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ABSTRACT 

 

In an effort to better understand how innovative technologies can be used to 

enhance second language acquisition, this study investigates the role that online 

immersive spaces, specifically, synthetic immersive environments (SIEs), can play in 

enhancing advanced language learners‟ pragmatic performance (i.e., their ability to 

perform requests and apologies in Spanish).  SIEs are engineered spaces which integrate 

the many benefits of online gaming to produce explicitly, educationally-related outcomes 

in simulated, relevant, interactional contexts.  

The results of this study address two important components of the use of SIEs for 

L2 pragmatic acquisition.  First, utilizing a synthesis of 120 hours of in-game behavior, 

survey data, and one-on-one participant interviews, this study analyzed how three 

potentially beneficial attributes of the SIEs were used and perceived by the participants 

(i.e., individualized experience, varied participant roles, and “low-risk” practice space).  

The results demonstrate that in-game behavior can be categorized into four distinct types 

of individualized experiences.  Furthermore, there was not a high level of 

experimentation with participant roles in this study; however, the data revealed an 

increased importance placed on experimentation upon completion of the unit.   Finally, 

quest completion was viewed as the primary indicator of success with quest resets 

carrying a connotation of failure for the majority of the students.   

In addition, results indicate a marked difference between actual learning outcomes 

(measured by pre/post DCTs) and perceived outcomes on the part of the learners.  In 

terms of both speech acts, the DCT data revealed little change from pre- to posttest, 

except in the case of perspective for the apologies scenarios.  The perception data 

exhibited an overall perceived benefit for all eight scenarios surveyed, with statistically 

significant improvements in the scenarios most closely emulating those that were present 

in the SIE.  Implications for future design, implementation, and research projects are also 

discussed.  
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It is a world that allows the player to stretch between the real world and a virtual 

world.  The player has a foot, body, and mind in each world.  This stretching-and-

acting-between-two-worlds creates a third identity which is neither real nor virtual.  

It is here that the true power of video games lies.  It is here that a new power for 

learning – and not just for learning, but for societal change, as well – arises. 

(Gee, 2005, p. 82). 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

While video games are the intended subject of discussion, what Gee describes 

could just as easily describe the power of learning a second language (L2).
1
  In the 

language learning process, there is often an overarching goal that learners attain 

linguistic, cultural, and pragmatic knowledge which allows them to make informed 

decisions about their own participation in the target community.  Attainment of this 

knowledge should not necessitate that one completely gives up the original self in favor 

of the target language/culture.  As has been noted by various scholars, informed 

individual decisions are critical to the language learning process (Ishihara, 2006; 

LoCastro, 1998; Saville-Troike, 1998).  Thus, becoming a truly intercultural, multilingual 

participant in society requires the creation of a third, enhanced, identity that is the result 

of the fusion of shared-knowledge, experience, and individual choice on the part of the 

learner.  This does not happen overnight or without observation, interaction, reflection, 

and introspection.  More importantly, it is not an automatic result of merely completing 

                                                           
1
 Unless indicated otherwise, this paper considers both the foreign language and second language learning 

contexts under the general term second language (L2).  Where necessary, the distinction between learning 

an L2 in a classroom of a country where the target language is not the primary language (foreign language) 

and learning in a locale where the target country is the primary language (second language) will be 

explicitly stated. 
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classes in a foreign language or studying abroad.  Truly “stretching-and-acting-between-

two-worlds” requires guidance, exposure, and the use of learning strategies, as well as 

attention to many of the subtleties of language which impact communication.  Above all, 

the development of a comprehensive communicative system in an L2 requires an 

understanding of the transfer of meaning (i.e., expression and interpretation) between 

interlocutors in a variety of interactional contexts.  With the emergence of innovative 

digital technologies,
2
 we now have feasible means for helping develop language abilities 

in a variety of contexts.  Furthermore, we have the opportunity to transform the language 

learning experience at the same time (e.g., García-Carbonnell et al., 2001; Gee 2003a, 

2005; Prensky, 2001, 2006; Squire and Jenkins, 2003). 

The purpose of this project is to examine the role that online collaborative spaces, 

specifically, synthetic immersive environments (SIEs), can play in enhancing advanced 

language learners‟ pragmatic performance (i.e., their ability to perform requests and 

apologies in Spanish).  This study aims to evaluate empirically the perceived benefits of 

digital immersive spaces for interlanguage pragmatic (ILP)
3
 development to inform 

future design, creation, and implementation projects involving SIEs for the improvement 

of communicative competence in an L2. 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

Numerous models of communicative competence have attempted to explain the 

necessary components of a comprehensive communicative system (e.g., Bachman, 1997; 

                                                           
2
 In addition to the collaborative immersive spaces examined later in this work, emerging digital 

technologies could also include Web 2.0 tools such as wikis, blogs, social networking sites.   For further 

discussion of these tools as related to language learning see Sykes, Oskoz, and Thorne (2008).    
3
 Interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) is defined by Kasper and Schmidt (1996) as, “The study of the 

development and use of strategies for linguistic action by nonnative speakers” (p. 150).    
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Canale and Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; Thorne, 2005).
4
  Each of these models moves 

progressively away from viewing communicative competence as merely knowledge of a 

system of structures and begins to incorporate the many other facets of “knowing” a 

language (e.g., sociolinguistic competence, strategic competence, organizational 

competence).  One aspect of these models of communicative competence, as applied to 

L2 learning, which has received increasingly focused attention, is the concept of 

pragmatic competence. 

In Canale and Swain‟s (1980) model, pragmatic skills are primarily considered 

under sociolinguistic competence, which encompasses the majority of pragmatic skills.  It 

involves knowledge of the proper forms to use (pragmalinguistics), as well as an 

understanding of when, how, and where to use them (sociopragmatics) based on the 

relationship of the interlocutors.  In addition, they peripherally address pragmatic skills 

within the areas of discourse competence and strategic competence as well.  Taking the 

role of pragmatics a step further, Bachman (1997) establishes pragmatic competence as a 

component of communicative competence with the equivalent importance of 

organizational competence.  In this model, the branch of pragmatic competence includes 

illocutionary competence (the ability to carry out certain functions in a language) and 

sociolinguistic competence (knowing when to use which forms and functions).  In both 

scenarios, pragmatic competence is essential to communicative success.
5
   

The importance of pragmatics in communicative competence is further 

emphasized in recent models.  Thorne (2005) suggests a reorientation from a focus on L2 

                                                           
4
 The Hymes model refers to L1 communicative competence, and not L2 learning. 

5
 See Appendix A for graphical representations of each of these models of communicative competence.   



4 
 

 

communicative competence to a focus on intercultural competence.  This new focus 

emphasizes the critical connection between language and social practice as related to the 

negotiation of interactional patterns in intercultural communication.  In addition, it places 

L2 pragmatics at the core of language proficiency, a contrast from its current peripheral 

or equal position.   

 In each of these models, pragmatic competence plays a significant role.  In turn, 

it should also be considered an essential component of L2 curricula.  While the 

theoretical importance of pragmatic acquisition has been established within the field of 

SLA, there is still a large gap between the established theoretical importance and the 

practical application of ILP instruction in the L2 classroom (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; 

Félix-Brasdefer, 2002; LoCastro, 2003; Rose, 2005).  Possible explanations for this 

disparity are examined later in this chapter.   

Due to the varying assumptions associated with the term pragmatics,
6
 it is 

important to establish the framework adopted in this project.  Three canonical 

conceptualizations form the basis for the definition used in this study.  First of all, 

pragmatic ability is defined by Yule (1996) as the ability to deal with “meaning as 

communicated by a speaker (or writer) and interpreted by a listener (or reader)….and [to 

be able to interpret] people‟s intended meanings, their assumptions, their purposes or 

goals…” (p. 3-4).  Yule‟s definition is critical because it emphasizes the position of 

meaning as a central component of interaction.  Furthermore, it establishes the essential 

roles both expression and interpretation play in the transfer of meaning.  Since words can 

                                                           
6
 See LoCastro (2003) for a detailed examination of the varying notions of pragmatics. 
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carry many different messages based on intentions and interpretations, one must become 

adept at conceptualizing the varied types of meaning present in communication.   

