in 

performing requests in native Spanish than they did in English.  Walters noted that 
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one possible reason could be that Spanish, in comparison with English, is structurally 

characterized as a more polite language.  Another reason may be one associated with 

the type of bilingual language processing.  Whereas the Spanish-English bilinguals 

appeared to formulate requests in Spanish and English under a uniform semantic 

system, they tended to perform them using disparate pragmatic systems; thus, they 

seemed to favor the use of more polite request forms in Spanish and a more neutral 

choice of forms in English.  Also, the difference here is likely linguistic.  The author 

found that the children performed better on measures of language ability and semantic 

variation in Spanish than they did in English, and thus would seem more likely to 

have a rich repertoire of request forms in Spanish that they used to convey polite 

requestive intent.  The finding suggests that either the native or second language 

teacher should not presume that bilinguals have great facility in framing polite 

requests in two languages.  Thus, explicit instruction of pragmatic awareness and 

request strategies is called for. 

 To summarize, the results for studies on L2 children indicated that both Ellis’s 

(1992) and Achiba’s (2003) subjects showed an evident sequence of development 

shifting from imperatives to conventional indirectness.  They consistently displayed a 

preference for direct request strategies, but showed a disfavor for hints.  Also, both 

authors explain that the classroom setting (Ellis, 1992) and the play situations at home 

(Achiba, 2003) do not entail much face work because interlocutors are familiar with 

each other, thereby resulting in the limited use of modification.  Regarding the 

bilinguals as being more polite in requests in their native Spanish than in English, 

Walters (1979) noted that one possible reason could be that Spanish-English 

bilinguals appear to formulate requests using disparate pragmatic systems.  Another 
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reason may be that the bilinguals were found to perform better linguistically in 

Spanish than they did in English, thus likely gaining better control of producing polite 

forms in Spanish. 

 

2.5.6   Summary of Empirical Research 

Taken together (see Table 2.1 below for a summary of the main results of 

empirical research reviewed in Section 2.5), L1 Chinese, L1, and L2 children tend to 

prefer directness over indirectness and only progressively gain control of producing 

indirect request forms.  L2 adults, by contrast, favor conventional indirectness in 

general and query preparatories in particular, and give priority to clarity over 

conciseness by using longer requests than native speakers of the target language 

because of the addition of modification devices (e.g., giving reasons).  There are 

mixed results regarding the strategy preference for L1 Chinese adults in request 

realizations.  Moreover, children appear to address their mothers and peers similarly 

due to familiarity and their high degree of cooperation with the children.  Also, all of 

the findings confirm that contextual factors influence the choice of request strategies. 
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Table 2.1 
Summary of studies on the speech act of requesting 
 
Study Subjects & instruments Main results 
 

(2000) Singapore, & China 2. Preferred modification: lexical downgrader 

Studies on L1 Chinese adults 
 
Zhang Native speakers (hereafter 1. Preferred main strategy: conventional indirectness 
(1995a)  NSs) of Chinese 2. Preferred substrategy: query preparatory   
 Discourse completion 3.  Preferred modification: address term, grounder, 
  questionnaire  sentence-final particle 
 
Zhang 2 female NSs of Chinese 1. Indirectness in Chinese: not at the sentence level, 
(1995b) Oral play  but at the discourse level 
   2. Preferred modification: supportive move 
    (e.g., grounder like stating problems) 

 
Hong NSs of German & Chinese 1. Preferred main strategy: 
(1998) Discourse completion  Chinese directness level < German’s 
  questionnaire 2. Preferred modification:  
    Germans: syntactic modification 
    Chinese: lexical/phrasal device (e.g., politeness  
     marker, title) 
  
Shih NSs of Chinese & English 1. Preferred main strategy: 
(1998) Questionnaire  Chinese: hint 
    American: conventional indirectness 
 
Lee-Wong NSs of Chinese in Australia, 1. Preferred main strategy: direct request 

 Discourse completion  (e.g. politeness marker, address term) 
  questionnaire; interviews; 
  fieldwork 
 

                                                                                                                (table continues)

Studies on L1 Chinese children 
 
Hsiao 504 Taiwanese children 1. Preferred main strategy (substrategy):  
(1999)  aged 7 to 12 years  around age 7: direct request (imperative) 
 Tape-recorded interview &  around age 9: used more indirect requests 
  questionnaire   (query preparatory) 
   2. Preferred modification: 
    around age 7: ‘please’ (+ imperatives)  
    around age 9: interrogative & grounder 
   3. Status and familiarity variations affected the 
    strategies used by children around age 9, but not  
    those around age 7. 
 
Meng 5 Chinese mother-child dyads 1. Preferred main strategy: direct request 
(2008)  with children aged 3:2 to 2. Preferred substrategy: want statement 
  4:10 years 3. Modification: sentence-final particle (e.g., a, ya) 
 Audio-recorded naturally 4. The children modified their requests based on 
  occurring interactions  their hearers, and used more direct requests to 
  in the family setting    their mothers. 
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Table 2.1 (continued) 
 
Study Subjects & instruments Main results 
 
Studies on L1 Chinese children (continued) 
 
Hsu 60 Taiwanese 6th-grade EFL 1. Preferred main strategy: 
(2003)  learners (possibly at age 11  adult NSs: conventional indirectness 
  or 12); 20 adult NSs of   children: direct request 
  English 2. Rarely used strategy: hint 
 Tape-recorded closed 3. The more proficient in English the learners were, 
  role-play & note taking  the more frequently they used conventionally 
    indirect requests and supportive moves 
    (e.g., grounder). 
   4. Compared with the adult NSs, who varied strategies 
    across situations, only advanced EFL learners varied 
    strategies according to social variables (i.e. status, 
    ranking of imposition) 
 

(1975)  pre-school children (3;6 to 2. Rarely used strategy: hint 

Studies on L1 children 
 
Garvey 36 dyads of English-speaking 1. Preferred main strategy: direct request 

  5;7) 3. The older dyads used twice as many successful 
 Observations of spontaneous  indirect requests as did their younger counterparts. 
  speech in the laboratory 
 
James 21 English-speaking children 1. Demand (rights-protecting) situations: 
(1978)  (4;6 to 5;2)  a. Greatest impact on request choice: hearer’s age 
 Role play with dolls  b. Degree of politeness to: 
     adults > peers > two-year-olds 
   2. Request (favor-asking) situation: 
    a. A marked decrease of age effect 
    b. A high degree of politeness to all hearers 
 
Ervin-Tripp English-speaking children 1. 2- to 4-year-olds: used more imperatives to their 
& Gordon  (infancy to 8 years old) &  mothers than to their fathers 
(1986)  English- and French- 2. 2- and 3-year-olds: used 60% of polite requests to 

  speaking children (aged 4  outsiders, but only 1% of polite requests to their 
  to 12 years)  mothers 
 Videotaped naturally 3. 5- to 8-year-olds: used more imperatives to their  
  occurring interactions (e.g.,  mothers and offered more downtoning explanations 
  family video data)  to their fathers 
 

                                                                                                                (table continues)
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 2.1 (continued) 
 
Study Subjects & instruments Main results 
 

(1987)  EFL learners of English;  The learners showed less frequency and variety of  

Studies on L2 adults 
 
House & German & Danish 1. Preferred main strategy: conventional indirectness 
Kasper  intermediate & advanced  2. NNSs vs. NSs: 

  NSs of British English,  lexical/phrasal & syntactic downgraders & more use 
  German, & Danish  of supportive moves (e.g., grounder) than did the 
 Discourse completion  English NSs. 

  questionnaire 
 
Faerch & Danish intermediate & 1. English learners’ preferred modification: 
Kasper  advanced EFL learners of  lexical downgrader   
(1988)  English & German; NSs of 2. NNSs vs. NSs: 

  Danish, German, & British  The learners compared with the British NSs phrased 
 Discourse completion  longer requests through the use of verbose supportive 
  questionnaire  moves (e.g., grounder). 

 
Rintell & Low-advanced ESL learners 1. The nonnative data elicited in oral play situations 
Mitchell  with different L1s; NSs of  was longer than those elicited by the written 
(1989)  English  questionnaire. 

 Discourse completion 2. The learners in comparison with the NSs produced  
  questionnaire; role play  longer requests by using supportive moves (e.g., 

    grounder). 
 

(1992)  boys at ages 10 and 11,  verbless requests  imperatives with verbs  

Studies on L2 children 
 
Ellis Two ESL beginning learners, 1. They showed an evident developmental progression: 

  whose L1s are Portuguese  formulaic query preparatories (e.g., “Can I have ..?”) 
  and Punjabi 2. Preferred main strategy: direct request 
 Observations in the 3. Preferred modification: politeness marker, repeating 

  classroom for about  or paraphrasing requests 
  two years 4. Overall, both did not modify their requests based on 

 their hearers. 
 
Achiba One beginning learner (7;2), 1. There is evidence about her development of English 
(2003)  a Japanese girl learning  requests: 

  English in Australia  Formulaic forms, imperatives, & repetition   
 Audio- and video-taping  conventional indirectness  increased ability to use 
  at home for 17 months;  modifications 
  diary keeping 2. Preferred main strategy: direct request 

3. The learner modified her requests based on hearers 
 and request goals. 

 
Walters Spanish-English bilinguals 1.  The bilinguals demonstrated higher levels of 
(1979)  aged 7 to 11  politeness in performing requests in native Spanish 

 Role play  than they did in English.  
 
NOTE:  NS = native speaker; NNS = non-native speaker 
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2.6 Summary 

 Based on the review of the literature in this chapter, it is generally agreed upon 

by anthropologists, philosophers, and sociolinguists that language is used to perform 

social actions and is highly context-dependent.  The act of requesting is defined here 

as an attempt “by the speaker to get the hearer to do something” (Searle, 1979, p. 13).  

In general, direct requests, favored by both L1 and L2 children, are clear and efficient 

but can be impolite and face-threatening, whereas conventionally indirect requests, 

preferred by L2 adults, are viewed as polite and face-saving because they appear to be 

negotiable and respectful.  Hints, rarely used by subjects regardless of age or language 

background, are ambiguous and easily misinterpreted, but can be distinctly polite and 

imposition-free.  However, which strategy choice is appropriate or polite can be 

context (e.g., hearer, situation) determined, and language and culture specific. 

 Supportive moves such as grounders (e.g., giving reasons), specifically 

popular by L2 learners and some Chinese, can facilitate clarity.  Thus, theoretically, 

based on the gist of Grice’s argument that clarity is essential in a successful 

conversation, it appears that direct strategies would be his favorite.  Yet, Leech and 

Brown and Levinson may prefer indirect strategies most in light of the thrust of their 

politeness principles highlighting the significance of reducing impositive and face-

threatening force.  However, whether direct or indirect strategies are more relevant to 

the argument of Fraser and Nolen’s emphasis on politeness being rights and 

obligation based, to that of Gu and Mao’s stress on politeness and face being socio-

culturally approved, or to that of Confucius’ accentuation on politeness being 

harmony-directed and duty-focused can only be verified by further empirical research.  

Based on the studies reviewed above, the results for the request performance of L1 
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Chinese adults are mixed and the results for the request realization of L1 Chinese 

children are different depending on variations in age or language proficiency. 

Therefore, I will discuss which argument(s) advanced above can be more cogent than 

another in interpreting requests made by the Chinese participants in this study.  

 In the following chapters, I will look in detail at how Chinese children perform 

requests, why they choose specific strategies under particular contexts, and what 

theoretical basis or past empirical research may support or counter my findings.     
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Notes to Chapter 2 
 
1.  According to Austin (1962), the three hierarchical levels of speech acts are, in 
ascending order, locution, illocution, and perlocution, which are generally performed 
simultaneously.  Yet, it is also likely that we can perform a lower act without a higher 
act taking place, but not the reverse.  That is, the perlocutionary act would not have 
been performed had locutionary and illocutionary acts not been performed, but the 
locutionary act could have been performed without functioning illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts.  For instance, the speaker may simply practice a foreign language 
(locution) without understanding what it means; thus, no illocution and perlocution 
are engaged in (Robert Harnish, personal communication, April 5, 2007). 
 
2.  Austin (1962) proposes that the locutionary act is an independent act distinct from 
the illocutionary act.  Searle (1968), however, argues that “where a certain force is 
part of the meaning, where the meaning uniquely determines a particular force, there 
are not two different acts [locutionary and illocutionary acts] but two different labels 
for the same act [illocutionary act]” (p.407).  For example, an utterance of “Shoot 
her” can mean someone told, warned, or suggested me to shoot her, which in effect, 
connotes an illocutionary force by virtue of an illocutionary verb like ‘told’, ‘warned’, 
or ‘suggested’ included in the locutionary meaning of the utterance.  As such, he 
substitutes the propositional content for Austin’s locutionary act and maintains that 
the propositional act cannot be isolated from the illocutionary act.  To Searle, the 
propositional content is part of the components that construes the whole illocutionary 
act. 
 
3.  Sadock (1974) takes the sentence “Can/Could you VP?,” as in “Could you give me 
some food?,” to be ambiguous between two readings, one being that of a direct/literal 
question and the other that of a direct/literal request.  That is, to Sadock, both readings 
are direct or literal, and no indirectness is involved.  By contrast, most people (e.g., 
Bach & Harnish, 1979; Searle, 1979) in the field of speech acts and pragmatics 
believe that this sentence in question connotes an indirect request meaning rather than 
a direct one.  Given that the indirect request sense has been widely assumed, this 
paper adopts the latter view that the sentence in question involves both a direct/literal 
question meaning and an indirect/nonliteral request meaning. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 This chapter summarizes the methods used to conduct the study.  It begins by 

briefly reviewing the problem and the purpose that motivated this research, and then 

describes the participants (Section 3.1), the instruments and procedures (Section 3.2), 

the transcription and translation (Section 3.3), as well as the rationales for using these 

methodologies to conduct the study. 

 As seen from the reviews of the literature presented in Chapter 2, much 

research on requests has been carried out among L1 Chinese adults, L1 Chinese 

children, L1 children, L2 adults, and L2 children, but studies conducted to date have 

not simultaneously examined Chinese children’s requests in Chinese (L1) and English 

(L2).  The aim of the study is to investigate how Taiwanese elementary school 

children vary their request performances according to situation, language, age, and 

hearer variables, and if there is any consistency between the child interview results 

and the validation results. 

 This study is cross-sectional in design with both qualitative and quantitative 

analysis of data, but its investigation of children in various age groups combined with 

about four-month observations can be considered a pseudolongitudinal study where 

data obtained may be representative of various stages in the developmental 

progression.  However, one limitation of pseudolongitudinal design is that none of the 

research to date has examined L2 learners at the onset of requesting development; 

rather, it is only intermediate and advanced learners, or beginning ones who are 

actually competent enough to perform the tasks of role play and questionnaire filling 
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that have been investigated (Kasper & Schmidt, 1996).  One of the aims of this study 

is to fill the research gap by investigating the request performances of beginning and 

intermediate L2 learners. 

 The five research questions addressed in Chapter 1 were studied through 

approximately five months of ethnographic research in Taiwan because 

[i]ncorporating an ethnography of communication perspective appears to be 

especially promising for comparative analysis of rhetoric which gives critical 

attention to pragmatics and situational context, and which involves procedures 

for establishing validity of interpretation or explanation from both external and 

internal points of view. (Saville-Troike, 2003, p. 148) 

The data collection methods in this study include semi-structured interviews, informal 

interviews, school and home observations, audio and video recordings, and field note 

taking.  The research design for this study is detailed below. 

  

3.1  Participants and Setting 

 This study was conducted in a small town in central Taiwan in 2007, where a 

private children’s English school was purposely chosen, mainly for its socially 

homogeneous student body.  I, the researcher, lived within the neighborhood of the 

English school where I spent considerable time observing and interacting with the 

major child participants as well as their teachers and parents during the data collection 

phase.  A total of 58 participants volunteered and consented to the dissertation study.  

To help readers better understand different kinds of participants in this study, I 

divided them into four groups.  First, the pretest group consisted of 11 participants 

who were interviewed: 7 children and 4 parents of the children.  The results from the 
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pretest interviews were provided solely for improving the quality of the instruments 

and procedures used in the actual testing, and accordingly were not analyzed here.  By 

contrast, the following three groups (the child group, the adult group, and the visitor 

group) participated in the actual testing.  Second, the child group included 30 

Taiwanese elementary school children aged from 6 to 10 years.  Of the 30 child 

participants, all agreed to be observed, 25 agreed to be observed and interviewed, and 

only 3 out of the 25 children agreed to be observed, interviewed, and visited at home 

or in natural settings.  Thus, the Chinese and English requests performed by the 25 

participating children through interviews and observations were the main focus of 

analysis and discussion in this study.  Third, the adult group comprised 7 adults: 2 

parents, 4 teachers (2 Taiwanese teachers and 2 South African ones), and 1 school 

director of the children in the child group.1  The 2 parents of the 3 participating 

siblings were interviewed and visited at home or in natural settings, the 2 Taiwanese 

teachers were observed and informally interviewed, the 2 South African teachers were 

observed, and the school director was informally interviewed as well.  Fourth, the 

visitor group was composed of 10 unexpected visitors (5 children and 5 adults) who 

happened to show up and interact with the children and family participating in this 

study during home observations.  Data obtained from the adult group and the visitor 

group was used to validate and triangulate the child interview data.  The 58 

participants are described in more detail below. 
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3.1.1 Inclusion Criteria and Rationale for Participation 

The Pretest Group 

 In the pretest interviews, 7 native Chinese-speaking elementary school 

students in Taiwan aged 6 to 11 years (or 7 to 12 years according to the Chinese 

system of age reckoning, by which an infant is counted as one year old at birth, and 

one year older with each Chinese New Year), who at the time of the study had 

attended or were attending English classes that were taught solely in English, were 

recruited.  Four parents of the child subjects who participated in the pretest interviews 

were recruited.  The results obtained from the pretest interviews with children and 

their parents, who were similar to the intended participants of the actual testing, were 

used to modify and standardize the process and content of interviewing in the actual 

testing. 

 In the actual testing, 30 child participants recruited were native Chinese-

speaking elementary school students in Taiwan, aged 6 to 10 years, who at the time of 

the study were attending English classes in a private children’s English school where 

typically only English was allowed to be spoken.  The rationale for selecting children 

from the same English-only cram school for this study is threefold.  First, the study of 

a homogeneous group of participants helps control for the potential confounding 

variables.  For example, the children are more likely to come from similar socio-

economic backgrounds considering the high costs of supplemental after-school 

English programs that their parents would ordinarily be able to afford.  Second, 

children in each class are taught by the same teachers using the same textbooks and 

following the same curriculum, thus helping rule out the possible effect stemming 

The Child Group 



 83 

from variability in instruction.  Third, their extensive exposure to English outside the 

regular elementary school classroom yields readily available L2 data regarding 

English requests. 

The Adult Group 

 Additionally, 2 parents, 4 teachers, and the school director of the child 

participants who took part in the actual testing were recruited to help validate and 

triangulate the information gathered from the children.  This method was chosen 

because parents and teachers are generally very involved in the children’s learning 

process for both language learning and pragmatic development.  Getting help from the 

parents and teachers as well as from the school director in this way also provides 

more comprehensive insight into workings of language education in Taiwan. 

 Those who met study inclusion criteria and agreed to participate voluntarily in 

this study were asked to sign an informed consent form or a minor assent form.  It is 

important to note that only those children with written parental consent were allowed 

to participate in the study because children cannot decide to participate alone.  The 

names of the school and all the participants throughout the dissertation have been 

The Visitor Group 

 Moreover, 10 unanticipated visitors who were interacting with children and 

family participants in this study during home observations were recruited.  The 

reasoning is that their interactions with the child participants may have significant 

contributions to understanding children’s naturally occurring requests, thus helping 

triangulate the information gained from the child participants. 

  

3.1.2 Participant Profile   
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changed to protect their identities.  Human subjects approval was granted from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Arizona. 

 The profile of participants in this study is shown in Table 3.1.  There was a 

total of 58 participants in this study.  Of the 58 participants, 11 participated in the 

pretest and 47 participated in the actual testing.  Of the 47 participants included in the 

actual testing, 30 were in the child group, 7 in the adult group, and 10 in the visitor 

group.  In the pretest interview, 7 child participants and 4 parent participants took part 

in semi-structured individual interviews.  In the actual testing, 30 children took part in 

school observations, 25 of the 30 children observed took part in semi-structured 

individual interviews, and 3 siblings of the 25 children interviewed took part in home 

observations.  Further, 2 parents of the three participating siblings were interviewed 

and observed at home, two native English-speaking South African teachers were 

observed in their classrooms, and two native Chinese-speaking Taiwanese teachers 

were observed in their classrooms and informally interviewed.  One school director 

took part in the informal interview as well.  Moreover, one family with 3 children (of 

the above-mentioned 25 children) was observed, and there were 10 unexpected 

visitors participating in this study.  Thus, a total of 58 participants volunteered and 

consented to the dissertation study.  Among the 25 children who were interviewed 

twice individually in the actual testing, 1 was 6 years old, 9 were 7 years old, 3 were 8 

years old, 6 were 9 years old, and 6 were 10 years old.  The three children observed at 

home were 7, 9, and 10 years old, respectively.  Data collection instruments and 

procedures will be elaborated on in Section 3.2. 
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Table 3.1 
Profile of participants 
 

This study Subject 
Consenting 
procedure 

Number 
of subjects 

Gender/Other 
description types 

Age 
(number of 
subjects) 

Pretest 
Interview 
(n = 11) 

Child Interview (twice) 7 3 boys, 4 girls 6-11 years 
Parent Interview (once) 4 1 father, 3 mothers  

Actual 
Testing 
(n=47) 

(n=30) 

Child 
(n = 30) 

School observation 30 15 boys, 15 girls 6-10 years 
Interview (twice) 25 13 boys, 12 girls 6 years (1) 

7 years (9) 
8 years (3) 
9 years (6) 
10 years (6) 

Home observation 
(i.e., family visit) 

3 3 boys 7 years (1) 
9 years (1) 
10 years (1) 

(n=7) 

Parent 
(n = 2) 

Interview (once) 2 1 father,  
1 mother 

 

Home observation 2 1 father, 1 mother  
1 School observation NES 
teacher 
(n = 2) 

2 2 females  

2 School observation NCS 
teacher 
(n = 2) 

2 1 male, 1 female  

Informal interview 2 

School 
director 
(n = 1) 

Informal interview 1 1 female  
(n=10) 

Unexpected 
visitor 
(n = 10) 

Home observation 10 5 children, 5 adults  

 Family Home observation 1 family with 3 children  

NOTE:   1NES = native English speaking; 2NCS = native Chinese speaking 
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3.1.3 Further Background Information regarding Child Participants 

 The major participants in this study were the 25 children who were observed 

and interviewed in the actual testing.  At the English school, they were divided into 

four classes based on different levels of English proficiency evaluated by the school 

teachers through oral and/or written tests.  At the time my data collection was initiated, 

in general, the beginners (aged 6-7) had had eight months of English-only learning 

experience; the advanced beginners (aged 8), one year and eight months; the pre-

intermediates (aged 9), two years and eight months; and, the intermediates (aged 10), 

three years and eight months.  These child participants were in grades one through 

four in the regular elementary schools. 

 The children went to the after school English program five days a week 

(Monday to Friday).  During their summer and winter vacations, the children stayed 

in the school from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.  After regular school began, they usually 

went to the English school right after school was over.  Overall, class times for 

children aged 6 to 8 years were from around 12:30 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., whereas those 

for children aged 9 to 10 years were from about 4:30 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. (except the 

Wednesday class being from around 12:30 p.m. to 6:30 p.m.) because the 9- to 10-

year-olds had to stay at their regular schools longer than the 6- to 8-year-olds.  Each 

week, there were some extracurricular activities (e.g., watching videos, making 

snacks, building blocks) apart from the regular English curriculum (e.g., grammar, 

reading, writing, listening, and conversational class).  On the whole, the children were 

taught content knowledge (e.g., learning dinosaur or insect facts) and specific skills 

(e.g., making cookies or crafts) through the medium of English, that is, the instruction 

was content-based and communication-oriented.  
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 At the English school, there were two South African native English speakers 

who were responsible for teaching English, and two Taiwanese non-native English 

speakers who helped administrative work, checked students’ homework, and 

communicated with students’ parents in addition to teaching English.  When the data 

collection began at the school, the South African teachers had been teaching English 

at this school for only about a month, but the Taiwanese teachers had taught English 

and done the administrative work at the school for over three years.  Since the 

Taiwanese teachers had more frequent interactions with the children than did the 

South African teachers, they were informally interviewed aside from being observed 

in their classrooms to help better understand the children’s requesting behaviors. 

 Regarding the three focal children who were observed during family visits, 

their parents were middle-class college graduates.  Their father was rarely at home 

because of work.  As a result, their mother, also a working parent, played a key role in 

the upbringing of the three boys.  My observations were mainly conducted during 

their meal time, homework time, and play time in the naturalistic home context. 

 

3.2  Instruments and Procedures 

In this study, semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data 

collection method.  School and home observations, informal interviews, audio and 

video recordings, and field notes were included to complement and validate the 

interview data obtained from the 25 children.  In the following subsections, I will 

briefly review the literature on data collection methods regarding the speech act of 

requesting, and then present the rationale for and description of data collection 

methods and procedures used in this study. 
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3.2.1 Review of Data Collection Methods 

The discourse completion test (hereafter DCT) has been widely used to 

investigate cross-cultural and intralingual variations in requests (e.g., Blum-Kulka et 

al., 1989a).  Using the DCT in eliciting studies is cost-effective and time-efficient to 

zero in on controlled contextual factors to collect linguistic data from large groups 

(Blum-Kulka et al., 1989b; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989).  Nevertheless, Rintell and 

Mitchell (1989) identified some potential disadvantages of using the DCT.  First, 

these written responses may not accurately characterize naturally occurring situated 

speech.  Second, the responses may be constrained by space limitations and linguistic 

familiarity with one written form over the other instead of the actual spoken language.  

Third, the respondents tend to use more formal language on the questionnaire than in 

authentic face-to-face encounters.  Thus, more realistic data in the studies of request is 

called for. 

One approach to obtaining more realistic data in the performance of requesting 

is through the use of role-play (e.g., talking to or doing voices for dolls or puppets 

representing different speakers or hearers, such as father, mother, peer, or teacher), 

which has been commonly used in studies of L1 children’s requests (e.g., Andersen, 

1990, 4 to 6 year olds; James, 1978, 4 to 5 year olds; Sachs & Devin, 1976, 3 to 5 

year olds).  The major advantage of using role-play is that it can generate data that 

looks more akin to real-life speech than can the DCT.  Additionally, elicited “role-

play data is rich in showing the social meaning of directives [requests]” (Ervin-Tripp 

& Gordon, 1986, p. 80), with which researchers can tap speakers’ perceptions of 

request strategies based on the roles the speakers assume.  Despite these advantages, 
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one question remains: How valid is such elicited role-play data as compared to 

spontaneous speech in natural settings? 

 

3.2.2 Rationale for Using Semi-Structured Interview 

 The DCT and role-play are very effective in collecting a variety of situated 

speech from different speakers across languages in the light of the economy of time 

and money.  Yet, “[n]either a DCT (Discourse Completion Test/Task) nor a role-play 

is suitable for a developmental study because a learner’s target language has to be 

good enough from the start to fill in a DCT or engage in a role-play” (Achiba, 2003, p. 

27).  In consideration of the inability of the beginning learners of English in this study 

to carry out the tasks of questionnaire filling and role-playing in English, audio- and 

video-recorded face-to-face semi-structured individual interviews, a modified and 

spoken form of the DCT (or “role-play” as called by Rintell & Mitchell, 1989) were 

used in the study. 

A key strength of the semi-structured interview is that it offers the interviewer 

the flexibility to control or modify the implementation of questions (e.g., the order or 

pace of questions) in accordance with particular subjects and specific needs.  Thus, 

the interviewer’s questions can be clarified, and rich information can be extracted 

from the subjects’ spoken language, which is deemed as “a good indication of their 

[subjects’] ‘natural’ way of speaking” (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 251).  Thus, in 

this study, the written DCT was elicited orally.  This method has proved to be 

successful in collecting linguistic data that is responsive to contextual variables 

examined (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989), and in understanding the possible influence of 

social and psychological factors on language use within a particular speech 
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community (Lee-Wong, 2000).  Additionally, interviewing children may have the 

potential to provide the benefits of obtaining in-depth information other than surface 

analysis, and of treating “children as responsible coparticipants in the endeavor of 

figuring out how they use and understand language” (Lund & Duchan, 1988, p. 31). 

 

3.2.3 Rationale for Using Pretest Interview and Triangulation Method 

 However, the major criticisms against interviews are that they are not only 

time-consuming, but also difficult to standardize (e.g., biasing the subject’s response 

through the use of different wordings).  As for the former criticism, it is worth the 

investment in time and effort in view of the usefulness of interviews used in past 

studies, provided that the number of subjects is manageable.  Regarding the latter 

issue of standardizing the process and content of interviewing, pretest interviews can 

be conducted with at least 3 children who are similar to the intended subjects of the 

study.  Then, the method can be modified based on comments or insights gained from 

the pretest. 

 Nevertheless, another question in using interviews is yet to be addressed: How 

authentic are interview responses representing natural speech?  The problem can be 

resolved by comparing data obtained by other methods (e.g., interviews with people 

around the subjects, school and home observations, video- or audio-recording 

naturally occurring discourse) to supplement or validate children’s interview data.  

For instance, interviews with parents or teachers of the child subjects could increase 

the validity of children’s interview data and complement the depth and width of the 

study.  Even if parent or teacher interview data does not correspond with child 

interview data, the child interview data is in itself valuable and useful information that 
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can help tap children’s perceptions of linguistic realizations of requests, understand 

the parent-child and teacher-student relationship, and offer implications for further 

research on requests. 

 Additionally, field note taking can help the researcher record instant 

reflections and important details that can be difficult to be recalled after observations 

or that may not be captured within the range of the video camera, specifically because 

children are very dynamic and may move around frequently.  In all, pretest interviews 

and triangulation methods can strengthen the reliability and validity of the study.  

 

3.2.4 Description of Data Collection Methods and Procedures 

As just noted, in this study, the written DCT was elicited orally.  That is, in the 

semi-structured interview method, each child participant was asked to say what s/he 

would say and to explain why s/he would say it in each request-making scenario (e.g., 

borrowing a pencil, see interview questions for children in Appendix A) verbally 

described by the researcher in Chinese, who interacted with the child in a roleplay-

like manner, such as bringing real things (e.g., money, eraser, cookie) or roleplaying 

different hearers.  There were six sets of scenarios, with three focusing on “favor” (i.e., 

favor-asking) situations and three on “rights” (i.e., rights-protecting) situations.  Each 

set of scenarios involved five hearers: younger sibling, mother, father, classmate, and 

teacher. 

The above-described interview method is also referred to as “the role play 

method” (Rintell & Mitchell, 1989, p. 250), “the semi-structured type of 

interviewing” (Lee-Wong, 2000, p. 52), or “simulation” (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, p. 

17).  Specifically, Crookall and Oxford (1990) suggested that “simulation” be used 
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because “[t]he participant in a role-play activity is representing and experiencing 

some character type known in everyday life, and the interaction between participants 

is a simulation of a social situation”; thus, “role-play is essentially a form of 

simulation” (p. 19).  That is, they prefer to use “simulation” as a general and 

superordinate term, including role-play.  “Simulation” is undoubtedly related to the 

interview method used in this study because it “allows language learners to create 

their own communication realities” (Crookall & Oxford, 1990, p. 20).  However, 

following Lee-Wong, I prefer to use the term “the semi-structured interview method” 

here because the responses elicited encompass not only the information about what 

each child would say through role-play or simulation but also that about the reason 

why each child would say it in request-making scenarios through interviews.  

Accordingly, the term “interview” is used here in a broad sense to denote the method 

of simulation used to elicit data regarding “what” each child would say, and the 

method of interview used to explore further “why” each child would say it in each 

request situation.  The methods and procedures used to collect data from different 

participants are described below. 

 a)  

Method and Procedure with Children 

 Given below are the descriptions of interviewing and school and home 

observations with the child participants in the actual testing.  Children participating in 

the pretest were only interviewed (the same procedures as given in (b) below), 

without taking part in the observations.  

Observations, audio and video recordings, field note taking at the English 

school.  The researcher (i.e., primary investigator, hereafter “PI”) observed, and audio 

and video recorded the child participants’ interactions with others (e.g., classmate, 
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teacher), and took field notes about the observations at the school.  Typically, the PI 

arrived early or on time, sat or stood and set up recording equipment in places agreed 

upon by the teacher, and stayed throughout the class period so as not to interrupt the 

children’s classroom activities.  The PI did not participate in their activities without 

permission from their teacher.  During their breaks, the PI sometimes chatted or 

played with them.  The procedures at the school lasted about four months.  

Approximately 100 hours of video recording data was gathered.  Because of time 

constraints, only about the first 70 hours of video data generated from week 1 to week 

11 was transcribed and analyzed for this dissertation study.  However, field notes 

were made throughout the data collection period and fully analyzed accordingly. 

 b)  Semi-structured individual interviews.  Each child was interviewed twice 

by the PI at the time and at a quiet and private place convenient for the child and 

his/her parents.  There was no time limit when the child was interviewed so that s/he 

would not feel stressed and could talk freely with the PI.  In each interview, the PI 

first gave one or two trial questions similar to the actual interview questions to check 

the child’s understanding of the task.  Then the PI asked each child a few questions 

about his/her background information and what s/he would say and to explain why 

s/he would say it in each request-making scenario verbally described by the PI.  The 

two interviews were conducted in Chinese, but the child was asked to answer the PI’s 

questions in Chinese in the first interview, and to answer the questions of what s/he 

would say in English and to explain why s/he would say so in either Chinese or 

English at his/her preference in the second interview.  The same interview question 

set was used and presented to the child in Chinese (see interview questions for 

children in Appendix A).  The PI provided some English words (e.g., lucky money) 
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for him/her to answer the PI’s questions, if necessary.  To avoid the carry-over effect, 

there was an interval of approximately one month between the two interviews.  The 

two interviews were individualized, semi-structured, and audio and video recorded.  

In each interview, the children were asked to respond to six different scenario 

situations: request for cookies (S1), request to borrow pencils/erasers (S2), request for 

help with schoolwork, including homework and in-class exercises (S3), request to 

return scissors/crayons (S4), request to turn down the volume or to be quiet (S5), and 

request not to take money away (S6), with three focusing on “favor” situations (S1-S3) 

and three on “rights” situations (S4-S6).  Within each scenario, they were asked to 

make requests to five different hearers: younger sibling, mother, father, classmate, 

and teacher.  The results of the two interviews showed that the first interview 

(eliciting Chinese requests) lasted approximately 30 to 50 minutes, and the second 

interview (eliciting English requests) approximately 40 to 60 minutes.  

 c)  Family visits in natural settings.  The PI observed, and audio and video 

recorded the child participants’ interactions with others (e.g., family, unexpected 

visitor), and took field notes about the observations largely at home.  Family visits 

took place at the time and place of the child’s or their parents’ choosing.  The 

frequency and length of visits were decided by the parents and the child.  The 

procedures lasted about 4 months.  A total of about 30 hours of visits were made. 

 The descriptions of interviewing and home observations with parents of the 

child participants in the actual testing are described below.  Parents participating in 

the pretest were only interviewed (the same procedures as given in (d) below), 

without taking part in home observations. 

Method and Procedure with Parents 
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 d)  Semi-structured individual interview.  There was one face-to-face semi-

structured individual interview with each parent at the time and place of his/her 

choosing.  In the interview, the PI asked the parent questions about: (1) his/her brief 

background information (e.g., name, age, educational background), and (2) what s/he 

thought his/her child would and should say to each different hearer in different 

request-making scenarios, which were the same as the scenarios that had been used to 

ask the child participants (Appendix A), and why s/he thought so.  The interview was 

audio recorded, and lasted approximately one to one and half hours. 

 e)  Family visits in natural settings.  The procedure was the same as that used 

for collecting data from child participants during family visits, as just described above 

in procedure (c) above. 

 f)  

Method and Procedure with Teachers and School Director 

 Below are the descriptions of school observations and/or informal interviews 

with teachers and the school director of the child participants in the actual testing.  

Teacher participants, both native and non-native speakers of English, took part in 

classroom observations (see procedure (f)).  Native Chinese speaking teachers took 

part in informal interviews apart from observations, and the school director was 

interviewed informally as well (procedure (g)). 

Observations, audio and video recordings, field note taking at the English 

school.  The PI observed, and audio and video recorded the child participants’ 

interactions with others (e.g., classmate, teacher) in the native English and native 

Chinese speaking teachers’ classrooms, and took field notes about the observations.  

The procedure was the same as that used above (see procedure (a)) for collecting data 

from children in the natural school setting. 
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 g)   Informal interviews with native Chinese speaking teachers and the school 

director.  There were unstructured informal interviews (or chats) with native Chinese 

speaking teachers.  Because informal interviews typically occurred in daily 

spontaneous conversations, there were no predetermined questions.  The teachers and 

the school director, and the PI shared information relevant to children’s language 

learning and requesting performances face to face or via phone at any time and place 

over approximately 4 months.  The PI would double-check with the teachers and the 

school director during or after chatting, ensuring that the information they provided 

was allowed to be used in this study.  Written notes were made during some informal 

interviews to help the PI review what was said. 

Method and Procedure with Unexpected Visitors 

 The following procedure describes unexpected visitors’ (both adults and 

children) participations in this study that took place during the PI’s family visits for 

this study. 

 h) Family visits in natural settings

3.2.5 Modification of Interview Questions and Procedures 

.  During the PI’s family visits, unexpected 

visitors happened to show up and interact with the family who participated in this 

study.  Thus, they were recruited to participate in this study.  The rest of the procedure 

was the same as that used for collecting data from child participants during family 

visits, as given above in procedure (c). 

 

 The results of the pretest interviews yield useful information regarding how to 

standardize the content and the process of interviewing.  For example, it was 

generally the class leader rather than the discipline leader that helped teachers 



 97 

discipline the class in the low grade class (for children aged 6-8 years), and the 

sequence of presenting interview question scenarios was much clearer in terms of 

setting (home: including younger sibling, mother, and father hearers; classroom: 

involving classmate and teacher hearers) rather than request situations (S1-S6).  Based 

on the results obtained from the pretest interviews, the content and sequence of 

interview questions for children had been modified accordingly before presenting to 

the child participants in the actual testing, as shown in Appendix A. 

 In addition, the order in which the interview questions were presented to the 

child participants was counterbalanced to avoid sequence bias.  That is, half of the 

child respondents (13 children) equally distributed over the ages 6 to 10 (e.g., five 7-

year-olds, two 8-year-olds, three 9-year-olds, and three 10-year-olds), were asked 

interview questions related to the home setting first, and the other half (the rest of the 

12 children) were asked interview questions associated with the classroom setting first.  

As for the sequence of presenting questions regarding different hearers in each request 

situation, it was generally given according to the order shown in Appendix A, but was 

sometimes flexible to adapt to the individual child’s preference.      

 

3.2.6 Summary of Methodologies 

 A total of 58 participants were enrolled in this dissertation study and 

completed their study participation in Taiwan in 2007.  All of them participated 

voluntarily.  The subject population and research methodologies are summarized as 

follows: 

• 
 

1. Semi-structured interviews twice with 7 children 

Pretest interviews 
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2. Semi-structured interview once with 4 parents 
 
• 

 
Actual testing 

1. School observations of 30 children 
 Semi-structured interviews twice with 25 of the 30 children observed 
 Family visits with 3 of the 25 children interviewed 
2. School observations of 4 teachers (Taiwanese and South African teachers) 
3. Informal interviews with 2 Taiwanese teachers and 1 school director 
4. Semi-structured interviews with 2 parents of the 3 children visited at home 
5. Family visits made with one family with 3 children 
 Observations of 10 unexpected visitors during family visits 
6. Field notes made throughout the data collection period 

 
Interviews with children, school observations, and family visits were audio and video 

recorded; and, interviews with parents were audio recorded. 

 The study has two phrases.  In the first phrase, pretest interviews were 

conducted to provide insights into the modification of the interviewing in the actual 

testing so that the data was not analyzed here.  In the second phrase, I first collected 

data about requests in Chinese through interviews with children.  Then I collected 

data with respect to parents’ responses about their children’s requesting performances 

through interviews with parents.  Finally, approximately one month after the first 

interview with children, I collected data about requests in English by conducting the 

second interview with children.  School observations, home visits, informal 

interviews, and field note taking took place throughout the data collection period. 

 The major data that will be analyzed in Chapters 5 to 6 are the 25 children’s 

interview data.  School and home observation data will be provided to validate the 

child interview data.  The rest of the data, if necessary, will be used to help triangulate 

and validate the interview data obtained from the 25 children.  In the following 

section, I will describe how data was transcribed and translated.  
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3.3 Transcription and Translation 

In this study, no attempt was made to transcribe data phonetically.  As Brown 

(1973) pointed out,  “if a meaningful element was sounded well enough to be 

recognized, it was recorded in normal English spelling with no effort being made to 

render the particularities of the child’s pronunciation” (p. 52).  Johnson (2000) 

questioned that Brown’s (1973) degree of recognition was ambiguous and 

problematic, and claimed that orthographic transcriptions without phonetic details 

may result in “over- or underrepresenting children’s knowledge of linguistic forms 

and rules” and “obscure the process of acquisition” (p. 183).  Yet, the current study 

centers on pragmatic interpretation rather than purely linguistic analysis.  Thus, as 

shown in Table 3.2 below, the data in this study (generally referring to naturalistic 

data) was transcribed following a brief adapted version of transcription notations from 

the literature (Gumperz & Berenz, 1993; Leinonen, Letts, & Smith, 2000; Ochs, 1979) 

to illustrate both the linguistic and paralinguistic aspects of talk exchanges.  Hence, 

the orthographic transcription here is not without taking into account different 

perspectives emphasized in the literature (as noted above, e.g., Brown; Johnson). 
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Table 3.2 
Transcription notation 
 
Symbol Significance Example 
 
Capital letters mark increased volume BE QUIET! 
 
_____ mark stress by underlining I want that 

  All of the audio and video recordings were transcribed and double checked for 

accuracy by the researcher alone because by so doing, participants’ personally 

identifying information can be kept confidential.  Moreover, since the speech of 

young L2 beginners was sometimes not readily intelligible, and some of the children’s 

interactions might not be captured within the range of the video camera due to space 

constraints, the transcription work would be challenging provided that a transcriber 

had no certain contextual knowledge as to the study participants and context.  Thus, 

an ethnographer who observes and/or interacts with participants is probably the best 

one! 
 
:: lengthened segments wha::t 
 
= no gap (latching) I want it = I want it! 
 
[   ] overlap A:   Rick, [pencil.  Please.] 
  B:  [Rick, pencil, please.] 
 
(    ) action and contextual features A:  (raising his hand) I need my eraser. 
 
xxx unrecognized utterances (e.g., indistinct talks, murmuring) 
 
#   # provide: (1) Whiteout.  My whiteout. 
 (1) extratextual information  Aiyaya, aiyaya.  
 (2) linguistic correction  # Aiyaya is the speaker’s pet phrase, 
   usually (but not necessarily so) conveying 
   his unpleasant feeling # 
  (2) *Can you let the TV to shut up its mouth? 
   # Can you turn off the TV? # 
 
* incorrect linguistic feature *Please borrow me your eraser. 
  # Please lend me your eraser. # 
 
{…} omitted transcription  (skip some of the data during analysis) 
 
NOTE:  Adapted from Gumperz & Berenz (1993), Leinonen et al. (2000), and Ochs (1979). 
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candidate to transcribe naturalistic data.  Thus, the researcher transcribed data by 

herself. 

 Additionally, the Chinese data throughout this dissertation is presented with 

Chinese characters, pinyin, and English translation, respectively.  English gloss is not 

given because the focus of analysis is pragmatic rather than purely linguistic. 

 

3.4 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have first provided the rationale for using ethnographic 

methodology in this study of children’s requests in Chinese and English.  The 

approach helps validate pragmatic interpretations and explanations.  Then, 

descriptions of different participants including children, parents, teachers, the school 

director, and unexpected visitors in the pretest interviews and the actual testing are 

given (Section 3.1).  Regarding instruments and procedures, semi-structured 

interviews with six question scenarios were used with 25 child respondents as the 

major data collection method.  Other methods like home and school observations, 

informal interviews, audio and video recordings, and field notes were employed to 

validate and triangulate the information obtained from the 25 child respondents.  Each 

procedure is detailed in Section 3.2.  Also, the order in which the interview questions 

were presented to the child participants was counterbalanced, with half of the children 

being asked interview questions related to the home setting first, and the other half 

related to the classroom setting first (Section 3.2.5).  Finally, transcription notation 

and translation means are described in Section 3.3. 
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 Since plausible interpretations of findings cannot be sought without a clearly 

defined coding scheme, I will specifically describe in details how the coding scheme 

used in the study was construed in a separate chapter – Chapter 4. 
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Notes to Chapter 3 
 
1.  I completed interviewing a total of 14 parents (7 fathers and 7 mothers) of the 25 
participating children during the data collection period.  However, only two of them, 
i.e., the two parents of the three focal siblings who participated in both interviews and 
home visits, are listed as participants here.  This is because the parental interview data 
that is presented here was almost obtained from the two parents. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CODING AND RELIABILITY 

 

 Since there is not much research on the speech of requesting that offers clear-

cut illustrations and literature basis for their coding scheme, researchers’ different 

approaches to the categorization of request strategies may lead to different reports of 

the same strategies and thus varying interpretations of findings.  Despite the fact that 

the request coding categories devised by CCSARP are lucid and thorough, the details 

regarding how the coding scheme is construed on the basis of theoretical or empirical 

considerations is not crystal clear.  Further, human speech is much more complex than 

that can be specified in a single coding manual; thus, sometimes a coder can be 

puzzled as to what category should a specific requestive utterance be given.  It is 

important to make explicit on what theoretical or empirical account a coding scheme 

is based so that readers can have a clear picture of how utterances are categorized to 

determine their understanding of the study results.  As such, in this chapter, I will 

explain and illustrate what literature a modified version of the CCSARP coding 

scheme used in this study is built upon, and why I settle for a particular request 

strategy type.  Additionally, I will describe how intercoder reliability of the child 

interview data was tested and reached in this study. 