Yule‟s definition alludes to the sociocultural factors important to this expression 

of meaning, yet does not explicitly address them.  Crystal (1997) explicitly states the 

importance of sociocultural considerations in his definition of pragmatics – “the study of 

language from the point of view of the users, especially the choices they make, the 

constraints they encounter in using language in social interaction, and the effects their use 

of language has on the other participants in the act of communication” (p. 301).  Similar 

to Yule (1996), essential to Crystal‟s definition is the inclusion of both interlocutors 

(speaker and hearer) in the interaction and their ability to communicate intended 

meanings and messages within various social contexts.  The inclusion of social context is 

an important contribution of Crystal‟s definition.   

Finally, LoCastro (2003) expands Crystal‟s definition to include nonlinguistic 

factors within interaction.  She notes, “pragmatics is the study of speaker and hearer 

meaning created in their joint actions that include both linguistic and nonlinguistic signals 

in the context of socioculturally organized activities” (p. 15).  Inclusion of both linguistic 

and nonlinguistic elements within interaction is an important contribution of LoCastro‟s 

definition.   

A synthesis of these three conceptualizations forms the definition of pragmatics 

used throughout this work. That is: 

pragmatics addresses the various ways (i.e., linguistic and nonlinguistic) in 

which meaning is communicated and interpreted in interaction, as well as 
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the sociocultural factors (individual
7
 and collective) which influence the 

communicated and interpreted messages.   

 

Defined by Kasper and Schmidt (1996) as “the development and use of strategies 

for linguistic action by nonnative speakers” (p. 150), interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) 

specifically refers to pragmatics in a second language.   

 As one can imagine, there is immense complexity involved in the expression and 

interpretation of meaning, especially in a second language.  One element at the core of 

this meaning is the language function, or speech act, present in the interaction.  

Originating with Austin (1962) and Searle (1976, 1979) as a philosophical approach to 

understanding language, speech acts represent the communicative actions performed 

through speech.  While originally thought to be universal, research has shown that the 

expression of speech acts and the forces they carry vary “drastically in their interactional 

styles, leading to differences for modes of speech act behavior” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989, 

p. 1).  This project specifically targets the acquisition of two speech acts by learners of 

Spanish – requests and apologies.   

Due to the immense variation in the Spanish-speaking world, there are many ways 

in which both of these speech acts are carried out.  The intention of this work is not to 

diminish the importance of the existing variety, but rather to synthesize the common 

features present in each speech act as a starting point for learners.  Once some of the 

common tendencies are addressed, one can then emphasize the skills necessary to deal 

                                                           
7
While „individual sociocultural factors‟ might appear to be  incongruent, in this case, it refers to the 

individual pragmatic variation that occurs, based on sociopragmatic considerations unique to an 

individual‟s personality or preference (i.e., their idiolect).  For example, someone might be more or less 

likely to accept an apology based on his or her individual history regarding the context in which the 

apology is being made.    
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with the wide spread variety and movement away from the general tendencies that have 

already been learned.  The content regarding each speech act being taught to the learners 

as part of this study is adapted from the existing empirical research, indicated 

chronologically in Table 1.   

In addition, the learning environment in this study utilizes content that is based on 

instructional materials provided on Dancing with Words: Strategies for Learning 

Pragmatics in Spanish, a website specifically dedicated to learning Spanish pragmatics 

(Cohen and Sykes, 2006).
8
  Further details regarding the specific strategies targeted for 

making requests and apologies in Spanish are presented in Chapter 2.        

 Table 1 

 Empirical Research Examining Requests and Apologies in Spanish 

Speech Act Empirical Studies Listed Chronologically 

Requests García (1993); Hurley (1993, 1995); Mir (1993); Cenoz and Valencia 

(1994); Koike (1994); Placencia (1994, 1998); Bustamante-López and 

Nino-Murcia (1995); LePair (1996); Márquez Reiter (1997, 2000, 

2001, 2002a, 2002b); Overfield (1997); Mulder (1998); Arellano 

(2000); Ballesteros Martin (2001); Rodríguez (2001); Ferrer and 

Sánchez Lanza (2002); Carduner (2003); Cenoz (2003); Hofmann 

(2004); Márquez Reiter and Placencia (2004); Félix-Brasdefer (2005, 

2007); Pinto (2005). 

 

Apologies García (1989); Cordella (1991); Mir (1993); Overfield (1997); 

Ruzickova (1998a, 1998b); Wagner (1999); Irizarry Munoz (2000); 

Márquez Reiter (2000); Rojo (2005). 

 

While there is a growing body of research addressing L2 pragmatics, as well as an 

increasing availability of theoretical approaches to ILP development, this research has not 

yet influenced practice in the language classroom; therefore, many language learners are 

                                                           
8
 The instructional materials addressing requests and apologies that are available on this website were also 

created using the empirical research cited in Table 1. 
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not receiving the pragmatic guidance they need to be successful at advanced proficiency 

levels.   

In an in-depth, qualitative study examining learners‟ (N=10) perceptions of 

improvement in their pragmatic skills, all ten participants indicated they had never 

learned “pragmatics” and that they were likely to continue working with the online 

learning materials to improve their pragmatic skills (Cohen and Sykes, 2007).  One 

student interviewed as part of this case study observed: 

“what you are getting at with the program is really, really positive 

because I think like I said before I really don‟t think there is enough 

emphasis on real world application.…what I am always super, super 

frustrated with is you always end up with a class full of people who can 

write A+ papers and perfect grammar and they can‟t speak it to save their 

lives and so I think that um, the fact that you‟re emphasizing a lot more on 

real world situations than on grammar is something that the Spanish 

curriculum desperately needs.” (Paco, 1, 12) 

  

As noted by this particular student, many advanced language learners are able to utilize 

complex linguistic systems, but are unable to express and interpret meaning in order to 

perform language functions (e.g., apologies, requests) appropriately.  Even when 

pragmatic features are addressed in the classroom, the focus tends to remain on linguistic 

forms, rather than the essential sociocultural aspects of their use (Félix-Brasdefer, 2002).   

An examination of the many obstacles to pragmatic instruction in the classroom 

leads one to an understanding of why pragmatics still tends to be considered an 

extraneous and/or inaccessible area of language learning.  Some of the factors which 

could account for the lack of pragmatic focus include: 

a) little theoretical support in course design and competency considerations 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2002; LoCastro, 2003; Rose, 2005), 



9 
 

 

b) a lack of authentic curricular materials and appropriate input (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2002; LoCastro, 2003), 

c) lack of instructor expertise (LoCastro, 2003), 

d) a focus on “micro-level” features instead of “macro-level” competence (Bardovi-

Harlig and Dörnyei, 1998), 

e) limited time and attention in the FL classroom (Kasper and Schmidt, 1996), 

f) individual personality differences and sensitivity to certain contextual factors 

influencing the interaction
9
 (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Kasper, 1997), 

g) assessment and feedback challenges (Cohen, 2004; Roever, 2004; Salaberry and 

Cohen, 2006), and 

h) immense dialect, social, and individual variation (Márquez Reiter and Placencia, 

2005). 

 

These obstacles can be divided into two levels – first order and second order 

barriers (Christensen, Aaron, and Clark, 2005).  Those which present significant 

application and implementation issues (i.e., factors a-e) are regarded as second order 

obstacles; those which represent a difficulty inherent to pragmatics itself (i.e., factors f-h) 

can be considered first order barriers.  It is very probable that once a better understanding 

of how to overcome the difficulties presented by the notion of pragmatics itself (i.e., first 

order barriers) is available, solutions to the second order barriers will then become more 

readily apparent.   

Utilizing informed theoretical information attained through the understanding of 

the first order changes, researchers and practitioners will be prepared to push for more 

informed curricular materials and methodological practices.  Research has shown that it 

is essential to change the underlying knowledge affecting the system (i.e., first order 

barriers) before tackling the mechanics of the system itself (i.e., second order barriers) 

(Christensen, Aaron, and Clark, 2005).  Therefore, while acknowledging that the second 

                                                           
9
 For example, if a female learner has an adverse reaction to piropos, she might be more inclined to respond 

with an insult as opposed to ignoring the practice.  Different personalities make it difficult to „teach‟ a norm 

and correct utterances or sociopragmatic behavior that is inherently part of the learner‟s personality.   

Furthermore, instructor bias and perception can make it difficult to teach alternative pragmatic behavior. 
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order obstacles are important to address, this study specifically employs technological 

tools that have the capability to overcome first order barriers.  This project targets the use 

of an innovative technological tool (i.e., SIEs) to address individual experiences and 

perceptions as well as the immense pragmatic variation found in the Spanish-speaking 

world, while providing a means for logical assessment and feedback relevant to the 

learners.   