 

4.1  CCSARP Coding Scheme for Request Strategies 

 The CCSARP (the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project) coding 

scheme for request strategies on which my data coding and analysis is primarily based 

is briefly reviewed as follows.  According to the CCSARP coding scheme (Blum-
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Kulka et al., 1989a), “directness” is interpreted as the explicitness level of the 

speaker’s requestive intent expressed in the head act, the core request or the minimal 

essential unit for performing a request.  For example, in the requestive utterance 

“Mom, give me some cookies because I am hungry,” “give me some cookies” is the 

head act marking the illocutionary force of the utterance, “Mom” is an alerter with 

functions similar to attention-getters, and “I am hungry” is a supportive move labeled 

as “grounder” (e.g., giving reasons or explanations).  In the case of a request sequence 

void of any explicit head act, contextually relevant information (e.g., supportive 

moves) alone involved in carrying out the request can be viewed as a head act, such as 

hint messages (e.g., “I am so hungry” intended as a request for food).  Multiple-

headed acts (e.g., “Don’t talk!  Be quiet!”) in a requesting situation are likely, 

provided that various heads are equally explicit in achieving the requestive end. 

 External modifications (i.e., supportive moves such as giving reasons, making 

threats, offering rewards) may precede and/or follow the head act, rather than occur 

within the head act.  Internal modifications involving linguistic devices that modify 

the head act internally (e.g., politeness marker “please,” understater “a little bit”), by 

contrast, are located within the head act.   

 My main focus for analysis in this study is on the head act of the request.  In 

case multiple head acts with equally explicit goals are co-present in a request 

sequence, the initial attempt is selected for coding here.  For example, in a request like 

“Be quiet!  Can you be quiet?,” the utterance “Be quiet!” is coded and analyzed in this 

study.  In fact, a case like this is extremely limited in my data.  Given below are the 

instances of request strategy type developed by CCSARP, in which only the head act 

is coded. 
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Table 4.1 
Examples of request strategy type 
 
Degree of directness Substrategy type Example 
 
Direct 1. Imperative Give me some cookies. 
  (Mood derivable) 
 2. Explicit performative I am asking you to give me some cookies. 
 3. Hedged performative I would like to ask you to give me some cookies. 
 4. Obligation statement You must give me some cookies. 
  (Locution derivable) 
 5. Want statement I want/need some cookies.  
 
Conventionally 6. Suggestory formula How about giving me some cookies? 
 indirect 7. Query preparatory Can/Could you give me some cookies? 
 
Nonconventionally 8. Strong hint You just bought some cookies right? 
 indirect (Hint) 9. Mild hint I am so hungry. 
 
NOTE:  Adapted from Blum-Kulka et al., (1989a). 

 
 Direct strategies are considered to be more illocutionarily transparent and 

linguistically explicit than indirect strategies (i.e., conventional indirectness and hints).  

Typically, direct request strategies are linguistically dependent, where illocutionary 

force is derived from linguistic cues (as shown in substrategy types 1, 2, and 3 above) 

or the semantic meaning of the utterance (substrategy types 4 and 5) (Blum-Kulka, 

House, & Kasper, 1989b).  Conventionally indirect requests are conventionally 

bounded, where illocutionary force is recognized through the conventions of usage of 

language (substrategy types 6 and 7), which can be language- (Searle, 1979) and/or 

culture-specific (Morgan, 1978, reprinted 1991).  Hints (nonconventionally indirect 

requests), by contrast, are heavily contextually embedded, where illocutionary intents 

are determined via contextually relevant variables (substrategy types 8 and 9), such as 

participants, situations, or cultural interpretations. 

 In short, the three main strategy types are listed in order of directness or 

explicitness level, from highest to lowest, with direct request strategies representing 
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the highest level of directness, conventionally indirect strategies being in between, 

and hints showing the lowest level of directness.  The less direct the request strategy, 

the greater the inference demand on the hearer to arrive at a requestive interpretation 

(Blum-Kulka et al., 1989a, 1989b).  Note, however, that directness “is related to, but 

by no means coextensive with, politeness” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989a, p. 278).   

 

4.2 Differences from the CCSARP Coding Scheme 

 The request strategy coding categories used in this study differs from the 

CCSARP’s mainly in three facets.  First, though I follow the CCSARP coding scheme 

and classify all requestive utterances I obtained into mutually exclusive categories, I 

would like to point out that a certain number of utterances perhaps should be 

considered as falling into a continuum category because they do not precisely fit into 

the direct/indirect dichotomy.  It is because some direct requests involve an indirect 

sense, such as the utterance “If you give me the cookie, I won’t bully you” alluding 

that “Give me the cookie, or I’ll bully you,” whereas some indirect requests entail a 

direct reading, such as the utterance “I lent you the crayon, but you still haven’t given 

it back to me” implying that “You should give it back now”).  Hence, in the case of 

ambiguous utterances that show indistinct boundaries between direct and indirect 

requests, my category is based on the explicitness level of the requestive goal 

specified in the utterance.  In other words, if the goal is clearly expressed, the 

utterance is classified as a direct request; if not, a hint.  Conventionally indirect 

requests generally have fixed forms of their own (e.g., “Can/Could you give me some 

cookies?”); thus, they are classified as indirect requests though the goal is clearly 

stated.  The rule that governs my categorization decision here is mainly based on 
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pragmatic function rather than grammatical mood (e.g., imperative, declarative, 

interrogative) of language. 

 Second, in this study, no attempt has been made to specify the directness level 

of the eight request substrategies I listed below, ranging from the most direct (1) to 

the least direct (8), as the CCSARP coding scheme does with its nine request 

strategies.  The paper does not intend to rank the directness level of the following 

substrategies on two grounds.  First, some substrategies can be of very different 

characteristics.  For example, imperatives and direct questions are barely comparable 

in the sense of directness level, because both perform requests undeviatingly; yet, the 

former is used to request for action and the latter to request for information.  Thus, it 

is hard to tell exactly which substrategy is more direct than the other.  Second, 

whether hedged performative strategies are more direct than obligation or want 

statement strategies is questionable.  Let us look at the following examples: 

(1) a. I’d like to ask you to give me some cookies. (hedged performative) 
 b. You must give me some cookies. (obligation statement) 
 c. I want some cookies. (want statement) 
 
According to CCSARP’s argument, the level of directness decreases from (1a) to (1c).  

However, in terms of children’s speech, hardly can (1a) be found, and (1c) is usually a 

highly explicit strategy used during linguistic or pragmatic development and is well 

understood by interlocutors.  As such, no claim would be made here that the 

substrategies listed below represent a decreasing level of directness.  However, as 

noted in the CCSARP project and the request literature, direct strategies show the 

highest level of directness while hints the lowest. 

 Third, explicit performatives and hedged performatives are combined to form 

the performative category.  Strong and weak hints are brought together as the hint 
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category.  Further, a new category labeled “other directness” is created under the 

direct strategy type to contain direct questions, conditional statements (threats or 

promises), ellipses, and prohibition statements. 

 

4.3 Modified Coding Categories and Literature Basis 

 In this study, data was coded and analyzed using a modified version of the 

coding manual for requests developed within the CCSARP project (Blum-Kulka et al., 

1989a, pp. 273-289).  The CCSARP coding scheme apart, other relevant literature on 

the speech act of requesting (e.g., Chao, 1968; Ervin-Tripp, 1976; Ervin-Tripp & 

Gordon, 1986; Hong, 1999; Lee-Wong 2000; Li & Thompson, 1981; Trosborg, 1995; 

Zhang, 1995a) is referred to as well. 

 My modified version of the coding scheme classifies the three main strategies 

(direct strategies, conventionally indirect strategies, hint strategies) into eight request 

substrategies: (1) imperatives, (2) performatives, (3) obligation statements, (4) want 

statements, (5) other directness, (6) suggestory formulae, (7) query preparatories, and 

(8) hints.  Substrategies 1 to 5 fall into the category of direct strategies, substrategies 6 

and 7 are classified into the category of conventionally indirect strategies, and 

substrategy 8 alone, into the category of hint strategies.  The modified coding scheme 

for analysis of request strategies used in this study is described, exemplified, and 

justified as follows.  Some of the examples below are unadapted request utterances 

produced by the participating children in this study. 
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4.3.1 Substrategy Type 1:  Imperative (Mood Derivable) 

Definition 

 The illocutionary force is specified by the grammatical mood of the verb in the 

request head act.  Imperatives are the typical form of a mood-derivable request 

strategy. 

a. Give me some cookies. 

Example 

(2) (English request) 

b. Please give me the cookies. 
c. Give me some cookies, ok? 
d. Shh. 
 

(3) (Chinese request) 
 
a. 把餅乾給我。 
 Ba binggan gei wo. 
 ‘Give me the cookie.’ 
 
b. 請你給我一個餅乾。 
 Qing ni gei wo yi ge binggan. 
 ‘Please give me a cookie.’ 
 
c. 給我一些餅乾，好不好？ 
 Gei wo yixie binggan, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Give me some cookies, ok?’ 

 

 Imperative forms in Chinese are used to get the hearer(s) to do something, 

much as are those in English.  The second person pronoun subject ni ‘you’ or nimen 

‘(plural) you’ can be omitted (though not as often as “you” in English imperatives can) 

and the result still be understood. According to Chu (1999), there are three ways to 

soften the force of a Chinese imperative: (1) the addition of the sentence-final particle 

ba as an “uncertainty particle” (p. 104) to turn an imperative request into a suggestive 

Justification 
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request (e.g., “借我鉛筆吧。Jie wo qianbi ba. ‘Lend me a pencil (ba),’”) (2) the use 

of a verb like 請 qing, 麻煩 mafan, or 勞駕 laojia as a polite expression to attenuate 

the requestive force, as shown in Example (3b), and (3) the addition of a V-not-V 

form (e.g., “好不好 hao bu hao ‘ok?’”) before the verb or in final position as a signal 

to ask for confirmation or permission, as can be seen in Example (3c). 

 “Please” and “qing” can serve as a device to modify the head act internally by 

softening, intensifying, or identifying the requestive force of an utterance (Achiba, 

2003; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986; Faerch & Kasper, 

1989; Lee-Wong, 1994; Searle, 1979). 

 Tag imperatives, as given in Examples (2c) and (3c), are coded based on their 

preceding proposition, so do other request strategy types with a post-posed tag.  

According to the CCSARP, tags are syntactic downgraders; that is, they do not 

change how their head acts are classified, but they are likely to reduce the imposition 

of the requestive force.  They are coded based on the category under which their 

preceding proposition falls, such as Examples in (4) presented below. 

(4) a. Give me some cookies, ok?  (imperative) 
b. I want some cookies, ok?  (want statement) 
c. Can you give me some cookies, ok?  (query preparatory) 

 
 The expression “shh” shown in Example (2d) is an imperative interjection that 

generally accompanies gestural support (the placing of index finger on lips) to denote 

the hearer’s requestive intent – asking for noise reduction or cessation.  Thus, it is 

placed in the category of imperative. 
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4.3.2 Substrategy Type 2:  Performative (Explicit and Hedged Performative) 

Definition 

 Explicit performatives in this study refer to utterances where the requestive 

force is explicitly identified through the use of a declarative sentence pattern like: “I + 

[ask/am asking] …,” which includes an illocutionary or performative verb (e.g., 

request, ask, command, demand, order) unambiguously specifies the requestive intent.  

Hedged performatives are described as utterances where the performative verb that 

names the requestive force is modified by modals (e.g., must, have to) or intent 

indicating verbs (e.g., want to, would like to, wish to). 

 I list some English illocutionary verbs under Searle’s (1979) category of 

“directives” for reader’s reference as follows: “ask, order, command, request, beg, 

plead, pray, entreat, and also invite, permit, and advise” (p. 14).  This is not an 

exhaustive list of directive verbs, but includes some of the key illocutionary verbs 

marking the speaker’s requestive intent.  Chinese performative verbs will be discussed 

immediately after the following request instances.  

a. I am asking you to give me some cookies.   (explicit performative) 

Example 

(5) (English request) 

b. I’d like to ask you to give me some cookies.  (hedged performative) 
 

(6) (Chinese request) 
 
a. 拜託你給我一個餅乾。 (explicit performative) 
 Baituo ni gei wo yi ge binggan. 
 ‘I am (humbly) requesting you to give me a cookie.’ (literal translation) 
 ‘Please give me a cookie.’ (pragmatic translation) 
 
b. 我要請你教我功課。 (hedged performative) 
 Wo yao qing ni jiao wo gongke. 
 ‘I want to ask you to help me with homework.’ 
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• 請 qing ‘to ask’ 

Justification 

   Austin (1962) argues that “the uttering of the sentence is, or is a part of, the 

doing of an action” (p. 5).  That is, “performative utterances” (as termed by Austin, 

1961, 1962) are utterances that are “doing something rather than merely saying 

something” (Austin, 1961, p. 235).  For a detailed discussion of the notion of 

performatives, see Austin (1961), Fraser (1975), and Harnish (2007). 

 Below are some Chinese performative/directive verbs, cited or adapted from 

the literature, which marks the speaker’s requestive intent. 

麻煩 mafan ‘to trouble’ 
勞駕 laojia ‘trouble you’ 
(From Lin, 2006; Zhang, 1995a) 

 
• 命令 mingling ‘to order’ 

讓 rang ‘to ask [sic]’ 
叫 jiao ‘to call’ 
要求 yaoqiu ‘to ask’ 
請求 qingqiu ‘to ask’ 
懇求 kenqiu ‘to sincerely ask’ 
乞求/求 qiqiu/qiu ‘to beg/ask’ 
祈求 qiqiu ‘to pleadingly ask’ 
求求 qiuqiu ‘to beg’ 
(From Hong, 1999) 

 
 However, to my best understanding, the verbs 讓 rang ‘to let’, 麻煩 mafan ‘to 

trouble/bother’, and 勞駕 laojia ‘trouble/bother you’ are not performative verbs; thus, 

they are not viewed as performative verbs in this study.  For example, the utterance 

“麻煩給我餅乾。Mafan gei wo binggan” can be literally translated as ‘I am 

troubling/I trouble you to give me cookies.’ or pragmatically translated, following Li 

and Thompson’s (1981) gloss, as ‘Please give me some cookies.’  It appears that 
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mafan and laojia are more likely to be interpreted as “please” rather than a verb “to 

trouble” or “trouble you” respectively.  However, it cannot be denied that they are 

verbs syntactically.  Thus, my consideration is whether the utterance “I am 

troubling/trouble you to give me some cookies” is an explicit performative utterance 

in English.  According to Austin (1962), “performative verbs serve the special 

purpose of making explicit … what precise action it is that his being performed by the 

issuing of the utterance” (p. 61).  This utterance in question is not a performative 

because troubling someone is not an illocutionary act, but a perlocutionary act.  In 

other words, by uttering the sentence, the speaker is performing the act of requesting 

rather than that of troubling, and it is the performance of the illocutionary act of 

requesting by issuing the utterance that results in producing the perlocutionary effect 

of troubling upon the hearer.  Thus, given the performative sense in English, mafan 

and laojia are excluded from the possibility of being a performative verb that names 

and makes explicit the act of requesting; rather, it is a verb, like the verb “persuade,” 

which specifies the perlocutionary effect.  Note, however, that performatives can be 

language-specific, that is, those verbs that are not performatives in English can be 

performatives in Chinese, but I still lack evidence to substantiate the claim that mafan 

and laojia are performative verbs in Chinese.  Further empirical evidence or 

theoretical arguments are needed to account for their being used as performative verbs 

in Chinese, if they are likely to be.  However, from a Chinese insider’s perspective, I 

tend to view words like 請 qing, 麻煩 mafan, 勞駕 laojia, and 拜託 baituo, either 

being a verb or an adverb, as a rather standard or conventionalized usage to denote a 

polite request in Chinese.    
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 Additionally, in this study, 請 qing ‘to ask’ is regarded as a performative verb 

only when it is placed immediately after the first person singular pronoun “I.”  For 

example, an utterance like “請你給我餅乾。Qing ni gei wo binggan. ‘Please give me 

cookies’” is categorized as an imperative rather than a performative.  Here is the 

reason.  Qing can function as an adverb (Zhou, 2004) expressing politeness, which is 

grammaticalized from the verb qing ‘to invite/ask/request’, because the politeness 

form qing has been frequently used to convey courtesy and friendliness in 

communication among Chinese people (Li, 2004; Qu & Chen, 2001; Zhou, 2004).  

For example, qing is categorized as a polite expression rather than a verb in the 

following utterances. 

(7) a. 請你告訴我。(Li, 2004, p. 42) 
  Qing ni gaosu wo.  
  ‘Please tell me.’ 
  

b.  請你安靜一點。(Qu & Chen, 2001, p. 25) 
  Qing ni anjing yi dian. 
  ‘Please be quiet.’  
 

c. 請(您)準時出席。 (Zhou, 2004, p. 108) 
  Qing (nin) zhunshi chuxi. 
  ‘Please be on time.’  

 
Generally, the verb qing ‘to ask’ cannot be elided from an utterance so as to keep the 

speech grammatically and semantically intact, whereas the polite expression qing can 

be omitted without disrupting the grammatical nature of the speech.  For instance, the 

omission of 請 qing in the utterance “我請你教我功課。Wo qing ni jiao wo gongke. 

‘I am asking you to help me with homework’” can clearly make the utterance 

grammatically and semantically ill-formed; hence, qing operates as a verb here. 
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 Also, in this study, I consider the verb 拜託 baituo ‘to humbly/politely 

request’ as a performative verb because it is syntactically and semantically 

unambiguous to be used merely as a verb that denotes the request intent of a 

performative utterance.  It is of note that the first person singular pronoun “I” can be 

omitted in Chinese performatives as long as a performative verb, such as baituo, 

unambiguously specifies the requestive goal of an utterance, such as in “拜託你把餅

乾給我。Baituo ni ba binggan gei wo. ‘(I) am requesting you to give me the 

cookie.’”  However, if baituo occurs alone without identifying the requestive goal of 

an utterance, as in “拜託！我肚子可能快餓死了！Baituo! Wo duzi keneng kuai e si 

le. ‘Please!  I am starving!,’” the utterance is coded as a hint rather than a 

performative utterance. 

 Performatives are categorized as direct illocutionary acts in the CCSARP 

coding scheme.  Bach and Harnish (1979), however, consider performative utterances 

as indirect illocutionary acts because according to their view, “performativity is 

indirect even in explicit performative utterances” (p.209).  In other words, they 

maintain that such utterances only indirectly denote a request through directly making 

a statement.  Yet, I still follow the categorization scheme of the CCSARP project 

because the requestive goal is readily perceived in a performative. 

 

4.3.3 Substrategy Type 3:  Obligation Statement (Locution Derivable) 

 Obligation statements mean that the derivation of the requestive intent 

conveyed in an utterance can be traced through the semantic meaning of the locution 

Definition 
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that indicates the hearer’s obligation or necessity to fulfill the request.  Listed below 

are some English and Chinese locutions. 

• have to, must, should, ought to 
 

• 務必 wubi ‘must’ 
必須 bixu ‘must’ 
須 xu ‘must’ 
應該 yinggai ‘should’ 
該 gai ‘should’ 
應當 yingdang ‘should’ 
得 de ‘should/must/have to’ 
(必)要 (bi)yao ‘need to/have to’ 

 
Example 

(8) (English request) 

You must (have to/should/ought to) give back my scissors. 
 
(9) (Chinese request) 
 
 你要趕快還我！ 
 Ni yao gankuai huan wo! 
 ‘You have to give them back to me soon.’ 
 

4.3.4 Substrategy Type 4:  Want Statement 

• want, need, hope, would like to, wish 

Definition 

 The category is characterized as utterances that indicate the speaker’s desire, 

wish, or need to get the hearer to realize the requested act.  Linguistic devices that 

signal to the hearer that the want/need statements are request-oriented include, but are 

not limited to, the following: 

 
• 想 xiang ‘wish/want’ 

要 yao ‘want/need’ 
需要 xuyao ‘need’ 
希望 xiwang ‘hope’ 
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a. I want your cookies. 

Example 

(10) (English request) 
 

b. I need my eraser. 
 
(11) (Chinese request) 
 

a. 我要吃那塊餅乾。 
  Wo yao chi na kuai binggan. 
  ‘I wanna eat that cookie.’ 
 

b. 我要吃餅乾，好不好？ 
  Wo yao chi binggan, hao bu hao? 
  ‘I wanna eat cookies, ok?’ 
 

 However, this study follows the CCSARP’s coding scheme to classify the 

aforesaid three categories into direct requests because I believe that first, the 

requestive intent in the three categories is specified explicitly enough to be recognized 

Justification 

 Some authors (e.g., Bach & Harnish, 1979; Fraser, 1975; Garvey, 1975; Liao, 

1982; Searle, 1979) view what the CCSARP project calls “hedged performatives,” 

“obligation statements,” and/or “want statements” as indirect requests in that 

“[e]mbedding increases the inferential load on the hearer” (Bach & Harnish, 1979), 

and the act of requesting is performed indirectly by asserting a literal statement (e.g., 

“I want …” or “I want to ask you …”) of what the speaker desires the hearer to carry 

out a certain action (Bach & Harnish, 1979; Garvey, 1975).  It is generally held by 

linguists that the requestive force is associated with an imperative form rather than a 

declarative or interrogative form.  If there is a mismatch between mood and requestive 

force of an utterance, the utterance is considered as an indirect request accordingly. 
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by a familiar hearer in this study (e.g., parent, sibling, teacher, or classmate), and 

second, want statements occur in children’s earlier development of request forms 

(Ervin-Tripp, 1976) and “what is wanted is as baldly stated as in an imperative” based 

on Ervin-Tripp’s (1976, p. 29) empirical data regarding adults’ requests (and 

analogously inferring to children’s requests).  Thus, they are characterically 

interpreted as an explicit instead of an implicit request.  For example, the above 

utterances in (10) and (11) have great potential to be intuitively taken as distinct 

requests (and thus direct requests) by familiars in a family or school setting.  As 

Trosborg (1995) points out, “[i]n a transparent request situation, a speaker’s statement 

of his/her needs would be an unambiguous request” (p. 208).  I therefore favor the 

direct request reading rather than the indirect request interpretation for want 

statements. 

 It should be noted, however, that the subcategory of the utterance “I want to 

ask you to give me some cookies” differs from that of the utterance “I want you to 

give me some cookies” because the requestive force of the former is named by a 

performative verb “ask,” which is modified by an intent indicating verb (or treated as 

modals by Fraser, 1975) “want to,” whereas that of the latter is solely denoted by the 

verb “want” that signals requestive intent.  The other confusion perhaps lurking in the 

notion of performative verb is that why an utterance such as “I ask you to lend me a 

pencil” is an explicit performative, while “I want you to lend me a pencil” or “I 

borrow your pencil” is not.  The account, based on the literature, is that by issuing 

such an utterance “I ask you to lend me a pencil,” the speaker is performing the act of 

asking or requesting, whereas it would be awkward to say “I want you to lend me a 
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pencil” or “I borrow your pencil” is an utterance to perform the act of wanting or 

borrowing; thus, the verbs “want” and “borrow” are not performative verbs. 

 

4.3.5 Substrategy Type 5:  Other Directness 

 Included in this category are direct questions, conditional statements, ellipses, 

and prohibition statements.  They are discussed and exemplified below. 

Direct Question 

 Definition 

 A “direct question” is pragmatically defined herein as a request for 

information rather than as a request for action.  Searle (1969) points out that “asking 

questions is really a special case of requesting, viz., requesting information (real 

question) or requesting that the hearer display knowledge (exam question)” (p. 69).  

Edmondson (1981) uses the generic term “question” to refer to an information-

seeking request, “a query-locution used to perform an illocutionary act of Requesting 

a Claim, Tell, or other illocution with a minimum of indirectness” (p. 195). 

 Example 

(12) (English request) 
 
 a. (Student to teacher in a reading class) 
  Student: Which page? 
  Teacher: Page fifty-six. 
 
 b. (Student to teacher in a reading class) 
  Student: (looking at a word the teacher wrote on the board) 
    What is “nome”? 
  Teacher: That’s “home.” 
 
(13) (Chinese request) 
  
 a. 什麼是”憂傷”？ 
  Shenme shi “youshang”? 
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  ‘What does “youshang” mean?’ 
 
 b. “是”可以造什麼造句？ 
  “Shi” keyi zao shenme zao ju? 
  ‘How do I make a sentence with “am”?’ 
 
Conditional Statement (Threat or Promise) 

 Definition 

 Conditional statements herein refer to utterances that are used to get the hearer 

to do or not to do something by virtue of performing such as a conditional 

threat/warning or a conditional promise.  The speaker’s requestive goal and the 

potential consequence, either positive (e.g., reward) or negative (e.g., threat), 

following the fulfillment or unfulfillment of the desired goal are both explicitly stated; 

hence, the hearer can readily recognize the request meaning that is intended by the 

speaker.  A conditional statement can be uttered in an “if …, (then)” form, or an 

imperative-like form like “imperative + or” or “imperative + and,” as shown in the 

examples below. 

 Note that conditional requests are not included in this category because in 

general their head act can be distinctly isolated from the supportive moves (e.g., “If 

you finish washing dishes, please help me with my homework?”).  By contrast, the 

head act of a conditional threat or promise is usually attached to the conjunction “if.”  

 

a. I’ll throw this in a garbage can if you don’t help me with my homework. 

Example 

(14) (English request) 
 

b. If you give me the cookie, I’ll give you some candy. 
 

(15) (Chinese request) 
 
a. 你把餅乾給我，(我就不欺負你了)。 

  Ni ba binggan gei wo, wo jiu bu qifu ni le. 
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  ‘If you give me the cookie, (then) I won’t bully you.’ 
  (= Give me the cookie, or I’ll bully you.) 
  

b. 如果你借我鉛筆，(我就給你糖果)。 
  Ruguo ni jie wo qianbi, wo jiu gei ni tangguo. 
  ‘If you lend me a pencil, (then) I’ll give you some candy.’ 
  (= Lend me a pencil, and I’ll give you some candy.) 
 
 

(16) a. He told me to give him the cookie or he’d bully me. 

Justification 

 Green (1975) argues that conditional threats and promises, like “if” statements, 

can be used to convey requests, and the linguistic forms of conditional threat and 

conditional promise “may be reported like impositives with tell (threats) and say 

for … to (promises)” (p. 125).  For example, according to Green, Examples (15a) and 

(15b) can be reported, respectively, as in (16a) and (16b). 

 b. She said for me to lend her a pencil and she’d give me some candy. 
 
 Fraser (1996) calls imperative-like statements, such as “Give me the cookie, or 

I’ll bully you” or “Lend me a pencil, and I’ll give you some candy,” “imperative-

based hybrids,” and interprets them as statements pragmatically equivalent to their 

respective “if” statement (p. 179).  Three of Fraser’s examples are presented in (17). 

(17) a. Talk, or I’ll shoot. (= If you don’t talk, I’ll shoot) 
b. Don’t smile, or I’ll clobber you. (= If you smile, I’ll clobber you.) 
c. Wash, and I’ll dry. (= If you wash, I’ll dry.) 
 

Thus, based on Fraser’s interpretations in (17), an utterance such as (15a) “If you give 

me the cookie, I won’t bully you” can be rendered as “If you don’t give me the cookie, 

I’ll bully you.”  That means that the request inherently does not give the hearer an out 

since an undesired outcome will occur to the hearer if s/he fails to comply with the 

request.  Similarly, the utterance (15b) “If you lend me a pencil, I’ll give you some 

candy” can be glossed as “If you don’t lend me a pencil, I won’t give you any candy.”  
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In other words, the hearer has no choice but to perform the request, or s/he will miss a 

desirable reward.  Thus, I classify what I call “conditional statement” (conditional 

threat or conditional promise) within the category of direct requests because: (1) the 

requestive goal and the outcome of failure to attain the goal are both explicitly 

verbalized in a conditional statement, (2) like other direct request strategies, a 

conditional statement strategy leaves little room for the hearer to decline the request, 

and (3) given that the preceding literature suggests that a conditional statement 

potentially has a similar function like an imperative or impositive, which I categorize 

into a direct request strategy accordingly. 

Ellipsis 

 Definition 

 An elliptical utterance here is taken as pragmatically embedded, and its 

omitted part of speech can be readily interpretable and intelligible from the context.  

The typical linguistic form falling within the category in this study is “how to VP 

(verb phrase),” as shown below. 

 Example 

(18) (English request) 

 a. How to do this? 
  (= Show/Teach me how to do this.) 
 b. Stop! 
  (= Stop taking my money!) 
 
(19) (Chinese request) 

 這一題怎麼寫？ 
  Zhe yi ti zenme xie? 
 ‘How do I do this (question)?’ 
 
 Justification 
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 According to the CCSARP coding scheme, linguistic structures (e.g., 

infinitives, ellipses) that are corresponding to imperatives are categorized into the 

same directness level as imperatives.  However, in my view, an elliptical utterance 

like “how to VP” differs from an imperative utterance in that the former is generally 

accessed through immediate contextual support whereas the latter primarily depends 

on linguistic understanding.  Thus, ellipses are pulled out from the imperative 

category but remain to be classified as direct strategies. 

 However, there is one point I need to mention here.  In my modified coding 

scheme, an utterance such as “How to do this (question)?” is coded as “other 

directness,” but an utterance like “I don’t know how to do this (question)” is 

categorized as a hint strategy type.  Here is the reason.  In the former, the speaker 

clearly specifies the requestive goal that the hearer is requested to respond to a “how-

to” question; thus the hearer will give practical assistance or advice unless s/he 

refuses the explicit request.  In the latter, by contrast, the speaker simply states the 

problem but fails to explicitly express his/her goal – a request for help with 

schoolwork.  Thus, the two utterances are assigned to different strategy categories. 

Prohibition Statement 

 Definition 

 Prohibition statements are characterized by explicitness and are used to stop 

the hearer from doing something or to order that something to not be allowed to be 

done. 

 Example 

(20) (English request) 
  
 You can not take my money. 
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(21) (Chinese request) 
 

a. 不能拿！ 
 Bu neng na! 
 ‘(You) can’t take it!’ 

 
b. 你不可以拿！ 

  Ni bu keyi na! 
  ‘You may not take it!’ 
 

c. 你不准拿！ 
 Ni bu zhun na! 
 ‘You mustn’t take it!’ 
 
 
 

4.3.6 Substrategy Type 6:  Suggestory Formula 

• How about / What about …? 

Definition 

 Suggestory formula is described as an utterance in which the requestive intent 

is expressed through a conventionalized form of suggestion.  The formulae typically 

used to perform requests in virtue of the suggestive force of the utterance are as 

follows: 

Why don’t / Why not …? 
Let’s …. 
Shall we …? 

 
• …, 怎麼樣?  ..., zenmeyang?  ‘How/What about …?’  

…, 如何?  …, ruhe?  ‘How/What about …?’ or ‘Shall we …?’ 
…, 吧？ …, ba?  ‘Why don’t / Why not …?’ or ‘Let’s ….’ 

 

a. How about giving me some cookies? 

Example 

(22) (English request) 
 

  How about sharing some cookies with me? 
b. Why don’t you give me some cookies? 
c. Why not give me some cookies? 
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d. Shall we eat cookies together? 
 
(23) (Chinese request) 
  
 a. 分一點餅乾給我怎麼樣？ 
  Fen yi dian binggan gei wo zenmeyang? 
  ‘How about sharing some cookies with me?’ 

 
 b. 我們一起吃餅乾如何？ 
  Women yiqi chi binggan ruhe? 
  ‘How about eating cookies together?’ 
  ‘Shall we eat cookies together?’ 

 
 c. 我們一起吃餅乾吧？ 
  Women yiqi chi binggan ba? 
  ‘Let’s eat cookies together?’ 
  ‘Why not eat cookies together?’ 

 
Justification 

 Searle (1979) counts formulae such as “Why not…” and “Why don’t you…” 

as conventionally indirect requests because they have to do with the hearer’s “reason 

for doing” the act of requesting (p.38).  Regarding the sentence-final particle 吧 ba, it 

is semantically equivalent to the function of  “Don’t you think so?” or “Wouldn’t you 

agree?” and can serve as a marker for soliciting agreement or approval in a manner 

similar to the function of a tag question that seeks confirmation as to the preceding 

proposition (Li & Thompson, 1981).  In particular, when the speaker strategically 

uses the inclusive “we” (i.e., including the speaker and the hearer as the subject of a 

requestive utterance) and the sentence-final particle ba functions as mentioned here, 

“the ‘let’s …’ meaning follows naturally” (Li & Thompson, 1981, p. 308), as can be 

seen from utterance (23c).  Note, however, that none of the suggestory formulae were 

found in my child interview data. 
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4.3.7 Substrategy Type 7:  Query Preparatory 

• ability Can/Could I …?  

Definition 

 Query preparatory strategies are often employed by means of querying one of 

the preparatory conditions, such as the hearer’s ability, willingness, or availability to 

perform a request, the possibility of a request being fulfilled, or the speaker’s seeking 

permission from the hearer to realize a request.  Below are some formulae. 

• willingness Will/Would you … ? 
• availability Have you got …? 
• possibility Is it possible for (me/you) …?  
• permission May/Can/Could I …? 

 
The conventionalized forms of Chinese query preparatory requests are such as 

described below. 

• 能不能…?  neng bu neng …?  ‘Can/Could (I/you) …?’ 
  ‘May I …?’ 
  ‘Is it possible for (me/you) …?’ 

• 能…嗎?  neng … ma?  same as “neng buneng …?”  
 
• 可(以)不可以…?  ke(yi) bu keyi …?  ‘May I…?’ 

  ‘Can/Could (I/you)…?’ 
  ‘Will/Would (you) …?’ 

• 可以…嗎? keyi … ma? same as “ke bu keyi …?” 
 
Example 
 
(24) (English request) 
 
 a. Can/Could you give me some cookies? 
  (ability, availability, possibility, willingness) 
 b. Can/Could I have a piece of cookie, please? 
  (permission) 
 c. May I have your cookie? 
  (permission) 
 d. Will/Would you share the cookies with me? 
  (willingness) 

 
(25) (Chinese request) 
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 a. 能不能分我一些餅乾？  
  Neng bu neng fen wo yixie binggan? 
  ‘Can/Could you share some cookies with me?’ 

 
 b. 能分我一些餅乾嗎？ 
  Neng fen wo yixie binggan ma? 
  ‘Can/Could you share some cookies with me?’ 

 
 c. 可不可以分我一些餅乾？ 
  Ke bu keyi fen wo yixie binggan? 
  ‘Can/Will you share some cookies with me?’ 

 
 d. 可以分我一些餅乾嗎？ 
  Keyi fen wo yixie binggan ma? 
  ‘Can you (will you) share some cookies with me?’ 

 
 e. 我可以吃你的餅乾嗎？ 
  Wo keyi chi nide binggan ma? 
  ‘May I have your cookie? 
 

 In his 1969 and 1979 works, Searle analyzes the act of requesting in terms of 

four conditions: preparatory condition (the hearer is able to perform the requested act), 

sincerity condition (the speaker wants the requested act fulfilled), propositional 

content condition (the speaker predicates a future requesting behavior of the hearer), 

Justification 

 Ervin-Tripp (1976) terms the English linguistic forms (e.g., “can/could you,” 

“can/could I,” “will/would you”) used in the query preparatory category and the form 

“Why don’t you …?” in the suggestory formula category “imbedded imperatives,” 

and defines the request forms as “all instances in which agent and object are explicit, 

so that the forms preceding them are a kind of formal addition” (p.33).  Thus, these 

forms present no interpretive problem for the hearer (Ervin-Tripp, 1976) and “could 

quite standardly [hence conventionally] be used to make indirect requests and other 

directives” (Searle, 1979, p. 36). 
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and essential condition (the speaker intends the utterance to be taken as an attempt to 

get the hearer to do the requested act).  The CCSARP coding scheme characterizes a 

preparatory condition for carrying out a conventionally indirect request as including 

the variables of ability, willingness, or possibility.  To Searle (1979), the hearer’s 

ability to perform a request is the only variable that is associated with the preparatory 

condition, and the hearer’s desire or willingness has nothing to do with the four 

aforementioned conditions, but it relates to the hearer’s reasons for doing the request.  

Gordon and Lakoff (1975) also discuss the reasons on which a rational request is 

based.  In their view, the hearer’s ability or willingness to perform a request is one of 

the critical conditions for making a reasonable request. 

 In this study, the two strategies that query the hearer’s ability and availability 

are pulled together since, if the hearer is able to carry out a specific request, s/he 

should be available to do it as well.  Further, “[a]bility can bring in the implication of 

willingness (especially in spoken English)” (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, & Svartvik, 

1972, p. 98).  Here is Quirk’s et al. example: “Can/Could you do me a favor?” (p. 98).  

The utterance can mean: (1) “Are you able to do me a favor?,” (2) “Do you want to do 

me a favor?,” and/or (3) “Is it possible for you to do me a favor?”  In other words, the 

expression “can/could you” is likely to convey a request by querying the hearer’s 

ability, availability, willingness, and/or possibility to carry it out. 

 Additionally, asking about the hearer’s willingness and seeking permission 

from the hearer to comply with a request are considered the same strategy type 

because, according to Trosborg (1995), the speaker’s request for permission is one 

way of asking whether the hearer would be willing to do something.  The difference is 

that the focus of the requestive utterance shifts from the hearer’s action (e.g. Would 
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you lend me a pencil?) to the speaker’s (e.g., May I borrow a pencil?) (Ervin-Tripp, 

1976; Trosborg, 1995) that is under the control of the hearer.  During anticipation of 

permission, the hearer is requested not only to grant permission, but also to exercise 

an action desired by the speaker (Ervin-Tripp, 1976), such as performing an 

agreement by means of lending a pencil to the speaker. 

 One point worth noting is that efforts are made in this study to provide a 

modified coding scheme dovetailing both English and Chinese data.  That is, similar 

principles for coding are employed to ensure the differences between coding stems 

from data itself, rather than variations of the English and Chinese coding schemes.  

Thus, as already mentioned in Section 4.3.1, English tag questions are coded based on 

the category under which their preceding proposition (i.e., the head act) falls, so are 

Chinese tag questions.  The following are some examples. 

(26) a. 分我一些餅乾，可以嗎？   (imperative) 
  Fen wo yixie binggan, keyi ma? 
  ‘Share some cookies with me, ok?’ 

 
 b. 借我一枝鉛筆，可不可以？  (imperative) 
  Jie wo yi zhi qianbi, ke bu keyi? 
  ‘Lend me a pencil, ok?’ 

 
 c. 安靜一點，好嗎？   (imperative) 
  Anjing yi dian, hao ma? 
  Keep it down, ok? 

 
 d. 我想要一些餅乾, 好不好?   (want statement) 
  Wo xiang yao yixie binggan, hao bu hao? 
  ‘I want some cookies, ok?’ 
 
In other words, tag questions are primarily used to seek agreement or confirmation 

with the speaker’s preceding proposition of the utterance from the hearer.  Therefore, 

the head act determines the strategy category of a request. 
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 It is also to be noted that the English past tense request forms such as “could 

you” and “would you,” and the Chinese request forms “能不能…? neng bu neng…?” 

or “能…嗎? neng … ma?,” both meaning such as ‘Can/Could you/I…?,’ were not 

found in my child interview data.  Such findings merit further research because it 

could be linguistically related (e.g., different acquisition orders in the present and past 

tense in English) or socially affected (e.g., learning from people who are usually 

around such as parents). 

 

4.3.8 Substrategy Type 8:  Hint 

 Hints refer to utterances that do not explicitly specify the goal of the requested 

act, though partial elements associated with the act are probably available (e.g., 

“That’s my money!” intended as a request for getting money back).  As noted in the 

earlier section on Chapter 2 on discussing direct versus indirect request strategies, 

hints are ambiguous in light of the propositional content or illocutionary force or both 

(Weizman, 1985); thus, the understanding of which is highly determined by the 

context, such as interlocutor or situation.  Included in this category are those 

utterances whose requestive intent is not identifiable or recognizable through the 

locution, provided that contextual support is absent.  Falling into this category are 

such as reason statements, non-explicit questions, and reminder statements, which 

function as the head acts of requests because no explicit head acts but the above-

mentioned hints are available to realize requests.  That is, unlike supportive moves 

(e.g., grounders), which are external to the head act of a request, hint requests here 

compose the head acts. 

Reason Statement 
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 Definition 

 Reason statements are characterized as utterances where a reason, cause, fact, 

problem, and/or ownership claim are identified or made to sensitize the hearer to the 

requested act and perform it accordingly (Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986).  Like Ervin-

Tripp and Gordon (1986), who categorize the utterance “Oh, my purse” as a hint, I 

code an ownership-claim utterance like “That’s my money,” as shown in utterance 

(28c) below, as a hint request in my analysis, because in which the speaker simply 

states to whom the money belongs, but not specify the requestive goal, asking the 

hearer to stop taking the money.   

 Example 

(27) (English request) 
 
 a. I am so hungry. 
  (Intent: asking for food) 
 b. I don’t know how to write this one. 
  (Intent: asking for help with schoolwork) 
 c. It’s too loud. 
  (Intent: asking to keep quiet) 
 
(28) (Chinese requests) 
 
 a. 這一題我不會寫。 
  Zhe yi ti wo bu hui xie. 
  ‘I don’t know how to do this one.’ 
  (Intent: asking for help with schoolwork) 
 
 b. 你吵到我了。 
  Ni chao dao wo le. 
  ‘You’re bothering me.’ 
  (Intent: asking to keep quiet) 

 
 c. 那是我的午餐費。 
  Na shi wode wucanfei. 
  ‘That’s my lunch money.’ 
  (Intent: asking not to take the lunch money) 

Non-Explicit Question 
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 Definition 

 Non-explicit questions (or termed as “non-explicit question directives” by 

Ervin-Tripp, 1976) refer to questions that are intended and recognized as a request for 

action rather than a request for information.  They give the hearer an out by allowing 

him/her to pretend that they were information questions rather than question 

directives in case s/he does not intend to comply with a request (Ervin-Tripp).   

 Example 

(29) (English request) 
 
 a. Where are my scissors? 
  (Intent: asking for the scissors back) 
 b. Don’t you know I have a final exam tomorrow? 
  (Intent: asking to be quiet or to keep the voice down) 
 c. Why did you take my money? 
  (Intent: asking not to take the money) 

 
(30) (Chinese request) 

 
 a. 為什麼沒把剪刀還給我？ 
  Weishenme mei ba jiandao huan gei wo? 
  ‘How come you didn’t give back my scissors?’ 
  (Intent: asking for the scissors back) 

 
 b. 你為什麼拿我的錢？ 
  Ni weishenme na wode qian? 
  ‘Why did you take my money?’ 
  (Intent: asking not to take the money) 

Reminder Statement 

 

 Reminder statements are used to cause the hearer to aware and realize the 

necessity of fulfilling an anticipated act.  They are classified as hints rather than direct 

requests in that they do not clearly state the requestive goal.  For example, in 

utterances (31) and (32a), though the speaker reminds the hearer that a requested act 

Definition 
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has yet to be done, s/he does not specify what the hearer is expected to do, such as 

giving back the scissors.  Thus, the hearer can deliberately treat the reminder as a 

statement rather than a request, and may simply answer “I know.”  As such, I consider 

them as hint requests. 

 

4.4 Summary of Modified Coding Scheme for Request Strategies 

Example 

(31) (English request) 

 a. I lent you the crayon, but you still didn’t give it back to me. 
  (Intent: asking for the crayon back) 
 b. Yesterday you borrowed my scissors, but you still didn’t give them back  
  to me. 
  (Intent: asking for the scissors back) 

 
(32) (Chinese request) 

 
 a. 我的剪刀，你忘記還給我了。 
  Wode jiandao, ni wangji huan gei wo le. 
  ‘My scissors, you forgot to give (them) back to me.’ 
  (Intent: asking for the scissors back) 

 
 b. 你忘記這是你給我的(錢)嗎？ 
  Ni wangji zhe shi ni gei wode (qian) ma? 
  ‘You forgot you gave me the money?’ 
  (Intent: asking for the money back) 

 

 In Sections 4.1 – 4.3, I have discussed the details of my modified coding 

scheme as to their definitions, examples, and justifications including the clarification 

of some problems due to categorical confusion.  The examples presented in 

illustrating my coding scheme are largely based on the data I collected.  The modified 

coding scheme used in this study is very much like that developed by the CCSARP 

project (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989a).  That is, there are three main request strategy 

types identical to those used in the analytical framework for request used by CCSARP, 
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and there are eight substrategy types that are slightly modified to account for the 

specificity of the data obtained in this study.  The modified coding categories are 

summarized as follows. 

 Direct requests are explicit strategies that clearly express the speaker’s 

requestive intent by means of: (1) imperatives (utterances in which the grammatical 

mood on which a request is originally patterned), (2) performatives (utterances using 

an illocutionary verb, possibly modified by modals, to perform the requested act), (3) 

obligation statements (expressions of the hearer’s obligation or necessity to fulfill the 

request), (4) want statements (expressions of the speaker’s desire or wish to get the 

hearer to do the specified request), or (5) other directness-related strategies called 

“other directness” such as direct questions (requests for information), conditional 

statements (utterances stating clear goals and consequences following compliance or 

noncompliance with the requested goal), ellipses (utterances in which elements left 

unuttered can be intelligible from the context), and prohibition statements (utterances 

used to bar others from doing something or disallow them from doing something).  

Conventionally indirect requests, whose requestive goal is explicitly stated but whose 

usage is governed by convention, are indirectness-oriented.  Included in the 

conventionally indirect strategy category are: (1) suggestory formulae (utterances in 

which the requestive intent is expressed through a conventionalized form of 

suggestion), and (2) query preparatories (utterances employing queries of the 

preparatory condition like the hearer’s ability, willingness, or possibility to the 

realization of a request).  Further, hint requests are indirect strategies whose 

requestive goal is implied rather than clearly stated.  Falling into the hint category are 

such as: (1) reason statements (utterances involving the identification of a reason, 
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cause, fact, problem, or ownership of possessions to sensitize the hearer to the 

fulfillment of a request), (2) non-explicit questions (questions intended as requests for 

action), and (3) reminder statements (utterances used to cause the hearer to aware and 

realize the necessity of the performance of an anticipated act). 