Despite the existence of the previously mentioned obstacles surrounding L2 

pragmatics, research has shown that pragmatic features of language are teachable and 

should be included in the language classroom (Cohen, 1996; Kasper, 1997; LoCastro, 

2003; Rose, 2005; Rose and Kasper, 2001).
10

  Critical to the success of instruction and 

learning is the explicitness given to the features under consideration and the tools used in 

the classroom to facilitate pragmatic interaction.  The goal of this work is not to explore 

the ins and outs of the complexities of pragmatics instruction as a whole,
11

 but rather to 

utilize what we currently know about pragmatics instruction to enhance ILP 

development.  This is accomplished through the use of an innovative, digitally mediated 

technological tool – a synthetic immersive environment (SIE).   

SIEs represent a unique variety of online immersive spaces that are carefully 

designed to function as a realistic social space (e.g., Second Life, There, Active Worlds) 

while, at the same time, incorporating the beneficial collaborative attributes of 

Massive-Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG) models (e.g., World of Warcraft, 

                                                           
10

 See Kasper (1997) and Rose (2005) for a detailed review of the conclusions from specific empirical L2 

classroom research in pragmatics. 
11

 For a comprehensive explanation of the complex areas of pragmatics see, for example, Kasper and Rose 

(2002) or LoCastro (2003). 
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Everquest).  In other words, SIEs are engineered spaces which integrate the many 

benefits of online gaming to produce explicitly, educationally-related outcomes in 

simulated, relevant, interactional contexts.  Further explanation of SIEs, their place 

within the serious games arena, and their relationship to other types of online 

collaborative spaces can be found in Chapter 2. 

Many of the features associated with these online collaborative environments are 

ideally suited to tackle pragmatic complexities associated with individual personalities 

and pragmatic sensitivities, feedback and assessment difficulties, and an immense amount 

of individual, social, and dialectal variation.  SIEs often use text and voice chat to 

connect users and, as a result, share many of the benefits of synchronous computer-

mediated communication (SCMC).  Moreover, due to the incorporation of digital game-

based learning principles (Prensky, 2001), SIEs also present additional possible 

advantages to further enhance ILP development (see Tables 2 and 3).   

Table 2 

 

Potentially Beneficial Features of SCMC and SIEs for Pragmatic Instruction 

Mediated Context Feature Resources 

 

SCMC & SIEs 

 

Different and varied 

participant roles; the 

possibility of creating 

multiple selves 

 

 

Abrams (2001); Böhlke 

(2003); Darhower (2002); 

Hung and Chen (2003); Lee 

and Hoadley (2007); Payne 

and Whitney (2002); 

Warchauer (1996); Wildner-

Basset (2005) 
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 Opportunities to focus on 

different/multiple aspects of 

the language, including 

discourse functions and 

syntactic complexity 

 

Abrams (2006); Belz and 

Thorne (2005); Furstenberg et 

al. (2001); Payne and Ross 

(2005); Payne and Whitney 

(2002); Sotillo (2000); Sykes 

(2005); Vandergriff (2006) 

 

 Varied task type and 

occurrence of negotiation of 

meaning 

 

Blake (2000); Fernández-

García and Martín-Arbelaiz 

(2002); Smith (2003a, 2003b 

2004); Vick et al. (2000) 

 

 Lessened immediate 

pragmatic pressure and 

lowered affective filter 

 

García-Carbonell et al. (2001); 

Sykes (2005) 

 Multimodal Processing 

 

Blake (2005); Chun and Plass 

(1996); Sykes (2005) 

 

 Effective, multilevel feedback 

with minimal instructor 

interference 

Godwin-Jones (2004); Linder 

and Rochon (2003); Sotillo 

(2005) 

 

 Archiving of interaction for 

future analysis, feedback, and 

assessment 

Belz (2003, 2005); Noëlle 

Lamy and Goodfellow (1999) 

 

These tables summarize the potential benefits of SCMC and SIEs for pragmatic 

development.  based on a synthesis of previous work in computer assisted language 

learning (CALL), educational gaming, and ILP development.
12

 

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 Very few of the references noted in Table 2 specifically address pragmatic competence.   In some cases, 

they refer to language learning in general or discourse practices occurring in the interactional environments.  

All are included here due to the potential applicability for pragmatic instruction and ILP development.  

Belz (2003, 2005) and Sykes (2005) are the only included references which specifically investigate the use 

of SCMC as a learning tool in pragmatics.    
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Table 3 

Potentially Beneficial Features Unique to SIEs for Pragmatic Instruction 

Unique to Synthetic 

Immersive 

Environments 

Low risk practice situations 

with a high level of 

engagement 

 

De Freitas (2006); Gee 

(2003a, 2005); Mistral (2007); 

Noëlle Lamy and Goodfellow 

(1999); Prensky (2001); 

Wilcox et al. (2006) 

 

 Effective, multilevel 

environmental feedback 

Gee (2003a, 2005); Bryant 

(2006); Prensky (2001) 

 

 Co-construction of the 

interaction, environment, and 

social networks to fit 

individual needs 

 

Brown and Alder (2008); 

Bryant (2006); de Freitas 

(2006); Gee (2003a, 2003b, 

2005); Prensky (2001, 2006); 

Taylor (2006); Thorne and 

Payne (2005) 

 

 Individualized, adaptable 

experience 

Aldrich (2005); García-

Carbonnell et al. (2001); Gee 

(2003a, 2005); Prensky (2001) 

 

 Inherently collaborative and 

social 

Ducheneaut et al. (2007); 

García-Carbonnell et al. 

(2001); Noëlle Lamy and 

Goodfellow (1999); Prensky 

(2001) 

 

This project is the first step in carrying out empirical research which is essential to 

confirm that these factors are, indeed, benefits to pragmatic instruction.  As noted by 

Salaberry: 

It is possible that the alleged pedagogical benefits of CALL or CMC may not be 

realized as expected because of previous pedagogical claims focused primarily on 

the technological capabilities of the new medium and neglected to analyze the 

pedagogical design of the instructional activities (2000, p. 1).     

 

To avoid these assumptions, this research aims at combining sound pedagogical theory 

with the benefits of the mentioned technology in order to maximize their use for 
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pragmatic instruction.  Empirical analysis is critical to understanding the extent to which 

SIEs can be effectively utilized for pragmatic acquisition in Spanish.   

1.2 Purpose of the Study 

 

 The primary objectives of this study focus on empirically investigating two 

relevant components of SIEs for ILP development of advanced learners of Spanish – (1) 

an understanding of what happens within the SIE and (2) the effects that using the SIE 

has on learners‟ L2 pragmatic development.   

The first objective of the proposed study is to examine what happens within the 

SIE that could have an impact on learners‟ ILP development.  Specifically, it utilizes 

participant observation, reflective interviews, and exit and entrance survey data to 

examine the individualized learning experience of each learner, the level of 

experimentation with participant roles and collaboration, the use of embedded feedback, 

and the conceptualization and use of the SIE as a practice space for pragmatic 

experimentation.  Each of these elements represents an important component of ILP 

development.  Through a better understanding of their occurrence in the SIE used in this 

study, we gain a better understanding of how various features of digital collaborative 

spaces can be adapted for further ILP development. 

The second objective of this study evaluates the effectiveness of SIEs as 

instructional tools for the targeted speech acts.  It measured advanced learners‟ of 

Spanish abilities to perform requests and apologies.  Using pre and post written Discourse 

Completion Tasks (DCTs), learner data was analyzed to understand what components of 

the instructional materials were incorporated into performance of the two targeted speech 
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acts.  This provides preliminary insight into the effectiveness of the use of SIEs for ILP 

development.        

Finally, as an indirect objective, this study considers the many design, 

implementation, and evaluation considerations relevant to the process of creating online 

collaborative instructional tools in virtual spaces (i.e., SIEs) for ILP development.  The 

tools used for instruction and data collection in this project were created with the 

intention of serving as a model for future materials creation.  The aim is that the lessons 

learned can be applied to other pragmatic features of the Spanish language, additional 

language systems, and future innovative technologies.  By taking an empirical approach 

to the creation and use of this model, future materials will be better designed and 

implemented based on their unique attributes.   