 Additionally, the modified coding categories of request strategy type and their 

respective examples in this study are summarized in Table 4.2 below. 
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Table 4.2 
Modified coding categories of request strategy type and examples 
 

Substrategy 
Type 

Example 
(English) 

Example 
(Chinese) 

Main Strategy Type: Direct Request (including substrategy types 1-5) 
1. Imperative  Give me the cookie. 

 
 把餅乾給我。 
 Ba binggan gei wo. 
 ‘Give me the cookie.’ 
 

2. Performative   I am asking you to give me 
 some cookies. 
 
 
  I’d like to ask you to give me 
 some cookies. 

  拜託你給我一個餅乾。 
 Baituo ni gei wo yi ge binggan. 
    ‘I am (humbly) requesting you to give me a 
    cookie.’ 
 我要請你教我功課。 
 Wo yao qing ni jiao wo gongke. 
 ‘I want to ask you to help me with 
 homework.’ 
 

3. Obligation 
 statement 

  You must give back my 
 scissors. 

 你要趕快還我！ 
 Ni yao gankuai huan wo! 
 ‘You have to give them back to me soon.’ 
 

4. Want 
 statement 

 I want your cookies. 
 I need my eraser. 

 我要吃那塊餅乾。 
 Wo yao chi na kuai binggan. 
 ‘I wanna eat that piece of cookie.’ 
 

5. Other 
 directness 

 Which page? 
 (direction question) 
 
 
 I’ll throw this in a garbage 
 can if you don’t help me with 
 my homework. 
 (conditional threat) 
 
 
 If you give me the cookie, I’ll 
 give you some candy. 
 (conditional promise) 
 
 
 How to do this? 
 (ellipsis) 
 
 
 You can not take my money. 
 (prohibition statement) 

 甚麼是”憂傷”？ 
 Shenme shi “youshang”? 
 ‘What does “youshang” mean?’ 
 
 你把餅乾給我，我就不欺負你了。 
 Ni ba binggan gei wo, wo jiu bu qifu ni le. 
 ‘If you give me the cookie, I won’t bully 
 you.’ 
 
 如果你借我鉛筆，我就給你糖果。 
 Ruguo ni jie wo qianbi, wo jiu gei ni 
 tangguo. 
 ‘If you lend me a pencil, I’ll give you 
 some candy.’ 
 
 這一題怎麼寫？ 
 Zhe yi ti zenme xie? 
 ‘How do I do this (question)?’ 
 
 你不可以拿！ 
 Ni bu keyi na! 
 ‘You may not take it!’ 
 

(table continues) 
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Table 4.2 (continued) 
 

Substrategy 
Type 

Example 
(English) 

Example 
(Chinese) 

Main Strategy Type: Conventionally Indirect Request (including substrategy types 6-7) 
6. Suggestory 
 formula 

 How about giving me some 
 cookies? 
 Why don’t you give me some 
 cookies? 

 分一點餅乾給我怎麼樣？ 
 Fen yi dian binggan gei wo zenmeyang? 
 ‘How about sharing some cookies with 
 me?’ 
 我們一起吃餅乾吧？ 
 Women yiqi chi binggan ba? 
 ‘Why not eat cookies together?’ 
 

7. Query 
 preparatory 

 Can/Could you give me some 
 cookies? 
 Will/Would you share the 
 cookies with me? 
 May I have your cookie? 

 能不能分我一些餅乾？ 
 Neng bu neng fen wo yixie binggan? 
 ‘Can/Could you share some cookies with 
 me?’ 
 可不可以分我一些餅乾？ 
 Ke bu keyi fen wo yixie binggan? 
 ‘Can you (will you) share some cookies 
 with me?’ 
 

Main Strategy Type: Hint Request (including substrategy type 8) 
8. Hint   I am so hungry. 

 (reason statement) 
 
 
 That’s my money. 
 (reason: ownership claim) 
 
 
 Where are my scissors? 
 (non-explicit question) 
 
 
 I lent you the crayon, but you 
 still haven’t given it back to 
 me. 
 (reminder statement) 

 這一題我不會寫。 
 Zhe yi ti wo bu hui xie. 
 ‘I don’t know how to do this one.’ 
 
 那是我的午餐費。 
 Na shi wode wucanfei. 
 ‘That’s my lunch money.’ 
 
 你為什麼拿我的錢？ 
 Ni weishenme na wode qian? 
 ‘Why did you take my money?’ 
 
 我的剪刀，你忘記還給我了。 
 Wode jiandao, ni wangji huan gei wo le. 
 ‘My scissors, you forgot to give (them) 
 back to me.’ 
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4.5 Intercoder Reliability 

 To ensure intercoder reliability for the coding of the main request strategy 

types (i.e., direct, conventionally indirect, and hint request strategies) of the total 1500 

interview elicited responses generated by the 25 child participants, three reliability 

coders (including the researcher) were involved in the coding process.  The head acts 

of the request data were selected by the researcher, and the intercoder reliability was 

assessed by comparing the coding result of the researcher with that of a native 

Chinese speaking Taiwanese doctoral student, blind to the aim of the study, who is 

specialized in language acquisition and linguistics and has experience working with 

children.  The second coder was trained in coding the randomly selected samples of 

children’s interview responses (without personally identifying information) in 

Chinese and English as follows. 

 There are two phases of the assessment of intercoder reliability.  Coding was 

done independently in each phase.  In phase one, the second coder studied the coding 

manual for English requests developed by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989a, pp. 278-281; 

1989b, pp. 17-18) and that for Chinese requests by Lee-Wong (2000, pp. 76-77).  

Then, the researcher explained the categories of strategy types and clarified any 

question that might arise during the coding procedure to the second coder.  Next, after 

a thorough discussion with the second coder, the coding categories were slightly 

modified to account for Chinese children’s requests because the two aforementioned 

coding manuals were designed for coding adults’ data.  Then, the two coders applied 

the first modified coding to a pilot coding of 36 (2.4% of the original full responses, 

18 in English and 18 in Chinese, 6 reliability samples from each requesting situation) 

randomly selected samples.  The results gave a kappa statistic, a measurement of 
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agreement between two coders who assign the identical things to different categories, 

of 0.75 (an agreement of 83%) for the English sample data, and that of 0.66 (an 

agreement of 78%) for the Chinese sample data, showing a good but not excellent 

level of agreement based on Byrt’s (1996) proposed interpretation of Kappa.  Coding 

disagreements between the researcher and the second coder in the pilot coding phase 

were discussed and then resolved by the consultation of a third coder, who is not only 

an expert in the language field (both English and Chinese), but also clearly 

understands this project at hand. 

 In phase two, after the second coder practiced coding during the pilot coding 

procedure, a reliability sample of 300 request responses (20% of the total responses, 

with 150 being in English and the rest of 150 being in Chinese) randomly drawn from 

the total data with Statistical software SPSS was further coded based on a second 

modified version of the coding manual for requests made by the researcher, and 

calculated for intercoder reliability.  The 300 samples were also checked for their 

respresentativeness of the entire data by running for the situation and hearer variables 

to show the “Frequencies” in “Descriptive Statistics” in SPSS.  The coding results 

showed that intercoder agreement for the 150 English sample responses was 99% and 

that for the 150 Chinese sample responses was 98%, both of which with a Kappa 

statistic of 0.97, indicating an excellent level of agreement.  Finally, on the basis of 

the insights gained from the procedure of establishing intercoder reliability, the 

finalized version of coding scheme, as just presented in Section 4.3, was used by the 

researcher to code and analyze the total 1500 child interview responses. 
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4.6 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have attempted to clarify coding categories and I have built a 

modified version of a coding scheme based on considerations found in the literature.  

Also, I have described how I assessed and improved intercoder reliability of the 

modified coding instrument used in this study.  Thus, readers can readily understand 

or interpret the findings reported here.  In the next two chapters, I will look at a 

detailed analysis and discussion of the child interview data based on the modified 

coding scheme for requests illustrated in this chapter.  Moreover, observational data 

collected in the school and home settings and the interview data obtained from parents, 

teachers, and/or the school director will be given to validate and triangulate the 

information gathered from children during interviews. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION BY “FAVOR” SITUATION 

 

 The literature reviewed in Section 2.4.4 suggests that it may be interlocutors’ 

mutual rights and obligations that regulate and direct what each party in the talk 

exchange can anticipate from each other, that is, being polite is taken as compliance 

with rights and obligations between speaker and hearer (Fraser & Nolen, 1981; Fraser, 

1990).  Hence, when having no right to obligate the hearer to a course of action, such 

as asking favors of others, the speaker will likely perform communicative tasks 

differently due to different expectations.  For example, James (1978), as reviewed in 

Section 2.5.3, found that her child participants framed their requests differently 

depending on whom they attempted to interact with and the situation in which the act 

of requesting occurred.  In rights-protecting situations, the children were less polite to 

two-year-olds than to peers, and less polite to peers than to adults, whereas in favor-

asking situations, they showed a high degree of politeness to all three hearers 

aforementioned.  Hence, the data analyses and discussions in this study are arranged 

and presented according to the “favor” and “rights” situations, as will be shown in 

detail in this chapter and the next chapter, respectively.   

 In this study, “favor” situations refer to the conditions or circumstances within 

which the speaker does not have an entitlement to get the hearer to do a requested act; 

it is a kindness on the part of the hearer to the speaker and is not something the 

speaker can claim from others as his or her due.  The three favor-asking situations 

investigated here include requesting for cookies (Situation 1), requesting to borrow 

pencils or erasers (Situation 2), and requesting for help with schoolwork (Situation 3).  
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On the contrary, “rights” situations are described as those where the speaker is 

entitled to obligate the hearer to fulfill a requested act that can be claimed as the 

speaker’s due.  The three rights-protecting situations investigated here involve 

requesting to return scissors or crayons owned by the speaker (Situation 4), requesting 

the hearer to turn down the volume or to be quiet (Situation 5), and requesting not to 

take the speaker’s money away (Situation 6).  The six scenario questions were 

designed with reference to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, to the opinions of 

some parents and children in Taiwan, and to the results of the pretest interviews 

conducted before performing the actual testing. 

 In Chapters 5 and 6, I will analyze the face-to-face interview data obtained 

from the 25 child participants, each of whom was interviewed twice individually.  

Chinese requests were elicited in the first interview, and English requests in the 

second interview.  The same interview question set was used.  In each interview, the 

children were asked to respond to six different scenario questions (S1-S6, see 

Appendix A for a complete list of interview questions for the children).  Within each 

scenario, they were asked to make requests to five different hearers (i.e., younger 

sibling, mother, father, classmate, and teacher).  Thus, the total number of request 

responses gathered in this study is 1500, as illustrated below. 

750 Chinese requests (obtained in the first interview) 
= 6 (scenario situations) × 5 (different hearers) × 25 (child respondents) 
 
750 English requests

 I then attempted to focus on the 1500 responses concerning children’s request 

strategies in terms of variations in:  (1) situation, (2) language, (3) age, (4) hearer, and 

(5) substrategy type.  Internal (e.g., politeness marker) or external modifications (e.g., 

 (obtained in the second interview) 
= 6 (scenario situations) × 5 (different hearers) × 25 (child respondents) 
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grounder), if necessary, will be provided to help better understand children’s request 

strategy use.  The data was illustrated, analyzed, and discussed for “favor” situations 

in Chapter 5, and for “rights” situations in Chapter 6.  Data obtained through 

classroom observations, family visits, field notes, interviews with the children’s 

parents, teachers, and school director was used to validate and complement the child 

interview data. 

 “Favor” situations in this study refer to those where the speaker is not entitled 

the rights to obligate the hearer to perform a requested act.  For example, asking for 

goods belonging to the hearer or asking for action to which the hearer is not bound 

represents a “favor” situation in which the speaker asks a favor of the hearer.  The 

three favor-asking scenario questions are given below. 

• S1 (Situation 1-1): 
After playing ball with your friends, you’re very very hungry.  You go 
home and see cookies on the table.  You really want to eat the cookies.  If 
they are your younger brother or sister’s/mother’s/father’s cookies, what 
would you say to him/her?  Why?    

 

Request for cookies 

S1 (Situation 1-2): 

• 

Request for cookies 
You wake up late this morning and have to rush to school, so you don’t 
have time for breakfast.  It’s about 10 o’clock.  And you’re really very 
hungry but lunch is at noon.  You notice your classmate/teacher has 
cookies on the desk/table (or in a bag).  You really want to eat the cookies.  
What would you say to him/her?  Why?   

 
S2 (Situation 2-1): 
You have an assignment due tomorrow.  You look everywhere for your 
pencil, but you realize you left it in your pencil box at school.  You really 
want to borrow a pencil from your younger brother or sister/mother/father.  
What would you say to him/her?  Why? 

 

Request to borrow pencils/erasers 

S2 (Situation 2-2): Request to borrow pencils/erasers 
During an in-class exercise, you realize you wrote your answers in the 
wrong place.  Your teacher will check your answers in 5 minutes.  You 
need an eraser to correct your answers, but you can’t find your eraser.  
You really want to borrow an eraser from your classmate/teacher.  What 
would you say to him/her?  Why? 
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• S3 (Situation 3-1): 

You have a math assignment due tomorrow, but you realize you do not 
know how to answer questions 2 and 3.  It’s getting very late, and you’re 
sleepy.  You really want to:  (1) ask your younger brother/sister, who’s 
really good at math, for help with the assignment, but s/he is busy playing 
video games, (2) ask your mother for help, but she’s busy washing dishes, 
or (3) ask your father for help, but he’s on the phone.  What would you say 
to him/her?  Why?    
 

Request for help with schoolwork 

S3 (Situation 3-2): 

 In consideration of the young age of the participants, the wording and the 

sequence of presenting the interview questions to children were slightly modified 

according to the children being interviewed, but the core information contained in 

each scenario remains invariable.  For example, it could be questions 5 and 6 rather 

than questions 2 and 3, as shown in S3, that a child had difficulty with.  Another 

wording example is an “eraser” can be referred to differently by different child 

respondents.  For instance, it was referred to by some respondents as 擦布 cabu and 

by others as 橡皮擦 xiangpica.  The researcher (also the interviewer) modified 

wording used in S2 accordingly to assure the children’s understanding of the 

questions.  Also in S3, I have an example concerning the sequence of presenting 

questions.  Some respondents showed different hearer preferences for requesting help.  

For example, one asked the interviewer for the possibility of responding to the 

questions in S3 by asking his mother for help first, because she was the one from 

whom he was most accustomed to requesting and securing help, while another 

Request for help with schoolwork 
During an in-class exercise, you’re working on 10 questions based on what 
your teacher just taught you.  You realize you do not know how to answer 
questions 2 and 3.  Your teacher will check your answers in 5 minutes.  
You really want to:  (1) ask your classmate for help with the exercise, but 
s/he is busy doing his/her work too, or (2) ask your teacher for help, but 
s/he is busy talking with another teacher (or the school director).  What 
would you say to him/her?  Why? 
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respondent frequently turned to his father for help.  As such, some flexibility in 

sequencing the questions was required to accommodate individual differences and 

needs, in particular when dealing with younger children. 

 In the sections that follow, I will analyze and discuss the child respondents’ 

English and Chinese request strategies in detail.  Note that in Chapters 5 and 6, I only 

counted the number of times and computed the percentage of responses for 

combinations of two variables.  For instance, I counted how frequently, in terms of 

number and percentage, children from two various age groups used three different 

request strategy types, trying to give a general picture of how the age group variable 

might affect the choice of request strategy type, which is the dependable/response 

variable of the study.  However, no attempt was made to claim any statistical 

significance because, for instance, the observed number of hints in each request-

making situation is sometimes too small to test whether a significant level of 

differences can be reached, and an increase of sample size is unlikely in view of the 

limited number of child participants that can meet my research criteria discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

 In each major section of Chapters 5 and 6, which discusses request strategies 

used in an individual situation, the first two subsections will begin by reporting the 

findings from interview-based data in terms of how age, language, and hearer factors 

might affect the use of the main strategy type.  Next, the results for the use of request 

substrategies, together with some exemplified data obtained from interview responses 

will be presented and discussed.  The fourth subsection will look at naturally 

occurring requests collected in the school and home settings in order to validate the 

child interview data, as well as provide readers a more in-depth understanding of 
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children’s requesting behaviors from different perspectives.  In the last subsection, 

summaries and further discussions are given. 

 In each of the following scenarios (S1-S6), the child respondents (N = 25) 

were asked to make requests to five different hearers in English and Chinese, 

respectively.  Of the 25 total respondents interviewed, as shown in Table 5.1 below, 

Group 1 children are aged 6-8 years (n = 13) and Group 2 aged 9-10 years (n = 12).  

The two groups were formed on the basis of the following two reasons.  First, as 

reviewed in Section 2.5.2, it has been empirically shown by Hsiao (1999) that hearer 

variability significantly affected the Chinese request strategies used by Taiwanese 

children around age 9, but not those around age 7.  Therefore, it would be interesting 

to see if the result of this study corroborates Hsiao’s above finding indicating age 9 

was the threshold that marked the developmental difference in children’s use of 

request strategies towards different hearers.  Second, I divided the 25 children into 

two groups because children in each group were similar in age (6-8 years vs. 9-10 

years), grade level (first- and second-graders vs. third- and fourth-graders), and 

English proficiency (8-20 months vs. 32-44 months of English learning experience).  

The total number of request responses gathered in each scenario is 250, with 125 in 

English and 125 in Chinese.  The original or unadapted form of request utterances 

generated by the participants are presented, as well as glosses, which are included 

only if the utterances are too ambiguous or too ill-formed to be adequately understood. 

 

5.1 Request for Cookies (S1) 

 In this section, I will concentrate on studying how children’s request strategies 

are associated with differences in language, age group, and hearer.  In addition, the 
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distribution of the child respondents’ request substrategies under a cookie-requesting 

situation (S1) and validation of the child interview data are provided as well. 

 

5.1.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 The cross-tabulations in Table 5.1 below include, respectively, English and 

Chinese request strategies produced by the respondents from two various age groups 

under the same cookie-asking situation (S1).  Each respondent was asked to request 

cookies from five different hearers.  Thus, the total number of utterance generated by 

the thirteen 6- to 8-year-olds was 65, and that generated by the twelve 9- to 10-year-

olds was 60. 

 For each of the three main English request strategies shown in Table 5.1, 60 

(92%) of the total 65 requestive utterances produced by the children in the 6 to 8 age 

group (n = 13) were conventionally indirect requests; only 5 (8%) were direct requests, 

and none of them were hints.  Similarly, 50 (83%) of the total 60 requestive utterances 

produced by the children in the 9 to 10 age group (n = 12) were conventionally 

indirect requests, 9 (15%) were direct requests, and only 1 (2%) was a hint request.  

Of the 65 Chinese requests uttered by children aged 6-8 years, Table 5.1 shows that 

40 (62%) were conventionally indirect requests, 24 (37%) were direct requests, and 

only 1 (2%) was a hint.  Out of the total 60 tokens of Chinese requestive utterances 

obtained from children aged 9-10 years, 44 (73%) were conventionally indirect 

request, 15 (25%) were direct requests, and only 1 (2%) was a hint request.  

 Thus, Table 5.1 shows that there was a dominant tendency towards using 

conventionally indirect requests in every age group in S1.  Overall, the children used 

conventionally indirect strategies more frequently when framing requests in English 
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than in Chinese (88% vs. 67%).  The second preferred choice in S1 was a direct 

strategy, which appeared to be employed more often in Chinese than in English (31% 

vs. 11%).  Hints, however, were used sparingly in both English and Chinese requests 

(1% vs. 2%). 

Table 5.1 
S1: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 
 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

5 
7.7% 

60 
92.3% 

0 
 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

9 
15.0% 

50 
83.3% 

1 
1.7% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

14 
11.2% 

110 
88.0% 

1 
0.8% 

125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

24 
36.9% 

40 
61.5% 

1 
1.5% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

15 
25.0% 

44 
73.3% 

1 
1.7% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

39 
31.2% 

84 
67.2% 

2 
1.6% 

125 
100.0% 

 

   

5.1.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 Table 5.2 lists how the distribution of request strategies may vary depending 

on whom the respondents asked for cookies.  Each child participant (25 children in 

total) was asked to address his/her desire for cookies to each hearer once.  Hence, the 

total number of utterance addressed to each hearer was 25. 

 In Table 5.2, children used 84 to 92% and 60 to 72%, respectively, of 

conventionally indirect strategies in English and Chinese when talking to each 

specified hearer; thus, the hearer variable did not seem distinctly to affect the choice 

of conventionally indirect requests, and neither did it show a substantial impact on the 

choice of the second favored strategy type, a direct request (8 to 16% in English and 
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24 to 40% in Chinese).  As compared to the frequency of direct strategies used to ask 

other hearers for cookies, directness was the least used strategy when children asked 

for cookies from their teachers both in English and Chinese (8% vs. 24%).  Hint 

requests were either absent or extremely few in number, and they were only observed 

when being made to teachers and/or mothers in S1. 

Table 5.2 
S1: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  
 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

4 
16.0% 

21 
84.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

2 
8.0% 

23 
92.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

2 
8.0% 

22 
88.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

16 
64.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

17 
68.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

18 
72.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

10 
40.0% 

15 
60.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

6 
24.0% 

18 
72.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

 

  

5.1.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 

 As discussed earlier, the argument concerning the dichotomy between 

directness versus indirectness in requesting strategies has not been agreed upon in the 

speech act literature (see Chapter 4).  For example, Bach and Harnish (1979) argue 

that performatives are indirect acts, and Searle (1979) classifies what the CSSARP 
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project calls ‘want statement’ into conventionally indirect acts, whereas the CCSARP 

project categorizes the two substrategies into direct requests.  Thus, caution must be 

taken in reporting and interpreting the three major strategy types alone without a clear 

demonstration of data based on more detailed substrategies or supportive moves.  To 

understand further how the child respondents formulated their requests in terms of 

substrategies, Tables 5.3 and 5.4 give a breakdown of the eight request substrategies 

made in S1, and show the distribution and examples of substrategy types in English 

and Chinese requests, respectively. 

 Table 5.3 shows that when asking for cookies in English, 110 (88%) of the 

utterances were conventionally indirect requests indicating that children displayed a 

distinct preference for query preparatory substrategies (e.g., can you/I, may I), which 

commonly question the hearer’s precondition (e.g., ability, willingness, permission) 

for the fulfillment of a specified request.  Such query strategies can weaken the 

requestive force because there appears to be room left for free choice as to request 

compliance.  The second and third preferred substrategies were imperative and want 

statement requests, with the percentages being of 8% and 3%, respectively.  The 

polite marker “please” and tags like “ok?” were occasionally added to the request core 

to tone down the imposition on the hearer.  The sole hint substrategy here, which was 

intended to prime the cookie-asking goal, was the identification of the speaker’s 

hunger as a problem to be solved. 
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Table 5.3 
S1: Distribution and example of substrategy types in English 
 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

8.0% 
(10) 

1) Give me your cookies. 
2) Please give me some cookies. 
3) Give me some your cookies, ok? 

Want 
Statement 

3.2% 
(4) 

4) I want to eat your cookies. 
5) I want your cookie. 

Query 
Preparatory 

88.0% 
(110) 

6) Can you give me one piece of cookie? 
7) Can you give me some cookies, please? 
8) Can I eat your cookies? 
9) May I have some cookie, please? 

Hint 
 

0.8% 
(1) 

10) I am so hungry. 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

 

 

 Further, as shown in Table 5.4 below, about two-thirds (67%) of the children 

favored the use of query preparatories to make Chinese requests in S1.  They used 

twice as many imperatives in phrasing Chinese requests than in framing English ones 

(19% vs. 8%).  In the child interview data, performatives occurred only in Chinese 

requests, and the Chinese performatives were mainly produced by the children 

through the use of the performative verb 拜託 baituo ‘humbly/politely request’, which 

not only denotes the requestive force of the utterance, but also shows politeness from 

the speaker, as shown in Example (4) below.  In S1, the use of performatives (6%), 

want statements (3%), other directness (3%, e.g., conditional threat/promise), and 

hints (2%) was still limited.  Interestingly enough, 3 out of the total 4 conditional 

threats/promises in S1 were uttered by 10 year olds.  It is possible that older children 

are more linguistically matured and socially powerful; thus, they tend to produce 

more diverse requests and feel more entitled to making threats or promises than do 

their younger counterparts. 
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Table 5.4 
S1: Distribution and example of substrategy types in Chinese 
 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

19.2% 
(24) 

1) 把餅乾給我。 
 Ba binggan gei wo. 
 ‘Give me the cookie.’ 
2) 這包餅乾給我吃，好不好？ 
 Zhe bao binggan gei wo chi, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Give me this pack of cookies, ok?’ 
3)  請你給我一個餅乾。 
 Qing ni gei wo yi ge binggan. 
 ‘Please give me a cookie.’ 

Performative 
 

5.6% 
(7) 

4)  拜託你，給我一片餅乾就好。 
 Baituo ni, gei wo yi pian binggan jiu hao. 
 ‘I am (politely) requesting you to give me just one cookie.’ 
 ‘Please give me just one cookie.’ (pragmatic translation) 

Want 
Statement 

3.2% 
(4) 

5)  我要吃那塊餅乾。 
 Wo yao chi na kuai binggan. 
 ‘I wanna eat that piece of cookie.’ 
6)  我要吃餅乾，好不好？ 
 Wo yao chi binggan, hao bu hao? 
 ‘I wanna eat cookies, ok?’ 

Other 
Directness 

3.2% 
(4) 

7)  如果你不給我，我就不跟你玩。 
 Ruguo ni bu gei wo, wo jiu bu gen ni wan. 
 ‘If you don’t give me that, I’m not gonna play with you.’ 
8) 你把餅乾給我，我就不欺負你了。 
 Ni ba binggan gei wo, wo jiu bu qifu ni le. 
 ‘If you give me the cookie, I won’t bully you.’ 

Query 
Preparatory 

67.2% 
(84) 

9) 可不可以分我一些餅乾？ 
 Ke bu keyi fen wo yixie binggan? 
 ‘Can/Will you share some cookies with me?’ 
10)  你可以分一個餅乾給我吃嗎？ 
 Ni keyi fen yi ge binggan gei wo chi ma? 
 ‘Can/Will you share a cookie with me?’ 
11)  我可以吃你的餅乾嗎？ 
 Wo keyi chi nide binggan ma? 
 ‘May I eat/have your cookie?’ 
12)  可不可以給我一些餅乾，好不好？ 
 Ke bu keyi gei wo yixie binggan, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Can/Will you give me some cookies, ok?’ 

Hint 
 

1.6% 
(2) 

13)  我肚子可能快餓死了！ 
 Wo duzi keneng kuai e si le! 
 ‘I’m (probably) starving to death!’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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5.1.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data  

 Interviews apart, naturalistic observations are a crucial and effective means of 

establishing validity of research findings and interpretations (Saville-Troike, 2003).  

That is, it is always possible that the children would respond to the interview 

questions based on what answers they perceived as “good,” “polite,” or “correct,” 

regardless of the fact that the interviewer told them that there was no “right” or 

“wrong” answer, and asked them to talk as if they were performing real-life requests.  

Below are some naturally occurring examples gained during classroom observations 

and family visits.  The English data was mainly validated through school observations, 

and the Chinese data through family visits. 

 I began by looking at classroom observation data and examined if the 25 child 

respondents interviewed, when requesting food in school, would show a preference 

for conventionally indirect requests (as was found in the interview data).  Such 

requests are generally deemed to be the most favorable strategies governing the 

requesting behavior of native English speakers and thus have become a pragmatic 

yardstick for directing the request performance of second language English learners.  

During snack time in school, Chinese-speaking teachers would help distribute food 

prepared by the school chef to the children.  The children generally displayed good 

manners and respect in the presence of Chinese teachers, but were occasionally 

naughty when interacting with their native English speaking teachers, probably 

because these teachers have different teaching and classroom management styles.  

However, when phrasing requests to teachers, the children, based on their responses 

to the interviewer’s interview questions, showed rather similar request forms 
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regardless of the nationality of the teachers.  The following instances were produced 

by the children when they asked for food from teachers and classmates in school. 

Validation 5.1:  The Snack Request 
 

(Examples (a-b) are requests made to classmates, and Example (c) includes a 
variety of requests made to teachers.) 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. 

a. (Sam and Sophia request some chocolates from Vivian.) 

Interview 
 

Sam: Give me. Direct ConIndirect 
Sophia: Give me. Direct ConIndirect 
 

b. (Harry’s classmates ask him for some candy.) 
James: Harry, give me one. Direct ConIndirect 
Willy: Harry, give me one. Direct Direct 
Sam: I want. Direct ConIndirect 
 

c. (The vast majority of forms used by the children to request snacks from 
their teachers are as follow.) 
Can/May I have some (more) ConIndirect ConIndirect 
rice/soup/fruit/cake, (please)? 

 
NOTE 1:  In the interview elicited data regarding speech addressed to teachers, 
the child respondents used conventionally indirect requests 88% of the time. 
 
NOTE 2: ConIndirect = conventionally indirect (request) 

 
 The data presented in Validation 5.1 (a-c) was coded and classified into one 

main strategy type and then compared with the strategy type of their interview 

responses using the same language.  The validation data showed that, overall, the 

strategies used by the respondents to ask for snacks from classmates are not consistent 

with those collected during interviews where conventional indirectness dominated 

(92%), whereas those strategies used to request food from teachers seem to accord 

very well with those obtained during interviews, which being directness oriented 

(88%). 
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 According to the validation data, when the children asked for food from their 

classmates, they showed a relatively high preference for the use of direct requests, in 

particular imperative substrategies.  By contrast, when they requested food from their 

teachers during daily snack time, formulaic requests, as shown in Example (c) were 

notably used.  These conventionally indirect request forms were first explicitly taught 

by the children’s English teachers and reinforced through posters taped on the walls 

of the classroom, and then frequently practiced with their teachers during spontaneous 

interactions.  For example, there was not a single observation day in which no 

conventionally indirect requests were found at the school.  During daily snack time, 

each child was asked to make a polite request (e.g., “Can/May I have…, (please)?”), 

as just given in Example (c), before the food was served to him or her by the 

Taiwanese teacher(s).  Also, during class time, the children were allowed such as to 

go to the restroom or to get a drink of water, provided that they performed requests, 

such as “May I go to the restroom?” or “May I drink some water?”  In the case that 

the children used erroneous request forms, the teachers typically would provide the 

interrogative form of request as a model for correction and imitation.  As such, even 

beginning English learners in this study, who had only learned English for months, 

were able to manipulate the forms in daily school encounters with surprising 

effortlessness and accuracy. 

 The primary reason for the choice of different request strategies to request 

food from teachers and classmates could be related to the traditional Chinese concept 

of respect for teachers and elders.  In Taiwan, children generally pay a lot of respect 

to teachers, who are regarded not only as elders but also as authority figures 

regulating children’s learning and behavior.  Thus, the use of conventionally indirect 
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requests to ask teachers for food is considered as conforming to Leech’s (1983) claim 

that indirect illocutions may reduce the forcefulness of the utterance by virtue of 

giving the hearer an option to decline a request.  Furthermore, direct strategies often 

used among classmates in the observation data could be due to the urgency in 

competing for food with limited supply (e.g., limited chocolates or candy). 

 Next, let us consider authentic requests phrased by three focal siblings at home.  

Pseudonyms of the three boys participating in interviews and family visits, and their 

use of Chinese request strategies in S1 when being interviewed, are given as follows: 

           Main Strategy Type Used in S1 
Child’s Name     To mother  

3. 小寶 Xiaobao ‘younger darling child’  Direct  ConIndirect 

To father 
 
1.  大寶 Dabao ‘oldest darling child’  Direct  Direct 
 (10 years old) 
 
2.  二寶 Erbao ‘second darling child’  Hint  ConIndirect 
 (9 years old) 

  

(7 years old) 
 

It appears that the three children generally used more direct requests to their mother 

than to their father when asking for food from parents based on the interview data.  To 

validate the interview data, I will give some naturally occurring instances regarding 

how the three children requested food (e.g., soup, rice, dish) from their parents during 

mealtime.  There were multiple ways through which the three child participants 

performed their requests. 

Validation 5.2:  The Mealtime Request 
 
(In Examples (a-f), the requesting child is giving dad/mom his bowl, and 
doing or saying the following:) 
 
a. All: (Without uttering any word) Nonverbal request 
 



 158 

b. All: 湯。 Direct 
 Tang. (Ellipsis)  

 ‘Soup.’ 
 

c. All: 幫我裝湯。 Direct 
 Bang wo zhuang tang. (Imperative) 
 ‘Get some soup for me.’ 
 

d. All: 媽媽/爸爸!  Vocative 
 Mama/Baba!      
 ‘Mom/Dad!’ (two morphemes) 
 or 
 媽/爸!  
 Ma/Ba! 
 ‘Mom/Dad!’ (one morpheme) 
 

e. All: 媽媽，飯！ Direct 
 Mama, fan!  (Ellipsis) 
 ‘Mom, rice!’ 
 

f. All: 媽媽/爸爸，幫我裝湯！ Direct 
 Mama/Baba, bang wo zhuang tang! (Imperative) 
 ‘Mom/Dad, get some soup for me!’ 

 
(In Examples (g-i), requests are issued without giving their bowls to dad/mom.) 
 
g. Xiaobao: (Giving his mom a pat on the  Nonverbal request 

 arm and then pointing to the food 
 he wants) 
 

h. Erbao: 爸爸，我要貢丸。 Direct 
 Baba, wo yao gongwan. (Want statement) 
 ‘Dad, I want some meat balls.’ 
 

i. Dabao: 媽，你拿醬啊！ Direct 
 Ma, ni na jiang a! (Imperative)  
 ‘Mom, (you) get the sauce!’ 
 # reducing the requestive force by   
 using the sentence-final particle “a” # 

 
(Examples in (j-l) were uttered in English.) 

 
j. Xiaobao: May I have some French fries,  ConIndirect 
 please? (to mother) (Query preparatory) 
 
k. Xiaobao: Can you please get some water  ConIndirect 
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 for me? (to mother) (Query preparatory) 
 
l. Xiaobao: Mother, I want to eat zhongzi. Direct 
 (zhongzi ‘glutinous rice dumpling’) (Want statement) 
 
NOTE 1: “All” means the utterance was ever used by all of the three children. 
 
NOTE 2: In the English interview data, Xiaobao used conventionally indirect 
requests to the mother.  

 
 As illustrated in Validation 5.2 above, the three children strongly favored 

direct rather than indirect requests within a mealtime context.  The results appear to 

be consistent with the direct speech addressed to the mother in the interview data, but 

inconsistent with the conventionally indirect speech addressed to the father in the 

Chinese interview data.  Furthermore, the English requests made by Xiaobao at home 

are generally compatible with those made during the interview. 

 Additionally, what is intriguing about these utterances occurring during 

mealtime is that the youngest child was able to code-switch between Chinese and 

English (albeit, still far from seamlessly) and to vary his request strategy types 

depending on the language used.  For example, he seemed to prefer using direct 

strategies in Chinese, but perform conventionally indirect requests in English in a 

rather natural way, at least according to the limited English data that was collected in 

the home setting.  The observation-based findings shown above appear to be 

congruent with Walters’ (1979) study which investigated the request strategies used 

by Spanish-English bilingual children and concluded that the bilinguals tended to 

frame requests using disparate pragmatic systems.  That is, the three child 

participants’ choice of request strategies may vary to some extent according to two 

different pragmatic principles.  When requesting food in English, they may apply the 

English pragmatic rules, whereas when requesting food in Chinese, they probably rely 
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on the Chinese pragmatic rules.  Their strategy preference can be associated with the 

pragmatic competence that they have developed in the respective languages.  

Regarding English requests, they are likely to apply what they have learned in school 

into authentic speech at home. 

 The cake-asking example occurring during family interactions, as given in 

Validation 5.3, may help further validate the Chinese interview data. 
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Validation 5.3:  The Cake Request 
  

No. of 
want 

statement 
(Time) 

Speaker 
(Age) 

 
Chinese/Pinyin/Translation 

 
Gloss 

Aunt (R and Q’s mom) is busy cutting a cake, and is about to distribute pieces to 8 kids who are 
anxiously looking up toward the cake. 
 Y  

(9) 
 
 

is about to give a big 
piece of cake to R 

 Aunt 那個太大。Nage tai da. 
‘That’s too big.’   

asking Y not to give that 
big piece of cake to R 

1 
(1:51) 
 
2 
 

Erbao 
(9) 

=那個, 我要! Nage wo yao! 
‘I want that!’ 
 
我要! Wo yao! 
‘I want it

suddenly blurting out 
 
 
quickly standing up and 
walking from sofa to get 
the big piece of cake 

!’ 

3-4 Dabao 
(10) 

我要櫻桃 = 我要櫻桃 pointing to the cherries on 
the cake 

！  
Wo yao yingtao!  Wo yao yingtao! 
‘I want the cherries!  I want the cherries!’ 

5 R  
(8) 

我要櫻桃哦。Wo yao yingtao o. 
‘(Don’t forget that) I want the cherries.’ 

(softening the request by 
using the particle “o”) 

6 
(2:19) 

Q  
(7) 

我要最旁邊那個。 Wo yao zui pangbian 
nage. 
‘I want the one that is at the farthest corner.’ 

 

{…} 
7 
(2:53) 

Q  
(7) 

我要大塊一點。Wo yao da kuai yi dian. 
‘I want a bigger piece.’ 

 

 Aunt 你吃 … 你吃得下才怪!  
Ni chi … ni chi de xia cai guai. 
‘You?  There’s no way you can finish that.’ 

talking to Q 

8-10 
 
 
 
 
11 

Dabao 
(10) 

我要這個 = 我要這個 = 我要這個!  
Wo yao zhe ge.  Wo yao zhe ge. Wo yao zhe ge! 
‘I want this one = I want this one = I want this 
one!’ 
 
我要有 xxx 的. Wo yao you xxx de. 
‘I want the one with xxx.’ 

pointing to the cake 
 
 
 
 
 

12-14 Erbao 
(9) 

我要這個 = 我要這個 = 我要這個!  
Wo yao zhe ge.  Wo yao zhe ge. Wo yao zhe ge! 
‘I want this one! = I want this one! = I want 
this one!’ 

pointing to the cake 

 Dabao 
(10) 

這我的 = 這我的 = 這我的! 
Zhe wode.  Zhe wode.  Zhe wode! 
‘This is mine = This is mine = This is mine!’ 

 

 Xiaobao 
(7) 

我的 = 我的 = 我的 = 我的…的的的的的… 
Wode.  Wode.  Wode.  Wode …dedededede … 
‘Mine = Mine = Mine = Mine:: …’ 

 

 Aunt 還有一個 = 還有一個 = 還有一個。 
Hai you yi ge. Hai you yi ge.  Hai you yi ge. 
‘There’s one more = There’s one more = 
There’s one more.’ 
 

 
 
 
 
       (validation continues) 
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15 Erbao 
(9) 

我要大一點的。 Wo yao da yi dian de. 
‘I want a bigger piece.’ 

is some distance away, 
and looking at the cake 

 
 
 
 
16 

B 
(6) 

我的盤子。 我的盤子。  
Wode panzi.  Wode panzi. 
‘My plate.  My plate.’ 
 
我要那個！ Wo yao nage. 
‘I want that one!’ 

(Intent: asking for a cake 
plate) 
 
pointing to the cake that is 
about to be given to 
Dabao 

 Dabao 
(10) 

這我的啦！ Zhe wode la! 
‘This one’s mine!’ 

(to B) 
(softening the assertion by 
using the particle ‘la’) 

 Aunt 你要這個，這個是不是？這個還有。 
Ni yao zhe ge, zhe ge shi bu shi? Zhe ge hai 
you. 
‘You want this one, this one right?  We still 
have more.’ 

(to B) 

 Dabao 
(10) 

我沒有叉子耶。Wo mei you chazi ye. 
‘I don’t have any fork.’ 

(Intent: asking for a fork) 

 Aunt 你要這個嗎？Ni yao zhe ge ma? 
‘Do you want this one?’ 
 
自己拿。Ziji na. 
‘Help yourself.’ 
  
[這個黑黑的棗子嗎?]  
Zhe ge heiheide zaozi ma? 
[‘This black date?’] 

(to B) 
 
 
(to Dabao) 
 
 
(to B) 

 Dabao 
(10) 

 [taking a fork from a table 
where the cake is sitting] 

 B 
(6) 

不要! Bu yao! 
‘No!’ 

(to Aunt) 

 Aunt 哪一個啦？ Na yi ge la? 
‘Which one then?’ 
 
那我先切啊。Na wo xian qie a. 
‘Well, let me cut it first.’ 

(to B) 

17-18 
(3:31) 

B 
(6) 

我要芒果 = 我要芒果。 
Wo yao mangguo. Wo yao mangguo. 
‘I want the mangos.  I want the mangos.’ 

 

{…} 
 
(4:36) 

Xiaobao 
(7) 

好好哦! Hao hao o! 
‘How lucky!’ 

pointing at Erbao’s big 
piece of cake (Intent: 
asking for a big piece too) 
(emphasizing what he said 
by using the particle “o”) 

 Uncle 哦。 O. 
‘I see.’ 

(implying he knows what 
Xiaobao said by using the 
interjection “o”) 

 
(4:40) 

Xiaobao 
(7) 

他好好哦! Ta hao hao o! 
‘He’s so lucky!!’ 
 
他好好哦

pointing at Erbao’s big 
piece of cake again 
 
pointing at Erbao’s big 
piece of cake again 

! Ta hao hao o! 
‘He’s really lucky!’ 

{…}                                                                                                                      (validation continues) 
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 Aunt  taking one more small 
piece of cake out of a box, 
because the piece just cut 
is not big enough to eat 

19-20 
(8:02) 

Xiaobao 
(7) 

我要 = 我要！ Wo yao.  Wo yao! 
‘I want it = I want it!’ 

blurting out as soon as the 
small cake is taken out 

21 R 
(8) 

媽咪， 我要看。 Mami, wo yao kan. 
‘Mommy, I wanna see.’ 

(to Aunt) 
looking at the cake 

NOTE: See transcription notation in Table 3.2. 
 
 As can be seen from the cake request in Validation 5.3, a total of 21 want 

statements were uttered within a period of approximately six minutes in the ‘cake-

cutting’ episode.  The finding is consistent with Meng’s (2008) study, which showed 

that Chinese children frequently used “want statements,” especially when making 

requests to their mothers.  The vast majority of the requestive utterances were 

directness rather than indirectness oriented.  Never was a single conventionally 

indirect request produced.  The findings of the naturally generated requests for cakes 

are consistent with those of the interview elicited requests in interview scenario one 

(S1) in which the mother generally received direct requests.  It appears very likely 

that close kin, like an aunt or mother, would play the same or similar role, especially 

when interacting with children in such a cake-asking situation.  Overall, it was found 

that the three children favored direct Chinese requests most and used Chinese hints 

occasionally during naturalistic home observations. 

 However, what is yet to be answered is why most of the 25 child respondents 

displayed a preference for conventionally indirect strategies in the interview data, 

whereas the respondents, when observed in authentic food-asking encounters, showed 

an orientation towards the use of direct strategies with classmates, their mother, their 

father, and their aunt.  A likely reason for this inconsistency could be that in the 

chocolate-, candy- or cake-asking context, the children have to compete for limited 
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food supply (e.g., a small cake shared by eight kids) which would heighten the 

urgency of the requesting task because of the fear of the snack or cake running out; 

thus directness and clarity are favored over indirectness and politeness.  In other 

words, it is possible that a potential difference exists between the interview question 

context (cookie-asking situation) and the observational context (snack- or cake-asking 

situation), thereby resulting in different strategy choices.  Another possible account 

for the difference between the overall interview data and the validation data could be 

because the child respondents may be inclined to reflect their perceptions rather than 

real speech behaviors when interviewed. 

  

5.1.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 To sum up, findings as shown in Tables 5.1 and 5.2 indicated that the 

respondents demonstrated a strong preference for conventionally indirect strategies in 

a cookie-asking situation regardless of in which age group they were located, for 

whom they asked, and in which language they responded.  The second preferred 

strategy was a direct request, which appeared to be used more frequently in Chinese 

than in English.  Hints were scarcely employed.  Furthermore, the hearer variable did 

not seem to have a clear impact on the choice of request strategy; that is, the children 

did not appear to vary their request performances because of the hearer factor.  The 

findings in Tables 5.3 and 5.4 showed that there was a predominant use of query 

preparatory substrategies in both languages.  Imperative substrategies were the second 

favored choice, and hints (e.g., reason statement) the least favored among all eight 

types of request substrategies. 

Summary 
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 Additionally, according to Validation 5.1, the school observation data and the 

English interview data show similar findings with respect to the preference for 

conventionally indirect strategies when asking for food from teachers, suggesting that 

these Taiwanese children still show respect to their teachers.  Further, when 

requesting food from classmates, the children observed preferred using direct 

strategies, possibly because of a sense of urgency, while those interviewed favored 

conventionally indirect strategies.  Further, the overall findings of the home 

observation data presented in Validations 5.2 and 5.3 indicated that the three observed 

children preferred to request food from parents or their aunt by means of direct 

strategies, which agree with the findings of the interview elicited requests made to the 

mother, but disagree with those made to the father.  On the whole, the results of the 

validation data are highly consistent with those of the interview elicited requests made 

to teachers and mothers, but inconsistent with those made to classmates and fathers. 

 A Taiwanese adage says, “吃飯皇帝大。Chi fan huangdi da. ‘When you are 

eating, you are great like an emperor.’”  The meaning is that eating is so important 

that everything else must be temporarily set aside until the act has been finished.  

However, for some of the child participants, eating is not always important or pleasant, 

as will be seen in the home observation data later.  Reasons for this are two-fold.  

First, food is generally plentiful in Taiwan nowadays; thus, children are less 

motivated by the desire to request food than was the case in Chinese society in the 

past where food was often scarce due to poverty.  This lack of food leads to the 

questions that were generally asked of others when meeting them, such as: “Have you 

eaten yet?” or “Are you full?”  Second, unlike early Taiwanese families, for example 

Further Discussion 
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in the 1960’s, that were large and an average of five children was not uncommon, the 

typical Taiwanese family today consists on average of no more than two children (Her, 

2006).  According to a statistical report provided by the Ministry of the Interior (MOI, 

n.d.), from 1997 to 2006, women in Taiwan gave birth to an average of 1.12 to 1.77 

babies, with that number decreasing yearly.  As of 2009, the fertility rate in Taiwan 

has fallen to the level of 1.0 children per woman, the lowest in the world (PRB, 2009).  

Hence, it seems that the competition for food among siblings is not quite that serious 

and asking for food from others is not regarded as a big favor in general.  Given such 

accounts, it can be inferred that children’s request performance may vary in 

accordance with their food preference and the likelihood of food availability.  

However, for the general Chinese population, eating remains a very important thing. 

 Here are some examples gathered during dinnertime that demonstrate some 

children’s reluctance to eat meals.    

a. Dabao: 我要休息一下。(eating only few bites) 
Wo yao xiuxi yixia. 
‘I wanna take a break.’ 

Dad: 你吃飯要休息，你看電視要不要休息? 
Ni chi fan yao xiuxi, ni kan dianshi yao bu yao xiuxi? 
‘So you need to take a break when you eat.  What about taking 
a break from TV?’ 

 
b. Erbao: (keeps watching TV without eating a bite) 

Dad: 你要留給 Milu 吃嗎? 
Ni yao liu gei Milu chi ma? 
‘Are you leaving food for Milu (their dog’s name)?’ 

 
c. Dabao: 我吃不下了。(eating only few bites) 

Wo chi bu xia le. 
‘I can’t eat any more.’ 

Dad: 我帶你去吃牛排怎麼樣？ 
Wo dai ni qu chi niupai zemeyang? 
‘How about I take you out for steak?’ 
# Dabao loves steak a lot because it is rarely available at home. 
# 
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 One question raised in Examples (a-c) was: how do we know that the father’s 

utterances are requests rather than offers?  That is one fascinating part of doing 

ethnographic exploration of the speech act, with which the speaker’s intent can be 

more accurately interpreted by the researcher with contexutual assistance.  It is 

evident that the father performed requests instead of offers because after hearing what 

their father said, Dabao and Erbao immediately resumed their eating without saying 

anything further.  As Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986) pointed out, when adults make 

requests with children, “[i]n some family, as a result of situational training, hints are 

frequent and effective” (p.90).  In other words, some children in this study might not 

show similar interests in a specific food under a particular situation.  That is why the 

request performance under a cookie-asking situation can be different from that in a 

cake-, chocolate-, or candy-asking situation.  Individual differences partly account for 

the inconsistency between request strategies produced in the interview data and those 

used in the observation-based data. 

 In Section 5.1, I have first presented the findings obtained from the interview 

data in terms of the similarities and differences in age group, language, hearer, and 

substrategy type.  The overall findings of the interview data showed a strong tendency 

for the child respondents to use conventionally indirect requests in a cookie-asking 

situation, whereas those of the home and school observation data demonstrated a 

trend toward using direct requests frequently when requesting food from parents and 

classmates.  Yet, the preference for the use of conventionally indirect requests to 

teachers found in the interview data is similar to that found in the school observation 

data.  Query preparatories were the favorite substrategies used by children in S1 based 
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on the interview data, while imperative and want statement substrategies were 

frequently observed at home and in school.  I will go on to look at how the 

respondents framed request in a pencil- or eraser-borrowing situation in Section 5.2. 

 

5.2 Request to Borrow Pencils/Erasers (S2) 

 The main emphasis of this section is on investigating how the children’s 

request performances vary depending on age group, hearer, and language, as well as 

to present the distribution of their request substrategies in a pencil- or eraser-

borrowing situation (S2).  Validation of the child interview data is also given in this 

section. 

 

5.2.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 As can been from Table 5.5, there was no occurrence of a hint request in a 

pencil- or eraser-borrowing situation regardless of language or age group.  Children 

aged 6-8 years were more likely than those aged 9-10 years to use conventionally 

indirect strategies (95% vs. 80%), and less likely than their older counterparts to use 

direct strategies (5% vs. 20%) to make English requests.  As for the responses to 

phrase Chinese requests, the use of conventional indirectness by 6- to 8-year-olds was 

63%; this percentage was similar to that of 9- to 10-year-olds (57%).  Also, the use of 

Chinese directness did not appear to be different between the younger and older age 

group (37% vs. 43%).  Overall, conventionally indirect strategies were employed 

more often when making English requests than when making Chinese ones (88% vs. 

60%), and direct strategies were used more frequently in Chinese than in English 

(40% vs. 12%); these findings are analogous to those found in the cookie-asking 
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scenario.  Additionally, it appears that as age increased, the percentage of children 

who used direct strategies to make English requests increased as well.  However, this 

relationship does not seem to be distinct when making Chinese requests. 

Table 5.5 
S2: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 
 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

3 
4.6% 

62 
95.4% 

0 65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

12 
20.0% 

48 
80.0% 

0 60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

15 
12.0% 

110 
88.0% 

0 125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

24 
36.9% 

41 
63.1% 

0 65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

26 
43.3% 

34 
56.7% 

0 60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

50 
40.0% 

75 
60.0% 

0 125 
100.0% 

 

    

5.2.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 How the hearer variable influences how frequently children from various age 

groups use the main request strategy types can be seen in Table 5.6.  In the case of 

making English requests, the distributions of request strategies were exactly the same 

without regard to whom the hearer was; i.e., the 25 respondents used 88% of 

conventionally indirect strategies and 12% of direct strategies when requesting to 

borrow pencils or erasers from each individual hearer.  As for the case of issuing 

Chinese requests, direct strategies were more likely to be used than conventionally 

indirect strategies when the children talked to their younger sibling (64% vs. 36%); 

this is the only case in terms of the hearer variable that directness was preferred to 

conventionally indirectness in S2.  The findings of S2 showed a tendency for the 
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children to use conventionally indirect strategies in making English requests; however, 

no clear favor for either conventionally indirect or direct strategies when making 

Chinese requests was found.  Only the former is consistent with previous findings of 

S1 (Table 5.2); i.e., conventional indirectness was the strategy most favored by the 

respondents when requesting cookies in English.  Hints remained the least used 

strategy and was not even observed in S2. 

Table 5.6 
S2: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

22 
88.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

16 
64.0% 

9 
36.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

18 
72.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

11 
44.0% 

14 
56.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

16 
64.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

18 
72.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

 

  

5.2.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 

 To examine further the use of request strategies by the respondents, a 

breakdown of the eight request substrategies made in S2 and their respective 

distributions and examples are given in Tables 5.7 and 5.8. 
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 Findings as shown in Table 5.7 indicated that when requesting to borrow 

pencils or erasers in English, the respondents strongly favored the use of query 

preparatories (88%), which occurred much more frequently than imperatives (10%) 

and want statements (2%); these findings are very close to those reported earlier in S1.  

One reason for the predominant use of conventional indirectness could be the 

necessity of softening requests because, as Brown and Levinson’s (1987) claim, 

requests probably threaten the hearer’s “face”.  That is, to lend or not to lend can be 

the question for the hearer, particularly when the respondents are supposed to have 

basic school necessities available either at home or in school.  Another reason is likely 

associated with the children’s limited English proficiency.  Thus, formal schooling 

(e.g., the repeat practice of formulaic request expressions) shapes their primary 

patterns of, and experiences in, English request performance.  Also, a lexical error, the 

misuse of the verb “borrow” for “lend,” occurred at times in the respondents, but 

rarely in the 10 year olds, suggesting that the oldest children seem to be more 

competent in English than their younger counterparts.    
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Table 5.7 
S2: Distribution and example of substrategy types in English 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

9.6% 
(12) 

1) Give me your pencil. 
2) *Borrow me your pencil. 

# Lend me your pencil. # 
3) *Please borrow me your eraser. 

# Please lend me your eraser. # 
Want 
Statement 

2.4% 
(3) 

4) I want to borrow your pencil/eraser. 

Query 
Preparatory 

88.0% 
(110) 

5) *Can you borrow me an eraser? 
# Can you lend me an eraser? # 

6) Can you lend me a pencil, please? 
7) Can I borrow your pencil/eraser? 
8) Can I borrow your pencil, please? 
9) May I borrow your pencil? 
10) May I borrow your pencil/eraser, please? 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

NOTE:  * = incorrect linguistic form 
              #   # = correct linguistic form 

 

 For Chinese requests, Table 5.8 shows that query preparatories (60%) were the 

most favorable choice among the five substrategies used in S2, and imperatives rose 

to 37%, almost four times greater than those of English.  However, bare imperative 

request forms did not occur often; that is, the respondents generally modified their 

imperative requests by adding the polite marker qing ‘please’, or tags like hao bu hao 

‘ok?’ or hao ma ‘ok?’, or by giving reasons for their requests.  There were two 

conditional promises found in S2, both of which were used to borrow materials from 

their younger siblings in Chinese.  This finding agrees with that of S1, which showed 

that older children were more inclined to use threats or promises to attain their request 

goals.  Another finding regarding the use of conditional threat and promise is that, up 

to this point, they have only occurred in Chinese and, thus, the possibility of their 

occurrence associated with target language competence, as interpreted earlier, seems 

greater.     
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Table 5.8 
S2: Distribution and example of substrategy types in Chinese 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

36.8% 
(46) 

1) 借我鉛筆。 
 Jie wo qianbi. 
 ‘Lend me a pencil.’ 
2)  請你借我一下你的橡皮擦。 
 Qing ni jie wo yixia nide xiangpica. 
 ‘Please lend me your eraser for a while.’ 
3) 鉛筆借我好不好？ 
 Qianbi jie wo, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Lend me a pencil, ok?’ 

Performative 
 

0.8% 
(1) 

4)  拜託借我一枝鉛筆。 
 Baituo jie wo yi zhi qianbi. 
 ‘I am (politely) requesting you to lend me a pencil.’ 
 ‘Please lend me a pencil.’ (pragmatic translation) 

Want 
Statement 

0.8% 
(1) 

5)  我要跟爸爸借鉛筆。 
 Wo yao gen baba jie qianbi. 
 ‘ I wanna borrow a pencil from dad.’ 

Other 
Directness 

1.6% 
(2) 

6)  只要你借我這枝筆，我就幫你先洗澡。 
 Zhiyao ni jie wo zhe zhi bi, wo jiu bang ni xian xizao. 
 ‘If you lend me the pen, I’ll help you by taking a bath first.’ 

# The boy and his siblings take turns taking a bath every day, and 
each of them hates to be the first one to take a bath.# 

7)  如果你借我鉛筆，我就給你糖果。 
 Ruguo ni jie wo qianbi, wo jiu gei ni tangguo. 
 ‘If you lend me a pencil, I’ll give you some candy.’ 

Query 
Preparatory 

60.0% 
(75)  

8) 可不可以借我鉛筆？ 
 Ke bu keyi jie wo qianbi? 
 ‘Can/Will you lend me a pencil?’ 
9) 我可不可以借你的擦布？ 
 Wo ke bu keyi jie nide cabu? 
 ‘May/Can I borrow your eraser?’ 
10) 可以借我橡皮擦嗎？ 
 Keyi jie wo xiangpica ma? 
 ‘Can/Will you lend me an eraser?’ 
11) 你可以借我那一枝鉛筆嗎？ 
 Ni keyi jie wo na yi zhi qianbi ma? 
 ‘Can/Will you lend me that pencil?’ 
12) 我可以借你的鉛筆嗎？ 
 Wo keyi jie nide qianbi ma? 
 ‘May/Can I borrow your pencil?’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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5.2.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data 

 In the following, I will be concerned with the validation of the children’s 

interview data in S2 by comparing it with naturally occurring data collected in school 

and at home and further examine if the children’s request performances in the 

interview data match those in the naturally observed data given below.  According to 

my observations, the event of borrowing and lending writing materials was a common 

encounter among the child participants in school, though no precise data regarding the 

frequency of borrowing or lending activities is available here.  The reason the 

borrowing of writing materials occurred so often is that doing Chinese school 

homework (i.e., in addition to in-class English exercises) was a part of each 

participant’s daily schedule at the English-only school.  That is, Chinese-speaking 

teachers assumed much more responsibilities than English-speaking teachers in taking 

care of these participants in school, such as overseeing the children’s Chinese 

homework, watching over them during naptime and lunchtime, assisting in 

distributing food to them at snack time, teaching them English, and communicating 

with their parents.  Sometimes, these Chinese teachers helped take the children home 

if their parents had difficulty picking them up on their own. Thus, for some children, 

these teachers were like their second parents or baby-sitters.  Let us first look at a few 

instances obtained from classroom observations.    

Validation 5.4:  The Pencil Request 
 

(Rick’s classmates want to borrow pencils from him.) 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. Interview 
 
James: (touching Rick’s arm) 
 Rick, pencil. Direct: ConIndirect 
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Rick: (looking at James) (James 1) 
 
James: Lend me!  Direct:  
 (looking at Rick) (James 2) 
T: Please.  
 # asking James to add the word 
 “please” # 
 # “T” means Teacher # 
Rick: (looking for something in his 
 schoolbag) 
 
Eric: Rick, please pencil. Direct: ConIndirect 
 # Rick. Pencil, please. # (Eric 1) 
Rick: (taking out his pencil box, and then  
 looking at James and shaking his 
 head) 
 
James: Rick, [pencil.  Please.] Direct: 
 (stretching out his hand to Rick) (James 3) 
 
Jack: [Rick, pencil, please.] Direct: ConIndirect 
T: Rick, please can you lend me your (Jack 1) 
 pencil? 
 # modifying the students’ speech 
 behavior # 
James: = Rick, please can you lend me  
 a xxx pencil?  
Rick: (taking out some pencils from his 
 pencil box) 
James: xxx one. 
Rick: xxx. 
 
Eric: Rick, please a pencil, Direct: 
 a pencil, a pencil. (Eric 2) 
 # Rick, please. A pencil. A pencil. # 
 (saying like singing) 
Rick: (giving James a pencil) 
 

Validation 5.5:  The Learning Material Request 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. 

a. I want an eraser. Direct ConIndirect 

Interview 
 
(Examples given in (a-g) are requests made to the respondents’ classmates.) 
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b. *I need eraser. Direct ConIndirect 
# I need an eraser. # 
 

c. Give me. Direct ConIndirect 
 (borrowing a crayon) 
 
d. *Borrow me the eraser. Direct ConIndirect 
 # Lend me the eraser. # 

 
e. *Paul, borrow me a paper. Direct ConIndirect 

# Paul, lend me a piece of paper. # 
 

f. May I borrow your eraser? ConIndirect ConIndirect 
 
g. Cindy, may I borrow your pencil? ConIndirect ConIndirect 

 
(Examples (h-j) are requests made to teachers.) 
 
h. Teacher, can I borrow a pencil? ConIndirect ConIndirect 
 
i. Teacher Amy, may I borrow the ConIndirect ConIndirect 
 tissue, please? 
 
j. Teacher Tom, can I borrow this ConIndirect ConIndirect 
 dinosaur? 
 (pointing to a plastic dinosaur toy) 

 
 Based on the data shown in Validations 5.4 and 5.5, the child participants 

were prone to use direct strategies (e.g., ellipsis like “Pencil,” imperative, or 

want statement) when asking to borrow learning materials (e.g., pencil, eraser, 

crayon) from their classmates.  Nevertheless, they still adhered to conventionally 

indirect strategies when requesting to borrow goods from their teachers in the 

natural school context, as shown in Example (h-j).  Familiarity does not seem to 

beget disrespect for teachers, whose age seniority and professional authority 

remain highly regarded by the children.  That is, it appears to be the power 

relationship rather than the level of familiarity (social distance) between these 

children and their teachers that determines the children’s use of conventionally 
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indirect strategies with their teachers.  Conventional indirectness was likely to be 

used when they addressed their classmates, as given in Examples (f) and (g), but 

this did not commonly occur in my school observation data. 

 Next, I will present some naturally occurring requests obtained from the 

home observations.   

Validation 5.6:  The Game Player and Eraser Request 
 

a. (Dabao, aged 10, wants to borrow a handheld game player from his 
younger cousins, B aged 6 and R aged 8.) 

 
Dabao: 借我看一下。 (to R)    Request 1: 

Jie wo kan yixia.    Direct   
‘Lend me it.  Just for a quick look.’   

 R:  那是小柏的，你跟小柏借。   
Na shi Xiaobo de, ni gen Xiaobo jie. 
‘That’s Xiaobo’s.  Ask him (if you can 
borrow it).’  

 Dabao: 小柏，借我看一下這個。   Request 2: 
   Xiaobo, jie wo kan yixia zhe ge.  Direct 
   ‘Xiaobo, lend me this.  Just for a quick 
   look.’ 
   (holding the game player) 
 B:  給我。 

Gei wo. 
‘Give it to me.’ 
(reluctant to lend it to Dabao) 

 Dabao: (still holding the game player) 
 B:  給我啦! 

   Gei wo la! 
   ‘GIVE IT TO ME!’ 
 

b. (Erbao, aged 9, needs an eraser to correct his homework.) 
 
Erbao: 媽媽，借我橡皮擦。   Direct 
  Mama, jie wo xiangpica.    

   ‘Mom, lend me an eraser.’ 
 
 NOTE:  In the interview elicited data, Dabao gave a direct request to a 

younger sibling, and Erbao gave a conventionally indirect request to his 
mother in a pencil-borrowing situation.        
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 Validation 5.6 shows that Dabao and Erbao preferred direct strategies when 

borrowing things from their younger cousins or mother.  The findings from the home 

observation data show an overall inconsistency with those of the interview data in 

which most children showed a preference for conventionally indirect strategies when 

borrowing writing materials from others.  However, Dabao demonstrated a very 

similar request performance both at home and during interviews.  He used direct 

strategies when addressing his younger sibling in the interview data; the only slight 

difference was that he used conditional promises (e.g., reward) to borrow a pencil 

from his younger sibling during the interviews, whereas he used imperatives to 

borrow a game player from his younger cousin in a natural context, probably because 

of his uncertainty of what promise would work best to maximize his cousin’s 

compliance.  Erbao, by contrast, performed requests differently during interviews and 

at home.  He made a conventionally indirect request with his mother during 

interviews, but used a direct request with the mother during observations.  Thus, the 

validation results of home observations, like those of school observations, are mixed.   

    

5.2.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 In summary, findings from Tables 5.5 – 5.8 revealed that conventionally 

indirect strategies, query preparatories in particular, were commonly used in 

preference to other strategies in the borrowing of writing materials, irrespective of age, 

language, and hearer.  The only exception was that the respondents favored directness 

over conventional indirectness when borrowing pencils from their younger sibling in 

Chinese (64% vs. 36%).  Moreover, the 9 to 10 year olds were more liable than the 6 

Summary 
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to 8 year olds to use direct strategies in English (20% vs. 5%), probably because the 

overall English development of the older children was more advanced than that of 

their younger counterparts, thus giving the older children a richer linguistic repertoire 

to diversify their strategy options, rather than being constrained by limited 

conventionally formulaic requests.  The second strategy preference in S2 was 

directness, especially an imperative substrategy, which was more likely to occur in 

making Chinese than in making English requests.  Finally, hinting was never used in 

S2. 

 Moreover, according to the naturalistic observation data shown in Validations 

5.4 – 5.6, the children used direct strategies (e.g., “Lend me an eraser,” “I need an 

eraser,” or “Pencil”) predominantly when requesting to borrow things from anyone 

but their teachers, who generally received conventionally indirect requests from the 

children (e.g., “May I borrow an eraser?” or “Can you lend me an eraser?”).  One 

plausible explanation for the use of conventionally indirectness with teachers may be 

related to the Chinese traditional value of respect for teachers and the elderly.  For 

example, when being asked why he addressed teachers politely, one respondent 

answered, “因為他比我大。Yinwei ta bi wo da. ‘Because he’s older (or more 

powerful) than I.’”  When the interviewer asked him what exactly he meant by that 

word “da ‘older (or more powerful),’” the respondent said that children were 

supposed to respect teachers because teachers were higher (in social status) and older 

than they were; that is, the participant may have developed the Chinese sense of social 

hierarchy between teachers and students.  Overall, when comparing the school 

observation data and the interview data in food-asking and material-borrowing 
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situations, I found that the children’s similarity in using conventionally indirect 

strategies with their teachers is consistent. 

 In general, direct strategies seem to be well liked in authentic school and home 

interactions when the observed children requested to borrow things from classmates, 

younger cousins, and their mother.  On the other hand, conventionally indirect 

strategies appear to be popular when they talked with teachers.  Thus, in goods-

borrowing situations, the validation results are generally congruent with the interview 

results with respect to requests made to teachers (receiving conventionally indirect 

requests) and younger siblings/cousins (receiving direct requests), but incongruent 

with those made to classmates and their mother.  Thus far, I found that speech 

addressed to teachers during interviews and that during observations are in good 

agreement in both S1 and S2.  As for the inconsistency in the choice of request 

strategy with classmates, several children told me that they generally would only 

borrow things from or lend things to their good friends; thus, not too surprisingly, 

direct strategies seem to serve as a solidarity device.  As such, I tend to view their 

interview responses in S2, where conventional directness dominated, as being driven 

by perceptions rather than based on real-life speech behaviors. 

 Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986), based on videotaped data for children 2 to 4 

years old, found that children as early as age 2 have established “a sense of rights of 

possession”; thus, they are generally polite in their requests for goods from others (p. 

70).  For instance, 44% of the time they used polite forms (e.g., “Can I”) to ask for 

their younger sibling’s toys, but only 9% of the time otherwise, suggesting that the 

children showed a distinct awareness of individual ownership or territory (Ervin-Tripp 

Further Discussion 
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& Gordon, 1986).  Correspondingly, children at a very early age were able to perceive 

the difference in ‘having’ and ‘owning’, that is, they know that taking away 

something owned by others is prohibited, but toys owned by the kindergarten do not 

belong to any specific child (cited in Sujbert, 2004, para. 5).  A similar finding 

regarding children’s having sense of ownership was observed in my naturalistic home 

data (see Validation 5.6 above), in which, when Dabao (aged 10) attempted to borrow 

a game player from his younger cousins, and R (aged 8) said, “That’s Xiaobo’s.  Ask 

him (if you can borrow it).”  In other words, in general, school-aged children have 

developed a clear sense of not taking what belongs to others without asking for 

permission.  As such, borrowing things from and lending things to others are basic 

social skills that should be targeted to foster children’s pragmatic development. 

 Even though it appears that borrowing or lending writing materials should not 

be a large problem among familiars, it can pose a dilemma for those who put a lot of 

stock in self-ownership.  That is, it is likely that some children do not like to lend their 

own goods to others or to people they dislike, while others will dislike to borrow 

things unless it is a must.  Thus, the borrowing behavior can threaten not only the 

hearer’s but also the speaker’s own “negative face,” i.e., the desire to be imposition 

free in one’s actions (Brown & Levinson, 1987).  I wondered what type of request 

strategies Confucius, a great philosopher in ancient China, would have preferred if he 

had to borrow items from a certain disciple of his, one who disliked lending out his 

own possessions.  The brief story below is drawn from Xiang Liu’s (n.d.) work《說

苑》Shuoyuan ‘Garden of Stories’, compiled in the Western Han period (206 B.C. – 

A.D. 8).  Confucius once had a need to borrow an umbrella from his disciple Zixia, 

one of his most outstanding students, but he knew that Zixia had a particular 
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weakness in his dislike of lending his own things to others.  Thus, he used what 

Brown and Levinson (1987) called “Don’t do the FTA” strategies, that is, he chose 

not to perform the act of requesting.  By so doing, Confucius attempted to prevent 

disclosure of Zixia’s weakness.  In other words, Confucius strategically attended to 

both Zixia’s “positive” and “negative face.”  The former refers to Zixia’s desire to be 

liked and approved by Confucius that would suffer if he had to refuse Confucius’ 

request, and the latter relates to Zixia’s freedom of not being forced to comply with 

his teacher’s request an umbrella.  Thus, the story shows that borrowing things, even 

minor things like umbrellas or school materials can be very “face” threatening for 

both the speaker and the hearer. 

 Instances of Confucius’ considerateness for others can be seen not only in the 

story above, but also in his writings, such as The Analects, in which Confucius 

describes that his aim in the conduct of life is “[t]o bring peace to the old, to have 

trust in my [his] friends, and to cherish the young” (Analects V.26, trans. by Lau, 

1979, p. 80).  As Confucianism still has a profound and far-reaching impact on 

education in Taiwan, children are generally inculcated with strong Confucian ethics 

like consideration for harmonious interpersonal relations or respectfulness to others 

demanded by not only teachers, but also parents and the society.  As such, the child 

respondents, at least in perception at interviews, if not in reality in the natural context, 

seemed to exhibit a preference for conventionally indirect strategies; this appears to 

conform to what their teachers, parents, or society have instilled in them, being 

considerate of the feelings of others and being respectful of one another.  Therefore, 

their use of conventional indirectness can not only minimize the imposition on the 

hearer, but also maximize the potentiality of request compliance. 
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 However, Confucius’s opt-out strategy, that of “do not do the FTA,” does not 

appear to be a practical option to be applied in a rapidly developing society like 

Taiwan, where as the economy grows, people (e.g., working mothers) entering the 

labor market have their amount of time spent on work increase and, consequently, life 

is fast-paced and busy.  Given such a situation, many people today are more likely 

than those in prior times to forget to bring a necessary item associated with a 

particular event (e.g., a pen needed to complete a writing task at hand); hence, issuing 

a request to borrow things from others is often needed to attain an immediate goal, 

which should not be hindered or delayed because of the use of a “do not do the FTA” 

strategy.  For example, a child’s failure to complete his schoolwork on time due to the 

lack of a pencil or eraser does not generally seem to be excusable or justifiable in a 

society like Taiwan, unless there are extenuating circumstances (e.g., destitute 

children having difficulty affording or accessing basic learning materials).  Thus, it is 

believed that we would not expect children to get wet in a rainy day, to go hungry due 

to missing breakfast, or to skip homework owing to the lack of learning materials, 

simply because they choose not to carry out the act of requesting.  Rather, they are 

encouraged to perform an appropriate request so as to achieve their goal. 

 Two questions arise as to why the children favored direct strategies in natural 

encounters and if their favoring direct rather than conventionally indirect requests 

suggests their deviation from the politeness norm.  As mentioned earlier, most of 

today’s Taiwanese people, parents in particular, lead a very busy life; thus, clarity can 

be a good policy to communicate ideas with one another using a direct request, which 

may represent efficiency and considerateness because of taking into account the time 

constraints placed on the hearer.  For example, one parent I interviewed commented 
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about what she thought was an appropriate request for her children at home: “媽媽這

麼忙，一句話可以講完最好，不要講那麼多話！Mama zheme mang, yi ju hua 

keyi jiang wan zui hao, bu yao jiang name duo hua! ‘Mom is (I am) so busy.  If it can 

be said in one sentence, then don’t say more than that.’”  That is, clarity and brevity 

are prioritized mainly out of concerns for efficiency.  As such, being direct does not 

necessarily mean rudeness or impoliteness.  The tone of voice or the internal or 

external modification of a request utterance can matter as well. 

 In Section 5.2, the overall findings indicated that conventional indirectness, 

query preparatories in particular, remained the favorite strategy in the learning 

material borrowing situation.  The validations of the interview data showed that the 

respondents used conventionally indirect strategies with their teachers both during the 

interview and the observation period.  However, the children were more likely to use 

direct requests rather than conventionally indirect requests in natural encounters.  

Next, in Section 5.3, I will look at how the children perform requests in the last 

“favor” situation, i.e., asking others to help with homework. 

 

5.3 Request for Help with Schoolwork (S3) 

 This section details the findings of how the child participants used request 

strategies according to the variables of age, hearer, and language, as well as presents 

the distribution of their substrategy preference in an assistance with schoolwork 

situation (S3).  Validation of the child interview data is also given below. 
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5.3.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 Table 5.9 shows how age is related to the choice of request strategies in a 

schoolwork-assistance situation.  For both English and Chinese requests, children 

aged 6-8 years were more likely than those aged 9-10 years to use conventionally 

indirect strategies (English: 85% vs. 62%, Chinese: 55% vs. 45%), and less likely to 

choose direct strategies (English: 5% vs. 23%, Chinese: 43% vs. 53%), suggesting 

that it appears that as age increases, the prevalence of using conventionally indirect 

strategies decreases.  For both age groups, conventional indirectness was the most 

frequently used strategy type, with the exception of the 9 to 10 age group, in which 

directness was slightly more frequently used than conventional indirectness when 

making requests in Chinese (53% vs. 45%). 

 In S3, there was an overall preference for conventionally indirect strategies 

used to make English requests (74%), but no clear overall tendency in the differences 

between the use of direct and conventionally indirect requests in Chinese can be 

identified (48% vs. 50%).  Direct strategies occurred more commonly in Chinese than 

in English requests (48% vs. 14%); this is consistent with the previously discussed 

findings of S1 and S2.  One difference between the findings of S3 and those of S1 and 

S2 concerning the choice of hint strategies in English is that the percentage of using 

hints increased, for example, to 13% in S3, from 1% in S1 and 0% in S2.  This finding 

indicated that differences in strategy use can be related to differences in situations 

(e.g., learning material-borrowing vs. schoolwork-assistance circumstances).  Data on 

the occurrence of Chinese hint requests in S3 remained scarce (2%). 
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Table 5.9 
S3: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

3 
4.6% 

55 
84.6% 

7 
10.8% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

14 
23.3% 

37 
61.7% 

9 
15.0% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

17 
13.6% 

92 
73.6% 

16 
12.8% 

125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

28 
43.1% 

36 
55.4% 

1 
1.5% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

32 
53.3% 

27 
45.0% 

1 
1.7% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

60 
48.0% 

63 
50.4% 

2 
1.6% 

125 
100.0% 

 

 

5.3.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 How the children differentiate their request strategies based on whom is being 

requested from is given in Table 5.10.  These children generally favored 

conventionally indirect over direct and hint strategies when making English requests 

with different hearers (64-80% vs. 0-28% and 4-28%, respectively).  Particularly with 

teachers, the children were completely indirect (72% of conventional indirectness and 

28% of hints).  By contrast, when talking to different hearers in Chinese, the children 

did not seem to show a consistent preference for directness or conventional 

indirectness, but they consistently disfavored the use of hints.  They tended to be more 

direct with the younger siblings (60%), mothers (56%), and classmates (52%) than to 

fathers (36%) and teachers (36%) in issuing a Chinese request for help with 

schoolwork. 

 Overall, in terms of the hearer variable, conventional indirectness was the first 

strategy choice in framing English requests, but there was no evident preference for 
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either direct or indirect strategies in phrasing Chinese requests in S3.  Further, in both 

English and Chinese, younger siblings received the most direct requests (28% and 

60%), and teachers the least (0% and 36%).  Teachers were more likely than other 

hearers to receive hints in English (28% vs. 4-16%), whereas no distinct difference 

was noted for the use of Chinese hints with different hearers in S3.  

Table 5.10 
S3: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

16 
64.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

1 
4.0% 

20 
80.0% 

4 
16.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

6 
24.0% 

18 
72.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

20 
80.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

0 18 
72.0% 

7 
28.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

15 
60.0% 

10 
40.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

14 
56.0% 

11 
44.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

15 
60.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

13 
52.0% 

12 
48.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

15 
60.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

 

 

5.3.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 
 
 The distribution of each type of substrategy in a schoolwork-assistance 

situation is shown in Tables 5.11 and 5.12, along with some typical examples that are 

presented to illustrate the use of a specific substrategy formula. 
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 According to Table 5.11, query preparatories (74%) were the most widely 

employed English request substrategies.  The dominant form of queries produced by 

the children was “can you” requests, which was used to question the hearer’s ability 

or willingness to help the speaker with schoolwork and thus, as the CCSARP coding 

manual indicates, reflects a hearer-dominated request perspective.  In S1 (Tables 5.3 

and 5.4) and S2 (Tables 5.7 and 5.8), the second most frequently used substrategy 

type in English and Chinese requests was imperatives.  In S3, however, English hints 

(13%) overtook imperatives (10%) to become the second most preferred type of 

substrategy.  Fifteen out of the total of 16 hints were problem statements, such as “I 

don’t know how to write this” (see Examples 8 and 9 in Table 5.11), which was one 

way of giving a reason for the schoolwork-assistance request.  Problem statements 

can help reduce face-threatening requestive force because they give both the speaker 

and the hearer an out.  For example, an uncooperative hearer can deliberately take the 

requestive utterance “I don’t know how to write this” as a statement about the 

speaker’s knowledge status, and simply reply, “Oh, I see,” or “Sorry to hear that.”  

And the refused speaker can reply, “I am just telling you what I don’t know, and 

that’s it.”  Thus, both the speaker’s and the hearer’s face needs are satisfied, provided 

that there is a failure in realizing the request. 

 Further, similar to the findings reported in S1 and S2, those of S3 showed that 

bare imperatives without any mitigating devices (e.g., the polite marker “please” or 

grounders such as giving reasons) occurred rarely.  Additionally, 3 out of the total 4 

other directness were ellipses, such as “How to write this?,” which were commonly 

observed in a natural school setting, to which I will return in the validation section 

5.3.4.  The only conditional threat occurred here was generated by a child of 9 years 
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and directed to a younger sibling, supporting again that the older children were more 

likely than younger ones to legitimately make threats when issuing requests.  

Table 5.11 
S3: Distribution and example of substrategy types in English 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

10.4% 
(13) 

1) Teach me question 2 and question 5. 
2) Please teach me question 3 and question 5. 

Other 
Directness 

3.2% 
(4) 

3) I will throw this in a garbage can if you don’t teach me. 
4)  How to write this one, and this one? 

Query 
Preparatory 

73.6% 
(92) 

5)  Can you teach me how to write this one?  
6) Can you teach me my homework? 
 # Can you teach me how to do my homework? # 
7) Can you tell me how to write this one? 

Hint 12.8% 
(16) 

8)  I don’t know how to write this one. 
9) I don’t know question 2 and question 3. 
10) *I wait for you.  You say something first finish, and talk with me. 

# I’ll wait to talk with you after you finish talking. # 
Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

 

 
 Regarding Chinese substrategies, as can be seen in Table 5.12 below, the first 

two substrategy preferences were query preparatories (50%) and imperatives (40%), 

both of which constituted the majority of Chinese requests made in a schoolwork-

assistance situation (S3).  The percentage of using Chinese imperatives went from 

19% in S1 (a cookie-asking situation) and 37% in S2 (a learning material-borrowing 

situation) to 40% in S3, probably because the need for clarity must be prioritized to 

achieve maximal understanding and effective communication so as to accomplish a 

particular task within a given time constraint (e.g., turning in an assignment that is 

due soon).  However, almost half (48%, figure not shown) of the total 50 imperatives 

were softened by adding polite expressions (e.g., qing ‘please’ and mafan ‘to trouble 

you’, see Examples 3 and 4), tags (e.g., hao bu hao ‘ok?’, see Example 5), and/or 

sentence-final particles (e.g., la, see Example 2).  Thus, generally speaking, some 

children were direct, but not necessarily impolite.  That is, most of the children did 
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not seem to view help with schoolwork as something to be taken-for-granted, as they 

tended to “redress” (a word generally used to relate to face management by Brown & 

Levinson, 1987) the requestive imposition through alternative means, such as using 

query preparatories or mitigated imperatives.  Additionally, performatives (4%) and 

other directness (4%) were occasionally used, while hints (2%) were used the least.  

Once again, the only conditional threat (see Example 8) was made to a younger 

sibling by an older child aged 10 years; this is similar to the findings of S1 and S2 in 

which older children were more likely than younger ones to make threats or promises. 
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Table 5.12 
S3: Distribution and example of substrategy types in Chinese 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

40.0% 
(50) 

1) 教我一下。Jiao wo yixia. 
 ‘Teach (Help) me (how to do it) for a while.’ 
2) 你教我第八題和第九題啦！Ni jiao wo di ba ti han di jiu ti la! 
 ‘Teach me (Help me with) number 8 and number 9!’ 
3) 請你教我這兩題。Qing ni jiao wo zhe liang ti. 
 ‘Please teach me (help me with/show me) these two (questions).’ 
4) 請麻煩你教我一下。Qing mafan ni jiao wo yixia. 
 ‘Please teach me this for a while.’ 
5) 你借我看一下好不好？Ni jie wo kan yixia, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Lend me it.  I’ll just have a quick look, ok?’ 

Performative 
 

4.0% 
(5) 

6) 我要請你教我功課。 
 Wo yao qing ni jiao wo gongke. 
 ‘I want to ask you to help me with my homework.’ 
7) 拜託告訴我這兩題要怎麼寫？ 
 Baituo gaosu wo zhe liang ti yao zenme xie? 
 ‘I am (politely) asking you to tell (show) me how to do these two 
 (questions)’ 
 ‘Please tell (show) me how to do these two.’ (pragmatic translation) 

Other 
Directness 

4.0% 
(5) 

8)  小心我揍你哦！(with a joking tone) ... 因為你不教我。 
 Xiaoxin wo zou ni o! … Yinwei ni bu jiao wo. 
 ‘You’d better be careful.  I am gonna hit you … because you didn’t 
 teach (show) me how to do it.’ 
9) 這兩題要怎麼寫？Zhe liang ti yao zenme xie? 
 ‘How do I do these two (questions)?’ 

Query 
Preparatory 

50.4% 
(63)  

10) 你可不可以先教我功課？ 
 Ni ke bu keyi xian jiao wo gongke? 
 ‘Can/Will you first teach (show) me how to do the homework?’ 
11) 你可以教我一下嗎？ 
 Ni keyi jiao wo yixia ma? 
 ‘Can/Will you teach (show) me for a while (for a second)?’ 
12) 拜託可以教我嗎？ 
 Baituo keyi jiao wo ma? 
 ‘Could/Would you please teach (show) me?’  
13) 可不可以教我這兩三題好不好？ 
 Ke bu keyi jiao wo zhe liang san ti, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Can/Will you teach me these two or three questions, ok?’ 

Hint 1.6% 
(2) 

14) 這一題我不會寫。Zhe yi ti wo bu hui xie. 
 ‘I don’t know how to write this one.’ 
15) 第二題跟第三題我不會。Di-er ti gen di-san ti wo bu hui. 
 ‘I don’t know how to do number 2 and number 3.’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

NOTE:  Utterance (12) is not a performative because it is an 
interrogative rather than a declarative form (see the definition of 
“performative” in Section 4.3.2). 
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 Next I will look at the data collected in the natural settings, which showed that 

ellipses (e.g., “How to write this?”) or hints (e.g., “I don’t know how to write this”) 

were not as scarce as during the interviews. 

 

5.3.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data 

 The focus of this section is to validate the data obtained from interviews.  

Naturally occurring requests gathered from the child participants in school and at 

home will be presented and discussed.  Comparisons will be made, with findings of 

the two different data sources used to explore if the interview and naturalistic data are 

consistent with each other. 

 As mentioned earlier in Section 5.2.4, setting aside a specific time (30 minutes 

or so) for children to do Chinese or English homework was part of the basic daily 

structure of the English school.  And it was generally during this period of time that 

the children were allowed to speak Chinese, with the permission of their teacher, 

provided that they had to request their teacher’s help with Chinese schoolwork (e.g., 

Chinese, Mathematics, Science).  Therefore, one question might be raised regarding 

how the English-only rule is implemented at this school.  During informal interviews 

with the Chinese teachers, it was found that some parents expected these Chinese 

teachers to assist their children with Chinese school homework as well as to develop 

their English proficiency.  Thus, homework time at this school is a way not only to 

understand and strengthen the children’s regular school learning, but also to help 

lighten the homework assistance burden fell on busy parents.  According to my 

observations, the child participants barely spoke Chinese without first asking for their 

teacher’s permission, and the Chinese teachers permitted these children to use 
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Chinese generally only for the purpose of maximizing efficiency (e.g., helping with 

Chinese homework) or to alleviate anxiety (e.g., one participant kept saying “May I 

speak in Chinese?” three times because she wanted to relay an important message to 

her younger sibling).  However, in school, the schoolwork-assistance request was 

ordinarily phrased in English, with Chinese being used when a specific content 

concept (e.g., arithmetic mean, fraction) needed clarification.  Below are some typical 

requests made in the natural school setting.      

Validation 5.7:  The Assignment-Help Request 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. 

a. Eric, help me. Direct 1 ConIndirect 

Interview 
 
(Examples (a-c) are requests made to classmates.) 
 

Eric, I need your help. Direct 2 
# Eric is busy helping another 
classmate with exercises. # 
 

b. Henry, how to write “fall”? Direct ConIndirect 
 # Henry, how do you write “fall”? # 
 
c. Eric, how to do number 5? Direct ConIndirect 

 # Eric, how do you do number 5? # 
 

(Examples (d-l) are requests made to their teachers.) 
 
d. Teacher, how to spell “hat”?  Direct ConIndirect 
 # Teacher, how do you spell “hat”? # 
 
e. This, how to write? Direct Hint 
 # This, how do you write it? # 
 
f. Teacher Mary, how to do number four? Direct ConIndirect 
 # Teacher Mary, how do you do number 
 four? # 
 
g. Teacher, what does “genius” mean?   Direct ConIndirect 
 
h. Teacher, I need help. Direct ConIndirect 
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i. Please say one more time. Direct ConIndirect 
 # Please say it one more time. # 
 
j. Can you say it one more time? ConIndirect ConIndirect 
 
k. I don’t know how to spell. Hint ConIndirect 
 # I don’t know how to spell this. # 
 
l. Teacher, I don’t know number two. Hint ConIndirect

  
NOTE: ConIndirect = conventionally indirect (request) 

 
 The data presented in Validation 5.7 showed that the strategy types of all 

examples with the exception of Example (j) are inconsistent with those collected 

during the interview.  Simply put, these children tended to be more direct in natural 

interactions than when interviewed.  Ellipsis strategies (e.g., how to + VP, see 

Examples (b-f)), in particular, were frequently observed during the period of doing in-

class exercises or homework.  For instance, I observed how some of the children 

practiced writing diaries in class and found that there were many ellipsis requests like 

“How to spell …?” from the children.  So much so that the native English speaking 

teacher was very busy attending to those who needed help with spelling.  Oftentimes, 

these children viewed their teacher as a walking dictionary because they had not yet 

learned how to look up words in a dictionary. 

 Findings of S1 and S2 revealed that the children generally used English 

conventionally indirect forms with their teacher in both interview and natural settings.  

The findings of S3, however, indicated that when the children asked their teacher for 

help with their schoolwork, directness was favored in natural interactions whereas 

conventional indirectness was preferred when being interviewed.  Thus, the interview 

data seems to disagree with the naturalistic school data.  One plausible explanation 
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for the inconsistency in strategy choice could be the efficiency factor.  That is, in the 

natural context, clarity must be achieved to assure that they could maximize their 

chance of obtaining the teacher’s attention, minimize the time the teacher needs to 

understand their requestive intent, and complete the task the teacher has assigned 

within a specified time limit.  Nevertheless, when being interviewed, they might not 

be as sensitive to resource (e.g., teacher’s availability) and time constraints.  Thus, in 

S3, directness must necessarily take precedence over indirectness, especially when 

the children had to compete with each other for their teacher’s attention and 

assistance to get their schoolwork done on time.  The other possible explanation is, as 

Gordon and Ervin-Tripp (1984) pointed out, that the degree of deference paid to 

teachers can be reduced when teachers are expected to render some service relevant 

to the school routine. 

 As for the natural requests for help from classmates, these children were 

generally direct, and this finding also disagrees with that of the interview data, which 

showed a strong preference for conventional indirectness (80%) with classmates in a 

schoolwork-assistance situation.  However, the majority of schoolwork-help requests 

from the children were addressed to their teachers rather than classmates.  For the few 

requests that were directed to their classmates, the requests were typically directness 

oriented like Examples (b) and (c) above (e.g., “Henry, how to write/spell …?”).  In 

the following section, I will present some natural data gathered from the home visits. 

Validation 5.8:  The Homework-Help Request 
 

(Examples (a-c) are homework-help requests made by Xiaobao.) 
 

a. Xiaobao: 媽媽‧‧‧     Request 1: 
  Mama …     Vocative 
  ‘Mom…’     
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Mom: (busy helping Erbao with homework) 
 
Xiaobao: 媽媽，“是”可以造什麼字？  Request 2: 
  Mama, “shi” keyi zao shenme zi?  Direct  
  ‘Mom, how do I make a sentence  (direct question) 
  with the word “am”?’  
Mom: 哪一個字? 
  Na yi ge zi? 
  Which word? 
Xiaobao:“我是”的“是”。 
  “Wo shi” de “shi.” 
  ‘”Am” as in “I am.”’ 
Mom: 我是隻小鳥啊。  
  Wo shi zhi xiao niao a. 
  ‘(It could be) “I am a birdie.”’ 
  我是個乖小孩啊。 
  Wo shi ge guai xiaohai a. 
  ‘(Or it can be) “I am a good boy.”’ 
  (keeps checking Erbao’s homework) 
{…} 
(After only a short while)    
Xiaobao: 媽媽，“是”可以造什麼造句？  Request 3: 
  Mama, “shi” keyi zao shenme  Direct 
  zao ju?      (direct question)
  ‘Mom, how do I make a sentence 
  with the word “am”?’ 
Mom: (asking Xiaobao to bring his homework 
  to her) 

 
b. Xiaobao: 媽媽，怎麼算？    Request 1: 
   Mama, zenme suan?    Direct 
   ‘Mom, (show me) how to do this?’  (ellipsis) 
   (sits waiting for mom to go to him) 
 Mom: (still busy checking Dabao’s homework) 
 Xiaobao: 媽媽！     Request 2: 
   Mama!      Vocative 
   ‘Mom!’ 
 
c. Xiaobao: 媽媽，教我。    Request 1: 
   Mama, jiao wo.    Direct 
   ‘Mom, teach me (how to do this).’  (imperative) 
 Mom: 我在忙，去問爸爸。 
   Wo zai mang, qu wen baba. 
   ‘I am busy.  Go ask dad.’ 
 Xiaobao: (hands holding a self-testing book, trying Request 2: 
   to squeeze pass his siblings to ask mom Nonverbal 
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   to show him how to do it) 
 
(Example (d) is a homework-help request made by Erbao.) 
 
d. Erbao: 媽媽，請問這題怎麼寫？   Direct: 
   Mama, qing wen zhe ti zenme xie?  (ellipsis) 
   ‘Mom, (show me) how to do this, please?’ 
   (walking to mom with the question) 
 
(Examples (c-f) are homework-help requests made by Dabao.) 

 
e. Dabao: 媽，什麼是“憂傷”？   Request 1: 

Ma, shenme shi ‘youshang’?   Direct 
‘Mom, what does ‘youshang’ mean?’  (direct question) 

Mom: “憂傷”就是很憂愁傷心。 
  “Youshang” jiu shi hen youchou shangxin.   
  ‘Youshang means “very worried and sad.”’  
  # giving the explanation of the phrase # 
Dabao: 那解釋咧?     Request 2: 
  Na jieshi lie?     Direct  
  ‘And what’s an explanation?’   (direct question) 

 
f. Dabao: 媽!        Request: 
   Ma!      Vocative 
    ‘Mom!’     
   (giving mom his book) 
 
NOTE:  In the interview elicited data, all of the three children used direct 
requests when asking their mother for help with homework.    