1.3 Overview 

 This chapter has provided a preliminary overview of many of the relevant issues 

related to the current project, including the role of pragmatics in second language 

learning, the speech acts being addressed, the limitations of pragmatic instruction, and the 

potential benefits offered by SIEs as instructional tools.  Finally, it presented the 

objectives of the proposed study.   

 Chapter 2 will provide an overview of the literature relevant to the project.  In 

doing so, it will also discuss in greater detail the issues presented in this introduction.  

First, Chapter 2 discusses the relevant issues related to pragmatics and language learning, 

specifically considering issues of speech act performance.  In addition, it examines the 

two speech acts in Spanish (i.e., requests and apologies) to give the reader a better idea of 
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the features of the speech acts being targeted.  The following section of Chapter 2 situates 

the current project within the field of educational gaming and simulations and then 

explores the complexities of the area most relevant to ILP development.  This includes 

addressing research related to individualized experience, varied participant roles and 

collaboration, embedded feedback, and the use of the SIE as a practice space.  This 

section of Chapter 2 also addresses the literature relevant to the effectiveness of SIEs as 

instructional tools (Research Question 2) for the learning of speech acts.  Finally, 

synthesizing much of the work presented previously in the chapter, five guidelines for the 

creation and use SIEs (and SCMC) in pragmatic acquisition are presented.  These 

guidelines form the theoretical basis for the instructional space central to this study.  

Finally, the chapter concludes with a statement of the specific research questions being 

addressed in the current work. 

 Chapter 3 describes the methodology used in this study.  It begins with a 

description of the participant group and continues with a detailed explanation of the 

instruments and data collection process.  It then discusses the data analysis procedure for 

each research question. 

 Chapter 4 presents the findings for both research questions and their subsequent 

sub-questions.   

Finally, Chapter 5 presents the discussion of the results for each research 

question, limitations of the current study, implications for design, pedagogy, and future 

research and concluding points.   
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Overall, this study establishes an empirical baseline to enable informed future 

exploration of innovative technologies for the advancement of L2 communicative 

competence, specifically in the area of pragmatics.    
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

2.1  Conceptualizing Pragmatics and Speech Act Theory 

 Prior to beginning an exploration of the work directly relevant to this study, it is 

essential to briefly discuss the underlying theoretical assumptions and terminology 

applicable to the analysis.  As was noted in the previous chapter, the definition of 

pragmatics being used in this work is: the various ways (i.e., linguistic and nonlinguistic) 

in which meaning is communicated and interpreted in interaction as well as the 

sociocultural factors (individual and collective) that influence the communicated and 

interpreted messages.  Pragmatics is multifaceted and requires an understanding of a 

number of complex and related elements.  A central component of meaning in 

communication is the language function, or speech act (e.g., requests, apologies), being 

communicated.  Interlocutors must have the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic 

resources available to successfully perform the language function.
13

  Pragmalinguistic 

resources refer to the linguistic forms that are used to carry out language functions.  For 

example, when making a request, a speaker must be able to utilize, and select from, a set 

of linguistic structures that carry a unique meaning (e.g., the use of a conventionally 

indirect conditional form: ¿Me puedes ayudar con la cena? [Can you help me with 

dinner?] or a more direct request in the imperative: Ayúdame con la cena. [Help me with 

dinner.]).  The sociopragmatic resources are the contextual and extralinguistic 

considerations relevant to the language function.  This includes the knowledge of when, 

                                                           
13

 Beebe and Waring (2001) and Márquez Reiter and Placencia (2005) both note the difficulty in separating 

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic aspects of language.  The terms are used here to indicate specific 

components of an utterance, not elements that are mutually exclusive.     
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why, and with whom, to use the various pragmalinguistic forms.  For example, one must 

consider social class, age, gender, role within the interaction, and the cultural 

assumptions relevant to the interaction.  In the case of a request, for example, this refers 

to the knowledge of whether or not it is even appropriate to ask the person to help prepare 

dinner or the appropriate timing of when this request should be made.  This project 

focuses on helping learners of Spanish acquire the strategies and skills to deal with both 

pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic resources in order to be able to perform requests 

and apologies appropriately in a variety of contexts in the Spanish-speaking world.   

2.1.1 Speech Act Theory 

 Speech Act Theory
14

 is just one of many theoretical approaches which deal with 

pragmatics in language (Levinson, 1983; Schiffrin, 1994; VanDijk, 1997).  It is a logical 

approach for this study because the majority of the empirical work in Spanish pragmatics 

and ILP development has focused on the realization of speech acts.  Originally, Speech 

Act Theory was presented as a philosophical approach to understanding universal 

functions of language (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1976, 1979).  According to Austin (1962), 

every utterance contains two forces, the locutionary act (i.e., the literal meaning of the 

sentence) and the illocutionary act (i.e., the intended communicated function).  Searle 

further elaborates Austin‟s approach to language function and provides a systematic 

approach to classifying various speech acts as related to various contextual cues (i.e., 

                                                           
14

 An in-depth analysis of Speech Act Theory is beyond the scope of this work.   For detailed analyses, see 

Levinson (1983), Schiffrin (1994), and Van Dijk (1997).    
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preparatory conditions
15

) which must be present in order for the act to function as 

intended.   

While a complete exploration of the criticisms of Speech Act Theory does not fit 

within the scope of this analysis, the limitations of Austin and Searle‟s original theories 

must be explored when applied to actual discourse.  In the analysis of natural speech, 

classifying speech acts is more complex than originally theorized in the philosophical 

approach presented by Austin and Searle (Levinson, 1983; VanDijk, 1997).  First of all, 

difficulty arises when utterances carry more than one function simultaneously (e.g., a 

compliment and a request).  Additionally, a language function can often be mapped over 

a series of turns and may not be present in an isolated utterance that is easily classifiable.  

Therefore, in addition to analyzing speech acts, it is important to also identify the 

existence of speech act sequences.  These sequences tend to be arranged in a systematic 

classification of communicative functions according to the ways they work linguistically 

within a specific context (Blum-Kulka, 1997; Schiffrin, 1994).   

A speech act sequence includes head acts and supporting moves, both of which 

are central to the communication and interpretation of the language function.  A head act, 

as defined by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, p. 275-276) in their comprehensive cross-cultural 

study of requests and apologies, is “the minimal unit which can realize a request 

[apology]; the core of the request [apology] sequence.”  Supportive moves include all the 

strategies surrounding the head act that either strengthen or weaken its intensity.  For 

example, in the request utterance, ¿Me podrías pasar la sal, por favor? [Could you pass 

                                                           
15

 A key component of Searle‟s classification system was the establishment of preparatory conditions which 

need to be satisfied in order for the language function to be present. 
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the salt please?], the head act would be poder pasar, a conventionally indirect request 

formula.  Por favor and the use of the conditional morpheme would both be considered 

supportive moves that mitigate the request by softening the imposition on the hearer.   

When applying Speech Act Theory to actual discourse, it is critical to recognize 

the multiplicity of functions carried by utterances as well as the importance of speech act 

sequences.  This project addresses these issues by teaching learners to recognize varying 

tendencies and functions that can exist simultaneously in multiple contexts.  It primarily 

focuses on developing the skills needed to be able to analyze and interpret this 

multiplicity of functions in a variety of dialects and contexts.   

Despite the existence of numerous criticisms of Speech Act Theory (e.g., Bach 

and Harnish, 1982; Schiffrin, 1994), there are important contributions of the theory which 

make it a valuable approach to pragmatics and a valid theoretical underpinning for 

addressing ILP development.  Blum-Kulka (1997, p. 47) summarizes the significant 

contributions of Speech Act Theory in four main components.  First of all, Speech Act 

Theory recognizes that “Utterances serve not only to express propositions but also 

perform linguistic actions in context.”  This is essential to understanding the force 

utterances have within interaction.  If learners can also begin to make this connection, 

they will then be able to adapt their utterances to perform the proper speech acts in the 

appropriate contexts.  Second, “Languages provide their speakers with a variety of 

linguistic means, ranging in levels of illocutionary and propositional transparency, for 

the performance of every single speech act.”  Learning how to manipulate and utilize 

these linguistic tools is critical to pragmatic appropriateness in the second language and is 
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a good starting place for learners.  Third, “The same utterance, depending on the context, 

may serve to perform different pragmatic functions.”  Making the connection between 

language formulae and function is an important element learners must understand.  The 

concept that the same utterance can have two different functions is something they 

probably already grasp intuitively, but may not necessarily transfer to a second language.  