 
 The data shown in Validation 5.8 indicated that the three children generally 

favored direct strategies and sometimes used vocatives only (e.g., “Mom!”) when they 

needed their mother’s assistance with homework.  Vocatives alone can be as effective 

as attention-getters in attaining a requestive end, provided that the cooperation of the 

hearer is expected (Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986).  The finding of using direct 

requests in the naturalistic home setting lends support to the data obtained during 

interviews, which showed that all of the three children used direct strategies when 

talking to their mother in S3.  The only minor difference is that when asking their 

mother for homework assistance, the children generally used direct questions and 
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ellipses in the natural home setting, whereas they used imperatives in the interview.  

This is probably because the mother was more immediately available in the natural 

encounters (e.g., where the mother was sitting in the reading room and ready to offer 

help with homework questions) than in the interview scenario (e.g., where the mother 

was still busy washing dishes). 

 Also, one interesting home observation was that the children tended to repeat 

similar or identical request forms if their homework-assistance requests were not 

attended to promptly or answered adequately.  Additionally, similar to that of the 

situation occurring in school where the children preferred to seek help with 

schoolwork from adults (their teachers) rather than from peers (their classmates), the 

analysis of requests made under the homework-assistance situation at home showed 

that the observed children turned to their mother for help rather than their siblings.  

The finding suggests that teachers and parents are more likely than classmates and 

siblings to be regarded as epistemically competent.  This is the reason why I can only 

include limited data on requests made to classmates.  Homework-assistance speech 

addressed to younger siblings was not observed. 

 

5.3.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 To summarize, Tables 5.9 – 5.12 show that regardless of age or hearer 

variables, the child respondents preferred to use conventionally indirect strategies in 

general and query preparatory substrategies (e.g., with the dominant form “can you”) 

specifically when issuing English schoolwork-assistance requests, but they did not 

demonstrate a clear preference for direct or conventionally indirect strategies when 

Summary 
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making Chinese requests.  Direct strategies were employed more frequently: (1) by 

children aged 9-10 years than those aged 6-8 years, (2) in making Chinese than 

English requests, and (3) to their younger siblings than to their teachers, who in 

particular, did not even receive one single English direct request in S3.  Thus far, 

imperative requests were generally favored as the second choice of substrategy, 

irrespective of language or situation; the English requests made in S3 were an 

exception to this trend, showing that hint substrategies (e.g., “I don’t know how to …”) 

outnumbered imperative strategies and thus were the secondary substrategy 

preference for S3.  In contrast, Chinese imperatives made in S3, often mitigated by 

devices like politeness expressions, tags, or sentence-final particles, were second only 

to query preparatories in occurrence. 

 Further, the data given in Validation 5.7 indicated that the school observation 

data that showed an overall preference for direct strategies disagrees with the 

interview data, which tended to be conventional indirectness dominated.  The 

difference is particularly pronounced when I compare the requests addressed to 

teachers obtained in school to those during the interview.  Teachers did not receive 

any direct requests in the interview data, while the majority of requests they received 

in the observation data were direct.  I attribute this inconsistency mainly to the 

efficiency concern, which I discuss in Section 5.3.4, i.e., competing with peers to 

obtain the teacher’s attention and assistance in order to complete the assigned class 

work rapidly. 

 Interestingly, I also observed that some children enjoyed playing a 

competition game to see who could finish their schoolwork fastest.  Given this 

situation, it is not surprising that the children would favor direct requests that are both 
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time-efficient and pragmatically effective to make explicit their requestive intent in 

natural talk exchanges.  This time sensitive concern, however, is probably not as 

salient when the children responded to interview question three (S3).  Moreover, the 

findings obtained from the home observation data given in Validation 5.8 are overall 

congruent with the results obtained from the interview data.  That is, the children I 

observed in the natural home setting preferred to use direct requests both at home and 

when interviewed.  The only slight difference to be noted is that direct question forms 

were dominant in the observation data, while imperative constructions were prevalent 

in the interview data, probably because, as discussed earlier, the mother was more 

readily available for help with homework during natural interactions than during the 

situation specified in interview question three. 

 According to studies released by the Child Welfare League Foundation of the 

R.O.C. (hereinafter called “CWLF”), “not doing well in school” was the most 

worrisome concern for elementary school children from Taipei (Taiwan) and 

Shanghai (China) based on a questionnaire study (CWLF, September 15, 2006).  

“Great academic pressure” was the second worrisome concern for children in Taiwan 

Further Discussion 

 One question that arises, following the findings based on the interview and 

naturalistic observation data in S3, is what schoolwork means to the children.  The 

answer is that schoolwork is like a “career” that demands considerable commitment 

by children, parents, and teachers as it is generally regarded as a means for children to 

attain academic excellence, occupational success, and thus high social status.  

However, I am not entirely in agreement with the fact that children are put under 

academic pressure from an early age. 
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who used a toll free hotline service to share their worries (CWLF, March 31, 2008a).  

In the latter study, some children expressed that their major pressure stemmed from 

the heavy homework assigned by regular school teachers, after-school class teachers, 

and/or talent class (e.g., music, mental calculation) teachers, as well as the need to 

fulfill their parents’ high expectations for school performance; thus, even receiving a 

grade as high as 98 on a 100 scale would still upset some children (CWLF, 2008a).  

As a consequence, according to another questionnaire study by the CWLF (July 11, 

2008b), elementary school children indicated that they suffered from insufficient 

sleep partly because of spending time on preparing for exams (37%) and doing 

schoolwork (36%).  Given such findings, it is conceivable that asking for help with 

homework is important to ensure their academic satisfaction and thus help relieve 

their academic pressure.   

 Like those children taking multiple supplementary classes reviewed above, 

most of my child participants were enrolled in at least one after-school or talent class 

in addition to the English-only program.  As such, conceivably, my child participants 

(approximately 80% of the children in this study had two working parents) were as 

busy as their parents, and this was reflected in my data collection experience because 

I found it by no means easy to add two individual interviews to these children’s and 

their parents’ already tight schedules.  Additionally, one of my child respondents, a 

third grader, reported that he used to stay up late doing homework, sometimes until 1 

a.m., because he was very slow in writing.  Although this might be an unusual case, it 

does suggest the significance of developing children’s request strategies to tackle their 

academic problems appropriately. 
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 The above discussion suggests that in view of the busy lives both children and 

parents lead, the use of direct requests for help with schoolwork to maximize 

efficiency in naturalistic encounters could be a proper strategy to relieve time pressure 

concerns of both the children and their parents.  This finding supports Ervin-Tripp’s 

(1976) naturalistic study, where imperatives were observed frequently “between 

parents and children in activity-oriented situations” (p. 35).  Similarly, in a situation 

where the teacher’s assistance was constantly asked for from students in the natural 

context, being direct is not necessarily inappropriate.  In the interview data, by 

contrast, where the teachers were busy talking with another adult, the child 

respondents’ preference for conventional indirectness could be because: (1) they, like 

Ervin-Tripp and Gordon’s (1986) 5- to 8-year-old participants, already have the 

sensitivity to the problem of interruption and the understanding that interrupting is 

impolite, so that force-reducing strategies are needed, and/or (2) their responses tend 

to be perception-based rather than experience-based.  Taken together, in a 

schoolwork-assistance situation, interview elicited requests seem to be conventional 

indirectness oriented, while real-life requests appear to be directness dominated. 

 

5.4 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have examined in detail how the child participants performed 

requests in the three favor-asking situations (S1: request for cookies, S2: request to 

borrow pencils/erasers, S3: request for help with schoolwork).  The main results will 

be summarized in the concluding chapter, Chapter 7.  Next, in Chapter 6, I will 

concentrate on analyzing and discussing the children’s request performances under 

the three rights-protecting situations. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION BY “RIGHTS” SITUATION 

 

 As noted previously, children as early as age 2 years were already sensitive to 

the rights of possession, as evidenced by their preference for polite request forms (e.g., 

“Can I”) in a toy-asking situation (Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986).  Correspondingly, 

children between 4 and 5 years of age in Jame’s (1978) doll eliciting experiment were 

less polite to child hearers than to adult hearers, who received imperatives merely 1% 

of the time even when the children attempted to protect their own rights (e.g., 

stopping others from taking his/her ball away).  Thus, the request literature suggests 

that children vary their request performances depending on differential contextual 

factors (e.g., age, hearer, situation). 

 In Chapter 5, I have discussed in detail how my child participants performed 

their requests in three different favor-asking situations based on variations in age, 

language, hearer, and substrategy use.  In this chapter, I will further explore these 

children’s request performances but my focus will be on the analysis and discussion 

of the requests they produced under three various rights-protecting situations.  In 

Section 6.1, I will begin by looking at requests generated in a situation where the 

speaker asks the hearer to return scissors or crayons belonging to the speaker (S4).  

Then in Section 6.2, I will examine the requests made in a situation where the speaker 

asks the hearer to turn down the volume or to be quiet (S5).  Finally, in Section 6.3, I 

will investigate the requests created in a situation where the speaker asks the hearer 

not to take his/her money away (S6).  Summaries of the findings obtained from the 

total six request situations, interpretations of the findings in relation to theoretical 
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considerations, and comparisons of the findings with those of previous studies will all 

be presented in Chapter 7. 

 In the present study, “rights” situations are defined as those where the speaker 

is entitled to the right to obligate the hearer to fulfill a requested act.  For instance, 

asking the hearer to return or stop taking goods owned by the speaker, or asking for a 

certain action that the hearer is bound to fufill, these are “rights” situations in which 

the speaker frames requests to claim or protect his/her own rights.  Listed below are 

the three rights-protecting scenario questions. 

• S4 (Situation 4-1): 
You have an assignment due tomorrow.  You have to draw a picture and 
cut it out.  But your younger brother or sister/mother/father borrowed your 
scissors yesterday, and hasn’t given them back to you.  You really need to 
use your scissors now.  What would you say to him/her to get your scissors 
back?  Why? 

 

Request to return scissors 

S4 (Situation 4-2): 

• 

Request to return crayons 
Your teacher asks you to draw a picture of a lizard (or dinosaur/beetle) and 
color it.  He will collect your drawing before class is dismissed.  You 
realize that there are only 5 minutes left before class is dismissed.  But 
your classmate/teacher has borrowed your crayons for a while, and hasn’t 
given them back to you.  You really need to use your crayons now.  What 
would you say to him/her to get your crayons back?  Why?   

 
S5 (Situation 5-1): 
You’re studying for an important exam tomorrow.  You really want to: (1) 
ask your mother to talk quietly because she is talking very loudly on the 
phone, (2) ask your father to turn down the radio because he is playing the 
radio very loudly, or (3) ask your younger brother or sister to turn down 
the TV because s/he is watching TV very loudly.  What would you say to 
him/her?  Why?  

 

Request to turn down the volume 

S5 (Situation 5-2): Request to be quiet 
Your teacher needs to step out for a moment.  S/he has asked you to be the 
class/discipline leader, and make sure that everyone in the class behaves.  
After your teacher leaves the classroom, one of your classmates starts to 
make noise.  You really want to get him to stop making noise.  What 
would you say to him/her?  Why? 

 
S5 (Situation 5-3): Request to be quiet 
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You’re in the middle of an exam.  One of your classmates has finished the 
exam early, and starts to talk to your teacher out loud.  The loud 
conversation between your teacher and your classmate is disturbing you 
while you’re still doing the exam.  You really want to ask your teacher to 
stop talking.  What would you say to him/her?  Why? 

 
• S6 (Situation 6-1): 

When do you usually get a one-thousand-dollar bill (which currently 
equals about US$32) as a gift?  During the Lunar New Year?  Yes, it’s 
your lucky money (given to children as a blessing).  So you’re in the living 
room and leave your lucky money on the sofa.  Suddenly, the phone rings, 
and you go over to pick it up.  Then while you’re talking on the phone, you 
see your younger brother or sister/mother/father taking your lucky money.  
You really want to get him/her to stop taking it away.  What would you 
say to him/her?  Why? 
 

Request not to take money away 

S6 (Situation 6-2): 

 As mentioned earlier in Chapter 5, the wording and sequence of presenting 

interview questions were slightly adjusted to accommodate individual child 

differences, but the core information given in each scenario remained unchanged.  For 

instance, in S4 (Situation 4-2), some child respondents were told that their teacher 

asked them to draw a picture of a “lizard,” some that of a “dinosaur” or “beetle.”  

After observing children from four various classes, I modified the wording based on 

what I observed in the naturalistic school context; that is, each child being interviewed 

already had an experience drawing the picture that was specified in the requesting 

scenario.  Occasionally, some preferred to draw something other than those specified 

above, and I did not discourage this type of involvement.  By so doing, I attempted to 

provide a scenario as realistic as possible, and make the interview process meaningful 

Request not to take money away 
During class, your teacher is about to collect this month’s lunch money, so 
you put your one-thousand-dollar bill on the desk/table.  Then your teacher 
tells you that s/he will be back quickly to collect your money because s/he 
has to step out briefly to have a quick talk with another teacher.  So you 
leave your money to be collected on your desk/table.  You turn around and 
talk to one friend behind you.  But when you turn back, you see your 
classmate/another teacher taking your money.  You really want to get 
him/her to stop taking it away.  What would you say to him/her?  Why?  
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for children through their active involvement.  Additionally, the wording of question 

S5 (Situation 5-2) as to the title of class officer was altered according to who was 

generally responsible for the discipline of a respondent’s class during the absence of 

his/her teacher.  It is because I found that some lower grade students (aged 6-8, in 

grade 1 and 2) did not know what a “discipline leader” meant, but oftentimes it was 

the discipline leader that was in charge of class discipline of children aged 9 to 10 

years while their teacher was absent.  Based on my experience in this study, such 

flexibility proves to be especially important in interviewing children because when 

they can relate to the context of the interview question, the interaction between the 

interviewer and the child interviewee becomes natural and the content of the interview 

questions becomes meaningful to them. 

 In the following sections, I will analyze and discuss how the child participants 

are similar or different in using request strategies depending on age, hearer, and 

language variability under three various rights-protecting situations (S4-S6).  The 

distributions and examples of substrategy types and the validations of the child 

interview data will be given and discussed as well.  As noted already, a total of 25 

child participants were interviewed in both Chinese and English for this study, with 

all of them being observed in the naturalistic school setting and three of them being 

also observed during natural home encounters.  Each child was interviewed twice 

individually and was asked to respond to six different scenario situations:  three 

“favor” situations (S1-S3) and three “rights” situations (S4-S6).  Within each scenario, 

each child was asked to make requests to five different hearers (i.e., younger sibling, 

mother, father, classmate, and teacher).  Chinese requests were elicited in the first 

interview, and English ones in the second interview.  The same interview question set 
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was used.  For each interview scenario, I obtained a total of 250 responses: 125 in 

English and 125 in Chinese.  

 

6.1 Request to Return Scissors/Crayons (S4) 

 I have thus far looked at three favor-asking situations.  In this section, I will 

analyze and discuss the child respondents’ request performances in a rights-protecting 

situation where the children requested the hearer to give the scissors or crayons back 

to them (S4). 

    

6.1.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 Previous research (e.g., Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986; Hsiao, 1999; Garvey, 

1976) has consistently indicated that the speaker’s age can be a salient factor 

contributing to the choice of request strategy.  Table 6.1 presents how different aged 

children performed when requesting the hearer to return scissors or crayons that s/he 

had borrowed from them (S4).  The semi-structured interview findings showed that 

the most used strategy by child respondents from both age groups was a 

conventionally indirect request, irrespective of age (English: 57% for older children 

and 86% for younger children, Chinese: 50% for older children and 66% for younger 

children) or language (English: 72%, Chinese: 58%).  Nevertheless, compared with 

their younger counterparts (aged 6-8 years), the older children (aged 9-10 years) were 

more likely to use direct strategies in phrasing both English (28% vs. 11%) and 

Chinese (42% vs. 29%) requests.  In other words, it appears that the older the children, 

the more direct they were.  Moreover, similar to those findings of S1-S3, the results of 

S4 showed that direct strategies occurred more often in framing Chinese requests than 
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in framing English requests (35% vs. 19%).  Hint strategies remained infrequent 

(English: 9%, Chinese: 6%). 

Table 6.1 
S4: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

7 
10.8% 

56 
86.2% 

2 
3.1% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

17 
28.3% 

34 
56.7% 

9 
15.0% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

24 
19.2% 

90 
72.0% 

11 
8.8% 

125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

19 
29.2% 

43 
66.2% 

3 
4.6% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

25 
41.7% 

30 
50.0% 

5 
8.3% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

44 
35.2% 

73 
58.4% 

8 
6.4% 

125 
100.0% 

     

 

6.1.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 The results of whether the children used different request strategies based on 

whom they were conversing with in S4 are given in Table 6.2.  Conventionally 

indirect requests were preferred when children made a possession-returning request to 

each hearer (English: 56-84%, Chinese: 60-68%), with the exception of requests to 

their younger sibling, who received more direct than conventionally indirect requests 

in Chinese (56% vs. 36%).  Furthermore, direct strategies were used more commonly: 

(1) to younger siblings than to other hearers in both English (32% vs. 12-24%) and 

Chinese (56% vs. 24-36%), and (2) in overall Chinese than English request 

performances (24-56% vs. 12-32%) in terms of the hearer factor.  Hints were still 

seldom used. 
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Table 6.2 
S4: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

8 
32.0% 

14 
56.0% 

3 
12.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

19 
76.0% 

3 
12.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

21 
84.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

6 
24.0% 

17 
68.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

4 
16.0% 

19 
76.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

14 
56.0% 

9 
36.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

7 
28.0% 

16 
64.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

8 
32.0% 

16 
64.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

15 
60.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

6 
24.0% 

17 
68.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

 

 

6.1.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 

 For a further analysis of request strategies used by the child respondents, their 

distributions and some examples of request substrategies employed in S4 are shown in 

Tables 6.3 and 6.4. 

 From Table 6.3, it can be seen that, in the case of English requests, the most 

widely used substrategy type was query preparatories (72%), followed by imperatives 

(18%), hints (9%), and want statements (1%).  That means, on the whole, even under 

a rights-protecting situation where the children asked the hearer to return an item that 

s/he had borrowed from them, most child respondents tended to lessen the degree of 

coerciveness by questioning the hearer’s preparatory condition (e.g., ability, 
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willingness, or possibility) to the realization of the request (Examples 5-7) and, as a 

result, appears to allow the hearer an option of refusal.  Further, requestive force was 

occasionally reinforced by the use of time intensifier, such as “quickly” or “first” 

(Examples 1, 4, and 7), conveying a sense of urgency that should be immediately 

attended to and carried out by the hearer, possibly because of the time pressure to 

complete the schoolwork that was due shortly.  However, the expression “first” does 

not necessarily unpleasantly intensify a request because it often implies that the 

speaker is willing to make the returned goods available to the hearer after finishing a 

task at hand. 

 Additionally, more varied types of hints (e.g., ownership claim, non-explicit 

question, reminder, reason) were used in S4 than in S1, S2, or S3, where problem or 

reason statements were typically composed of hints.  This suggests that making a 

possession-returning request can be as face-threatening as making a favor request 

since the speaker’s positive face (the desire to be favorably regarded by the hearer) 

and the hearer’s negative face (the desire to act unimpededly) are likely to be 

damaged as the hearer is requested to cease (or temporarily cease) his/her use of the 

speaker’s possession.  As such, it is possible that the need to avoid discomfort or face 

threat between the speaker and the hearer in a possession-returning situation 

motivates the child respondents in this study to employ a roundabout and seemingly 

minimum force request strategy, thus leaving the hearer to infer what compliance the 

speaker anticipated or required.  Moreover, 8 out of the total of 10 hint requests were 

issued by older children (aged 9-10), suggesting that the older the children are, the 

more creative English requests are framed. This can probably be attributed to their 
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being more linguistically capable and cognitively mature than their younger 

counterparts (aged 6-8). 

 One more finding in S4 is that some children, regardless of age, demonstrated 

an interlanguage (meaning “[i]ntermediate states or interim grammars of learner 

language as it moves toward the target L2”, Saville-Troike, 2006, p. 190) system that 

remained in a state of flux, as evidenced by their unstable use of the noun (e.g., using 

“scissor” instead of the correct plural form “scissors”) and subject-verb agreement 

(e.g., using “Where’s my scissors?” rather than the correct agreement form on the 

verb “Where’re my scissors?”).  Of note, both accurate and inaccurate linguistic forms, 

as aforesaid, were occasionally produced by the same child respondent, indicating a 

second language learner’s uncertainty about some target language forms in 

communication. 

Table 6.3 
S4: Distribution and examples of substrategy types in English 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

18.4% 
(23) 

1) *Quickly, quickly give back my scissor! 
 # Quickly, quickly give back my scissors! # 
2)  Give back to me the crayon! 
3)  Please give back my scissors. 

Want 
Statement 

0.8% 
(1) 

4) Quickly, I need it. 

Query 
Preparatory 

72.0% 
(90) 

5)  Can you give back my scissors? 
6) Can you give back to me my scissors, please? 
7) Can you first give back my crayon, please? 

Hint 8.8% 
(11) 

8) My crayon! (ownership claim) 
9)  *Where’s my scissors? (non-explicit question) 
  # Where’re my scissors? # 
10) *I lent you the crayon, but you still didn’t give back to me. 
  (reminder) 
  # I lent you the crayon, but you still didn’t give it back to me. # 
11) *I need to cut the paper, because tomorrow I need to give to 
  teacher see. (reason) 
  # I need to cut the paper and give it to the teacher tomorrow. # 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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 Further, as shown in Table 6.4 below, the highest percentage of substrategy 

use was found for query preparatories (58%), followed by imperatives (33%), both of 

which formed a sizable proportion of Chinese requests in S4.  “(Ni) Ke bu keyi …? ” 

and “(ni) keyi … ma?,” both meaning “can/could you?” with reference to the hearer’s 

ability or willingness to realize requests in S4, remained the only two dominant forms 

of query preparatories.  Of these 125 requestive utterances made in S4, 13 (10%) were 

softened by adding the time understater yixia ‘for a while/for a second’ (e.g., “Give 

me back the crayons for a second,” see also Examples 2, 3, and 9), and 27 (22%) were 

reinforced by adding the time intensifier xiang ‘first’ (e.g., “Can you first give me the 

scissors for a second?,” see Examples 2 and 9).  The latter, as noted above, is used to 

signal the urgency of the requested act, but also to suggest the potential of lending the 

returned goods to the hearer again immediately after the speaker completes his/her 

schoolwork; hence, it strengthens the illocutionary force of the request and minimizes 

the face threat in the same breath. 

 Furthermore, not even a single obligation statement substrategy (e.g., “you 

should/must”) was used in any of the three favor-asking situations (S1-S3), but there 

were two employed in S4 (Examples 5 and 6), indicating that with the entitlement to 

get back his/her possession, the speaker might occasionally employ obligation 

statement substrategies.  Nevertheless, like the use of want statements, the use of 

obligation statements was limited, possibly because want statements might carry an 

unfavorable connotation that the speaker is selfish or stingy owing to the desire to get 

back his/her possession, along with the fact that obligation statements seem to 

explicitly impose an unpleasant duty (e.g., giving back something that the hearer 
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might still need) on the hearer or cast doubt on the hearer’s voluntary or timely 

realization of the request. 

 Similar to the findings regarding English hints phrased in S4 above, the result 

of the use of Chinese hints here is more complex.  For instance, Example (15) shows 

that the illocutionary force of the utterance, albeit implicit, is repeatedly boosted with 

reminder requests and problem statements, thus elevating the level of sincerity and 

urgency on the part of the speaker.  Consequently, an implicit and indirect hint request 

may function powerfully as a direct and explicit request, but is not so compelling as a 

direct request would appear to be.  Imposition reduction apart, hints can be self-

evident because under a rights-claiming condition, such as the hearer took goods 

belonging to a child speaker, explicitness is not absolutely needed as the speaker 

would assume that the requested act is anticipated by the hearer; hence, a hint can be 

understood fairly readily (Montes 1981, cited in Ervin-Tripp & Gordon, 1986, p. 83). 
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Table 6.4 
S4: Distribution and example of substrategy types in Chinese 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

32.8% 
(41) 

1) 把剪刀還給我。Ba jiandao huan gei wo. 
 ‘Give me back the scissors.’ 
2) 你先把蠟筆還給我一下。 
 Ni xian ba labi huan gei wo yixia. 
 ‘(First) give me back the crayon for a second.’ 
3) 請你把剪刀還給我一下下。 
 Qing ni ba jiandao huan gei wo yixiaxia. 
 ‘Please give me back the scissors for just a second.’ 
4) 請你把蠟筆還給我好嗎？ 
 Qing ni ba labi huan gei wo hao ma? 
 ‘Please give me back the crayons, ok?’ 

Obligation 
Statement 

1.6% 
(2) 

5) (那等你剪完的話，) 要還給我。 
 (Na deng ni jian wan de hua,) yao huan gei wo. 
 ‘(When you finish cutting,) you have to give it back to me.’ 
6) 你要趕快還我！ 
 Ni yao gankuai huan wo! 
 ‘You have to give it back to me soon!’ 

Want 
Statement 

0.8% 
(1) 

7) 我現在需要用。Wo xianzai xuyao yong. 
 ‘I need it now.’ 

Query 
Preparatory 

58.4% 
(73)  

8) 可不可以把剪刀還給我？ 
 Ke bu keyi ba jiandao huan gei wo? 
 ‘Can you give me back the scissors?’ 
9) 你可不可以先把剪刀還給我一下？ 
 Ni ke bu keyi xian ba jiandao huan gei wo yixia? 
 ‘Can you (first) give me back the scissors for a second?’ 
10) 可以把粉紅色還給我了嗎？ 
 Keyi ba fenhongse huan gei wo le ma? 
 ‘Can you give me back the pink one?’ 
11) 你可以還我蠟筆嗎？ 
 Ni keyi huan wo labi ma? 
 ‘Can you give me back the crayons?’ 

Hint 6.4% 
(8) 

12) 我的剪刀呢？(non-explicit question) 
 Wode jiandao ne? 
 ‘Where’re my scissors?’ 
13) 為什麼沒把剪刀還給我？(non-explicit question) 
 Weishenme mei ba jiandao huan gei wo? 
 ‘Why didn’t you (How come you didn’t) give back my scissors?’ 
14) 我的剪刀，你忘記還給我了。(reminder) 
 Wode jiandao, ni wangji huan gei wo le. 
 ‘My scissors, you forgot to give (them) back to me.’ 
15) 你的蠟筆還沒有還給我。因為我要趕快塗色，要不然下課前  
 交不出來。(reminder + reason) 
 Nide labi hai mei you huan gei wo. Yinwei wo yao gankuai tu se, 
 yaoburan xiake qian jiao bu chulai. 
 ‘You still didn’t give me back the crayons. I gotta color quickly 
 now, or I won’t finish it before the class’ done.’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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6.1.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data 

 In this section, the interview data will be triangulated and validated, as done 

previously, through the use of naturalistic observation of the child respondents in 

school and at home.  However, because of the limited naturalistic data on the three 

focal children’s performances regarding phrasing requests to get back their 

possessions at home, the data obtained from an interview with their mother was used 

to help validate the three children’s interview responses.  I will begin by looking at 

some naturally occurring requests obtained during classroom observations in 

Validations 6.1 and 6.2.    

Validation 6.1:  The Whiteout-Returning Request 
 

(Eric asks James to give back a whiteout that he lent to James while 
doing a worksheet.) 
 
Eric:  James, my whiteout.   Request 1: Hint 
James: Ok.     (ownership claim) 
  (giving the whiteout back to Eric) 
 
{…} 
(James takes Eric’s whiteout again.) 
 
Eric:  Whiteout.  My whiteout.  Request 2: Hint 
  Aiyaya, aiyaya.    (ownership claim) 
  # Aiyaya is Eric’s pet phrase, 
  usually (but not necessarily so) 
  conveying his unpleasant feeling #    
James: (still holding the whiteout) 
Eric:  (speaking angrily) 
  My whiteout!  James!   Request 3: Hint 
James: (giving the whiteout back to Eric) (ownership claim) 
 
NOTE:  In S4, Eric used a conventionally indirect form to his classmate 
when interviewed. 
 

Validation 6.2:  The Goods-Returning Request 
 

(Examples (a-b) are speech addressed to classmates, and Examples (c-d) to 
teachers.) 
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      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. Interview 
 
a.   (Sam wants to get back an eraser that he lent to Joe.) 
 

Sam: Give me eraser. Direct 1 ConIndirect 
 # Give me my eraser. # 
 (taking the eraser back) 
Joe: (taking Sam’s eraser again) 
Sam: Give me! Direct 2 
 (lending his eraser to Joy)  
   

b.   (Joy asks Joe, who forgot to bring his book to school, to return her book 
       because their teacher wants them to copy a lizard picture from the book.) 
 

Joy: Quickly, I will draw it. Hint ConIndirect 
 # Quickly!  I’m going to draw it. # 
Joe: (trying very hard to make his 
 mechanical pencil work) 
 Ok.  I will draw. 
 # Ok.  I’m going to draw. # 

 
c.  (James’ eraser is taken away by the teacher (T), who has caught him 
      throwing it at Harry in class.  James wants to get back his eraser.) 
 

James: My eraser. Hint 1 ConIndirect 
T: It’s mine. 
James: = Mine. Hint 2 
Harry: Hahahaha. (laughing aloud)  

 
d.  (James got caught for throwing an eraser again, and asks the teacher (T) to 
      give back his eraser that she has taken away.) 

 
James: Teacher Mary, that is I want to # Grounder: giving an 
 give him an eraser, and he hit explanation for his 
 down the table, and it go down request # 
 and xxx away. 
 # Teacher Mary, I want to give 
 him an eraser, but he throws it 
 down onto the floor. #  
{…} 
T: Please ask if you need help. 
 Otherwise, be quiet. 
 (to all students who are doing 
 worksheets) 
James: (raising his hand) 
 I need my eraser. Direct ConIndirect 
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NOTE: ConIndirect = conventionally indirect (request) 

 
 It was found from the data given in Validations 6.1 and 6.2 that direct and 

hint strategies were more likely to be used than conventionally indirect strategies 

in a naturalistic school situation where the children attempted to ask a classmate 

or teacher to give back things belonging to them.  For example, hint requests like 

reason statements, including such as ownership claims (e.g., “My 

whiteout/eraser,” see Validations 6.1 and 6.2.c) and reasons (e.g., “I’m going to 

draw it,” see Validation 6.2.b), and direct requests like imperatives (e.g., “Give 

me my eraser,” see Validation 6.2.a) and want statements (e.g., “I need my 

eraser,” see Validation 6.2.d) were observed in this study during natural 

encounters in school, suggesting that none of the data shown above agrees with 

the interview elicited data, which showed a preference for conventionally 

indirect requests. 

 Note, however, that Validations 6.2.c and 6.2.d are not requestive 

utterances addressed to teachers in a lending-and-returning situation but a taking-

(not stealing) and-returning situation.  The reason I present data (c) and (d), both 

issued in a slightly different context from the interview question context, is 

because it was found that (1) teachers rarely borrowed things from children, and  

(2) children seldom requested their teacher to return items, as generally these 

were classroom supplies (e.g., scissors, crayon, pencil sharpener, glue stick) 

owned by the school.  Given this situation, I believe that, if workable, the 

examination of data from multiple sources is best in order to assure the validity 

of this study.  Thus, an alternative triangulation, like the exploration of similar 
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instances, such as those shown in (6.2.c) and (6.2.d), can be construed to validate 

and/or complement data obtained through interviews, thereby informing further 

research.  Since the two examples of requests addressed to teachers are not 

absolutely identical with the core information given in the interview scenario 

four (S4), and since I have only scant naturalistic data that is similar to that made 

during  interviews, I am inclined to view these two instances in a complementary 

light and need further naturally occurring requests of this type to characterize the 

complexity of children’s request patterns concerning strategy use in S4. 

 Next, I will consider some authentic requests made at home in Validation 

6.3. 

Validation 6.3:  The Eating-Utensil-Returning Request 
 
a. (Xiaobao, aged 7 years, asks his mother to give back a fork that she 

borrows from him while they are eating apples.) 
 

Mom: 小寶，叉子借我一下。 
  Xiaobao, chazi jie wo yixia. 
  ‘Xiaobao, lend me your fork for a 
  second.’    
Xiaobao: (lends Mom his fork) 
 
(Mom takes a single bite, and Xiaobao already 
wants the fork back.) 
 
Xiaobao: 我要吃那個。    Request 1: 
  Wo yao chi nage.    Hint (reason) 
  ‘I wanna eat that (apple).’    
 
(Mom’s still eating the apple, and there is more 
on the fork.) 
 
Xiaobao: 我要吃了。I am hungry.   Request 2: 
  Wo yao chi le.     Hint (reason) 
  ‘I wanna eat it.’      
  媽媽，快點吃。我要吃了。  Request 3: 
  Mama, kuaidian chi.  Wo yao chi le.  Hint (reason) 
  ‘Mom, eat faster.  I wanna eat it.’ 
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  (Seeing that there’s no apple on the fork, 
  Xiaobao grabs the fork on the table.)   

 
b. (Dabao, aged 10 years, asks his mother to give back a spoon that she 

borrows from him while they are eating mung bean soup.) 
 
Mom: 大寶，你湯匙借我用一下。 
 你要用嗎? 
 Dabao, ni tangchi jie wo yong yixia 
 Ni yao yong ma? 
 ‘Dabao, lend me your spoon for a second. 
 Do you need it now?’ 
Dabao: 等一下。你先用。 
 Deng yixia.  Ni xian yong. 
 ‘(I only need it) Later.  You can use it  
 first.’ 
 (lends his spoon to Mom, and has his  
 soup from the bowl without a spoon) 
 嗯，好了沒？    Hint (non-explicit 
 En, hao le mei?    question) 
 ‘Hmm… (He finishes the soup in his 
 mouth quickly), you done?’ 
 (pointing to the spoon that Mom’s holding)   
Mom: (Gives the spoon back to Dabao after 
 finishing eating) 
 

NOTE:  In the interview elicited data regarding speech addressed to the 
mother, Xiaobao used a conventionally indirect request, and Dabao a 
direct request.  

 
 As can be seen from Validation 6.3, hint strategies were predominantly used 

by Xiaobao and Dabao when they requested their mother to return eating utensils they 

lent her.  This result is inconsistent with responses obtained from the interviews, 

which indicated that Xiaobao favored conventionally indirect strategies and Dabao 

direct strategies.  To clarify and understand the inconsistency between the interview 

data and the home observation data, the mother of the two boys was asked what her 

child would say to her in a situation where the child would frame a request for getting 

back his scissors (S4).  Below are the mother’s responses, when interviewed, of what 

her child would say in S4. 
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Validation 6.4:  The Scissors-Returning Request 
 

       Main Strategy Type 
Mother’s Interview Data Parent Data vs. 

 Thus, in terms of speech addressed to the mother by Dabao and Xiaobao in a 

goods-returning situation, the results of the validation data (i.e., the home observation 

data and the parent interview data) demonstrating the overwhelming preference for 

hints are inconsistent with those of the child interview data that are mixed between 

direct (Dabao) or conventionally indirect (Xiaobao) strategies.  However, the findings 

Child Data 
 
a. Dabao: 媽媽，你昨天跟我借的 Hint Direct 
  剪刀呢？ 
  Mama, ni zuotian gen wo jie de 
  jiandao ne? 
  ‘Mom, where are the scissors you 
  borrowed from me yesterday?’ 
  
b. Xiaobao: 媽媽，我的剪刀呢？ Hint ConIndirect 
  Mama, wode jiandao ne? 
  ‘Mom, where are my scissors?’ 
 

 The mother’s interview data shown in Validation 6.4, at first glance, appears 

to be completely inconsistent with the child interview data.  However, returning to the 

naturalistic data given in Validation 6.3, it was found that the mother’s responses 

conform quite well to Dabao’s and Xiaobao’s naturalistic requests, which were hint 

dominated.  Taken together, the findings displayed in Validations 6.3 and 6.4 support 

that the children tended to prefer hint strategies when requesting their mother to return 

goods to them in a natural context.  It is of note that since authentic requests given to 

siblings and the father as well as Erbao’s naturalistic requests are unavailable, the 

validation and analysis here are based only on requests made to the mother by two of 

the three boys. 
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of the parent interview data are in excellent accord with those of the home observation 

data, both showing the vast popularity of the use of hint strategies. 

 Yet, one question arises as to why the naturalistic data and the mother’s 

interview data are inconsistent with the child interview data.  There are three possible 

reasons for this inconsistency.  First, it is probably related to a child’s specific mood 

state.  The mother told the researcher that, even in a similar lending and returning 

situation, the three children sometimes varied their speech according to their mood.  

That is, if the children were in a bad mood (e.g., right after fighting with siblings), 

they would at times phrase requests in a loud and imperative tone of voice, whereas if 

they were in a good mood, they diversified their request forms and whatever form 

they used tended to be in a soft tone of voice.  This suggests that a child’s mood 

during a particular situation can lead to different choices of strategy use.  Second, it is 

possible that the children preferred hint strategies during the home observations 

because the immediate context where they just lent the mother a fork or spoon makes 

it easy to interpret the hint.  In contrast, the context specified in the interview question 

is that the child lent his mother his scissors the previous day; thus, the children’s use 

of a direct or conventionally indirect request when interviewed is probably because it 

facilitates the recognition of their request intent.  In other words, this is an efficiency 

concern.  The third likely reason for the inconsistency is that, as mentioned earlier, the 

interview elicited requests could be perception-based and generic, whereas the 

naturalistic requests are highly context-sensitive.  As such, the results obtained from 

the interview elicited data in S4 should be viewed as suggestive and not necessarily 

representative of the strategy used in natural discourse. 
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6.1.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 Moreover, direct strategies were used more frequently (1) in making Chinese 

requests than in making English requests, and (2) in talking to younger siblings than 

to other hearers.  The former may be in part attributed to a linguistic factor, as 

conceivably, the children were more competent in their mother tongue (Chinese) than 

in their foreign language (English), thereby allowing them to make alternative or 

diverse requests other than conventionally indirect requests in Chinese.  For instance, 

English imperatives were used less often than Chinese imperatives, which were often 

modified by using time intensifiers (e.g., “first”) and/or time understaters (e.g., “for a 

while/for a second”), and obligation statement substrategies were found in Chinese 

Summary 

 In summary, Tables 6.1 – 6.4 demonstrate that in a scissors- or crayon-

returning situation (S4), regardless of the age group, language, or hearer, 

conventionally indirect strategies (particularly query preparatory substrategies) were 

preferred, followed by direct strategies (especially imperatives).  The only exception 

was the requests made to younger siblings, who received more direct than 

conventionally indirect requests when Chinese was used.  Hint strategies remained 

scarcely used, but became more diversified with various substrategies (e.g., ownership 

claim, reason, non-explicit question, reminder), in sharp contrast with the varieties 

within the earlier favor-asking situations (S1-S3).  Further, the 9 to 10 year olds were 

more likely than the 6 to 8 year olds to use direct requests and to produce varied types 

of hint requests in both English and Chinese, probably mainly because of their being 

more linguistically capable than their younger counterparts, whose limited linguistic 

repertoire might constrain their ability to create a variety of request forms. 
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requests, but not in English requests.  Regarding the children’s use of more direct 

request forms to their younger siblings than to other hearers, it is likely related to 

power relationships in age.  Furman and Buhrmester (1985), using a self-reported 

questionnaire to investigate how children in fifth and sixth grade perceived their 

relationships with siblings, found that age was a salient factor affecting the children’s 

perceptions of status and power relative to their siblings.  For instance, the children 

perceived older siblings to be higher in status and power than younger siblings, 

specifically when the age between siblings was large (four or more years); however,  

siblings close in age were more likely to quarrel with each other than those whose 

ages were farther apart.  The reason that younger siblings received more direct 

requests than other hearers could be because (1) older siblings perceive themselves as 

having greater status and power than their younger counterparts, or (2) less polite 

forms are required when the speaker and the hearer are close in age than when they 

are distant in age, particularly if they have frequent conflicts with each other.  Also, 

the results obtained here corroborate the findings by James (1978), which showed that 

under a rights-protecting situation, children used significantly more imperatives with 

child hearers than with adult hearers.     

 Additionally, the data presented in Validations 6.1 – 6.4 showed that in a 

“request for returning” situation, it was direct (e.g., “Give me my eraser”) and hint 

strategies (e.g., “My whiteout,” “I wanna eat it”) rather than conventionally indirect 

strategies that were more likely to be favored by the children during naturalistic 

interactions.  The results revealed a marked difference between the interview data and 

the naturalistic data.  The interview data was generally dominated by conventional 

indirectness, whereas the validation data by hints.  The reason for this inconsistency 
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could be largely attributed to the contextual factor.  For example, in an immediate 

real-life context, the child speaker is more likely to assume that the hearer would 

share the same contextual information with him/her and understand what must be 

carried out; thus, the use of hints would suffice to communicate the child’s request 

intent and is also mitigating the requestive force impinging on the hearer.  In contrast 

with the real-life context, the request context identified in the interview question 

might be less palpable to a child; hence, direct or conventionally indirect strategies, 

with which the requested goal to be achieved is more explicitly identified than with 

hint strategies, could be perceived by the child as more appropriate.  As such, I do not 

exclude the possibility that an individual child’s mood, perception, and/or unique 

interpretation made of the same interview question may result in their using different 

request strategies at interview and during naturalistic observations.  Overall, the 

interview responses were generally conventional indirectness oriented, while the 

naturalistic data tended to be more hint directed, suggesting that a variation in data 

collection methods may yield disparate research results. 

 The findings of the interview data and the naturalistic data seemed to indicate 

that the children were overall more indirect than direct even under a rights-protecting 

condition.  One question raised by the findings is why they were not inclined to 

perform requests in a forthright manner in what was seen as a just claim to retrieve 

their possessions.  I attempt to interpret the results in relation to the notions of rights 

and duties from a culture-specific facet.  It is commonly believed that Confucius' 

concepts of duty and harmony profoundly affects the thinking of Chinese people 

(Cheng, 1986), who in turn, are more likely to educate their children or young 

Further Discussion 
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learners in the significance of duties instead of rights and the pursuit of harmony 

rather than the creation of conflict.  Chinese children, accordingly, for the sake of 

harmony, may become less insistent concerning their own rights than those in an 

American society, and thus are likely to reduce the use of forceful speech when 

asking the hearer to return items.  The children in this study tended to be indirect and 

implicit, because by so doing there appears to be room for the negotiability of the 

request compliance, and also suggests to the hearer what a lender’s duties are – giving 

back goods belonging to others as soon as possible.  In short, it appears that it is Gu 

(1990), Mao (1994), and Confucius’ Chinese culture-specific notions of social 

harmony and duty-focused consideration rather than Fraser’s (1990) rights-directed 

concept that have a significant bearing on the overall preference for indirect strategies 

in a “request for returning” situation.   

 In this section, I have presented and discussed the children’s data regarding 

how they requested others to return their possessions.  The interview data was prone 

to be conventional indirectness oriented, whereas the validation data tended to be 

directness (classroom observation data) or hint (classroom and home observation data; 

parent interview data) dominated.  The results obtained from these two data sources 

are inconsistent.  Next, I turn to look at the request strategies used in another rights-

protecting situation where the children requested others to be quiet or to turn down the 

volume in order to study.  I also explore the data obtained from different collection 

methods for potential similarities or differences. 
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6.2 Request to Be Quiet (S5) 

 In the preceding section, I have presented and discussed how children made 

requests to get their possessions back.  In Section 6.2, I examine children’s requests 

made in another rights-protecting situation, that is, how the child participants asked 

the hearer to turn down the volume or to be quiet when they were disturbed by the 

noise being made (S5). 

 

6.2.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 Table 6.5 presents the results concerning the use of major strategy types in a 

situation where the respondents from two various age groups asked the hearer to 

reduce or stop the noise being made (S5).  Results indicated that both the younger 

(aged 6-8 years) and older (aged 9-10 years) children tended to prefer conventionally 

indirect strategies (75% and 58%, respectively), followed by direct strategies (20% 

and 32%, respectively) in performing English requests, although the younger children 

appeared to employ more conventionally indirect requests than the older children.  In 

comparison with the results for English requests, those for Chinese requests showed 

that the younger children still preferred conventionally indirect requests, though their 

production was found to be less frequent in Chinese (55%) than in English (75%).  By 

contrast, in uttering Chinese requests, the older children tended to favor direct 

strategies, the use of which increased from 32% in English to 60% in Chinese.   

 Overall, conventional indirectness was the most frequently applied strategy 

type in making English requests regardless of age, whereas for Chinese requests, there 

seems to be no consistent preference regarding the use of direct or conventionally 

indirect strategies between the two age groups.  Hints were, as previously, used 
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limitedly (English: 7%, Chinese: 2%).  Direct strategies were found to be more 

popular (1) among the older children than the younger children (English: 32% vs. 

20%, Chinese: 60% vs. 45%), and (2) when framing Chinese requests than when 

framing English requests (52% vs. 26%).  Additionally, the older children were more 

likely than their younger counterparts to use not only direct strategies but also hint 

strategies (English: 10% vs. 5%, Chinese: 5% vs. 0%), even though the occurrence of 

the latter in S5 was still rare. 

Table 6.5 
S5: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

13 
20.0% 

49 
75.4% 

3 
4.6% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

19 
31.7% 

35 
58.3% 

6 
10.0% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

32 
25.6% 

84 
67.2% 

9 
7.2% 

125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

29 
44.6% 

36 
55.4% 

0 65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

36 
60.0% 

21 
35.0% 

3 
5.0% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

65 
52.0% 

57 
45.6% 

3 
2.4% 

125 
100.0% 

 

 

6.2.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 The findings regarding how hearer variables affect the children’s choice of 

request strategy types in S5 are shown in Table 6.6.  These findings indicated that, 

regarding English requests, conventional indirectness was the most commonly used 

strategy type when the respondents were talking to various hearers (72-80%), one 

exception being their classmates, who received markedly more direct requests than 

conventional indirect requests (68% vs. 28%), and more direct requests than any other 
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hearer (68% vs. 8-24%).  With respect to Chinese requests, the percentage of using 

direct requests with classmates was impressively high, up to 100%.  That is, the 

respondents exclusively used direct strategies when making a Chinese request of a 

classmate to be quiet.  The Chinese requests made to siblings were directness oriented 

as well (52%), but those made to mothers, fathers, and teachers were conventional 

indirectness directed (60-64%) and showed great similarity.  Of the five hearers, 

classmates received by far the most direct requests (English: 68%, Chinese: 100%), 

followed by siblings (English: 24%, Chinese: 52%), in both English and Chinese 

requests. 

 The occurrence of notably high percentage of direct requests issued to 

classmates is likely relevant to the Confucian notion of duty, which can override 

harmony concerns when rites are disregarded.  As Confucius’ disciple Yutzu puts it, 

“to aim always at harmony without regulating it by the rites simply because one 

knows only about harmony will not, in fact, work” (Analects I.12, trans. by Lau, 1979, 

p. 61).  For example, in S5, a child who makes noise and disturbs his/her classmates is 

seen to violate not only school rites, but also the asking-for-quietness rights of another.  

A class/discipline leader with the duty or responsibility to ensure the good of the 

whole class in accordance with teachers’ directions is thus prone to exercise that 

power to maintain class discipline and guard other classmates’ rights by performing 

requests explicitly and directly with the noisy hearer.  Simply put, direct requests 

were preferred by classmates in S5 probably because the noisy hearer violated agreed 

upon rites so that the speaker had a responsibility to fulfill his/her role-specific duties.  

Given the situation, it appears that the execution of duties outright to check undue 

behaviors must take precedence over any considerations of harmony that favor 
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indirect means.  As such, direct strategies are highly prevalent in framing requests to a 

noisy classmate. 

Table 6.6 
S5: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

6 
24.0% 

18 
72.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

2 
8.0% 

20 
80.0% 

3 
12.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

4 
16.0% 

19 
76.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

17 
68.0% 

7 
28.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

3 
12.0% 

20 
80.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

13 
52.0% 

10 
40.0% 

2 
8.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

10 
40.0% 

15 
60.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

9 
36.0% 

16 
64.0% 

0 25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

25 
100.0% 

0 0 25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

8 
32.0% 

16 
64.0% 

1 
4.0% 

25 
100.0% 

 

 

6.2.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 

 In this section, I will further investigate the use of request substrategies in an 

asking-for-quiet situation (S5).  The substrategy instances and distributions are shown 

in Tables 6.7 and 6.8. 

 The results presented in Table 6.7 indicated that in S5, the most preferred 

substrategy type for the child respondents was a query preparatory (67%), specifically 

the hearer-dominated form “can you” (or “you can …?” used by few children due to 

linguistic weakness) that queries the hearer’s ability, willingness, and/or possibility, 
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was the sole linguistic formula used in query preparatory requests made in S5.  This 

suggests that the majority of children tended to take into account the viewpoint of the 

hearer when formulating a request.  Coming in a second place, imperatives (26%) 

were found to be modified 38% of the time by adding the politeness marker “please.”  

That is, albeit direct, some respondents who favored imperatives still softened their 

requests.  The expression “shh” shown in Example 6 was unique in my study.  

Though not uncommon in real life contexts, it was the only request here that relies on 

an imperative interjection together with gestural support (the placing of index finger 

on lips) to denote the hearer’s requestive intent – asking for noise reduction or 

cessation.  Furthermore, out of the total 9 hints, 8 involved the use of reason 

statements (problem stated, e.g., “It’s too loud/noisy”), while the ninth hint, “I am still 

taking my exam” (Example 13), a fact statement, is in essence tantamount to a reason 

statement as well.  This suggests that within a given context where silence-related 

actions are called for, the identification of problems or reasons relevant to the 

immediate context may be regarded by the children as a viable choice for conveying 

requests to the hearer.. 

 A further finding is linguistically related.  Regardless of age, over half of the 

children (60%) made auxiliary errors such as “Can you don’t talk so loudly?” (see 

Example 8), where both the modal auxiliary “can” and the negative auxiliary “don’t” 

were found to co-exist in the same request sentence.  Nevertheless, the children who 

made this type of error did not seem to experience difficulty generating affirmative 

questions like “Can you be quiet?”  The most likely reason for their failure to use the 

linguistic form accurately can probably be attributed to their limited lexical and 

phrasal knowledge in L2.  For instance, the majority of children being interviewed did 
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not know, or were not able to, recall phrases such as “turn down,” “turn off,” or 

usages like “talk quietly/softly” or “keep it down”; thus, they tended to replace the 

unknown or unfamiliar affirmative forms (e.g., “turn down,” “talk quietly”) with the 

negative forms (e.g., “Can you don’t let the radio/TV be loud?,” “Can you don’t talk 

so loud?”).  That is, as noted earlier (Section 6.1.3), their interlanguage (L2 learner 

language) was still unstable, particularly in the development of modal auxiliaries in 

English. 

Table 6.7 
S5: Distribution and example of substrategy types in English 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

25.6% 
(32) 

1) Be quiet! 
2) Don’t talk!  
3)  Don’t make noise! 
4) Please be quiet. 
5) *Please don’t let the TV so loud. 
 # Please turn down the TV. # 
6) (Mommy,) shh. 

Query 
Preparatory 

67.2% 
(84) 

7)  Can you be quiet? 
8) *Can you don’t talk so loud?  
 # Can you talk quietly (keep it down)? # 
9) *Can you make the TV sound smaller? 
 # Can you turn down the TV? # 
10) *Can you let the TV to shut up its mouth? 
 # Can you turn off the TV? # 
11) Can you turn down the radio? 
12) Can you please be quiet? 

Hint 7.2% 
(9) 

13) I’m still taking my exam. (reason: fact stated) 
14) It’s too loud. (reason: problem stated) 
15) *So noise!  Do you know tomorrow I have a final exam?  
  (reason + non-explicit question) 
  # You’re being so noisy!  Don’t you know I have a final exam 
  tomorrow? # 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

 

 

 Next I will concentrate specifically on Chinese request substrategies.  As 

shown in Table 6.8 below, the first two favorite substrategy types were imperatives 

(47%) and query preparatories (46%), and these two were used with almost the same 
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frequency.  In all requests made in S1-S5 discussed thus far, notwithstanding 

language, this is the first time that the occurrence of imperatives exceeded, albeit only 

slightly, that of query preparatories, suggesting that the variation in situation or 

language may affect the choice of substrategy use.  Further, the force of imperatives 

was mostly mitigated by supportive moves, specifically through giving reasons (58%, 

34 out of the 59 imperatives) like “I am studying for an exam tomorrow.”  This also 

occurred in query preparatories (72%, 41 out of the 57 queries) and in the total 

amount of Chinese requests issued in S5 (63%, 79 out of the 125 utterances).  This 

suggests that a rational ground on which not only the requested act can be justified but 

also the rights of the speaker to ask for quiet can be defended are a likely catalyst for 

lessening the requestive force imposed on the hearer, thereby realizing the request 

goal. 

 Grounders aside, the politeness marker “please,” sentence-final particles (e.g., 

la, ou, le), sentence-final tags (e.g., hao bu hao ‘ok?’), and the degree understater yi 

dian ‘a little bit’, were occasionally employed to mitigate the act of requesting as well.  

The understater yi dian, similar to the time understater yixia ‘for a while’, can serve to 

soften a request.  At times it is not necessary to translate it literally, as shown in 

Example 1’s “Be quiet,” as both yi dian and yixia can be an intuitive addition to an 

utterance by native speakers of Chinese, as seen in the examples presented in Table 

6.8.  Also, utterances falling into the category of “other directness” were all 

conditional threats, and most of which were: (1) made to classmates, and (2) produced 

by the older children (aged 9-10).  Hints generally specified the problem to be solved.  

Performatives barely occurred (1%). 
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 Among these request modification devices (e.g., reason, politeness marker, 

particle, tag), reasons were favored over others in S5.  One explanation for the high 

frequency of giving reasons (either functioning within or external to the head act) may 

be culturally related.  Chinese people are by and large known for their emphasis on 

courtesy and propriety (Ding [丁], 2006; Zhou [周], 1998), the rules of which are 

particularly prescribed in the Book of Rites (Li-ki), a book which, like the Analects of 

Confucius (Lun-yu), has profoundly affected the socio-cultural norm of conduct for 

Chinese people.  For instance, the remark by Confucius that “Ceremonial usages are 

(the prescription of) reason [italics added]; ….  The superior man makes no 

movement without (a ground of) reason” as is cited in the Li-ki (XXV.10, trans. by 

Legge, n.d., p. 577), indicates that propriety means being reasonable when an act is 

taken.  Otherwise, no matter how polite, a request without reasonableness risks being 

refused.  For example, a child asking others to do homework or take exams for 

him/her breaches the code of propriety because this type of request, despite being 

extremely polite, is apparently unreasonable; thus, the hearer has the right to decline 

the request.  In short, an appropriate request, at least according to Confucius, must 

offer rational justifications.  The other explanation for the frequent production of 

reasons could be teacher driven.  One teacher I interviewed said that he told these 

children that a general rule of thumb for making a request was to say “why” other 

than “what” they requested.  These two explanations could account for the high 

occurrence of reasons, even in a rights-protecting situation such as S5, where the 

speaker asks the hearer to reduce or stop making noise. 

 Additionally, since sentence-final particles occurred sporadically across 

various request situations, their pragmatic functions are briefly explained here.  The 
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particle 啦 la (as shown in Example 1 “Be quiet (la)”), is a coalescence of 了 le and 

啊 a (Chao, 1968; Li & Thompson, 1981).  The addition of the particle “a” can make 

a request appear more suggestive than coercive and thus may tone down the 

illocutionary force (Li & Thompson, 1981), so can that of the particle ‘la’ because la 

still retains the function of its two elements le and a (Chao, 1968).  Regarding the 

particle 哦 ou (see Example 2 “Turn the radio down a little bit (ou)”), Li and 

Thompson (1981) interpret it as a “friendly warning,” that is, by attaching ou to a 

requestive utterance, the speaker may intend his/her utterance to be taken by the 

hearer as conveying a warning request in a friendly manner.  As for the particle 了 le 

(referring to Example 3 “Stop making noise (le)!”), it generally serves to indicate that 

a new act is about to be carried out by the hearer who is anticipated to display an 

appropriate response to the request; meanwhile, it may imply annoyance or irritation 

on the part of the speaker (Li & Thompson, 1981) who expects to be free from 

disturbance, based on the example in question.  Therefore, the particle le, as Tiee 

(1986) characterizes it, is “the change-of-status particle” (p. 101) intending to be used 

to deactivate the state of affairs occurring right before or at the moment the request is 

issued (p. 103).  By adding le to a request, the hearer is given room to modify his/her 

act, rather than being exclusively imposed upon by the speaker.  Briefly, Chinese 

sentence-final particles can be an influential medium for conveying the request 

attitude of the speaker. 
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Table 6.8 
S5: Distribution and example of substrategy types in Chinese 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

47.2% 
(59) 

1) 安靜一點啦！Anjing yi dian la!   
 ‘Be quiet!’ or ‘Keep it down!’ 
2) 把收音機關小聲一點哦！ 
 Ba shouyinji guan xiaosheng yi dian ou! 
 ‘Turn the radio down a little bit!’ 
3) 你不要再吵了！Ni bu yao zai chao le. 
 ‘Stop making noise!’ 
4) 你講小聲一點。Ni jiang xiaosheng yi dian. 
 ‘Keep your voice down (a little bit).’ 
5) 請你跟林小明講話小聲一點。 
 Qing ni gen Lin Xiaoming jianghua xiaosheng yi dian. 
 ‘Please keep it down when you’re talking with Xiaoming Lin.’ 
6) 你安靜一點好不好？Ni anjing yi dian, hao bu hao? 
 ‘Be quiet (Keep it down), ok?’ 
7) 小聲一點，不要吵。不要再製造噪音了。(repetition of request) 
 Xiaosheng yi dian, bu yao chao.  Bu yao zai zhizao zaoyin le. 
 ‘Keep it down.  Don’t be noisy.  Stop making noise.’ 

Performative 
 

0.8% 
(1) 

8) 拜託你講話小聲一點好不好？ 
 Baituo ni jianghua xiaosheng yi dian, hao bu hao? 
 ‘I am (politely) requesting you to keep your voice down, ok?’ 
 ‘Please keep your voice down, ok?’ (pragmatic translation) 

Other 
Directness 

4.0% 
(5) 

9) 你把電視聲音關小聲一點，要不然我告訴爸爸。 
 Ni ba dianshi guan xiaosheng yi dian, yaoburan wo gaosu baba.
 ‘Turn the TV down, or I’m gonna go tell dad.  
10) 你再吵，扣分！Ni zai chao, kou fen! 
 ‘If you make more noise, I’ll take off your points!’ 
11) 你再吵，我就記你的號碼。Ni zai chao, wo jiu ji nide haoma. 
 ‘If you make more noise, I’ll write your number down (to report 
 you to the teacher).’ 

Query 
Preparatory 

45.6% 
(57)  

12) 可不可以請你把它關小聲一點？ 
 Ke bu keyi qing ni ba ta guan xiaosheng yi dian? 
 ‘Can you please turn it down a little bit?’ 
13) 可不可以不要講這麼大聲？ 
 Ke bu keyi bu yao jiang zheme dasheng? 
 ‘Can you not talk so loudly?’ 
14) 可以把電視關小聲一點嗎？ 
 Keyi ba dianshi guan xiaosheng yi dian ma? 
 ‘Can you turn the TV down a little bit?’ 

Hint 2.4% 
(3) 

15) 你吵到我了。Ni chao dao wo le. 
 ‘You’re bothering me.’ 
16) 你看電視看那麼大聲，你以為我不用做功課啊？ 
 Ni kan dianshi kan name dasheng, ni yiwei wo bu yong zuo 
 gongke a? 
 ‘The TV’s really loud.  Do you think I don’t have to do my 
 homework?’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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6.2.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data 

 I have so far presented and discussed the results of S5 obtained through 

interviews with the children, which will be validated by naturally occurring requests 

made in a requesting-quiet situation in the section below.  Let us first consider some 

examples taken from the naturalistic data collected in school.    

Validation 6.5:  The Noise-Cessation Request 
 

(Examples (a-f) are requests made to classmates.) 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. 

a. (Harry keeps talking during homework time.  Willy asks him to be quiet.) 

Interview 
 

 
Willy: Be quiet!  Direct Direct 
 Your mouth is too big. 
Harry: Yes, my mouth is big. 
 Smaller than you!  
   

b. (During a competitive game in which a stickball is thrown at a picture 
segmented by different numbers and then the score is counted, Alice asks 
Willy, who belongs to the other team, to be quiet while she is about to 
throw a stickball.) 

 
Willy: Go go go, zero!  Go go go zero! 
 (clapping his hands) 
Paul: Go go, zero! 
Willy: Go go, Alice!  
 You’ll throw … zero

c. (Joe keeps tapping his finger on a desk, while the teacher is busy 
correcting exam papers.  His classmates request him to be quiet.) 

! 
Alice: (looking at Willy) 
 You be quiet! Direct Direct 

 

 
Joy: (looking at Joe) 
 Be quiet! Direct Direct 
Joe: xxx. 
 # unrecognized utterance # 
Jill: Be qui::et! (to Joe) Direct ConIndirect 
Sam: Be quiet, xxx! (to Joe) Direct ConIndirect 
Joe: (unhappily looking at Sam) 
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 Why? 
 

d. (Rick keeps taping his pencilbox on his head.  James asks him to be quiet.) 
James: Be quiet! Direct Direct 

  
e. (During a game, as described in (b), Harry asks Willy to be quiet while he 

is about to throw the stickball.) 
Harry: You be quiet! Direct Direct 

 
f. (Eric asks James to be quiet.) 

Eric: Stop talking.  You

 Also interestingly, I found that the vast majority of noise-cessation 

requests occurred during classes which were taught by native English speaking 

teachers.  This finding echoes my observations reported earlier that the children 

typically behaved well in front of native Chinese speaking teachers, whereas on 

 man! Direct Direct 
 
NOTE: ConIndirect = conventionally indirect (request) 

 
 It can be seen from Validation 6.5 that direct requests, and particularly 

the form “Be quiet!,” were far more likely than any other strategy to be used to 

request for keeping quiet in a naturalistic school setting.  The observational data 

is largely consistent with the interview data, though these children occasionally 

produced conventionally indirect requests at interview.  In fact, I found more 

naturally occurring instances of “Be quiet!” than presented above.  Some of 

those were generated by children who participated in the classroom observations, 

but not in individual interviews.  Moreover, the commonly omitted subject of an 

imperative, the second person pronoun “you”, was found to be at times retained 

in the imperatives for the sake of pragmatic operation.  As shown in Examples (b) 

and (e), the utterance “You be quiet!” can convey an admonition to the hearer as 

well as communicate the speaker’s great irritation (Quirk et al., 1972) in order to 

intensify the requestive force. 
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occasion they were disobedient in the presence of their native English speaking 

teachers.  As such, how to discipline young L2 learners is an important challenge, 

specifically for novice native-speaker teachers of English in a non-native context 

like Taiwan.  Additionally, the performance of asking-for-quietness request 

made to teachers was not observed in the classroom observation data.  This 

finding is not surprising in that most teachers serving as role models for students 

are cautious in word and deed, thus rarely making undue noise. 

 However, one child participant’s parent I interviewed recalled an event 

that happened to her daughter in her regular elementary school.  On day her child 

came home from school feeling unhappy and said to her that a teacher in the 

class next door was so noisy that she could not concentrate on an exam.  What 

was worse, her child dared not express her discomfort at being disturbed for fear 

that the teacher would be displeased with her request for noise reduction or 

cessation.  The child’s choice of “Don’t do the FTA” strategies (Brown & 

Levinson, 1987) was not deemed as proper by the mother or the researcher.  

Children should be encouraged to learn how to request appropriately and 

reasonably rather than use an opt-out strategy to tackle the problems they 

encounter.  The finding regarding this child’s request strategy used in school is 

inconsistent with that used in the interview, during which she used a 

conventionally indirect strategy accompanied by giving reasons for her request 

that the teacher be quiet.  That is, this child respondent seemed more prone to 

withdraw from request practice with teachers in real-life situations than when 

interviewed, probably because her notions of respect for teachers, harmony with 

others, and/or threat to “face” were more likely to be actualized through 
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authentic interactions than in elicited interview scenarios, thereby resulting in her 

evasion of phrasing an undesirable request to teachers in school. 

 Overall, these children tended to be directness oriented in naturalistic 

school encounters as well as in elicited interviews responses when requesting 

classmates to be quiet.  Yet, the interview data regarding English requests made 

to teachers has yet to be satisfyingly validated because of limited authentic data 

availability. 

 Next, I will examine data with respect to requests observed at home.  The 

availability of asking-for-quietness request data is low; hence, the mother’s 

interview data will be used to help validate and complement information gained 

from the interviews with the three focal children. 

Validation 6.6:  The TV-Watching Request 
 

                                                                     Main Strategy Type 
Home Observation Data Observation vs. 

 The requestive utterance shown in Validation 6.6 demonstrated that Dabao 

preferred hint strategies in authentic talk at home, whereas he favored direct strategies 

in responses elicited during the interview, suggesting that findings from the two 

sources are inconsistent.  Again, I tend to believe that this result has to do with 

contextual factors, as interpreted in Section 6.1.4 with regard to the eating-utensil-

return requests.  That is, a hint request is more easily perceptible and interpretable in 

Interview 
 
(Dabao requests his two younger siblings and mother to be quiet because they 
keep discussing a TV program that both he and they are watching.) 
 

Dabao: 你們很吵呢。 Hint Direct 
 Nimen hen chao ne.  # to all three 
 ‘You guys are being really   family hearers # 
 noisy.’ 
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an immediate real-life context than in an interview question scenario; hence, a hint 

strategy is employed.  As for the sentence-final particle 呢 ne used in the above 

utterance “You are really noisy (ne),” it functions to draw the hearer’s attention to the 

importance of the information delivered through the utterance (Li & Thompson, 1981) 

in relation to the hearer’s behavior.  For example, Dabao used the utterance in 

question to emphasize that he cared a lot about being disturbed by the noise his 

siblings and mother were making, and the problem required their immediate attention. 

 Because of the limited home observation data available for validating the 

interview data, the mother’s interview data is given below to enable further validation.  

Note that in the mother’s response, only the head act, the minimal essential unit for 

performing a request, was selected for coding and comparison; this was done akin to 

how each child’s interview response was coded and compared.  In addition, I only 

present the mother’s data regarding what Dabao would say to his siblings and mother 

for the purpose of making comparisons with the observational data given in 

Validation 6.6 above. 

Validation 6.7:  The Noise-Reduction Request                         
 
       Main Strategy Type 
Parent Interview Data Parent Data vs. 

a. (To a younger sibling) 

Child Data 
 
(Examples (a-b) are the mother’s responses of what Dabao would say in S5.) 
 

 
Dabao: 你把電視關掉！ Direct Direct 
 Ni ba dianshi guan diao! 
 ‘Turn off the TV!’ 
 

b. (To the mother) 
 

Dabao: 小聲一點。 Direct Direct 
 Xiaosheng yi dian! 
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 ‘Talk quietly! (Keep it down!)’ 
 
 According to the mother’s interview responses presented in Validation 6.7, 

direct strategies seemed to be the most popular strategy type used by Dabao, and the 

results are identical with those obtained from interviews.  However, going back to the 

observational data given in Validation 6.6, the results obtained from the parent and 

child interview data (Validation 6.7, both being directness dominated), and the 

observational data (being hint oriented) do not agree with each other.  Thus, a 

question respecting the inconsistency of the data obtained at home and at interview 

arises.  One possible reason for this inconsistency could be contextual, similar to the 

interpretation for Validation 6.6 above.  That is to say, contextual support in a natural 

setting facilitates communication among family members so that hint strategies can be 

an alternative, but not necessarily exclusive, choice.  Another reason may be related to 

the personality factor.  The mother told me that Dabao was relatively more 

straightforward than the other two children; hence, he tended to be very direct in 

(Chinese) speech.  Following, I then looked at all of the Chinese requests generated 

by the three focal children.  The percentages of their use of main request strategy type 

when interviewed are given in Table 6.9 below. 

Table 6.9 
S1-S6: Distribution of Chinese main strategy types by child 

 
 
Language 

 
 
Child’s Name 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 

Direct 
Conventionally 

Indirect 
 

Hint 

Chinese 

Dabao 
(n = 30) 

Row % 100.0% 0 0 100.0% 

Erbao 
(n = 30) 

Row % 63.3% 13.3% 23.3% 100.0% 

Xiaobao 
(n = 30) 

Row % 43.3% 53.3% 3.3% 100.0% 

NOTE:  n = the total number of Chinese requests produced by each child.  Percentages may not equal 
100% because of rounding. 
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 The results displayed in Table 6.9 do substantiate the mother’s interview 

response that Dabao was more likely than his younger siblings to be direct in Chinese 

speech.  What is impressive, however, is that Dabao used direct strategies exclusively 

in making Chinese requests throughout the six situations; this result surprised me 

because I did not expect to find that he would have such an overwhelming preference 

(100%) for direct requests.  Therefore, I tend to believe that Dabao is directness 

dominated in making Chinese requests, and his use of hints seems to be driven by 

context, which makes it feasible to disambiguate the interpretation of a hint request.  

He uses hints as an alternative means to convey his requestive intent during natural 

encounters accordingly.  This finding suggests that individual differences (e.g., 

personality, mood) may have a great impact on request strategy use.   

 

6.2.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 To summarize, the findings of S5 given in Tables 6.5 – 6.8 showed that when 

making a noise reduction or cessation request in English, the child respondents, 

despite age differences, showed a greater preference for conventionally indirect 

strategies over other strategies.  In contrast, when making a request in Chinese, 

children of various ages did not seem to demonstrate the same preference.  The 

younger children (aged 6-8 years) tended to slightly favor conventionally indirect 

strategies, whereas the older ones (aged 9-10 years) seemed to prefer direct strategies.  

Additionally, when addressing different hearers, with the exclusion of classmates, in 

English, the children chose the most conventional indirect requests, whereas when 

addressing different hearers in Chinese, they showed different preferences for direct 

Summary 
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or conventionally indirect requests.  Classmates received the greatest proportion of 

direct requests, regardless of language, perhaps because they failed to conform to 

school rules or etiquette, and the speaker who carried the duty of maintaining 

discipline thus explicitly exercised his/her power and rights to regulate their behaviors. 

 Overall, direct strategies appeared to be preferred (1) by the older children 

versus the younger ones, (2) when made to classmates and siblings versus to other 

hearers, and (3) when issuing Chinese requests versus issuing English requests.  

Furthermore, query preparatory requests with a hearer-dominated linguistic form (e.g., 

“can you”) were particularly popular in phrasing English requests, while imperatives 

and query preparatories were both almost equally favored when phrasing Chinese 

requests, which were typically modified by giving reasons.  The frequent occurrence 

of giving reasons appears due to the Chinese belief that being polite means being 

reasonable, as well as the teacher's emphasis that the students furnish reasons in 

addition to simply expressing their requestive intent.  Hints again remained the least 

used of all strategy types. 

 Based on the data displayed in Validations 6.5 – 6.7 and Table 6.9, it was 

found that the children were prone to give direct requests (e.g., “Be quiet!”) to their 

classmates in an authentic school context; this result is generally consistent with the 

findings obtained during interview.  Also, the great majority of requests for quiet were 

observed when courses were being taught by native English speaking teachers, who 

were more likely than their native Chinese speaking counterparts to experience 

discipline problems in their classrooms, likely having to do with differences in 

language and culture between teachers and young learners.  Additionally, the oldest 

child (age 10) whom I observed at home, tended to prefer hint requests at home.  This 
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observational finding does not conform with the results obtained from the child and 

parent interview data, in which both his and his mother's responses to the question 

concerning what he would say in an asking-for-quiet situation (S5) were directness 

oriented.  However, his direct personality, as explained by his mother and evidenced 

in Table 6.9, tends to persuade me to view his interview data made in S5 as valid, 

with his use of hints being regarded as an viable alternative strategy due to his  

contextual sensitivity.  In Section 6.2.4, only the validations of requests made to 

classmates and those produced by Dabao are performed because of limited naturalistic 

data.  In general, the interview data made in S5 is supported by the school observation 

data or the parent interview data on the basis of my interpretation above. 

 As previously discussed in this section, asking for noise reduction or cessation 

is a rights-protecting action.  One question arises: are children entitled to the rights to 

request the hearer to keep quiet or talk quietly?  The answer is yes, according to 

Article 23 of the Constitution of the Republic of China (see 

http://www.gio.gov.tw/info/news/constitution.htm), which states that “[a]ll the 

freedoms and rights … shall not be restricted by law except such as may be necessary 

to prevent infringement upon the freedoms of other persons.”  That is, insofar as the 

hearer’s actions (e.g., making undue noise) encroach upon the speaker’s liberty (e.g., 

freedom of not being disturbed by noise), the speaker has legitimate rights to request 

the hearer to cease or modify inappropriate actions.  In particular, in a country like 

Taiwan, where in general a child’s academic achievement is highly prized partly for 

the sake of bringing honor to his/her parents and family (thus becoming the child’s 

duty), the child’s right of not being interfered with by others while studying for or 

Further Discussion  
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taking an exam is specifically understood as having a rational ground and is protected 

accordingly.  Furthermore, I asked some child respondents why they used an utterance 

like “Be quiet!” or “Don’t talk!” to communicate a request to their classmates.  Their 

responses were very similar, such as “because I am a class/discipline leader” (thus 

carrying a duty to maintain discipline), “because the teacher said everyone must be 

quiet” (thus having a duty to comply with the teacher’s request), and/or “because s/he 

is noisy and disturbs the whole class” (thus having a right that needs to be protected).  

In other words, in an asking-for-quiet situation, it appears to be the speaker’s duty as 

well as his/her right that results in the framing of an explicit and direct request. 

 In the immediately following section, I will analyze and discuss in detail how 

children stopped others from taking away money belonging to them. 

 

6.3 Request Not to Take Money Away (S6) 

 In this section, I will continue to examine if the differences in age, hearer, and 

language may lead to varied request performance of the child participants in the last 

rights-protecting situation in which the child speaker attempts to stop the hearer from 

taking his money away (S6).  I shall begin by analyzing and discussing how children 

from various age groups phrased requests in S6, as given in Table 6.10 below. 

   

6.3.1 Variation in Language and Age Group 

 The results presented in Table 6.10 showed that in S6, the most widely used 

strategy type was direct strategies irrespective of age and language, with the only 

exception being for the 9- to 10 year olds who used slightly more hint strategies (48%) 

than direct strategies (47%) when phrasing Chinese requests.  Both groups of children 
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used almost the same percentage of direct strategies in making English requests 

(50.8% for younger children, 50.0% for older children).  However, the younger 

children (aged 6-8 years) employed more direct requests than did the older ones (aged 

9-10 years) when making Chinese requests (63% vs. 47%).  One plausible reason for 

this difference is that the younger children, possibly because of limited linguistic and 

cognitive capability, were less likely than the older ones to use hints, resulting in their 

frequent use of direct requests instead.  Hints were the second preferred strategy type 

regardless of language (English: 30%, Chinese: 36%).  However, no consistent 

strategy preference for making Chinese requests between the two groups of children 

was observed (younger children: directness, older children: hint).  The overall 

percentage of conventionally indirect strategy use was a mere 19% in English and 9% 

in Chinese, much lower than that reported in S1-S5 (English: 67-88%, Chinese: 46-

67%). 

 The findings of S6 are noticeably different from those of S1-S5 which 

indicated that in general: (1) the most commonly used strategy type was 

conventionally indirect requests rather than direct requests, (2) it was the older 

children instead of the younger ones that used more direct strategies, and (3) hints 

were used the least, rather than being the first or second favored strategy choice.  

Nevertheless, two findings here remain the same as those found in S1-S5: (1) the 

younger children tended to use more conventionally indirectness than did their older 

counterparts (English: 29% vs. 8%, Chinese: 12% vs. 5%), and (2) the older children 

were more likely than the younger ones to use hints (English: 42% vs. 20%, Chinese: 

48% vs. 25%). 
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Table 6.10 
S6: Distribution of main strategy types by language and age group 

 
 
Language 

 
 

Age Group 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

33 
50.8% 

19 
29.2% 

13 
20.0% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

30 
50.0% 

5 
8.3% 

25 
41.7% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

63 
50.4% 

24 
19.2% 

38 
30.4% 

125 
100.0% 

Chinese 

Aged 6-8 
(n = 13) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

41 
63.1% 

8 
12.3% 

16 
24.6% 

65 
100.0% 

Aged 9-10 
(n = 12) 

Count 
% within Age Group 

28 
46.7% 

3 
5.0% 

29 
48.3% 

60 
100.0% 

Total Count 
% within Age Group 

69 
55.2% 

11 
8.8% 

45 
36.0% 

125 
100.0% 

 

      

6.3.2 Variation in Language and Hearer 

 In this section, I will proceed to analyze and discuss how the children vary 

their request performances on the basis of to whom they are talking.  Findings in 

Table 6.11 showed that regardless of the language, the child respondents preferred to 

use direct requests to all of the hearers (English: 44-64%, Chinese: 48-64%) with the 

exception of their teacher, who received the same number of hint requests as direct 

requests in English (40%) and received the most hints in Chinese (48%).  Overall, 

younger siblings (English: 60%, Chinese: 64%) and classmates (64%, both in English 

and Chinese) received more direct requests compared to other adult hearers.  Teachers, 

in particular, received the least direct requests (40% in both English and Chinese) of 

all five hearers, and this finding is agreeable with the previous S1-S5 scenarios.  

Obviously, albeit perhaps due to perception assumptions, the children tended to talk to 

their teachers implicitly throughout the six interview scenario situations, possibly 

because of the influence of Chinese culture that places high value on respect for 
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teachers and elders.  Seen in this light, as mentioned before, Leech’s (1983) belief that 

the level of politeness can be heightened by employing an indirect illocution seems to 

be affirmed by the children’s interview elicited requests framed to teachers. 

Table 6.11 
S6: Distribution of main strategy types by language and hearer  

 
 
Language 

 
 

Hearer 

Main Strategy Type  
 

Total 
 
Direct 

Conventionally 
Indirect 

 
Hint 

English 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

15 
60.0% 

3 
12.0% 

7 
28.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

11 
44.0% 

7 
28.0% 

7 
28.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

11 
44.0% 

4 
16.0% 

10 
40.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

16 
64.0% 

5 
20.0% 

4 
16.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

10 
40.0% 

5 
20.0% 

10 
40.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Chinese 
 

Younger 
Sibling 

Count 
% within Hearer 

16 
64.0% 

1 
4.0% 

8 
32.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Mother Count 
% within Hearer 

12 
48.0% 

2 
8.0% 

11 
44.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Father Count 
% within Hearer 

15 
60.0% 

3 
12.0% 

7 
28.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Classmate Count 
% within Hearer 

16 
64.0% 

2 
8.0% 

7 
28.0% 

25 
100.0% 

Teacher Count 
% within Hearer 

10 
40.0% 

3 
12.0% 

12 
48.0% 

25 
100.0% 

 

 

6.3.3 Variation in Substrategy Type 

 In what follows, I examine the request substrategies phrased in S6, where the 

children attempted to stop the hearer from taking their money away.  The results and 

examples collected during interviews are displayed in Tables 6.12 and 6.13 below. 

 Table 6.12 demonstrates that imperatives (45%) were the leading substrategy 

type in S6, followed by hints (30%), query preparatories (19%), and other directness 

(6%).  Because of the high occurrence of imperatives and hints, further analysis was 
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directed towards the modifications of the English requests made in S6.  It was found 

that giving reasons, either external to the core of a direct request or a conventionally 

indirect request, or within the core of a hint request, occurred frequently.  About 43% 

of imperatives and 63% of query preparatories were modified by providing reasons, 

76% of hints involved the use of reason statements, and 59% of all the total requests 

issued in S6 included reasons (including the grounders of supportive moves and the 

reason statements of hint substrategies) for justifying a request to not take the 

speaker’s money away.  The politeness marker “please” was relatively rarely used 

(only 4% of all the total requests including “please”).  This is in contrast with the high 

occurrence of reasons used in making a request to not take the speaker’s money away  

This finding suggests that it was the adequacy of reasons rather than the addition of 

politeness markers that was favored as a supportive means to realize a request in S6.  

That is, reasonableness appears to be the primary regard for the formulation of an 

appropriate request because without sufficient ground of justification or explanation 

there would be no politeness; as Confucius argues (see Section 6.2), propriety cannot 

be well-grounded without reasonableness.  

 It is of note that typical hint substrategies in S6 consisted of ownership claims 

(e.g., “That’s my (lucky) money!” or “That’s one thousand dollars!”), non-explicit 

questions (e.g., “Why do you take my money?”), and commonly used reasons (e.g., “I 

need to give the money to Teacher Karen”).  Specifically, of the total 38 hints, 

ownership claims occurred 74% of the time.  This result reflects Monte’s (1981) 

experimental study investigating the request performances of nursery and grade 

school children, which indicated that in a situation where the hearer took something 

valuable from the speaker, the speaker was quite within his/her rights in requesting for 
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his/her possessions back by using a hint since the context of the requested act was so 

salient that the hearer was assumed to expect a request (cited in Ervin-Tripp, 1986, p. 

83).  Finally, prohibition statements (e.g., “You can not take my money”) or simply 

an ellipsis (e.g., “Stop!”) were other variations of the request substrategies used in S6. 

Table 6.12 
S6: Distribution and example of substrategy types in English 
 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

44.8% 
(56) 

1) Give back to me! 
 # Give it back to me! # 
2) Don’t take my money! 
3) Don’t take it away, please! 
4) Please don’t touch it. 

Other 
Directness 

5.6% 
(7) 

5) Stop! (ellipsis) 
 # Stop taking my money! # 
6) You can not take away.(prohibition statement) 
 # You can’t take it away. # 
7) You can not take my money. (prohibition statement) 

Query 
Preparatory 

19.2% 
(24) 

8) Can you give back to me? 
9) *Can you don’t take it away? 
10) Can you put it back? 
11) *Can you don’t take my money, please? 

Hint 30.4% 
(38) 

12) That’s my (lucky) money!  
 (reason: ownership claim) 
13) Why do you take my money?  
 # Why did you take my money? # 
 (non-explicit question) 
14) I need to give the money to Teacher Karen.  
 (reason) 
15) This is my one thousand dollar.  Who said you can touch? 
 # This is my one thousand dollars.  Who said you can touch it? # 
       (reason: ownership claim + non-explicit question) 
16) That is my money.  I will give to Teacher Karen.  
       (reason: ownership claim + reason) 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 

 

 

 With respect to Chinese requests, findings in Table 6.13 show that imperative 

substrategies (52%) were used most frequently, followed by hints (36%), with query 

preparatories (9%) and other directness (3%) far behind.  The findings here regarding 

modifications of Chinese requests indicated that, similar to those English requests 
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discussed above, by far the most popular modification device for requests was to give 

reasons.  Approximately 72% of imperatives and 82% of query preparatories were 

modified by addition of reasons, 71% of hints included reasons for phasing the 

request, and 74% of the total Chinese requests made in S6 contained reasons 

associated with the requested act.  By contrast, the politeness marker qing ‘please’ 

was employed only 19% of the time in the total Chinese requests made in S6.  Thus, 

the child respondents preferred to provide reasons when asking for their money back 

regardless of the language used, suggesting that being reasonable is a critical strategy 

to reinforce or mitigate an asking-for-money-back request. 

 In S6, the commonly used hint substrategies in Chinese are akin to those in 

English, such as ownership claims, non-explicit questions, and reason statements, 

except that reminder statements (e.g., “Did you forget it was the money you gave 

me?”) were employed with Chinese requests and not with English ones.  Of the total 

45 Chinese hints, ownership-claim statements were used 62% of the time.  Note that 

the percentage of ownership claims reported here does not include the use of 

ownership claims as a reason external to the core of direct or conventionally indirect 

requests.  In other words, an ownership-claim statement by itself can be used not only 

as a hint (e.g., “That’s my money!”) but also as a reason attaching to the core of the 

request (e.g., “That’s my money.  Don’t take it!”).  Prohibition statements, as shown 

in utterances (6-8) (e.g., “You can’t/may not/mustn’t take it”) were also occasionally 

used. 
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Table 6.13 
S6: Distribution and examples of substrategy types in Chinese 

Substrategy 
Type 

% 
(n) Example 

Imperative 
 

52.0% 
(65) 

1) 錢還我！Qian huan wo! 
 ‘Give me the money back!’ 
2) 不要拿我的錢！Bu yao na wode qian! 
 ‘Don’t take my money!’ 
3) 你不要拿走哦！Ni bu yao na zou ou! 
 ‘Don’t take it away!’ 
4) 請你不要拿走。Qing ni bu yao na zou. 
 ‘Please don’t take it away!’ 
5) 放下來好不好？Fang xialai hao bu hao? 
 ‘Leave it, ok?’ 

Other 
Directness 

3.2% 
(4) 

6) 不能拿！Bu neng na! 
 ‘(You) can’t take it!’ 
7) 你不可以拿！Ni bu keyi na!  
 ‘You may not take it!’ 
8) 你不准拿！Ni bu zhun na! 
 ‘You mustn’t take it!’  

Query 
Preparatory 

8.8% 
(11)  

9) 可不可以把它放回去？ 
 Ke bu keyi ba ta fang huiqu? 
 ‘Can you put it back?’ 
10) 可不可以還給我？ 
 Ke bu keyi huan gei wo? 
 ‘Can you give it back to me?’ 
11) 可不可以請你不要拿？ 
 Ke bu keyi qing ni bu yao na? 
 ‘Can you not take it, please?’ 
12) 你可以不要拿我的錢嗎？ 
 Ni keyi bu yao na wode qian ma? 
 ‘Can you not take my money?’ 

Hint 36.0% 
(45) 

13) 那是我的！Na shi wode!  (reason: ownership claim) 
 ‘That’s mine!’ 
14)  那是我的錢呢！Na shi wode qian ne!  (reason: ownership claim) 
 ‘That’s my money!’ 
15) 你為什麼拿我的錢？(non-explicit question) 
 Ni weishenme na wode qian? 
 ‘Why did you take my money?’ 
16) 那個錢是我要拿去繳午餐費的。(reason) 
 Nage qian shi wo yao na qu jiao wucanfei de. 
 ‘That’s the money I’m gonna use to pay for lunch.’  
17) 你忘記上次這是你給我的嗎？(reminder) 
 Ni wangji shangci zhe shi ni gei wo de ma? 
 ‘Did you forget you gave it to me last time?’ 
18) 你拿幹嘛？這我的錢耶！ 
 (non-explicit question + ownership claim) 
 Ni na ganma? Zhe wode qian ye! 
 ‘Why are you taking it? It’s my money!’ 

Total 
 

100.0% 
(125) 
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6.3.4 Validation of the Child Interview Data 

 In this section, I will present validation data collected from the natural school 

and home settings.  Additionally, since thus far I have found both agreement and 

disagreement between the interview data and the validation data, child interview data 

will be validated through comparison with the results of validation data in order to 

explore the potential validity of interview data and to provide insights into the 

similarity or difference of various data sources.  Below are some naturally occurring 

requests made in school. 

Validation 6.8:  The Possession-Back Request 
 

(Examples (a-f) are requests made to classmates.) 
 
      Main Strategy Type 
Classroom Observation Data Observation vs. 

a. (James plays with a coin, which then falls to the floor.  His classmates pick 
up the coin.  James asks them not to take it away.) 

Interview 
 

 
Mike: (picking up the coin from the floor) 
James: My money, Mike. Hint Direct 
Paul: (taking the coin from Mike) 
James: PAUL! Vocative 
Mike: (takes the coin from Paul and 
 hands it to James)  
   

b. (Rick wants to get back his eraser from Eric.) 
 

Rick: That’s mine. (to Eric) Hint 1 ConIndirect 
Teacher: What’s wrong? (to Rick and Eric) 
{…} 
Eric: I found the eraser on the floor. 
 And I take it up.  And Rick says 
 that eraser is his. 
 # I found this eraser on the floor 
 and picked it up.  Rick says its 
 his. # 
 (asking Rick to prove it is his) 
Rick: xxx.  Mine.  Really! Hint 2 
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c. (James takes Rick’s paper away.  Rick asks him to give it back.) 
 

Rick: Hey, give back

d. (Rick takes Eric’s pen away.  Eric asks him to give it back.) 

 to me! Direct ConIndirect 
 # Hey, give it back to me! # 
 

 
Eric: Give me back my red pen! Direct ConIndirect 

 
e. (James takes Eric’s paper airplane away.  Eric asks him to give it back.) 
 

Eric: I need my paper.  Direct ConIndirect 
 Give back

f.  (Jack takes Eric’s paper cup with an insect in it.  Eric wants his paper cup 
back.) 

 my paper!  
 

 
Eric: Don’t take!  Don’t take! Direct ConIndirect 
 # Don’t take it!  Don’t take it! # 
 Don’t touch!  Don’t touch! 
 # Don’t touch it!  Don’t touch it! #  
 # repetition of request # 

 
NOTE: ConIndirect = conventionally indirect (request) 

 The data displayed in Validation 6.8 showed that the children were more liable 

to use direct strategies (e.g., “Give back to me!” or “Don’t touch!”) and hint strategies 

(e.g., “That’s mine!” or “My money!”) than to use conventionally indirect strategies 

(e.g., “Can you …?”) when attempting to get back their possessions taken away by 

classmates in the naturalistic school context.  As can be seen from the instances in (b-

f), in order to get back their possessions, Rick used either directness or hints in (b-c) 

and Eric used directness in the three examples (d-f).  These observational results are 

incongruent with those found in the interview data, which indicate that Rick and Eric 

favored conventionally indirect strategies when making English requests to 

classmates.  However, Rick and Eric happened to be among the few respondents who 

made conventionally indirect requests when trying to stop a hearer from taking away 
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their money (S6).  Overall, the 25 children preferred to use direct or hint strategies in 

S6 when interviewed.  Based on the results obtained from the observational data 

herein and the interview data presented in Tables 6.10 – 6.13 that showed a preference 

for either directness or hints, I tend to believe that, in a “getting-possession-back” 

situation, the children’s leading strategy orientation in English is either a direct 

request or a hint, both of which might be used interchangeably depending on the 

context. 

 Take Validation (6.8.a), in which a coin fell on the floor and the ownership of 

the coin could be doubt, for example.  The context can serve as an anchor for 

converting a seemingly implicit ownership claim into an actually explicit request 

interpretation.  That is, given such a situation, an ownership claim could help justify 

an asking-for-belongings-back request and meanwhile attenuate the imposition on the 

hearer.  For example, if the hearer, such as Eric in Example (b), did not give back the 

speaker’s possession, the speaker’s use of an ownership-claim utterance could give 

the hearer an out, as the hearer could justify his uncooperativeness due to not knowing 

who the exact owner is.  In case the hearer deliberately fails to comply with the 

request (e.g., not giving back money to the owner), such as Paul in Example (a), an 

ownership claim statement might act as a powerful rights-protecting vehicle to 

reinforce the legitimacy of the requested act.  Alternatively, direct strategies were 

used to emphasize the non-negotiable nature of a possession-back request and the 

necessity of immediate attention and compliance, as shown in Examples (c-f). 

 Therefore, overall, the findings of the validation data seem to be consistent 

with those of the interview responses obtained from the 25 child respondents; that is, 

both were directness or hint dominated.  In particular, directness was predominantly 
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used in the interview data, likely because the large amount of money, one thousand 

dollars as specified in the interview scenario question, moved the child respondents to 

strongly defend their possession rights through the use of an explicit and outright 

request.  Due to limited authentic data, it appears that in terms of the individual 

participant’s request performance presented in Validation 6.8, no agreement can be 

reached between the finding of the validation data and that of the child interview data.  