Furthermore, it is critical for language learners to understand that the same formulae in 

one language can have an entirely different meaning in another (e.g., I‟m sorry. vs. Lo 

siento.).  Finally, “Speech acts can be differentiated by specifying the types of contextual 

preconditions needed for their successful performance.”  An important component of ILP 

development is learning how these contextual preconditions (i.e., sociolinguistic factors) 

might vary based on language variety, social relationships, or language backgrounds.  

This project specifically addresses each of these considerations as related to requests and 

apologies in Spanish.   

In an effort to understand the role cultural considerations play in the realization of 

speech acts, Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989) compiled an in-depth, cross-cultural 

analysis team which examined the realization of requests and apologies.  The team 

created, and applied, the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization (CCSARP) framework 

for analysis.  The results demonstrate that, while the types of strategies used for each of 

these speech acts tend to be similar, the way in which they are used is culturally 

determined based on the context.  In the appendices of the CCSARP volume, the authors 

present a coding taxonomy in which they define the possible head acts and supportive 

moves available for requesting and apologizing.  Since the data analyzed are not directly 
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related to Spanish, it is not explored in detail here.  However, the CCSARP is an 

important contribution to the field; much of the subsequent work on Spanish speech acts 

has followed Blum-Kulka, House, and Kaspers‟ (1989) classification system in 

determining the request and apology patterns used by native speakers (NSs) of Spanish.  

The intention of this study is to help learners gain pragmatic skills which will work in a 

variety of contexts; therefore, the components chosen for instruction are those found in 

the majority of varieties of Spanish addressed in the L1 literature regarding requests and 

apologies.  These patterns are explored in detail in sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3.   

2.1.2 Requests in Spanish 

 Although the general pragmatics research remains scarce, requests are one of the 

most investigated speech acts in L1 Spanish pragmatics.  The various speech act studies 

available have examined the request strategies in a number of varieties of Spanish, 

including Peninsular Spanish (Chodorowska-Pilch, 2000; Hernández-Flores, 2004; 

Márquez Reiter, 2001, 2002a; Placencia, 1994), Uruguayan Spanish (Márquez Reiter, 

2001, 2002b), Northern Andean Spanish (Bustamante-López and Niño-Murcia, 1995), 

Peruvian Spanish (García, 1993), Ecuadorian Spanish (Placencia, 1994), Bolivian 

Spanish (Placencia, 2002), Costa Rican Spanish (Hofmann, 2004), Mexican Spanish 

(Félix-Brasdefer, 2005), and California Spanish (Arellano, 2000).  Moreover, cross-

cultural comparisons of requests have also compared the realization of speech act 

strategies among different language varieties.  Among these are studies comparing 

different varieties of Spanish – Peninsular and Ecuadorian Spanish (Placencia, 1994), 

Peninsular Spanish and Uruguayan Spanish (Márquez Reiter, 2001, 2002b) – as well as 
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those comparing Spanish with another language – British English and Uruguayan 

Spanish (Márquez Reiter, 1997, 2000), Mexican Spanish and American English (Koike, 

1994), and Brazilian Portuguese, Costa Rican Spanish, and Canadian English (Hofmann, 

2004).  Each of these studies provides interesting insights into the varied use of linguistic 

strategies for making requests.   

For example, Márquez Reiter (2000) compares the request and apology strategies 

of NSs of British English (N=61) and Uruguayan Spanish (N=64) in open-ended role 

play situations.  Analysis of the strategies suggests that, overall, there is a marked 

preference by both language groups for the use of conventionally indirect strategies.  

However, cross-cultural differences also emerge in the data.  Impositives were used more 

frequently and in more contexts by the speakers of Uruguayan Spanish and non-

conventionally indirect strategies (e.g., hints) were only used by the British English 

speakers.  Furthermore, the native English speakers opted for the modification of one 

head act (i.e., sorry); whereas, the Spanish-speakers demonstrated more variety in 

strategy choice.   

These studies also indicate the existence of different politeness systems.  Hoffman 

(2004) compared the effects of distance, power, and rank of imposition of requesting 

strategies using a written DCT measure.  The responses of university students of 

Canadian English (N=30), Brazilian Portuguese (N=30), and Costa Rican Spanish 

(N=30) were compared.  Results indicate that the rank of imposition was the most 

universal factor affecting the politeness perceptions of the speakers.  In all three groups, 

the formality of the request strategies increased as the rank of imposition was raised.  
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However, the importance of the other social factors being investigated varied by language 

group. For example, distance had the most effect on the Brazilian Portuguese group. In 

general, Hoffman (2004) asserts that the Canadian English group was the most formal, 

the Brazilian Portuguese group was in the middle and the Costa Rican group was the least 

formal. 

In addition to analyses of requesting patterns by NSs of Spanish, three studies 

have also examined how learners of Spanish in the United States acquire different aspects 

of requests.  The first acquisition study (Koike 1989) investigated the request patterns of 

adult learners of Spanish.  Three different measures were used to determine the levels of 

both recognition and productive abilities for making requests in Spanish.  In the first 

measure, participants (N=40) were asked to identify three kinds of speech acts (i.e., 

requests, apologies, and commands).  In the second experiment, students were asked to 

respond to an oral prompt from the instructor.  The oral prompt elicited requests from the 

participants.  Finally, the L1 and L2 requests were compared to determine the level of 

politeness of the requests.  The results demonstrate that the adult learners of Spanish were 

able to identify the various speech acts, but, at times, this knowledge was not always 

transferred to production.  Koike (1994) asserts that speech act instruction should be 

included in language education and cautions against an overemphasis on production as 

the only type of pragmatic ability.  She notes that sometimes speech act knowledge is not 

accurately reflected through learners‟ production of the same speech act.  Thus, as will be 

discussed in detail shortly, it is important to recognize both production and recognition 

skills when creating instructional materials for L2 pragmatics. 
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More recently, Pinto (2005) examined the acquisition of requests by English-

speaking learners of Spanish at four different levels of language ability.  His objective 

was to examine the various developmental stages of the acquisition of requests in 

Spanish.  In Phase 1 of the study, the pragmalinguistic strategies used by NSs of 

American English (N=20) and Spanish (Mexican [N=21] and Peninsular [N=23]) were 

compared based on responses to a written DCT questionnaire.  Results of this phase of 

the study demonstrate variation in three areas: (1) request perspective, (2) the use of 

language specific strategies, and (3) the use of downgraders.  In terms of request 

perspective, the Spanish group demonstrated a marked preference (87%) for hearer-

oriented requests (e.g., Me das un café.[You give me a coffee.]) and the English-speakers 

demonstrated a marked preference (90%) for speaker-oriented strategies, (e.g., Can I see 

your notes?).  In the area of strategy use, the English-speaking group demonstrated the 

use of the pseudo-version of permission (e.g., Can I sit here?) while the prediction 

strategy in in the Spanish-speaking group (e.g., ¿me darías un café? [Could you give me 

a coffee?]) was more common.  The Spanish group also used imperatives, want 

statements, and obligation statements more than the English group.  Downgraders were 

more prolific in the English group (used 61-52% of the time) and were often used 

multiple times in one request.  On the other hand, the Spanish group demonstrated the use 

of downgraders only 12% of the time.  In an effort to understand the developmental 

stages of the acquisition of requests, Phase 2 of the study examined the requesting 

strategies of L2 Spanish learners across three levels.  At the lower levels, the pragmatic 

abilities of the learners tended to be more idiosyncratic and pragmatically ambiguous 
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whereas, at the more advanced levels, there was a higher level of pragmatic development.  

Nevertheless, L1 strategies were still primarily employed, even in the case of learners at 

more advanced levels of language proficiency. 

Finally, using open role play data from three levels of learners of Spanish (i.e., 

beginning [N=15], intermediate [N=15], and advanced [N=15]), Félix-Brasdefer (2007) 

analyzed the request patterns of learners in four different request scenarios.  The findings 

of Félix-Brasdefer‟s study are congruent with those of Pinto in that the intermediate and 

advanced groups demonstrated higher levels of pragmatic competence.  These included a 

more prolific use of conventionally indirect strategies (as opposed to the tendency for the 

use of direct strategies in the beginner group) as well a more sophisticated use of internal 

and external modifiers.  Nevertheless, even the learners at the advanced levels still 

maintained some pragmatic patterns congruent with their native pragmatic systems (i.e., 

the over use of conventionally indirect strategies in high solidarity situations where NSs 

of Spanish tend to use direct requests).   

The instructional content regarding requests being targeted in this project directly 

stems from the emerging patterns of the research presented in this section.  In order to 

give learners the most comprehensive view of requests in the Spanish-speaking world, 

those strategies which are present in the majority of L1 Spanish research are the focus of 

instruction.  In addition, some relevant social factors and language variety distinctions are 

also included.  The features in this study coordinate with those taught in the Dancing with 

Words website (Cohen and Sykes, 2006) and are all based on empirical research.  A 

summary is provided in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Instructional Content Summary: Requests 

 

Language Strategies 

Strategy Explanation Example 

Types of Strategies 

Conventionally 

indirect request 

strategies are the most 

commonly used. 

The use of a primary 

head act and a secondary 

verb to mitigate the 

request 

¿Me puedes prestar el 

libro? 

[Can you loan me the 

book?] 

Non-conventionally 

indirect strategies are 

uncommon. 

Hints or other means of 

asking without 

codification of the 

request 

Me gustaría leer el libro. 

[I would like to read the 

book.] 

Direct (usually in the 

form of the 

imperative) are 

appropriate in some 

contexts 

Use of the command 

form, typically in the 

present tense. 

Dame el libro, por favor. 

[Give me the book, 

please.] 

Perspective 

Hearer-oriented (HO) 

strategies are used 

more often than 

speaker-oriented 

strategies (SO) 

HO: Focus on the action 

of the person granting the 

request (hearer) 

SO: Focus on the action 

of the person making the 

request (speaker) 

HO: ¿Me puedes traer 

un café? 

[Can you bring me 

coffee?] 

SO: ¿Puedo tener un 

café? 

[Can I have coffee?] 

Internal Modifiers 

Diminutive Often the diminutive is 

used to mitigate the 

request by softening its 

force. 

¿Me haces un favorcito? 

[Will you do me a little 

favor?] 

Negation The head act is negated 

in some informal 

contexts 

¿No me puedes prestar 

el libro? 

[Can‟t you lend me the 

book?] 

External Modifiers 

Preparatory A pre-sequence or 

precursor to the request 

Tengo una pregunta. 

[I have a question.] 

 

Grounders Explanations or 

elaborations on why the 

request is being made 

Necesito el libro para mi 

trabajo final. 

[I need the book for my 

final project.] 
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Important Social Factors 

Social Factor 

While there are numerous social factors which influence the choice of 

request strategies, those specifically targeted in this instructional unit are: 

 Degree of Social Distance (the relationship between the 

interlocutors) 

 Rank of Imposition (the size of the request) 

Examples of Language Variety 

The language varieties examined stem from the cross-cultural comparisons 

available from the empirical literature. 

 Unique features of Northern Andean Spanish 

 Peninsular Spanish as compared to Uruguayan Spanish 

 California Spanish 

 

2.1.3 Apologies in Spanish  

Compared to requests, there is less empirical research available addressing 

apologies.  What does exist focuses on Peninsular Spanish (Rojo, 2005), Cuban Spanish 

(Ruzickova, 1998a, 1998b), and Puerto Rican Spanish (Irizarry Muñoz, 2000).  

Moreover, there are cross-cultural studies comparing the apology strategies used by NSs 

of British English and Uruguayan Spanish (Márquez Reiter, 2000) as well as American 

English and Venezuelan Spanish (García, 1989).  The apologies used by learners of 

English who are native speakers of Spanish have also been the subject of investigation 

(Cordella, 1991; Mir, 1993).  These comparisons also add interesting insight into some 

salient differences between the two systems for making apologies.    

In terms of the acquisition of apologies by learners of Spanish, there is one 

specific study that targets how input, interaction, and awareness can help improve 

learners‟ abilities to perform apologies in Spanish.  Utilizing a DCT from NSs of Latin 

American Spanish (N=7) and learners (N=11), Overfield (1997) analyzed the apology 

strategies used by each group.  A comparison of the learner data with that of NSs 
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demonstrates that learner apologies tended to approximate English strategies (their own 

native language) rather than the patterns of Spanish.  For example, there was not a 

significant change from the use of speaker-oriented (e.g., lo siento) to the more common 

NS pattern of hearer-oriented (e.g., discúlpame).
16

 Furthermore, the learners in 

Overfield‟s study used fewer external modifiers (e.g., explanations, offers of repair) than 

the NSs who completed the same measure.  Based on the differences found in this study, 

Overfield (1997) asserts that pragmatic instruction is essential and intrinsically linked 

with culture in the foreign language classroom.  Figure 2 summarizes the information 

taught in the SIE used in this study. 

Figure 2 

 Instructional Content Summary: Apologies 

 

Strategy Explanation Example 

Perspective 

Hearer-oriented (HO) 

strategies are preferred 

over speaker-oriented 

(SO)  strategies 

HO: focus on hearer as the 

giver of forgiveness 

SO: focus on the feelings of 

the speaker 

HO: Disculpe profesora, 

me perdí la hora.   

[Excuse me profesor, I 

lost track of the time.] 

SO: Lo siento. 

[I am sorry.] 

External Modifiers   

Explanation An explanation of the situation 

is given 

Me perdí el autobus. 

[I missed the bus.] 

Justification Often occurring with an 

explanation; gives a reason as 

to why the problem occurred 

Me levanté tarde porque 

tenía que trabajar 

anoche. 

[I woke up late because I 

had to work last night.] 

Acknowledgement of 

Responsibility 

The speakers admits the 

problem is his/her fault 

Es la culpa mía. 

[It‟s my fault.] 

Requesting Forgiveness The speaker asks the hearer to 

forgive the infraction 

Tengo que pedirte 

disculpas. 

[I need to ask your 

forgiveness.] 

                                                           
16

 In her study, Overfield does not use the terminology of perspective; however, the examples are congruent 

with the terminology used here.   
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Offer of Repair The speakers offers to do 

what is necessary to repair 

the situation 

Te lo limpio, de 

verdad. 

[I will clean it for you, 

really.] 

Offer of Financial 

Compensation 
The speaker offers money 

to resolve the situation in 

some way 

Te doy el dinero para 

el libro. 

[I will give you money 

for the book.] 

Concern for Hearer The speaker expresses their 

concern for the hearer 

¿Estás bien? 

[Are you okay?] 

Future Action The speaker agrees to a 

future action (i.e., not 

letting it happen again) 

 

 

Te llamo la próxima 

vez. 

[I will call you next 

time.] 

Important Social Factors 

Social Factor 

While there are numerous social factors which influence the choice of 

request strategies, those specifically targeted in this instructional unit are: 

 Severity of the offense (how difficult is the situation that needs 

repairing) 

 Gender (men and women demonstrate varying apology patterns) 

 Degree of social distance  

Examples of Language Variety 

Language Variety 

The language varieties examined stem from the cross-cultural comparisons 

available from the empirical literature. 

 Mexican Spanish as compared to Peninsular Spanish 

 

Given the lack of studies in this area, additional research on the acquisition of 

apologies in Spanish is needed.  The patterns which were taught in this study included the 

preference for hearer-oriented strategies over speaker-oriented strategies as well as the 

variance in the use of different types of external modifiers based on the context and type 

of interaction.   
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As with requests, there are a number of tendencies common to apologies in many 

varieties of Spanish.  In addition, some of the social and language variety considerations 

add insight into how apology systems in Spanish vary.   

2.2 Interlanguage Pragmatic Development 

 ILP development has been approached from a variety of different perspectives, 

utilizing a number of different tools and models.  Various comprehensive reviews of the 

research examining pragmatic instruction (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Judd, 1999; 

Kasper, 1997; Kasper and Rose, 2001; Koike et al., 2003; Rose, 2005) present important, 

empirically-based conclusions for ILP development in the classroom.  This section 

synthesizes the findings to give insight into the information about pragmatic instruction 

most relevant to this particular project.  A number of important points are drawn from 

both the comprehensive reviews as well as empirical research in the classroom.  These 

are presented below. 

(1) Pragmatic features of language are teachable.  Objectives and educational 

outcomes should carefully be identified by both instructors and learners (Kasper, 

1997;  Rose, 2005). 