Nevertheless, just the opposite is more likely to be upheld.  That is, although the 

results of the validation data, specifically those in (b-f), are at odds with those of the 

interview data, the findings are, in effect, supporting evidence which affirms the 

limited use of conventional indirectness and the frequent use of directness and hints in 

both the school observation data and the interview data. 

 Taken together, the authentic requests displayed in individual validation cases 

(as shown in Validation 6.8) are not consistent with the interview elicited requests 

made by these observed individual participants to classmates in S6.  However, the 

validation data seems to buttress the interview result that conventionally indirect 

requests appeared to be the least favored strategy option when asking for the return of 

an item.  Next, I will look at authentic requests gathered in the home setting. 

Validation 6.9:  The Inflatable Baseball Bat Request 
 
a. (Erbao, the 9-year-old brother of Xiaobao, takes Xiaobao’s inflatable 

baseball bat away.  Xiaobao, aged 7, asks him to give it back.) 
 

Xiaobao: 幹嘛拿我的? Request 1: 
 Ganma na wode? Hint, non-explicit 
 ‘Why take mine?’ question  
 幹嘛拿我的東西? 
 Ganma na wode dongxi? 
 ‘Why are you taking my stuff?’   
Erbao: (still holding the plastic bat) 
Xiaobao: 我的啦! Request 2: 
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 Wode la! Hint, ownership 
 It’s mine! claim 
 (walking towards Erbao and trying 
 to get his bat back) 
Erbao: 給你啦! 還你啦! 
 Gei ni la!  Huan ni la! 
 ‘(I’m giving it) To you!  (I’m giving 
 it) Back to you!’ 
 # meaning “It’s all yours!” # 
 (throwing the bat on the floor) 
 

b. (Bo, a 6-year-old cousin of Xiaobao, takes Xiaobao’s inflatable baseball 
bat away.  Xiaobao asks him to give it back.) 
 
Xiaobao: 不要拿啦，王小柏！ Request 1: 
 Bu yao na la, Wang Xiaobo! Direct, imperative 
 ‘Don’t take it, Xiaobo Wang!’ 
Bo: 借我一下啦。 
 Jie wo yixia la. 
 ‘Lend me it for a short while.’ 
Xiaobao: 王小柏，你不要拿啦！ Request 2: 
 Wang Xiaobo, ni bu yao na la! Direct, imperative 
 ‘Xiaobo Wang, (you) don’t take it!’ # repetition of 
 不要啦！ request #  
 Bu yao la!  
 ‘Don’t (take it)!’ 
 (running towards Bo and trying 
 to get his bat back) 
Bo: (shunning Xiaobao) 
 打我的氣球。 
 Da wode qiqiu. 
 ‘Go hit my balloon.’ 
 # deliberately evades Xiaobao’s 
 request # 
Xiaobao: 放那裡啦！ Request 3: 
 Fang nali la! Direct, imperative 
 ‘Leave it there!’ 
 

NOTE:  In the interview elicited data regarding speech addressed to the 
younger sibling, Xiaobao used a direct request.  

    
 The naturalistic performance of requesting, given in Validation 6.9, revealed 

that Xiaobao tended to choose hint or direct strategies in preference to conventionally 

indirect strategies when attempting to get his older brother and younger cousin to give 
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back his plastic bat that had been taken away without his permission.  The direct 

strategy that Xiaobao employed is consistent with the one he used when asking for 

money back from the same cousin when responding to interview questions (a close 

younger cousin was used during the interview as Xiaobao has no younger sibling).  In 

other words, based on the data shown in Validation (6.9.b), Xiaobao’s response 

addressed to a younger sibling/cousin during the interview is valid. 

 Regarding Validation (6.9.a), it was an ownership-claim hint rather than direct 

requests that was used when asking his older brother to return the bat.  Reasons 

behind this are: (1) the hearer Erbao is older than Xiaobao and thus a hint statement 

filled with justification and less force is used, and/or (2) the two siblings (Xiaobao 

and Erbao) are more likely than the two cousins (Xiaobao and Bo) to recognize the 

hint as a request due to mutually shared life experience; hence, an implicit utterance 

would suffice.  By providing the validation data in (6.9.a), I do not intend to validate 

the interview data as to speech addressed to older siblings; instead, I attempt to 

demonstrate that hints and direct requests were preferred over conventionally indirect 

requests when Xiaobao made an asking-for-possessions-back request in both home 

and interview question contexts.  This result that conventionally indirect requests 

were the least preferred strategy type is not dissimilar to results reported for English 

requests made during (S6) interviews and during the naturalistic interactions in school. 

 Overall, in a situation where the speaker requested the hearer not to take his 

possessions away and/or attempted to get them back, individual participant’s requests 

made to classmates obtained in the naturalistic school context show no agreement 

with the child’s previous interview elicited response.  However, the child observed at 

home displayed the same preference for direct strategies when dealing with a younger 
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cousin as was shown in his interview.  That is, the home observation data is consistent 

with the interview data, but the school observation data is not.  However, overall, both 

the naturalistic and interview data indicated that hints and directness appeared to be 

favored above conventional indirectness.  Also, in general, the use of hints is inclined 

to be context-driven.      

 

6.3.5 Summary and Further Discussion 

 In summary, in S6: (1) direct requests were favored most by the child 

respondents regardless of language and age, (2) the use of hints exceeded that of 

conventionally indirectness, and (3) younger children tended to produce more direct 

requests in Chinese than did their older counterparts (see Table 6.10).  These results 

show remarkable disagreement with those reported in S1-S5.  However, similar to the 

findings in S1-S5, younger children still used more conventional indirectness and less 

hints than did the older ones.  Additionally, the children favored direct requests to all 

but their teacher, who received the most hints and the least direct requests, in contrast 

with other hearers (see Table 6.11).  Respect for teachers seems to be manifested 

through the use of an indirect request form in S6.  Of all five hearers, younger siblings 

and classmates received the most direct requests, and this finding is consistent with 

that of S1-S5, suggesting that child-child interactions tend to be more directness 

oriented than child-adult interactions, possibly because it is solidarity, clarity, or 

equality rather than respect or politeness that is prized; thus, direct strategies are 

selected.  Moreover, irrespective of language: (1) imperative substrategies were used 

most commonly, followed by hint substrategies, and (2) giving reasons, particularly 

Summary 
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making an ownership claim, was a preferred means of modifying an asking-for-

money-back request (see Tables 6.12 and 6.13). 

 Concerning the validation of interview data, an overall consistency is achieved 

based on the interview elicited responses generated by the total 25 children.  That is, 

both the naturalistic data and the interview data demonstrated a preference for direct 

(e.g., “Don’t take it”) or hint (e.g., “That’s mine”) strategies and showed a 

disinclination toward conventionally indirect strategies, though the naturalistic 

context is only similar to, not identical with, the interview question context.  The 

results of the home observation data are completely compatible with those obtained at 

interview (see Validation 6.9).  Nonetheless, the findings of the school observation 

data (as presented in Validation 6.8) showing a tendency towards directness or hints 

are inconsistent with those of the interview responses that indicated a proneness to 

conventional indirectness.  Taken together, the interview data is valid overall; 

however, a few of the individual participants’ real-life requests observed in school 

might not be consistent with the interview data. 

 Interview scenario six (S6) in this study involved two scenarios: asking for the 

lucky money back and getting school lunch money back.  During interviews, I asked 

all of the 25 child respondents if one thousand dollars was a lot of money to them, and 

all but one answered yes.  For the child who did not consider one thousand dollars a 

large amount of money, I asked her how much she would view as a great amount of 

money.  She said that she usually received a lot of lucky money from her relatives and 

grandparents in addition to her parents during Chinese New Year; thus, she would 

consider something more than three thousand dollars (about US$96) to be a lot of 

Further Discussion 
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money.  That is, generally speaking, one thousand dollars specified in Scenario six 

was a substantial amount of money for young children in Taiwan.  However, as an 

insider, the researcher has observed one interesting phenomenon as to how Taiwanese 

parents deal with their children’s lucky money.  That is, parents would, by and large, 

take their children’s money away and/or tell them that they would help them keep it, 

possibly because: (1) they believe that their children are too young to manage their 

money, and/or (2) some perhaps assume that it is within their rights to dispose of their 

children’s possessions because, since the children are theirs, so is their children’s 

money.  In fact, oftentimes children receive lucky money out of the Chinese cultural 

norm of reciprocal courtesy, i.e., because their parents gave lucky money to someone 

else.  Seen from this perspective, it appears that a parent taking away a child’s lucky 

money seems to be justifiable.  However, as noted earlier (Section 5.2.5), children as 

early as 2 years of age had an awareness of their possession rights (Ervin-Tripp & 

Gordon, 1986); hence, this perhaps is the possible reason that the child participants in 

this study still preferred a direct or an ownership-claim request in S6. 

 Concerning lunch money, parents generally paid it themselves.  It was only 

occasionally that they would give the money to their children for them to hand it in to 

their homeroom teacher.  Given the situation, some children told me that they used 

utterances like “Don’t take it!” or “That’s money!” to stop a classmate from taking 

their lunch money because: (1) it was their money so that their classmate was not 

allowed to take it (showing a clear concept of ownership rights), (2) the amount of 

money was very large (thus heightening the need to defend possession rights), and/or 

(3) it was an important task (paying for lunch) assigned by parents (thus bearing a 

responsibility or duty to fulfill parents’ request).  It is of note that interview question 
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six (S6) in this study was designed to understand how children deal with a situation in 

which they have to protect their possessions from being taken away.  However, it is 

typically not advisable for children to carry such large amount of money with them 

because they may not be so vigilant as adults to keep their cash safe.  Taken together, 

not surprisingly, the results of S6 showed that the children demonstrated a strong 

tendency to employ a direct or an ownership-claim request when faced with  a 

situation in which they had to protect their money, 

 

6.4 Summary 

 In Chapter 6, I have first presented and discussed the findings in relation to 

three different rights-protecting situations: request for returning things lent to others 

(S4), request for noise reduction or cession of noise (S5), and request for stopping the 

taking away of money (S6).  Additionally, I have provided the real-life and/or the 

parent interview data to validate the child interview data.  In the following chapter, I 

will summarize the results displayed in S1-S6 and briefly present further overall 

findings; results will also be explained in relation to theoretical literature and past 

research. 
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Notes to Chapter 6 
 
1.  Note there is growing disparity between the rich and poor in Taiwan.  For example, 
based on a survey study released by the Child Welfare League Foundation of the 
R.O.C (CWLF, January 21, 2008c), in the Chinese New Year Festivities of 2008, 
some financially disadvantaged children in Taiwan were found as not receiving any 
lucky money from parents (39%), with others receiving less than one hundred dollars 
(about US$3) (36.7%).  Overall, the average amount of lucky money received by 
these poor children was merely 193 dollars (about US$6), which is lower than the 
average amount of weekly pocket money (NT$248, or about US$8) received by 
ordinary children.  Thus, conceivably, the poor children’s first New Year’s wish was 
to “receive lucky money” (Ibid). 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

 To help the reader easily and quickly retrieve the key points of this study, the 

final chapter contains a brief restatement of my motivation for conducting this 

research, and a review of the methodology used in this study.  The summarization of 

the results obtained in Chapters 5 and 6, Section 7.1 provides further information 

concerning how the child respondents overall varied their request performance across 

six request situations.  In Section 7.2, each research question posed in Chapter 1 will 

be answered and discussed based on the results of this study, and interpretations of the 

results in relation to theoretical accounts and comparisons of the results with those of 

previous studies will be presented.  Finally, implications and limitations of the study, 

and recommendations for future research are provided in Section 7.3. 

 As stated in Chapter 1, much research on requesting acts has been studied 

among L1 Chinese adults, L1 Chinese children, L2 children, L2 adults, and L2 

children, but virtually none has been pragmatically studied among Taiwanese 

elementary school children in terms of the speech act of requesting performed by the 

same individual child in both Chinese (L1) and English (L2).  Research into Chinese 

children’s use of requests in Chinese has tended to be analyzed from a purely 

linguistic perspective, and that into Chinese children’s use of requests in English 

remains scarce largely due to political constraints.  An obvious reason for the 

meagerness of the latter research is that English as a school subject for the fifth and 

sixth graders in Taiwan was not mandatory until the year of 2001, and it was not until 

2005 that the Ministry of Education in Taiwan advanced English learning as a 



 265 

compulsory course from the third grade on up.  No prior studies to date have 

simultaneously examined Taiwanese children’s requests in Chinese and English.  To 

bridge this gap in research, this study explores how elementary school children, who 

typically have limited linguistic ability and world knowledge, manipulate their 

requestive utterances in both Chinese and English to convey what they intend, and 

accomplish what they need in talk exchanges. 

 As explained in Chapter 3, this study used an ethnographic approach involving 

interviewing children and their parents and teachers, observing children’s interactions 

in the naturalistic school, as well as home settings, audio- and/or video-recording 

interviews and observations, and taking field notes over an approximately 5-month 

period in Taiwan in 2007.  The data collection procedures were conducted by the 

researcher.  First, pretest interviews with 7 children and 4 parents who were similar to 

the intended participants of this study were undertaken to help standardize the process 

and content of interviewing.  Next, 25 native Chinese-speaking elementary school 

students in Taiwan aged 6 to 10 years, who at the time of the study were attending 

English classes in a private English-only school, were independently interviewed 

twice to collect their Chinese and English requests, respectively, by using the same 

semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix A) with the home-related 

questions separated from the school-related questions, and presented in a 

counterbalanced order across children to avoid sequence bias.  The first interview 

elicited a total of 750 responses regarding Chinese requests, and the second interview 

elicited a total of 750 responses regarding English requests; the total of 1500 

responses constitutes the major data analyzed in this study.  To avoid the carry-over 

effect, there was an interval of approximately one month between the two interviews.  
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Additionally, the researcher collected naturally occurring requests framed by the 25 

children during school observations and those phrased by 3 of the 25 children during 

family visits, and interviewed the parents, teachers, and school director of the child 

participants to further triangulate and validate the child interview results. The data 

was analyzed using a modified version of the CCSARP coding scheme and an 

excellent level of intercoder reliability for the modified coding scheme was reached 

(see Chapter 4). 

 

7.1 Summary 

 In the following, I will summarize the child interview and validation findings 

presented and discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.  Next, I will provide further information 

concerning how the child respondents overall varied their request performances 

according to situation, language, age, and hearer variables. 

 

7.1.1 Summary of Interview and Validation Findings 

 The findings regarding how the 25 children performed requests during the 

interviews, in school, and at home are summarized respectively by favor-asking 

situation and by rights-protecting situation in Tables 7.1 and 7.2 on which some of the 

overall findings of this study are based and listed below. 

• In the favor-asking situations, the most frequently used main strategy type 

was conventionally indirect strategies, followed by direct strategies, whereas 

in the rights-protecting situation, no clear preference for either direct 

strategies or conventionally indirect strategies was found.  Hints were 
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generally the least favored strategy type, with the exception of S6, where the 

speaker requested the hearer not to take his/her money away. 

• In the favor-asking situations, query preparatories were the most popular 

substrategy type, and generally followed by imperatives.  By contrast, in the 

rights-protecting situations, there was no marked favor towards either query 

preparatories or imperatives. 

• The older children were more likely than their younger counterparts to 

employ direct strategies across six situations, except in S1 and S6, where the 

younger children used more Chinese direct strategies to request food and 

request not to take money away than did the older children. 

• Younger siblings and classmates seemed to receive the most direct requests, 

whereas adult hearers, especially teachers, received the least direct requests. 

• Based on the validation results obtained from authentic requests made in 

school and at home, regardless of language, age group, or situation, direct 

strategies appeared to be used predominantly, followed by hints, when the 

observed children talked to different hearers, except to their teachers, who 

generally received conventionally indirect requests in cookie-asking (S1) and 

writing material-borrowing (S2) situations. 

 On the whole, conventionally indirect strategies were favored in the interview 

question contexts, whereas direct strategies were preferred in the naturalistic contexts.  

I will discuss the consistencies between the child interview results and the validation 

results when answering research question 5 in Section 7.2. 
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Table 7.1 
Summary of results obtained in “favor” situations (S1-S3) 

Situation 

Main Interview Results Overall Validation Results 

Language 

Most 
preferred 
two  
main 
strategies 

Most 
preferred 
two sub-
strategies 

Speaker 
who 
gave the 
most 
direct 
requests 

Hearer 
who 
received 
the 
most or 
least 
direct 
requests Hearer 

Most 
received 
main 
strategy 

Overall 
con-
sistency 
with 
(inter-
view 
data) 

S1 
Cookie 

English 

1st:  
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Peer & 
  Tcher 

Peer 
Tcher 
Mom 

Direct 
CI 
CI 

No  (CI) 
Yes (CI) 
Yes (CI) 

Chinese 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Younger 
> 
Older 
 

: 
  IMP 

Most: 
  Peer 
Least: 
  Tcher 

Aunt 
Mom 
Dad 

Direct 
Direct 
Direct 

NA 
Yes (D) 
No  (CI)  

S2 
Pencil/ 
Eraser 

English 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

All the 
same 

Peer 
Tcher 

Direct 
CI 

No  (CI) 
Yes (CI) 

Chinese 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 
 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Mom 
  & 
  Tcher 

YSib 
Mom 

Direct 
Direct 

Yes (D) 
No  (CI) 

S3 
School- 
work 

English 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  Hint 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Tcher 
  (Nil) 

Peer 
Tcher 

Direct 
Direct 
  or Hint 

No  (CI) 
No  (CI) 
No  (CI) 

Chinese 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Dad & 
  Tcher 

Mom 
 

Direct Yes (D) 
 

NOTE:   CI = Conventionally indirect strategy   D = Direct request strategy 
 Query = Query preparatory substrategy.   IMP = Imperative substrategy 
 Older = Children aged 9-10 years    Younger = Children aged 6-8 years 
 YSib = Younger sibling          Peer = Classmates          Tcher = Teacher 
 NA = Not Available 
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Table 7.2 
Summary of results obtained in “rights” situations (S4-S6) 
 

Situation 

Main Interview Results Overall Validation Results 

Language 

Most 
preferred 
two  
main 
strategies 

Most 
preferred 
two sub-
strategies 

Speaker 
who 
gave the 
most 
direct 
requests 

Hearer 
who 
received 
the 
most or 
least 
direct 
requests Hearer 

Most 
received 
main 
strategy 

Overall 
con-
sistency 
with 
(inter-
view 
data) 

S4 
Scissors/ 
Crayon 

English 

1st:  
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Mom 
  Dad 

Peer 
 
Tcher 

Direct 
  or Hint 
Direct 
  or Hint 
 

No  (CI) 
No  (CI) 
No  (CI) 
No  (CI) 

Chinese 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
 > 
Younger 
 

: 
  IMP 

Most: 
  YSib 
Least: 
  Tcher 

Mom 
 

Hint 
 

No  (CI 
        or 
        D) 
 

S5 
Quiet- 
ness 

English 

1st: 
  CI 
2nd

1

: 
  Direct 

st: 
  Query 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  IMP 

Most: 
  Peer 
Least: 
  Mom 

Peer 
 

Direct 
 

Yes (D) 
 

Chinese 

1st: 
  Direct 
2nd

1

: 
  CI 

st: 
  IMP 
2nd

Older 
> 
Younger : 

  Query 

Most: 
  Peer 
Least: 
  Tcher 

YSib 
 
Mom 

Direct 
  or Hint  
Direct 
  or Hint 

Yes (D) 
No  (D) 
Yes (D) 
No  (D) 

S6 
Money 

English 

1st: 
  Direct 
2nd

1

: 
  Hint 

st: 
  IMP 
2nd

Younger 
> 
Older 
(almost 
the 
same) 

: 
  Hint 

Most: 
  Peer 
Least: 
  Tcher 
   

Peer 
 

Direct 
  or Hint 

No  (CI) 
No  (D 
        or 
        CI) 
 

Chinese 

1st: 
  Direct 
2nd

1

: 
  Hint 

st: 
  IMP 
2nd

Younger 
> 
Older : 

  Hint 

Most: 
  YSib 
  & Peer 
Least: 
  Tcher 

YSib 
 

Direct 
 

Yes (D) 
 

NOTE:   CI = Conventionally indirect strategy   D = Direct request strategy 
 Query = Query preparatory substrategy.   IMP = Imperative substrategy 
 Older = Children aged 9-10 years    Younger = Children aged 6-8 years 
 YSib = Younger sibling          Peer = Classmates          Tcher = Teacher 
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7.1.2 Further Overall Findings 

 In this section, I will summarize and present the child interview results 

obtained through all of the six situations (S1-S6) in terms of situation, language, age 

group, and hearer variables.  Interpretations of the major findings in relation to 

theoretical and past empirical literature will be given in Section 7.2.  Note that in the 

following tables or figures, percentages may not sum to 100% because of rounding. 

 Situational variations can greatly affect the choice of request strategy.  Overall, 

the child respondents demonstrated a notable preference for conventionally indirect 

strategies in framing requests in English in all situations (S1-S5: 67-88%) but S6 

(requesting not to take money away), where not only the use of direct strategies (50%) 

but also that of hint strategies (30%) exceeded that of conventionally indirect 

strategies (19%) (Figure 7.1).  Such a distinct preference for conventionally indirect 

requests in English, I believe, is mainly attributed to the explicit instruction and 

constant reinforcement of this formulaic request form by teachers apart from the use 

of disparate pragmatic rules of requests by children or the difference in language 

proficiency between younger and older children (which I will explain further in 

Section 7.2).  By contrast, when making requests in Chinese, the children did not 

display a distinct tendency to employ direct or indirect strategies, but their request 

performances in S6 appeared to be similar to what they performed in English, that is, 

conventionally indirect requests were remarkably the least favored (merely 9%) 

(Figure 7.2).  In general, conventionally indirect strategies seemed to be well liked in 

both favor-asking (83%) and rights-protecting (53%) situations in making English 

requests, whereas when generating Chinese requests, conventionally indirect 

Findings by Situation 
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strategies were found to be popular in favor-asking situations (59%) but direct 

strategies were the leading choice in rights-protecting situations (48%) (Figure 7.3).  

Additionally, Figure 7.3 also shows that direct strategies were more likely to be used 

in making Chinese requests (“favor” situations: 40%, “rights” situations: 48%) than in 

making English requests (“favor” situations: 12%, “rights” situations: 32%), and hints 

were applied more frequently in the rights-protecting situations than in the favor-

asking situations (English: 16% vs. 5%, Chinese: 15% vs. 1%).  Furthermore, Table 

7.3 demonstrates that, regardless of language, grounders (e.g., giving reasons), the 

most widely used external modification in this study, were found to be used more 

frequently in rights-protecting situations than in favor-asking situations (English: 34-

36% vs. 9-22%, Chinese: 49-62% vs. 29-35%).  Politeness markers like “please” or 

“qing,” by contrast, did not clearly display variations in “favor” or “rights” situations.  

These findings suggest that the variation in situations or language may affect the 

choice of strategy use. 

Table 7.3 
Percentage distribution of grounders and politeness markers by language and 
situation (S1-S6) 
 

Modification Language 
“Favor” Situation “Rights” Situation 

S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 

Grounder English 22.4 16.8 8.8 36.0 34.4 35.2 
Chinese 35.2 28.8 31.2 56.0 62.4 48.8 

“Please” English 28.8 22.4 7.2 8.8 12.0 4.0 
“Qing” Chinese 9.6 7.2 12.8 19.2 9.6 19.2 
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Figure 7.1 
Percentage of main strategy use by situation (S1-S6: English) 

 
 
 
Figure 7.2 
Percentage of main strategy use by situation (S1-S6: Chinese) 
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Figure 7.3 
Percentage of main strategy type by favor or rights situation (S1-S6) 
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 Language differences may lead to differential strategy use.  Direct strategies 

were more likely to be used in making Chinese requests than in making English 

requests (44% vs. 22%), but conventionally indirect strategies were more well-liked 

in phrasing English requests than in phrasing Chinese ones (68% vs. 48%) (Figure 

7.4).  Hints were used limitedly in both English (10%) and Chinese (8%) requests.  

Query preparatories were the most preferred substrategy type (English: 68%, Chinese: 

48%), followed by imperatives (English: 20%, Chinese: 38%) (Table 7.4), suggesting 

that the children were generally more direct in making Chinese requests than in 

making English requests.  Though the children were direct in making Chinese 

requests, they significantly used more idea units in framing Chinese requests (mean 

length: 1.91) than in framing English requests (mean length: 1.47) (Table 7.5) through 

the use of supportive moves (e.g., giving reasons).  In other words, albeit direct, their 

Findings by Language 
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Chinese requestive utterances were not concise.  Presented below in Table 7.6 are 

three examples of interview elicited responses produced by each child in both English 

and Chinese based on the same interview question.  It can be clearly seen in Table 7.6 

that the children issued longer requests in Chinese than in English, probably chiefly 

because they are more linguistically competent in Chinese than in English.    

Table 7.4 
S1-S6: Percentage distribution of substrategy types by language 
 

Main Strategy Type Substrategy Type English Chinese 

Direct 

Imperative 19.5% 38.0% 
Performative 0 1.9% 
Obligation Statement 0 0.3% 
Want Statement 1.1% 0.8% 
Other Directness 1.5% 2.7% 

Conventionally Indirect 
Suggestory Formula 0 0 
Query Preparatory 68.0% 48.4% 

Hint Hint 10.0% 8.0% 
 

Table 7.5 
S1-S6: Mean length of idea unit by language 

Interview Elicited Responses 
(N = 1500) 

English 
(n = 750) 

Chinese 
(n = 750) 

Mean Length of Idea Unit 1.47 1.91 
Sum of Idea Unit 1103 1436 
ANOVA F(1, 1498) = 88.92  

p = .000 
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Table 7.6 
Examples of idea units of request utterances 
 

Child 
Name 
(age) 

English 
[number of idea unit] 

Chinese 
[number of idea units] 

Joe 
(7) 

*{Father,} can you 
give back the scissor 
for me?

{爸爸，} 我今天我有一種功課，| 老師叫我們把它剪下來。|
可是你借了我的剪刀，| 我都不行剪。| 

 | 
# Father, can you 
give back the scissors 
to me? # 
[1 idea unit] 

請你把我的剪刀拿回

來，可以嗎？| 
{Baba}, wo jintian wo you yi zhong gongke, laoshi jiao women ba 
ta jian xialai. Keshi ni jie le wode jiandao, wo dou bu xing jian. 
Qing ni ba wode jiandao na huilai, keyi ma? 
‘{Dad,} I have an assignment today, | and the teacher asked us to 
cut it out. |  But you borrowed my scissors, | I can’t cut it. |  Please 
give me back the scissors, ok? |’ 
[5 idea units] 
 

 
Sally 
(8) 

*{Father,} can you 
do the radio became 
small sound?

{爸爸，} 我現在…我現在在唸書，| 因為要為了明天的期中

考，| 考試要考前十名，| 所以我要努力的唸書。| 
 | 

# Father, can you turn 
down the radio? # 
[1 idea unit] 

請你先把收

音機關小聲一點。|  
{Baba,} wo xianzai …xianzai zai nianshu, yinwei yao weile 
mingtian de qizhongkao, kaoshi yao kao qian shi ming, suoyi wo 
yao nuli de nianshu. Qing ni xian ba shouyinji guan xiaosheng yi 
dian. 
‘{Dad,} I am studying | because there’s a midterm exam 
tomorrow.|  I wanna be the top ten of my class,| so I have to study 
hard.|  Please turn the radio down a little bit. |’ 
[5 idea units] 
 

Jack 
(10) 

{Jim,} {王小華，} 這是我的錢。| that’s my 
money! 
[1 idea unit] 

請你不要拿走。| 
Wang Xiaohua, zhe shi wode qian. Qing ni bu yao na zou. 
‘{Xiaohua Wang,} this is my money. | Please don’t take it away.’ | 
[2 idea units] 
 

NOTE:  In this study, an idea unit refers to “a stream of speech with at least one of the following 
characteristics: (1) under one intonation contour, (2) bounded by pauses, and (3) constituting a single 
semantic unit” (Crookes & Rulon, 1985, cited in Crookes, 1990, p. 187).  In the above examples, the 
vertical slash ( | ) is used to indicate an idea unit boundary.  Words (e.g., address terms) that are put 
inside a bracket are excluded from the calculation of idea units.  The head act of requests is underlined.   
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Figure 7.4 
Percentage of main strategy use by language (S1-S6) 
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 Age differences may account for some variations in strategy use.  As 

displayed in Figures 7.5 and 7.6, irrespective of language, the older children were 

more likely than their younger counterparts to employ direct strategies (English: 28% 

vs. 16%, Chinese: 45% vs. 42%) and hint strategies (English: 14% vs. 6%, Chinese: 

11% vs. 5%), whereas the younger children were more liable than the older ones to 

use conventionally indirect strategies (English: 77% vs. 58%, Chinese: 52% vs. 44%).  

Note, however, that the distinction seemed to be more salient in the performance of 

English requests than in that of Chinese requests.  Further, the older children were not 

only more direct than the younger ones, they significantly used shorter mean length of 

English requestive utterances than did the younger children (7.79 words vs. 9.88 

words), as shown in Table 7.7.  However, there was no significant difference between 

the two age groups in terms of the mean length of Chinese requestive utterances they 

produced (Table 7.7). 

Findings by Age Group 
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Table 7.7 
S1-S6: Mean length of utterance by language and age group 

 
Mean Length of 

Utterance 
(Language) 

 
Age Group 

 

 
ANOVA 

 Aged 6-8 Aged 9-10 
English 9.88 words 7.79 words F(1, 748) = 23.90  

p = .000 
Chinese 14.53 words 15.14 words F(1, 748) = 1.04  

p = .309 
 

 
Figure 7.5 
Percentage of main strategy use by age group (S1-S6: English) 
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Figure 7.6 
Percentage of main strategy use by age group (S1-S6: Chinese) 
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Findings by Hearer 

 Requests given to child hearers and adult hearers can be manipulated 

differently.  Figures 7.7 and 7.8 show that, regardless of language, younger siblings 

and classmates were more likely than adult hearers (mother, father, and teacher) to 

receive direct requests (English: 29-31% vs. 15-20%, Chinese: 55% vs. 31-39%) and 

thus less likely to receive conventionally indirect requests, whereas adult hearers 

tended to receive more conventionally indirect requests than child hearers (English: 

71-73% vs. 63%, Chinese: 53-58% vs. 37-40%).  Of the three adult hearers, teachers 

seemed to receive the least direct requests (English: 15% vs. 15-20%, Chinese: 31% 

vs. 38-39%), but receive the most hints (English: 15% vs. 9-11%, Chinese: 11% vs. 6-

9%).  However, there was no clear difference in requests made to mothers and fathers.  

Overall, child-child interactions tended to be more directness oriented than did child-

adult interactions across the six interview question contexts. 
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Figure 7.7 
Percentage of main strategy use by hearer (S1-S6: English) 
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Figure 7.8 
Percentage of main strategy use by hearer (S1-S6: Chinese) 
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7.2 Results and Interpretations 

 The major findings presented in the previous sections will be explained and 

interpreted according to the five research questions posed in Chapter 1.  Each question 

will be addressed and discussed separately on the basis of the results of this study and 

with reference to relevant empirical studies and theoretical accounts. 

 

7.2.1 Research Question 1: Situation-Dependent 

 The first research question, aimed at examining how situational variability 

contributes to the choice of request strategies by children, was answered by 

conducting two individual interviews with each child respondent.  The interviews 

elicited requests in six different situations:  request for cookies (S1), request to borrow 

pencils/erasers (S2), request for help with schoolwork (S3), request to return the 

scissors/crayons (S4), request to turn down the volume or to be quiet (S5), and request 

not to take money away (S6), with three focusing on “favor” situations (S1-S3) and 

three on “rights” situations (S4-S6).  Therefore, the first research question is as 

follows: 

1. How do Taiwanese elementary school children vary requests according to 

the aforementioned different situations (S1-S6)? 

 Based on the results reported in this study, the answer to the first research 

question is that situational variations may have a substantial impact on the choice of 

request strategies.  The interview results showed that the most frequently used 

strategies were conventionally indirect strategies (especially query preparatory 

substrategies) in the “favor” situations, whereas there was no clear preference for 

either direct or conventionally indirect strategies in the “rights” situations.  Hints were 
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generally least used, except in the getting-money-back situation (S6), where the use of 

either direct or hint strategies vastly exceeded that of conventionally indirect 

strategies.  Further, grounders (specifically giving reasons) were more likely to be 

employed to modify the head act of requests in the “rights” situations than in the 

“favor” situations.  The findings suggest that request performance can be highly 

situation-dependent.  For example, in S5 (request to keep quiet), the prevalence of 

direct requests given to classmates was impressively high (English: 68%, Chinese: 

100%), whereas in S2 (request to borrow writing materials), the occurrence of which 

was much lesser (English: 12%, Chinese: 36%) than that in S5. 

 This finding concerning situational variations in strategy use accords with that 

of James (1978), who found that her participants were more polite to different-aged 

hearers in the favor-asking situations (e.g., where interrogatives were used 93% and 

87% of the time with adults and 2-year-olds, respectively) than in the rights-

protecting situations (e.g., where interrogatives were used only 49% and 14% of the 

time with adults and 2-year-olds, respectively).  A similar result was reported by 

Ervin-Tripp and Gordon (1986) that children as early as age 2 years used polite 

request forms (e.g., “Can I”) in a toy-asking situation.  Additionally, the finding as to 

the popularity of hints in a getting-money-back situation agrees with previous 

research by Monte (1981, cited in Ervin-Tripp, 1986, p. 83) and is similar to that by 

Shih (1999).  Monte reported that in a situation where the hearer took something 

valuable and owned by the speaker, the speaker was quite within his/her rights in 

requesting for his/her possessions back by using a hint (e.g., “That’s my money!”).  

Shih found that Chinese speakers favored hints when being disturbed by noises from a 

friend who arrived home very late at night; this is a rights-protecting situation as well.  
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Thus, the present study corroborates the findings of several past studies that: (1) 

conventionally indirect requests tend to be favored over direct requests in favor-

asking situations, (2) requests made under favor-asking situations appear to be more 

indirect than those made under rights-protecting situations, and (3) hints seem to be 

used more frequently in rights-protecting situation than in favor-asking situations. 

 On the whole, the results of “favor” situations (S1-S3) seem to support 

Leech’s (1983) or Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness claim that indirect 

strategies (e.g., conventionally indirect request) are a polite and face-saving art, as 

evidenced by their being widely used in favor-asking situations, where the speaker is 

not entitled to get the hearer to do a requested act.  By contrast, the results of “rights” 

situations (S4-S6) appear to be better (but not exclusively) interpreted in terms of the 

Chinese culture-specific perspectives on societal recognition and interpersonal 

harmony (Confucius; Gu, 1990; Mao, 1994), and duty fulfillment and reasonableness 

(Confucius).  For example, in the goods-returning situation (S4), the consideration of 

social harmony (e.g., reducing frictions by using grounders 56% of the time) takes 

precedence over the emphasis of rights; thus, conventionally indirect strategies were 

preferred overall (English: 72%, Chinese: 58%).  In the asking-for-quietness situation 

(S5), the fulfillment of role-specific role (e.g., a class/discipline leader’s duty to 

maintain discipline and comply with the teacher’s request) and the stress of 

reasonableness (e.g., school rites violated by the noisy hearer being regarded as 

unreasonable) is prioritized above the consideration of social harmony; hence, direct 

strategies were predominately used in framing requests to noisy classmates 

accordingly.  Further, in the getting-money-back situation (S6), the notions of 

reasonableness and rights (reducing requestive force by providing ownership-claim 
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reasons), and duty (e.g., compliance with parents’ request to pay for lunch) are closely 

interwoven to account for strategy variability.  That is, Fraser and Nolen’s (1981) 

argument that being polite is to comply with the rights and obligations between 

speaker and hearer can be analogous to Confucius’ belief that being polite means 

being reasonable and dutiful because an individual’s just rights and obligations are 

assumed to rest on reasonable grounds and the concept of obligation can be parallel to 

that of duty.  Hence, the concept of rights can also be slightly incorporated into an 

interpretation of the use of direct and hint (owner-claim reasons) requests in rights-

protecting situations.  As such, overall, in terms of the comparison of “favor” and 

“rights” situations, requests made under the favor-asking situations tend to be indirect, 

brief, and/or polite, whereas those made under the rights-protecting situations seem to 

be elaborate, harmony-directed or duty-focused, and/or reasonableness-based. 

 

7.2.2 Research Question 2: Language-Directed 

 The second research question regarding how language differences affect the 

use of request strategies by children was addressed by conducting two individual 

interviews with each child respondent.  Below is the second research question. 

2. How do the participating children vary their requests depending upon the 

language they use: Chinese (L1) vs. English (L2)? 

 Language differences may result in variations in strategy use, which are likely 

to reflect the speaker’s linguistic ability apart from pragmatic competence.  The 

results indicated that direct strategies were more commonly used in making Chinese 

requests than in making English requests, whereas conventionally indirect strategies 

were more widely employed in framing English requests than in framing Chinese 
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requests.  Hints were generally the least preferred strategy type in both languages.  In 

other words, the children tended to be more explicit and direct in making Chinese 

requests than in making English ones.  Nevertheless, they significantly phrased longer 

requests in Chinese than in English.  That is, their Chinese utterances, albeit direct, 

were not brief, as presented earlier in Table 7.3 regarding the distribution of 

grounders in both languages (English: 9-36%, Chinese: 29-62%) and in Table 7.5 

regarding the mean length of idea unit in making requests (English: 1.47, Chinese: 

1.91).  One key reason for the difference could be attributed to linguistic factors, that 

is, the children appear to be more linguistically competent in Chinese than in English, 

thus more readily making elaborated requests in Chinese.  Another possible reason, as 

noted by Walters (1979), may be associated with disparate pragmatic systems.  

English pragmatic rules may be applied when issuing English requests, whereas 

Chinese pragmatic principles like Confucius’ notion of reasonableness (thus bringing 

to the necessity of elaboration) are probably relied on when making Chinese requests. 

 Of particular interest is the finding that conventionally indirect strategies were 

markedly favored over any other strategy in making English requests.  According to 

my observations in the school setting, I found that such a high prevalence of 

conventionally indirect requests in English resulted mainly from the explicit 

instruction and constant reinforcement of this type of formulaic request forms (e.g., 

“Can you/May I …, (please)?”) by teachers.  As explained in Section 5.1.4, 

conventionally indirect request forms were first explicitly taught or modeled by the 

participating children’s English teachers and reinforced through posters taped on the 

walls of the classroom, and then frequently practiced with their teachers in 

spontaneous interactions, such as those that occurred during daily snack time.  When 
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the children used erroneous request forms, the teachers would immediately provide 

the interrogative form of request or the addition of “please” as a model for correction 

and imitation.  One Taiwanese teacher told me that he placed considerable emphasis 

on the cultivation of children’s character as well as that of their English ability.  This 

suggests that the choice of proper request forms is indeed a self-cultivation practice 

that observes Confucian propriety (e.g., applying appropriate requests to cultivate 

interpersonal ties such as the wulun, the five cardinal relationships, as described in 

Section 2.4.5).   

 The interpretation that the distinct preference of conventionally indirect 

requests by these young English learners leans too much on the effects of teacher 

instruction can be justified.  Potential factors that may be associated with the 

interpretation of this result, such as L1 pragmatic transfer, developmental difference, 

and curriculum/textbook difference, were actually taken into account before the above 

interpretation was made.  First, such a result seems unlikely to be caused by L1 

pragmatic transfer because the overall dominant form of English request data was 

conventionally indirectness (68%), followed by directness (22%), whereas that of L1 

Chinese request data was not evident between conventionally indirectness (48%) and 

directness (44%).  Provided that these children’s request performance in English had 

been affected by their Chinese requests, they would have used more direct requests 

and less conventionally indirect requests.  However, no clear evidence of the effect of 

L1 pragmatic transfer was observed.  Second, the developmental difference 

explanation appears implausible because the result here seems to be contradictory to 

past findings showing that both EFL (Hsu, 2003) and ESL (Achiba, 2003; Ellis, 1992) 

children demonstrated an apparent developmental progression from using direct 
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requests to conventionally indirect requests as their English proficiency increased.  

The result here, however, is drastically different.  The more proficient the learner is in 

English, the more likely s/he would use direct strategies in English, the less proficient, 

the more s/he would rely on conventionally indirect strategies.  I am inclined to 

believe the findings of others (mentioned above) that direct strategies are developed 

prior to conventionally indirect ones; thus the idea of using the developmental 

difference aforesaid to account for the result here strikes me as unworkable.  If there 

is any developmental account that I could give to this result, it would be, as Ellis 

(2002) summarizes it, “formulaic speech serves as the basis for subsequent creative 

speech” (p. 87).  That is, the linguistically less able English learners may be less 

equipped than their linguistically more advanced counterparts to diversify their 

request forms so that they would use less varied request strategies and display a 

greater reliance on formulaic requests (i.e., conventional indirectness).  In contrast, 

the more proficient children seem to be more capable of generating direct requests 

accompanied by the reasons for the request (i.e., grounder), which are generally 

viewed as linguistically more complex expression.  Last but not least, curriculum or 

textbook differences seem impossible to be responsible for the greater liking for 

conventionally indirect requests over direct ones.  As explained in Section 3.1.1, 

children in each class used the same textbooks and followed the same curriculum, 

thus the possible effect stemming from curriculum variability is likely to be ruled out 

but that stemming from textbook variability merits further attention.  This is because 

the curriculum designed for younger and older children was similar, and the older 

children had taken similar courses and had used the same textbooks offered to the 

younger children.  Nevertheless, due to relatively shorter length of English learning, 
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the younger children only used some of the textbooks provided to older children.  To 

address this question concerning the relationships between textbooks and children’s 

choice of request strategies, I also analyzed ten representative English textbooks (five 

from each age group) used by these participating children and coded the request 

utterances shown in the textbooks based on the modified version of the CCSARP 

coding scheme presented in Section 4.3.  Results indicated that the mean percentage 

of direct strategy use found in younger children’s five textbooks was 86%, and that 

found in older children’s five textbooks was 60%.  This suggests that textbook 

differences fail to explain why both the younger and older children seemed to prefer 

conventionally indirect strategies to direct strategies in making English requests at 

interview (6- to 8-year-olds: 77% vs. 16%, 9- to 10-year-olds: 58% vs. 28%, see also 

Figure 7.5).  In other words, the result of my analysis of textbooks buttresses Peng’s 

(2000, cited in Hsu, 2003, p.79) finding noted previously that there were generally 

more direct imperatives than conventionally indirect forms shown in (EFL) English 

textbooks used in Taiwan, but this result obviously refutes the explanation for 

phrasing conventionally indirect requests as a result of the impact of textbooks.  In 

view of what I just said above, I tend to believe that it is teacher instruction rather 

than L1 pragmatic transfer, developmental difference, or curriculum/textbook 

difference that mainly accounts for such a predominant use of conventionally indirect 

requests in English by children.  This result reaffirms the significant role a teacher 

plays in cultivating children’s politeness skills and shaping their request development. 

 The finding with respect to how language influences request strategy use is 

different from that of Walter’s (1979) study, which indicated that 7- to 11-year-old 

Spanish-English bilinguals displayed a higher level of politeness in making Spanish 
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(L1) requests than in making English (L2) requests.  My child participants, however, 

appeared to be more polite in making English (L2) requests than in making Chinese 

(L1) requests, as far as only the head act of requests is concerned.  The inconsistency 

is probably due to linguistic differences, one mother tongue being Spanish and the 

other, Chinese.  Of note is that indirectness in Chinese is manifested at the discourse 

level rather than at the sentence level (Zhang, 1995b), that is, the illocutionary force 

denoted in the head act of a request can be mitigated by virtue of indirect means, such 

as the use of grounders that are external to the request core.  Seen from this 

perspective, the fact that my child participants frequently used grounders to modify 

Chinese requests seems to indicate that they are not necessarily less polite in making 

requests in L1 (Chinese) than in their L2 (English).  On the basis of such an 

interpretation, my result is likely parallel with Walter’s finding, viz., requests in L1 

can be more polite than those in L2. 

 Additionally, previous studies of request realizations of EFL and ESL learners 

have shown that English learners tend to phrase longer requests by using verbose 

supportive moves, such as grounders (Faerch & Kasper, 1989; House & Kasper, 1987; 

Rintell & Mitchell, 1989).  This study does not intend to compare the request 

performance of learners from different L1 backgrounds, but examines the request 

performance of learners from the same L1 background focusing on learning the same 

L2.  I found that native Chinese speaking children in this study, like L2 adults (Faerch 

& Kasper, 1989; House & Kasper, 1987; Rintell & Mitchell, 1989), L1 Chinese adults 

(Zhang, 1995a, 1995b), and L1 Chinese children (Hsiao, 1999, used by children 

around age 9; Hsu, 2003, used by high-proficiency L2 learners) used grounders 

frequently, especially in Chinese; thus, they tended to produce longer requests in 
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Chinese than in English.  Therefore, L2 learners did not seem to be the only possible 

candidate liable to deem elaboration as a polite and “play-it-safe” strategy (Blum-

Kulka, 1989; Faerch & Kasper, 1989); young L1 learners were likely to do so as well.   

 Yet, not all of the results confirm those reported in past studies.  The finding 

that grounders were generally the most used modification type in Chinese is 

inconsistent with that reported by Lee-Wong (2000) indicating that L1 Chinese adults 

preferred internal modifications (e.g., politeness marker) to external modification (e.g., 

grounder).  It appears that my finding is more congruent with Zhang’s (showing the 

frequent use of grounders) than with Lee-Wong’s L1 Chinese adults from the 

grounder perspective.  Moreover, unlike the result found by Hong (1998) and Lee-

Wong (2000) that the politeness marker qing ‘please’ appears to be highly favored, 

my finding displays that it seems to be a commonly used lexical modification, but not 

so popular as grounders.  Also, stepping back to look at the big picture of using the 

main request strategy type in English, I found that, similar to that obtained from L1 or 

L2 adults (Blum-Kulka, 1989; House & Kasper, 1987; Hsu, 2003), the result here 

shows the distinct favor of conventionally indirect strategies by all children.  However, 

this result does not coincide with the finding of Hsu (2003), who reported the overall 

preferred use of direct requests by EFL children and the availability of conventionally 

indirect requests largely produced by linguistically more advanced English learners. 