(2) Both implicit and explicit instruction improves pragmatic competence, but the 

explicitly taught students tend to perform better.  Different pragmatic features 

require different lengths of instructional periods and different measures of 

effectiveness (Kasper, 1997; Rose, 2005). 

(3) Pragmatic instruction can be included at beginning levels of L2 acquisition; 

however, very little empirical research examines the stages of pragmatic 

development (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Kasper, 1997). 

(4) Input plays an essential role in determining L2 pragmatic competence.  Quality 

input is necessary for positive ILP development (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001).  

(5) Different aspects of pragmatic competence require the use of different 

instructional techniques and assessment measures; there is a “strong situational 

effect” (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001, p. 29) on the acquisition of pragmatics (Bardovi-

Harlig, 2001; Judd, 1999;  Rose, 2005). 
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(6) Empirical data can serve as a rich resource for pragmatic instruction and should 

be utilized when possible (Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford, 2005; LoCastro, 2003). 

(7) Thus far, the majority of research on pragmatic instruction has been in the area of 

production as opposed to comprehension.  Both aspects of pragmatic competence 

should be addressed when examining ILP development (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; 

Koike, 1994; Rose, 2005). 

(8) Learner strategies play an important role in ILP development (Cohen, 2005). 

(9) Assessment and evaluation can be difficult as well as a critical piece of the 

learning process.  One should be cautious to consider the elements which learners 

know vs.  those which they can produce.  Assessment should consider various 

aspects of pragmatic competence including comprehension and production 

(Koike, 1994; Judd, 1999; Roever, 2004; Rose, 2005; Salaberry and Cohen, 

2006).   

 

Conclusions (1)-(9) are not meant to represent everything investigated in 

pragmatic instruction, but rather make salient the current research findings most relevant 

to this study.  As can be seen from the points above, pragmatic competence requires the 

mastery of numerous different skills (e.g., recognition, comprehension, and production) 

as well as exposure to a variety of tasks and interactions so the skills being practiced can 

be developed and nurtured.  SIEs present an environment in which these considerations 

can easily be applied.   

In the SIE environment, learners can seamlessly complete a variety of tasks 

designed to address production and comprehension.  Furthermore, quality input, in the 

form of empirically informed models and „live‟ native speakers, can be integrated into the 

collaborative environment.  Different contexts and situations can also be created so that 

learners have exposure to a variety of interactions.  Furthermore, strategies can be 

embedded to help learners function within a multiplicity of situations and contexts.  

Finally, assessment and feedback can happen through reflective practices, archived data, 
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and as a direct result of success or failure built into the environment itself.  The specifics 

of these benefits are further elaborated in Section 2.4 of this chapter. 

2.2.1 Relevant Approaches to Speech Act Instruction 

 In addition to understanding the general principles of pragmatic instruction, it is 

also important to examine, in detail, two additional approaches to the learning of 

pragmatics, which specifically target the acquisition of speech acts as well as 

skills/strategies development for addressing learners‟ pragmatic abilities. 

 First, Judd (1999) presents a model for teaching pragmatics in the classroom that 

includes three categories of skills for learners.
17

 These are cognitive awareness, 

receptive/integrative skill development, and integrated and free productive use.  They can 

be used in combination or separately, as a means to isolate specific pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic aspects of the speech act under investigation.   

The cognitive awareness approach is “designed to make learners consciously 

aware of differences between the native and target language speech acts” (p. 154).  This 

can be done, for example, using presentations and reviews of current speech act research 

and student investigation.  Some advantages of the cognitive approach, as described by 

Judd, are the saliency of speech acts and their function within communication.  

Furthermore, as ethnographers, learners are exposed to natural language and learn to 

understand the function of speech acts within this context.  At the same time, there is 

little evidence evaluating how this approach works and if knowledge actually transfers to 

                                                           
17

 Judd (1999) also includes instructor identification and analysis of the speech act as a critical piece of 

classroom instruction.   
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use.  Furthermore, it is hard to verify the accuracy of the information being analyzed and 

native speakers do not always serve as “perfect” models for pragmatic analysis.   

The second skill area presented by Judd (1999) is receptive skills awareness.  As 

part of this approach, activities are designed to help students recognize and understand 

speech acts within various contexts.  The material can come from natural data or teacher-

generated conversation.  An advantage of this approach is that learners begin to recognize 

and understand the intentions of others, while also learning to express their own meaning.  

Furthermore, once the skills have developed, learners are then able to utilize the large 

amount of available linguistic material.  On the other hand, too much receptive analysis 

can lead to oversimplification of the pragmatic system on the part of the learner as well as 

the infusion of learner opinion in the evaluation of the conversation.  Furthermore, the 

development of sociopragmatic techniques is limited. 

The final approach presented by Judd (1999) is the productive use of speech acts.  

This includes learners‟ production in different types of activities (e.g., cloze passages, 

role plays, simulations) designed to help learners “actually incorporate the patterns into 

their own speech production” (Judd, 1999, p. 158).  Both controlled and free, 

spontaneous production are included in this skill set.  Therefore, activity selection is a 

critical piece of this type of instruction.  In terms of controlled productive skills, one must 

be cautious about using too many cloze passage activities which may give the impression 

that speech acts are just a series of language formulae.  As learners move towards open-

ended role plays and conversations, scenarios should be carefully constructed to avoid 

appearing extremely unnatural.  Nevertheless, productive skills in both controlled and 
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open environments are an important piece of pragmatic instruction.  Production and 

sample scenarios can help focus learners and give them opportunities for additional 

practice, something not present in the cognitive awareness and receptive/integrative skill 

categories.   

Ideally, a learner would be exposed to all three types of instruction, which allows 

for improvement of various aspects of their speech act performance.  Judd (1999) 

proposes an instructional sequence targeting what learners need to learn (often through 

instructor analysis) and then addressing cognitive awareness, receptive skills, and 

productive use, in that order.  In addition, he proposes that learners play a role in 

determining the type of pragmatic skills necessary, based on their own individual 

situation.  While Judd‟s approach tends to overemphasize pragmalinguistic skills, the 

model could also apply to sociopragmatic awareness as learners become more aware of 

the impact of sociocultural factors and the evaluation of context.   

Another recent approach to learning pragmatics is a strategies-based approach, 

introduced by Cohen (2005).  As opposed to instructional strategies and techniques, 

Cohen focuses on a taxonomy which “identifies key learner strategies in the acquisition 

of speech acts” (p. 287).  This taxonomy includes three types of strategies: 

(1) strategies for the initial learning of speech acts, 

(2) strategies for using the speech act material that has already been learned, and 

(3) learners‟ metapragmatic considerations regarding the deployment of these 

strategies.   
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Empirical research is necessary to determine whether or not the use of these strategies is 

effective in enhancing ILP development;
18

 nevertheless, the proposal by Cohen is very 

important on a theoretical level.  Without excluding the necessity for pragmalinguistic 

features of speech acts and required semantic formulae, this taxonomy recognizes 

learning pragmatics as a skill set which is beneficial for effective communication that 

moves beyond the specific speech act.  By developing the strategies necessary for dealing 

with speech acts in communication, learners will be prepared to handle a wide variety of 

contextual situations, beyond those they have previously encountered.  Cohen‟s approach 

plays a prominent role in the instructional environments and activities utilized in this 

study.  For a complete list of Cohen‟s (2005) taxonomy see Appendix B.   

 Critical to both approaches (Cohen, 2005; Judd, 1999) is the inclusion of a multi-

faceted approach to the development of L2 pragmatic competence.  Instead of advocating 

the instruction of specific patterns and tendencies in isolation, both approaches encourage 

the development of pragmatic skills using examples from the target pragmatic system.  

This approach is especially critical for the acquisition of sociopragmatic skills.  In an 

exploration of contextual knowledge as related to language study, Kramsch and 

McConnell-Ginet (1992) confirm the complexity of understanding the context of 

interaction.   