 All in all, this study concurs with previous results from others indicating that: 

(1) requests framing in L1 can be more polite than that framing in L2 possibly as a 

result of mother tongue advantage, if the extended discourse is taken into account, (2) 

like L2 adult learners, L1 Chinese children in this study were prone to produce longer 

requests, particularly in making Chinese requests through the use of grounders, and (3) 
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like L1 or L2 adults, the children demonstrated a predominant use of conventional 

indirectness in English.  However, inconsistent with prior studies that reported the 

preference for politeness markers and direct requests, my results showed that the 

children (1) chose grounders in making Chinese requests and (2) chose conventional 

indirectness in making English requests in preference to the above. 

 The children’s preference for conventionally indirect strategies in formulating 

English requests superficially appears to observe Leech’s (1983) or Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) politeness argument, viz., the more indirect, the more polite.  

However more specifically, considering the impact of teacher instruction on using 

English requests, the children might simply learn conventionally indirect forms as 

formulaic speech, that is, their actual appreciation of the application of the requesting 

act to the above politeness argument remains to be explored.  In contrast, their 

demonstrating a greater liking for direct strategies in making Chinese requests than in 

making English requests seems to follow Grice’s clarity rules, provided that the 

presence of grounders is not taken into account.  As for the wide use of Chinese 

grounders by my young L1 learners, I tend to believe that it is both culture-relevant 

and language-specific.  To put it another way, as interpreted earlier, Confucius’ 

argument that propriety cannot be well-grounded without reasonableness is fulfilled 

by the use of grounders in this study.  In sum, in terms of comparing the two 

languages, English requests appear to be indirect and polite, whereas Chinese requests 

can be direct and clear in the core request, but indirect and elaborate in the discourse 

construction.         
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7.2.3 Research Question 3: Age-Sensitive 

 The third research question examining the possible impact of age difference 

on request strategy use was addressed by conducting two individual interviews with 

each child respondent.  The following is the third research question. 

3. How are the children from various age groups similar or different in 

request strategies? 

 Among many factors, age variations may explain the differences in strategy 

use.  The interview results indicated that the older children (aged 9 to 10 years) 

produced more direct requests (imperatives in particular), more hints, and more 

conditional threats or promises than did their younger counterparts (aged 6-8 years).  

In contrast, the younger children exhibited greater use of conventionally indirect 

requests (specifically query preparatories) than did the older ones.  However, under 

situations where the younger children requested cookies and requested not to take 

money away, they used more direct strategies in Chinese than did the older children.  

Thus, it appears that as age increases, the prevalence of using direct strategies to make 

English requests increases as well; however, this relationship does not seem to be 

distinct when making Chinese requests.  One plausible explanation for this finding is 

that the overall English competence of the older children is more advanced than that 

of the younger ones; thus, the older children may have a richer linguistic repertoire to 

diversify their strategy options, such as using direct or hint requests, rather than being 

constrained by using limited conventionally formulaic requests.  Additionally, the fact 

that older children generated more conditional threats and promises than did the 

younger children is probably because they are not only more linguistically mature but 

also more socially powerful than the younger ones; hence, they tend to employ more 
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diverse requests and may feel more entitled to making threats or promises than did 

their younger counterparts.   

 One more interesting finding is that the younger children phrased longer 

English requests than did the older ones (mean length of utterance: 9.88 vs. 7.79 

words, see also Table 7.7), possibly because the linguistically less competent younger 

children attempt to apply an elaboration strategy to get their meaning across readily.  

Here are two unadapted examples taken from the child interview data to substantiate 

the linguistically constrained interpretation. 

(1) (request made to mother by a 10-year-old child) 

 Mommy, can you get back my scissors?  I need to use them to do my 
 homework. 
 
(2) (request made to mother by a 7-year-old child) 

 Can you give back to me my scissor?  Because my homework need to cut 
something.  And now I need to cut something. Can you give me the scissors? 

 
It can be seen clearly from Examples (1) and (2) that the younger child (7-year-old) 

elaborated on her reasons for getting back her scissors through repetition of the 

similar idea twice, and she also phrased the same core request twice with inconsistent 

linguistic forms.  This suggests that her interlanguage (L2 learner language) remained 

unstable.  Hence, obviously, the younger child compared with the older child 

demonstrated a weaker linguistic ability, resulting in making more elaborate English 

requests likely either to clarify her request intent or to ensure politeness.  As already 

explained, the frequent occurrence of giving reasons appears to be due to the Chinese 

belief that being polite means being reasonable, and due to the teacher's emphasis on 

furnishing reasons other than simply expressing something asked for.  One more 

possible explanation for giving longer requests would be that linguistic deficiency 
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motivates the need for elaboration to ensure clarity and politeness.  Thus, L1 

elaboration is probably mainly culturally affected, whereas L2 elaboration is likely 

not only culturally, but also linguistically and instructionally related.       

 This interview finding regarding variations in request performance 

between the two age groups seems inconsistent with the findings of Garvey (1975), 

who investigated the spontaneous request performance of 3- to 5- year-old English-

speaking children, and reported that both younger and older children displayed a 

notable preference for direct requests.  The inconsistency is probably mainly 

attributable to differences in methodology.  For example, perceptions and authentic 

experience may interact to make interview elicited requests, leading to possible 

variations in findings.  However, as compared to the validation results presented in 

this study, Garvey’s (1975) and Ellis’ (1992) observation results are congruent with 

mine showing that authentic requests tend to be directness dominated.  Further, 

Garvey explained that younger children were less likely than older children to use 

indirect requests, possibly because of linguistic disadvantage; this interpretation 

supports my explanation that children in the older age group produced more hints or 

more diverse requests than those in the younger group because of their linguistic 

advantage.  Additionally, agreeable with the results of Ellis (1992) and Achiba (2003), 

indicating that formulaic request forms (e.g., ‘Can you/I …?) were liked by beginning 

L2 learners of English, the findings show that both groups of children generally 

preferred conventionally indirect strategies in making English requests. 

 However, the finding that the younger (linguistically less capable) children 

were more likely than their older (linguistically more able) counterparts  to use 

conventionally indirect strategies  (English: 77% vs. 58%, Chinese: 52% vs. 44%, see 
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also Figures 7.5 and 7.6) does not support the previous findings that conventionally 

indirect requests were more frequently used by older children (Hsiao, 1999) and high-

proficiency English learners (Hsu, 2003) than younger and low-proficiency 

counterparts.  That is, the often assumed age or linguistic superiority that may 

contribute to the preference of conventional indirectness (linguistically more complex 

expression) is not upheld in this study.  Yet, my result is not without similarity to that 

of Hsiao and Hsu.  We all found that Taiwanese elementary school children have 

started favoring the use of grounders to reach their requestive goals. 

 In all, this study lends support to the past findings of others that (1) older 

children seem to be more capable of using varied request forms than younger ones 

because of linguistic strength, (2) beginning L2 learners of English tend to prefer 

conventionally formulaic requests in making English requests, and (3) L1 Chinese 

elementary school children have started employing grounders in requesting 

communication.  Yet, the finding here does not confirm that older or linguistically 

more advanced children were more liable than younger or linguistically less able ones 

to use conventionally indirect strategies. 

 Based on the interview results, the younger children who framed longer 

English requests than their older counterparts appear to breach the Gricean (1968, 

reprinted 1991) maxims of Quantity (not over-informative) and Manner (not prolix).  

However, considering the elicited request uttered by a 7-year-old girl: “Can you give 

back my crayon?  If you don’t give [it] back to me, I can not give the picture to you,” 

the child de facto obeys the maxim of Relation (be relevant), that is, her utterances, 

albeit seemingly lengthy, are contextually relevant throughout.  Meanwhile, the child 

conforms to Leech’s (1983) Tact maxim that emphasizes the importance of 
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minimizing cost and maximizing benefit to the hearer, as evidenced by her use of 

threat to stress the negative consequences that may result from not giving back the 

crayon to her.  In fact, I found that the older children were more likely than the 

younger ones to exercise tact, as reported earlier that the older children used more 

conditional threats or promises than the younger ones.  In other words, the older 

children were more likely than the younger ones to adhere to Leech’s Tact maxim.  

Also, the older children’s use of more direct and shorter requests confirms Grice’s 

clarity argument, whereas the younger children’s use of more conventionally indirect 

requests concurs with Leech’s (1983) or Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness 

principles that an indirect illocution can be less threatening, thus, showing more 

politeness.  I observed that the younger children were more disciplined in class and 

used more greetings and farewells to their teachers than the older ones,  Hence, it 

seems to me that, in this case study, the younger children are more polite, though I 

have no clear evidence to support this conclusion.  In short, in light of the comparison 

of requests produced by children from the two age groups, the older children’s 

requestive utterances generally tend to be direct, brief, and/or tactful, whereas the 

younger children’s, indirect, elaborate, and/or polite. 

 

7.2.4 Research Question 4: Hearer-Driven 

 The fourth research question dealing with the possible association between 

hearer variability and request strategy use was addressed by conducting two 

individual interviews with each child respondent.  This research question is given 

below. 



 296 

4. How do children vary requests according to different hearers (i.e. younger 

siblings, mothers, fathers, classmates, and teachers)? 

 The child participants talked to child hearers and adult hearers differently.  

The results showed that, regardless of language, younger siblings and classmates were 

more likely than adult hearers (mother, father, and teacher) to receive more direct 

requests and thus less conventionally indirect requests.  The adult hearers tended to 

receive more conventionally indirect requests, and particularly the teacher hearer was 

found to receive the least direct requests but the most hints.  Requests given to 

mothers and fathers did not appear to be differential. 

 My finding that hearer variability (e.g., age, status) could greatly affect the 

choice of request strategy corroborates previous studies (Achiba, 2003; Ervin-Tripp & 

Gordon, 1986; Hsiao, 1999, affecting children around 9; Hsu, 2003, affecting 

advanced English learners; James, 1978; Meng, 2008).  James found the hearer’s age 

had the greatest impact on choice of request forms in the rights-protecting situation; 

polite forms were given most frequently to adults but least frequently to two-year-olds; 

this result is consistent with my finding that my participants gave more conventionally 

indirect requests to adult hearers than to child hearers.  Ervin-Tripp and Gordon, and 

Achiba reported that children varied their speech depending on with whom they were 

talking to (e.g., child, mother, father, outsider, adult neighbor, teenager); this finding 

is agreeable with mine.  However, Ervin-Tripp and Gordon indicated that mothers 

were far more likely than any other hearers, including fathers, to receive the most 

imperatives; this result is not supported by my interview data, which shows that my 

child participants gave requests to mothers and fathers similarly, and they gave more 

direct requests to other children than to mothers.  In brief, this research substantiates 
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the findings from earlier studies that (1) children varied requests depending on with 

whom they were interacting and (2) they gave more conventionally indirect requests 

to adult hearers than to child hearers.  However, incompatible with past research that 

demonstrated mothers received more direct requests than any other hearer, this study 

showed the child respondents used more direct strategies with other children than with 

mothers. 

 Based on these findings, it appears that the children overall heed Grice’s (1968, 

reprinted 1991) clarity rules by using direct requests when talking with their younger 

siblings or classmates, probably because of such reasons as solidarity (e.g., borrowing 

writing materials from a good friend), efficiency (e.g., asking for help with 

schoolwork that is due soon), or duty-guided (e.g., maintaining class discipline) 

concerns.  By contrast, when addressing adult hearers, they generally mind Leech’s 

(1983) or Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness thesis by using indirect means (e.g., 

conventionally indirect or hint requests) to minimize threats, likely because of the 

impact of the traditional Chinese concept of respect for teachers and elders.  This 

concept is also tightly related to Confucius’ emphasis on the importance of fulfillment 

of role-specific duties.  That is, as Confucius remarked, young people should be filial, 

respectful, and obedient to parents and the elders.  Specifically, teachers are regarded 

with high respect in the Chinese culture (Liu, 2001); hence, they tend to receive the 

least direct requests, which can be viewed as impolite based on Leech, or Brown and 

Levinson’s accounts.  To sum up, with respect to the comparison of requests given to 

the five hearers, requests given to child hearers appear to be direct, clear, and/or 

efficiency-directed, but those given to adult hearers seem to be indirect, polite, and/or 

duty-focused. 
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7.2.5 Research Question 5: Context- and Speaker-Specific 

 The fifth research question asking about the consistency between interview 

and validation results was addressed by conducting naturalistic school and home 

observations, interviews with parents and teachers, audio and video recordings, and 

field note taking, and by comparing results using the above-mentioned methods with 

those obtained from interviews.  Presented below is the fifth research question. 

5. Is there any consistency or inconsistency between the child interview 

results and the validation results? 

 Overall, the consistencies between the child interview results and the 

validation results are achieved, except for requests given to classmates.  Although 

conventionally indirect requests appeared to be favored in the interview question 

contexts, followed by direct requests, direct requests seemed to be preferred in the 

naturalistic contexts, followed by hints.  In general, naturally occurring requests that 

were conventional indirectness oriented were rarely observed, except when the 

observed children talked to their teachers, specifically in cookie-asking (S1) and 

writing material-borrowing (S2) situations. 

 The following summarizes the overall results by comparing validation and 

child interview data (see Tables 7.1 and 7.2 for a summary of the interview results 

and the validation results).  Note that the following results are based on individual 

validation cases I observed and presented in this study, rather than based on the 

overall results of the request performances by the 25 child respondents, because not 

all of the respondents’ naturalistic data is available or appropriate for validation 

analysis. 

Classmate 
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 In terms of speech addressed to classmates, the consistencies appear to be 

weak because the consistency can only be located in S5, where the speaker used direct 

requests to request the hearer to reduce or stop noise in the interview data and 

validation data.  The inconsistency is probably due to the following: (1) the 

competition for limited food supply (e.g., asking for limited cakes shared by 8 

children), (2) the solidarity or efficiency concern (e.g., borrowing things from good 

friends, asking for help with schoolwork that is due soon), (3) contextual differences 

(e.g., getting back the things they lent to others just now rather than yesterday), and/or 

(4) the immediate context effect (e.g., making explicit an ownership-claim hint to get 

possessions back) in the naturalistic school setting where direct requests were used 

predominantly.  Thus, I tend to view direct requests as authentic speech and 

conventionally indirect requests as perception-based speech when the children framed 

requests to their classmates.  That is, the interview elicited requests (conventional 

directness oriented) made to classmates do not appear to be valid.  

 With respect to speech addressed to teachers, the consistencies seem to be 

inconclusive.  The consistencies are found in cookie-asking (S1) and writing material-

borrowing (S2) situations, whereas the inconsistencies occur in schoolwork-helping 

(S3) and crayon-returning (S4) situations.  The likely explanations for the divergent 

results of the two data sources are: (1) the efficiency regard (e.g., maximizing the 

chance of obtaining the teacher’s help with in-class exercises and completing them 

within a specified time limit), and (2) the contextual differences (e.g., a taking-and-

returning rather than a lending-and-returning situation) in the naturalistic school 

setting where direct or hint requests were preferred.  I tend to view conventionally 

Teacher 
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indirect requests as real-life speech made to teachers because the frequencies of their 

occurrence were so high that I found it hard to tally them, given time constraints.  For 

instance, there was barely an observation day at the school that the researcher did not 

hear the children making some conventionally indirect requests to their teachers, 

which were especially popular during each snack period.  That is, interview elicited 

requests (conventional directness dominated) given to teachers are likely to be valid. 

Mother 

 Regarding speech addressed to mothers, the consistencies look inconclusive as 

well.  The inconsistencies are noted in pencil-borrowing (S2) and scissors-returning 

situations (S4), but the consistencies are shown in the rest of situations (S1, S3, and 

S5) where direct requests were generally prevalent.  The possible reasons for the 

inconsistency include limited available authentic data (e.g., only one single 

naturalistic eraser-borrowing case observed being insufficient to draw a conclusion), 

and the immediate context effect (e.g., requesting to give back utensils that lent to the 

mother just now rather than yesterday) in the naturalistic home setting.  Thus, I tend 

to view direct requests as authentic speech made to mothers, and hint requests as an 

alternative driven by the presence of the immediate context.  Thus, interview elicited 

responses (directness oriented) issued to mothers are probably valid. 

Younger Sibling 

 As for speech addressed to younger siblings, the consistencies appear to be 

reached (S2, S5, and S6), suggesting that child-child interactions are inclined to be 

direct.  Thus, interview elicited responses (directness-focused) are liable to be valid. 

Father 
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 Concerning speech addressed to fathers, I exclude it from the analysis here.  

The reason is that requests phrased to fathers occurred in only one validation situation 

(S1) so that it is difficult to draw any conclusion on the basis of one single situation.  

Real-life requests formulated to the observed father were barely obtained because of 

his busy work schedule. 

 On the whole, for an individual child, the child interview and validation 

findings appear to be compatible, except that consistency is low regarding requests 

given to classmates.  Additionally, one unanticipated finding deserves mention and 

further exploration.  Based on the parent interview data, it was found that individual 

differences (e.g., personality, mood) may have a great impact on request strategy use.  

For instance, the evidence that Dabao used direct strategies exclusively in making 

Chinese requests throughout the six situations can be highly associated with his 

straightforward personality.  Also, children who are in a bad mood (e.g., after fighting 

with their siblings) could at times phrase requests in an imperative or impolite means; 

conversely, while they are in a good mood, they possibly diversify their request forms 

in a polite manner.  Therefore, request performance can be individual specific. 

 The validation findings regarding the preference for direct requests in real-life 

interactions are consistent with previous studies on L1 Chinese adults (Lee-Wong, 

2000, based on oral and written elicited requests), L1 Chinese children (Hsu, 2003, 

based on closed role-play; Meng, 2008, based on naturally occurring requests), L1 

children (Garvey, 1975, based on spontaneous requests), L2 children (Achiba, 2003; 

Ellis, 1992; both based on authentic requests), but incongruent with those on L2 

adults (Blum-Kulka, 1989; House & Kasper, 1987; both based on written elicited 

requests).  Thus, it appears that authentic requests are more likely to observe Grice’s 
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clarity rules  (Quantity and Manner maxims) than to heed Leech’s or Brown and 

Levinson’s politeness principles.  Overall, naturally occurring requests appear to be 

direct, clear, efficiency-directed, and/or context-bounded, whereas the interview 

elicited responses tend to be indirect, polite, and/or perception-based.  Both can be 

speaker-specific. 

 

7.2.6 Summary of Answers to Research Questions 

 The results of this study lend strong empirical support to the historical 

perspective, as reviewed in Chapter 2, that language is used to perform social actions 

and is highly context specific (e.g., Austin’s, 1962; Searle, 1969, 1979; Hymes, 1972; 

Malinowski, 1923).  As an aid to the reader, I briefly restate the answers to the five 

research questions as follows.  

Question 1:  Situation-Dependent 

 Requests made under the favor-asking situations tend to be indirect, brief, 

and/or polite, whereas those made under the rights-protecting situations, elaborate, 

harmony-directed or duty-focused, and/or reasonableness-based. 

Question 2:  Language-Directed 

 English requests appear to be indirect and polite, whereas Chinese requests 

can be direct and clear in the core request, but indirect and elaborate in the discourse 

construction. 

Question 3:  Age-Sensitive 

 The older children’s requestive utterances generally tend to be direct, brief, 

and/or tactful, while the younger children’s, indirect, elaborate, and/or polite. 

Question 4:  Hearer-Driven 
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 Requests given to child hearers appear to be direct, clear, and/or efficiency-

directed, but those given to adult hearers seem to be indirect, polite, and/or duty-

focused. 

 In sum, based on the preceding results and interpretations regarding 

Taiwanese elementary school children’s use of requests in Chinese (L1) and English 

(L2), it is evident that interviews alone do not adequately capture the complexity of 

children’s speech behavior, but they do reflect perceptions or experiences that are 

unique to each child’s request competence.  The fact that the semi-structured 

interview elicited data does not appear to yield results that accord fully with those 

obtained from naturalistic observations, may have largely resulted from the specific 

variations in context within which even a slight difference between the interview 

question situation and the real-life situation can affect the choice of request strategy 

use.  Such an insight cannot be readily gained using one single data collection method.  

Exploration of speech behavior without triangulation of data from different sources or 

without validation of data obtained by unnaturalistic methods (e.g., questionnaire, 

interview, role-play) is not without its merits particularly in view of cost, time, and 

availability constraints.  However, a lack of such an extra effort into complementing 

and validating unnaturalistically generated data might lead to an incomplete or 

inaccurate understanding of the phenomenon of human communication.  Therefore, to 

ensure the completeness and accuracy of interpretation of results, it is advisable to 

Question 5:  Context- and Speaker-Specific 

 Naturally occurring requests appear to be direct, clear, efficiency-directed, 

and/or context-bounded, whereas the interview elicited responses tend to be indirect, 

polite, and/or perception-based.  Both can be speaker-specific. 
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employ ethnographic methods (e.g., observation, interviewing, field-note taking, 

audio- and video-recording) to help substantiate findings obtained from sources 

collected in unnatural settings.  That is, barely is one single method sufficient to 

capture the complexity of children’s requests. 

 Analogously, one single theory alone is neither satisfactory in explaining 

children’s language use, nor is it universally applicable across contexts or across 

languages.  For example, to explain the frequent use of direct requests under rights-

protecting situations based solely on Chinese culture-specific accounts (harmony, 

duty, and reasonableness), without taking into any consideration of Fraser and 

Nolen’s rights argument (politeness referring to complying with the rights and 

obligations between interlocutors) or Brown and Levinson’s self-oriented face 

thinking (personal wants and interests), might seem to be partial.  This is because an 

individual’s just rights and obligations are assumed to rest on reasonable grounds and 

the concept of obligation can be parallel to that of duty.  Also, it is implausible to 

believe that a person’s dutiful or harmonious concern to perform requests is 

completely divorced from his own desire or advantage; and neither is the reverse 

plausible.  Thus, these various theoretical accounts are actually similar or related 

concepts.  Additionally, to explain the direct nature of Chinese requests in the core 

request but elaborate in the discourse construction without integrating Grice’s clarity 

thesis and Chinese view of reasonableness would make this interpretation seemingly 

paradoxical, because it is commonly assumed that directness connotes simplicity 

which however is contradictory to elaboration.  That is, if the analysis ceases at the 

sentence level, then Grice’s clarity principle predominates; if the analysis extends to 

discourse level, then the Confucian notion of reasonableness reigns.  Hence, a 
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combination of the two theories would better explain the above result.  The above 

amounts to saying that trying to explain childre’s request performances from a single 

theory can be too extreme or too narrow.  In other words, Brown and Levinson’s self-

oriented universality of face thinking and goal-directed politeness is not necessarily 

inapplicable to the culture of Chinese children, but rather may be partly relevant. 

 Therefore, in light of the politeness of children’s requests, I second Leech’s 

(2007) claim that “there is no absolute divide between East and West in politeness”; 

that is, “[a]ll polite communication implies [sic] that the speaker is taking account of 

both individual and group values.  In the East, the group values are more powerful, 

whereas in the West, individual values are” (p. 170).  However, situational or 

contextual variations can be the dominant factor in determining the judgement of 

politeness (Fraser & Nolen, 1981; Meier, 1995).  Even the most frequently challenged 

scholars Brown and Levinson (1987) have not failed to point out that “the application 

of the principles [universals in politeness] differs systematically across cultures, and 

within cultures across subcultures, categories and groups” (p. 283).  Hence, as 

concluded by Ho (1976), the self-preoccupied view of Western interactions and the 

other- or inter-dependent belief of Chinese interactions are better conceptualized as 

complementary rather than as mutually exclusive in giving a thorough explanation of 

the complex social phenomena of human behaviors. 

 

7.3 Implications, Limitations, and Future Research 

 In this section, the implications and the limitations of the study, and the 

recommendations for future research are provided below. 
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7.3.1 Implications 

 The study aims to provide a clear analysis of how children perform requests in 

both Chinese and English from broader perspectives (e.g., interviews with learners 

and their parents or teachers, intensive observations of learners in naturalistic 

contexts).  Without a clear understanding of it, it is difficult to deliver pragmatic 

instructions in perspective.  Though the scope of this study is limited and a single 

ethnographic study cannot provide a solid basis for generalizing my results to other 

Chinese children interacting with different interlocutors under different request 

contexts, there may be some practical implications.  I hope that this study can be 

helpful to the educational policy makers, school owners, teachers, parents, and 

especially learners themselves. 

 For instance, the findings of the study do not seem to reveal that elementary 

school children attending an English-only cram school will jeopardize their L1 

development; thus, this can help language policy makers arrive at sensible decisions.  

In this study, the children’s request performances in English were more indirect and 

polite than those in Chinese.  Provided that their Chinese performances were 

influenced by the effect of learning English, it would be possible to see them 

performing Chinese requests in much the same manner as performing English 

requests.  Nevertheless, my finding does not provide such evidence because the 

children appear to rely on different pragmatic systems in Chinese and English to 

frame requests.  Specifically, it seems to be the other way around.  That is, their 

English performance appears to be more likely to be linguistically affected by the 

Chinese language, such as the misuse of the verb “borrow” for “lend,” because the 

Chinese language contains just one word “jie” to carry the meaning of either action.  



 307 

In other words, the late official introduction of English to young learners in Taiwan or 

the prohibition of offering courses that are taught solely in English does not appear to 

demotivate parents from sending their children to private English schools.  The fact 

ensuing from the fulfillment of late mandate and the implementation of prohibition 

policy is: more and more private English schools are created, and oftentimes only 

those children whose parents can afford the tuition of the supplemental programs 

stand a chance of strengthening English proficiency, and unfortunately, financially 

disadvantaged children barely secure any or enough learning support.  As a 

consequence, inequity between affluent and poverty children in English language 

education is the foremost issue that needs to be rapidly resolved by educational policy 

makers. 

 Further, school owners are encouraged not only to recognize the significance 

of pragmatic competence, but also to foster learners’ awareness and ability to 

communicate with others appropriately.  Ideally, a theory-grounded, research-based, 

experience-informed, and practicality-oriented approach that focuses on 

communicative competence rather than linguistic/grammatical competence is 

suggested to be implemented in their language curriculum.  However, it appears that 

teachers, learners, and parents give priority to form or accuracy over meaning, fluency, 

or adequacy, possibly because of the highly exam-oriented educational system in 

Taiwan.  For example, the director of the English school where I conducted this study 

told the researcher that one of her primary concerns was how to help her child 

learners acquire a native or native-like accent because that was what many parents 

hoped for.  Nevertheless,  
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[a] foreign accent will often allow as yet imperfectly learned rules of etiquette 

to be excused as such, while a speaker who has mastered the phonology of a 

language is assumed to have also mastered all other aspects of its use, and 

violations are more likely to be interpreted as rudeness or worse. (Saville-

Troike, 2003, pp. 22-23) 

Further, Graddol (2006) indicates that the ever-increasing popularity of English as a 

lingua franca leads to the future trend of using English between non-natives and their 

non-native counterparts, rather than non-natives and natives; hence, “pragmatic 

strategies required in intercultural communication” should be prioritized above 

native-like pronunciation (p. 87).  In other words, the ultimate goal of language 

learning is believed to be used for communication instead of for undertaking exams.  

Additionally, well-developed teacher training programs should be provided by school 

owners.  

 Moreover, teachers can provide explicit instructions to young learners 

concerning how to make appropriate requests.  House (1996) indicates that even 

advanced foreign language learners experience pragmatic difficulties; thus, explicit 

pragmatic instructions can promote pragmatic proficiency.  For example, teachers can 

make good use of excellent children’s storybooks, cartoons, or films in both Chinese 

and English to enhance their pragmatic awareness by means of discussing with 

children the pros and cons of various requesting behaviors carried out by different 

story characters, and then explicitly teach children what an appropriate pragmatic 

strategy is, and why it is so.  Meanwhile, teachers can provide formulaic request 

forms that are deemed useful and appropriate when communicating with a specific 

hearer under a particular request situation.  Also, an obvious comparison could be 
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made regarding how to frame Chinese and English requests under an identical request 

context, thereby sensitizing children to the similarities and differences between the 

fulfillment of Chinese requests and that of English requests.  Furthermore, teachers 

can design some requesting scenarios for role-play in addition to those for class 

discussion.  Since the target learners are young children, request situations need to be 

simple, within the grasp of the young learners, and meaningful to the children, such as 

in their daily encounters.  Finally, teachers should encourage children to apply what 

they have learned into real-life contexts.  Of particular importance is that teachers 

should keep abreast of the current research associated with pragmatic instructions, 

thereby making accommodations to meet individual needs. 

 As for parents, they should set a role model for their children and be informed 

that some direct strategies they deem as rude or impolite are likely to be a normal part 

of children’s development process or a culture-specific manner of realizing requests.  

Based on the literature, like my child participants, both L1 (e.g., Garvey, 1975) and 

L2 children (e.g., Ellis, 1992) prefer the use of direct means to communicate requests.  

As such, the use of direct requests is not unique to a specific child and thus would be 

unrealistic for parents to expect to rectify the direct requesting behavior of their 

children overnight.  In general, parents are children’s first and primary pragmatic 

teachers whom children emulate and learn how to make requests, probably by virtue 

of trial and error.  Therefore, it cannot be overemphasized that parents should act as a 

role model for their children, because whatever they say or do may be replicated by 

their children.  As Saville-Troike (2003) puts it, children, “like small ethnographers,” 

observe and participate in social activities, and inductively develop the 

communication rules used by their speech community accordingly (p. 215).  Further, 
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since a critical period for pragmatic acquisition has not been propounded (Kasper & 

Schmidt, 1996), some parents probably do not attend to their children’s pragmatic 

development as much as to their phonological development.  Nevertheless, either 

polite or rude behavior can become a habit.  Once behavior is shaped in early years, it 

can be difficult to change, and will likely be carried throughout life.  On this ground 

alone, I see no point in delaying or neglecting pragmatic learning until children grow 

up.  Rather, it is an ongoing monitoring and fine-tuning of the requesting behaviors of 

children. 

 It is hoped that the findings of this study can sensitize educational policy 

makers, school owners, teachers, and parents to the significance of pragmatic 

competence in the process of children’s L1 and L2 development, and with their help 

and guidance, young child learners can become explicitly aware of the importance of 

politeness or appropriateness in communication, thereby developing their request 

competence. 

 

7.3.2 Limitations and Future Research 

 Some limitations of the study need to be noted.  The first limitation has to do 

with the use of small samples recruited from a single private English school for only 

approximately 4 months because of the inclusion criteria, the control of a specific 

study site, the access to child respondents, and the constraints of time.  In a foreign 

language setting like Taiwan, an English-only learning school for children was not 

readily available at the time my data collection was initiated.  Thus, although the 

present study sheds some light on the understanding of the complexity of request 

strategies employed by Taiwanese elementary school children, its limitations in 



 311 

sample size, context, and time may yield tentative results that should be interpreted 

with caution, specifically when the generalization of the results is made to other 

Chinese children from different educational and socioeconomic backgrounds.  As 

such, further studies regarding Chinese children’s request performance, which involve 

larger numbers of participants drawn from different contexts, and are longitudinal in 

nature, should be called for.     

 The second limitation is related to the representativeness of the validation data.  

The validation of the child interview data is limited to the availability of data from the 

observations at the English school and in a family with three focal children, 

complemented with information gathered from interviews with parents and teachers.  

Hence, the naturalistic data that was generated in a context similar to or identical with 

the interview question context is limited, and thus probably insufficient to be 

representative of the validation of the whole child population interviewed.  For 

example, real-life English requests given to younger siblings, mothers, and fathers are 

scarcely available, authentic Chinese requests given to classmates and teachers are 

unobtainable, and real-life requests collected during family visits are produced merely 

by three focal children.  If accessible, further observations of the children in regular 

Chinese schools, interviews with their regular Chinese school teachers, or 

observations of more families of the children may help address the validation concern. 

 The third limitation pertains to the lack of reports respecting statistical 

significance testing.  As noted before, I only counted the number of times and 

computed the percentage of responses for combinations of two variables because the 

study is primarily qualitative in nature, focusing on the understanding of how and why 

children perform requests.  However, a further statistical analysis of the data by 
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considering whether the differences in request strategy used between two variables 

are unlikely to occur by chance alone, should provide additional insights into the 

results of the study. 

 Apart from the recommendations made in relation to the limitations of the 

study above, additional research taking into account the validation of data obtained 

from non-naturalistic sources needs to be undertaken.  For example, triangulation of 

data gathered through interviews or questionnaires using naturalistic observations 

should be encouraged to ensure the validity of the research results and interpretations.  

We found in this study that any subtle differences in context (e.g., who is around as in 

the competitive cake-asking and spelling-helping situations, what is the availability 

level of resources like a teacher’s or mother’s readiness for help) might carry a 

substantial impact on request strategy choice.  As such, I wonder what the 

respondents of the CCSARP project would say, for instance, if they were the 

policemen who asked a driver, who had caused a serious traffic congestion during 

rush hour traffic, to move his/her car versus one who did not cause traffic jams during 

non-rush hours.  And what would they say if they were students who asked to borrow 

some lecture notes from another student who, like Confucius’ disciple Zixia, disliked 

lending his own goods to others versus those who enjoyed sharing things with others?  

One question arises as to if the findings of the CCSARP project would be consistent 

with those they reported, in case each respondent’s interpretation of the requesting 

context is slightly different.  In Saville-Troike’s (2003) words, “[m]inimally, self-

report responses should be recognized as ideal rather than necessarily real” (p. 162).  

In other words, I acknowledge that though my child interview data is in itself valuable 

and useful information that can help understand children’s linguistic realization of 
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requests and their relationship with people around, and can offer implications for 

pedagogy and further research on requests, I do not exclude the possibility that it can 

sometimes be perception-based.  Thus, more validation research on the requesting act 

should be considered. 

 Additionally, based on the six interview questions presented in the study, 

further study can be directed toward examining the similarities and differences 

between English requests produced by English learning Chinese children and L1 

English children, or between Chinese requests generated by L1 Chinese children and 

Chinese learning English children.  In so doing, request data collected from native 

speakers of the target language can be used as baseline data to help compare and 

understand if there is any difference between each two groups aforementioned, and if 

there is any pragmatic transfer in L2 requests phrased by L2 learning children.    

 Moreover, future research can be carried out to investigate what linguistic 

realizations of children’s requests in Chinese and English are perceived as socio-

culturally appropriate by native adult speakers of Chinese and English on the basis of 

the six interview questions used in this study.  I found that the notion of politeness can 

be construed differently by different speakers and hearers in different contexts; thus, 

the term “appropriateness” appears to be more proper than “politeness” to 

characterize dynamic social interactions.  Take Garfinkel’s (1967) family research for 

example, in which 49 student participants were asked to interact with their family and 

behave in a polite manner as if the participants were boarders.  The results 

demonstrated that “families expect informality. A deliberate switch from informal to 

formal style in the home is interpreted as impolite, disrespectful and arrogant” (as 

reviewed in Blum-Kulka, 1990, p. 284).  Simply put, a requestive utterance perceived 
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by the speaker as polite might not necessarily be regarded so by the hearer or 

outsiders.  Thus, by tapping the perceptions of native speakers with different linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds, it may provide not only teachers, parents, and children 

themselves, but also learners of Chinese and English with explicit instruction in 

performing the speech act of requesting. 

 Finally, it is my hope that the results of the research can pave the way for 

more studies that focus on Chinese children’s requests in Chinese and/or in English; 

hence, the notion of “politeness” or “propriety” that Chinese people greatly value can 

be fostered, and the culture of courtesy that Chinese used to be famed for can be 

regained.  As the result of this research, I hope that the politeness or propriety highly 

imbedded in the Chinese culture and the request competence greatly influential on 

interpersonal relationships will receive more attention in Chinese children’s earlier 

development of language, whether Chinese or English. 
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APPENDIX A:  INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CHILDREN 
 

Part One:  Background Information 
 
The following questions were incorporated into the interview questions to the children.  
If parents or teachers of the child participants had provided relevant information about 
their children or students, some questions might not be asked again. 
 

• What’s your Chinese name? 
• What’s your English name? 
• How old are you? 
• Do you have any younger brothers or younger sisters? 
• What grade are you in? 
• How long have you attended classes at the ABC English School? 

 
 
Part Two:  Interview Questions for Children 
 
A.  Home Setting 
 
S1 (Situation 1-1): Request for cookies 
 

After playing ball with your friends, you’re very very hungry.  You go home 
and see cookies on the table.  You really want to eat the cookies.  If they are 
your younger brother or sister’s/mother’s/father’s cookies, what would you 
say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[Chinese version: 你和你的朋友一起打球，打完球之後，你覺得很餓很

餓。你回到家後，看到桌上有一包餅乾，你真的很想吃這包餅乾，可是

這是你的弟弟/妹妹/媽媽/爸爸的餅乾。你會怎麼請他/她把餅乾給你吃

呢？你為什麼這樣說呢？] 
 
S2 (Situation 2-1): Request to borrow pencils/erasers 
 

You have an assignment due tomorrow.  You look everywhere for your pencil, 
but you realize you left it in your pencil box at school.  You really want to 
borrow a pencil from your younger brother or sister/mother/father.  What 
would you say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你明天要交作業，可是你把你的鉛筆盒放在學校，沒有帶回來，所以你

到處都找不到你的鉛筆。你真的很想跟你的弟弟/妹妹/媽媽/爸爸借鉛

筆，可是他/她也正在用。你會怎麼請他/她把鉛筆借給你呢？你為什麼這

樣說呢？] 
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APPENDIX A – Continued 
 

S3 (Situation 3-1): Request for help with schoolwork 
 

You have a math assignment due tomorrow, but you realize you do not know 
how to answer questions 2 and 3.  It’s getting very late, and you’re sleepy.  
You really want to:  (1) ask your younger brother/sister, who’s really good at 
math, for help with the assignment, but s/he is busy playing video games, (2) 
ask your mother for help, but she’s busy washing dishes, or (3) ask your father 
for help, but he’s on the phone.  What would you say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你明天要交數學作業，可是你發覺你還有兩題不會寫。現在已經很晚

了，你覺得很睏，好想趕快寫完去睡覺！(1) 你的弟弟/妹妹數學很好，

你很想請他/她教你，可是他/她正在忙著打電動玩具，(2) 你很想請你的

媽媽教你，可是你的媽媽正在忙著洗碗，(3) 你很想請你的爸爸教你, 可
是你的爸爸正在忙著講電話。你會怎麼請他/她教你寫這個作業呢？你為

什麼這樣說呢？] 
 

S4 (Situation 4-1): Request to return scissors 
 

You have an assignment due tomorrow.  You have to draw a picture and cut it 
out.  But your younger brother or sister/mother/father borrowed your scissors 
yesterday, and hasn’t given them back to you.  You really need to use your 
scissors now.  What would you say to him/her to get your scissors back?  Why? 
 
[你有一個作業，就是要畫畫，畫完了以後要剪下來。明天就要交給老師

了。可是你的弟弟/妹妹/媽媽/爸爸昨天借了你的剪刀，還沒有還給你。

你現在很需要用剪刀。你會怎麼請他/她把你的剪刀還給你。你為什麼這

樣說呢？] 
 
S5 (Situation 5-1): Request to turn down the volume 
 

You’re studying for an important exam tomorrow.  You really want to: (1) ask 
your mother to talk quietly because she is talking very loudly on the phone, (2) 
ask your father to turn down the radio because he is playing the radio very 
loudly, or (3) ask your younger brother or sister to turn down the TV because 
s/he is watching TV very loudly.  What would you say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你明天有個考試，你正在認真唸書準備考試 (月考或小考)。(1) 可是你

的媽媽講電話講得很大聲，(2) 你的爸爸把收音機開得很大聲，(3) 你的

弟弟/妹妹把電視開得很大聲，所以吵到你了。你會怎麼請他/她說小聲一

點，或者把收音機或電視關小聲一點？你為什麼這樣說呢？] 
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APPENDIX A – Continued 
 
S6 (Situation 6-1): Request not to take money away 
 

When do you usually get a one-thousand-dollar bill (which currently equals 
about US$32) as a gift?  During the Lunar New Year?  Yes, it’s your lucky 
money (given to children as a blessing).  So you’re in the living room and 
leave your lucky money on the sofa.  Suddenly, the phone rings, and you go 
over to pick it up.  Then while you’re talking on the phone, you see your 
younger brother or sister/mother/father taking your lucky money.  You really 
want to get him/her to stop taking it away.  What would you say to him/her?  
Why? 
 
[這一千塊錢就是你過年的壓歲錢。突然你家裡的電話響了，你就離開一

下去接電話，就把你的這一千塊放在客廳的沙發上。然後你發現你的弟

弟/妹妹/媽媽/爸爸走過來，正要拿走你放在沙發上的錢。你會怎麼請他/
她不要拿走你的錢？你為什麼這樣說呢？] 

 
B.  School Setting 
 
S1 (Situation 1-2): Request for cookies 
 

You wake up late this morning and have to rush to school, so you don’t have 
time for breakfast.  It’s about 10 o’clock.  And you’re really very hungry but 
lunch is at noon.  You notice your classmate/teacher has cookies on the 
desk/table (or in a bag).  You really want to eat the cookies.  What would you 
say to him/her?  Why?  
 
[你早上睡過頭了，起床後趕著去學校上課，所以沒有吃早餐。十點的時

候, 你好餓好餓，可是學校的午餐要等到十二點才能吃。你看到同學/老
師的桌上有小餅乾，你真的好想吃。你怎麼請你的同學/老師把餅乾給你

吃呢？為什麼這樣說呢？] 
 
S2 (Situation 2-2): Request to borrow pencils/erasers 
 

During an in-class exercise, you realize you wrote your answers in the wrong 
place.  Your teacher will check your answers in 5 minutes.  You need an 
eraser to correct your answers, but you can’t find your eraser.  You really want 
to borrow an eraser from your classmate/teacher.  What would you say to 
him/her?  Why? 
 
[上課的時候，老師要你們寫練習題，老師說五分鐘以後，他/她就要檢

查。你寫著寫著，時間快到了，你才發覺你把答案都填錯格子了。可是

你找呀找呀，就是找不到你的橡皮擦。你真的很想跟你的同學/老師借橡

皮擦，可是他/她也正在用。你會怎麼請他/她把橡皮擦借給你呢？為什麼

這樣說呢？] 
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APPENDIX A – Continued 
 
S3 (Situation 3-2): Request for help with schoolwork 
 

During an in-class exercise, you’re working on 10 questions based on what 
your teacher just taught you.  You realize you do not know how to answer 
questions 2 and 3.  Your teacher will check your answers in 5 minutes.  You 
really want to:  (1) ask your classmate for help with the exercise, but s/he is 
busy doing his/her work too, or (2) ask your teacher for help, but s/he is busy 
talking with another teacher (or the school director).  What would you say to 
him/her?  Why? 
 
[你現在在教室裏做英文作業，你的老師剛剛才教過你們這十題。可是你

發覺你還是有兩題不會寫，老師很快就要檢查作業了！(1) 你很想請你的

同學教你，可是他/她也正在忙著寫他/她自己的作業，(2) 你很想請你的

老師教你，可是他/她正忙著和其他老師(或園長)說話。你會怎麼請他/她
教你寫這個作業呢？為什麼這樣說呢？] 

 
S4 (Situation 4-2): Request to return crayons 
 

Your teacher asks you to draw a picture of a lizard (or dinosaur/beetle) and 
color it.  He will collect your drawing before class is dismissed.  You realize 
that there are only 5 minutes left before class is dismissed.  But your 
classmate/teacher has borrowed your crayons for a while, and hasn’t given 
them back to you.  You really need to use your crayons now.  What would you 
say to him/her to get your crayons back?  Why? 
 
[你們上課的時候要畫蜥蜴，還要塗上顏色。你的老師說，下課前你要把

你的圖畫交給他/她。你的同學/老師沒有帶蠟筆來學校，所以他/她就跟

你借。可是等你畫完圖畫，要塗顏色的時候，他/她還沒有把蠟筆還給

你。只剩下五分鐘就要下課了，你都還沒有塗顏色。你現在很需要用蠟

筆。你會怎麼請他/她把你的蠟筆還給你？你為什麼這樣說呢？] 
 
S5 (Situation 5-2): Request to be quiet 
 

Your teacher needs to step out for a moment.  S/he has asked you to be the 
class/discipline leader, and make sure that everyone in the class behaves.  
After your teacher leaves the classroom, one of your classmates starts to make 
noise.  You really want to get him to stop making noise.  What would you say 
to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你是班上的風紀股長/班長。你的老師必須離開教室一會兒，所以他/她
請你負責管秩序。可是老師出去以後，有一個同學就在那裡吵鬧。你會

怎麼請他/她保持安靜？你為什麼這樣說呢？] 
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APPENDIX A – Continued 
 
S5 (Situation 5-3): Request to be quiet 
 

You’re in the middle of an exam.  One of your classmates has finished the 
exam early, and starts to talk to your teacher out loud.  The loud conversation 
between your teacher and your classmate is disturbing you while you’re still 
doing the exam.  You really want to ask your teacher to stop talking.  What 
would you say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你正在考試 。當你還在努力地寫考卷，有一個同學卻很快就寫完交卷

了，然後他就去找老師講話。你的老師就和你的同學愈講愈大聲，所以

就吵到你寫考卷了。你會怎麼請你的老師保持安靜？你為什麼這樣說

呢？] 
 
S6 (Situation 6-2): Request not to take money away 
 

During class, your teacher is about to collect this month’s lunch money, so 
you put your one-thousand-dollar bill on the desk/table.  Then your teacher 
tells you that s/he will be back quickly to collect your money because s/he has 
to step out briefly to have a quick talk with another teacher.  So you leave your 
money to be collected on your desk/table.  You turn around and talk to one 
friend behind you.  But when you turn back, you see your classmate/another 
teacher taking your money.  You really want to get him/her to stop taking it 
away.  What would you say to him/her?  Why? 
 
[你正要交營養午餐費一千塊錢給你們班的老師。可是教室外面剛好有個

人要跟你的老師說話。所以你的老師就告訴你，她/他出去一下下，馬上

就會回來收你的錢。你就把錢放在桌上，然後向後轉跟一個同學說話。

但是當你轉回頭的時候，你發現一個同學/另外一個老師，正要拿走你放

在桌上的錢。你會怎麼請你的同學或這個老師不要拿走你的錢？你為什

麼這樣說呢？] 
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