 

 

                                                           
18

 Research is currently underway to empirically examine the strategies-based approach to learning 

pragmatics.  In a preliminary study, Cohen and Sykes (2007) found that learners did, in fact, respond to the 

strategies-based approach, indicating that it is a skill set they will continue to develop as they improve their 

pragmatic skills in Spanish.   
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Sociocultural contexts cannot be reduced to an inventory to be 

“mastered”… they are not only too rich and various but also in constant 

flux as people reshape them through speaking and other forms of social 

interaction.  Yet students can come to understand the centrality of context 

to linguistic communication and can develop some ethnographic skills to 

help them better understand the relevant contexts for their own uses of the 

target language. (p. 5) 

 

In addition, the authors advocate the instruction of a set of skills to deal with the 

constantly dynamic variable of context.  The advantage of this type of approach is that it 

prepares learners for a wide variety of encounters.  The SIE analyzed in this project 

presents an online collaborative environment which has significant potential for the 

development and practice of these skills. 

 2.2.2 Limitations of Pragmatics Instruction 

As was mentioned in Chapter 1, there are a number of obstacles which may 

contribute to the absence of pragmatic instruction in the classroom.  Some of these  

include a lack of theoretical support in course design and competency considerations 

(Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2002; LoCastro, 2003; Rose, 2005), a lack of 

authentic curricular materials and appropriate input (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2002; LoCastro, 2003), a lack of instructor expertise (LoCastro, 2003), a focus 

on “micro-level” features instead of “macro-level” competence (Bardovi-Harlig and 

Dörnyei, 1998; Félix-Brasdefer, 2002), limited time and attention in FL classroom 

(Kasper and Schmidt, 1996), individual personalities and contextual perceptions (Kasper, 

1997, Bardovi-Harlig, 2001), assessment and feedback challenges (Roever, 2004; Cohen, 

2004; Salaberry and Cohen, 2006), and immense individual, social, and dialect variation 

(Márquez Reiter and Placencia, 2005).  Most relevant to this work are the obstacles 
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inherent in the difficulties associated with pragmatics itself (i.e., first order barriers).  In 

an attempt to overcome some of these obstacles, the SIE used in this project is 

specifically designed to allow for an individualized experience as well as give attention to 

immense pragmatic variation.  Moreover, feedback and practice opportunities are 

embedded directly into the learning space.  The complexities of each of these elements 

are discussed in the section that follows.   

2.3 Using SIEs to Tackle Complex Factors in ILP Development  

In understanding the complexities associated with L2 pragmatics, one must 

examine the many parts which come together to create the whole.  The way in which we 

express and interpret meaning is centrally tied to our assumptions, goals, and 

backgrounds (Yule, 1996).  Furthermore, the context and sociocultural factors affecting 

our interactions play an integral role in the pragmatic choices we make.  Many pragmatic 

actions are intuitive and do not require complex analysis.  However, when learning a 

second language, intuition can be misleading and cause learners to make incorrect 

assumptions.  Therefore, language learners must start to reshape their previously formed 

intuitions to be able to express and interpret meaning effectively in a system that is 

different from their own.  SIEs offer a means in which these pragmatics skills can be 

developed, practiced, and assessed.  Tables 2 and 3 (Chapter 1) present a comprehensive 

list of the many benefits of SIEs for pragmatic instruction.  This section analyzes how 

these benefits can be used to tackle complexities present in pragmatics.   

Prior to our consideration of SIEs as beneficial for pragmatic instruction, it is 

important to situate this project within the larger scope of educational gaming, or, in a 
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broader sense, serious gaming.  This allows for a more concrete understanding of the type 

of technological tool being analyzed as well as its role in the broader educational arena.   

 2.3.1 Situating the Current Project within the Field of Educational Gaming 

Recently, there has been an explosion of attention on the use of SIEs and other 

types of video games in education.  In 2005, the National Science Foundation, the 

Federation of American Scientists, and the Entertainment Software Association 

sponsored the first National Summit on Educational Games in which one hundred experts 

were brought together to discuss ways to “accelerate the development, 

commercialization, and deployment of new generation games for learning” (NSEG 

Summit, 2005).  Thus, in addition to being a popular hobby, video games and other types 

of immersive virtual spaces have resulted in a multi-billion dollar commercial empire that 

is expected to continue growing (Parks Associates, 2005; Prensky, 2001).
19

 SIEs and 

other types of games and simulations are starting to be used in a variety of educational 

and training contexts, often referred to as serious gaming.   

 The Serious Games Initiative, founded at the Woodrow Wilson Center for 

International Scholars in Washington, D.C., is a project that is actively exploring the use 

of games in a variety of arenas distinct from pure entertainment.  This involves:  

help[ing] usher in a new series of policy education, exploration, and 

management tools utilizing state of the art computer game designs, 

technologies, and development skills and...helping to organize and 

accelerate the adoption of computer games for a variety of challenges 

facing the world today. (http://www.seriousgames.org/about2.html)   

 

                                                           
19

 Revenues in the United States in 2005 were 1.1 billion dollars and are expected to grow to 3.5 billion by 

2009.  It is especially interesting to note the growing prominence that MMOGs play in this economic 

growth.   

http://www.seriousgames.org/about2.html
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The notion of serious games moves far beyond the idea of “games that are used 

for learning”.  Instead, serious games indicate those which are “not intended to be played 

primarily for amusement” (Michael and Chen, 2006, p. 21).  For example, serious games 

have been developed to explore the history of ancient Babylon 

(www.discoverbabylon.org), aid in military organization and training (Gee, 2005; 

Prensky, 2001), 3-dimensional CAD
20

 training (Prensky, 2001), therapy (Boyle, 2007), 

pedagogy and identity formation (Barab, Arisi, Jackson, 2005; Barab, forthcoming), 

business practices (Beck and Wade, 2004), and medical training (Aldrich, 2005; Science 

Daily, 2000).  All are complex areas of learning and demonstrate that immersive gaming 

and simulation experiences can have a profound impact on the way the information is 

being learned and processed.
21

   The primary challenge and intended outcome considered 

in this project is the development of pragmatic skills for effective, appropriate 

communication in an L2 (i.e., ILP development). 

It is no surprise that the scope of work being done in serious gaming, although 

very new, is immense.  As can be seen from the handful of examples mentioned above, 

researchers, game developers, and practitioners from a myriad of fields are all exploring a 

wide range of games for learning purposes in a variety of contexts.  There are many types 

of games available and a number of researchers have identified various characteristics of 

games (Aldrich, 2005; Michael and Chen, 2006; Prensky, 2001).  Based on these 

characteristics (e.g., rule-based play, goals, immersive experience), one can consider 

                                                           
20

 CAD refers to a special type of modeling program used in architecture and engineering.   
21

 Even still, as noted by de Freitas (2006), there is a profound lack of empirical data examining their 

effectiveness as learning tools.  Further research is needed to determine exactly how effective immersive 

experiences are for learning different types of content. 

http://www.discoverbabylon.org/
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Chess, Tetris, and Poker games.  In some cases, these types of games are even being used 

for complex learning and training simulations.  However, for the purposes of this 

discussion, the focus will be limited to games that are multiplayer (i.e., the capability of 2 

or more players
22

), 3-dimensional, synchronous
23

 (i.e., real-time collaboration is 

technically feasible), and digitally mediated (i.e., played on a computer, game console, or 

hand-held device).
24

  The immersive, collaborative experience encompassed in these 

types of games is especially suited to L2 pragmatic acquisition. 

  In addition to the type of game itself, a variety of classifications of game play are 

also available.  The kaleidoscope of possibilities is especially evident when one attempts 

to classify the various categories of serious games being created and implemented.  In the 

most recent attempt to create a taxonomy of serious games (Sawyer and Smith, 2008), 

one finds, at a minimum, seven different types of games used in, at least, seven distinct 

fields.  The seven types of games included in the taxonomy are: Games for Health, 

Advergames, Games for Training, Games for Education, Games for Science and 

Research, Production, and Games at Work.  The fields in which each these game types 

have a notable presence are: Government and NGOs, Defense, Healthcare, Marketing and 

Communications, Education, Corporate, and Industry.  Thus, there is a potential for at 

least forty-nine distinct categories based on field and gameplay objectives.  Appendix C 

includes a complete representation of Sawyer and Smith‟s (2008) serious games 

                                                           
22

 Sawyer and Smith (2008) further classify multiplayer games into four categories: (1) multiplayer games 

(1-4 players), (2) multiplayer tournament (8-64 players), (3) massive multiplayer shared (1000-10,000), and 

massive multiplayer grid (everyone) (p.26). 
23

 It is important to note that the technical capability of synchronous communication does not automatically 

guarantee the existence of collaboration and interaction between users. 
24

 A discussion of all types of games being used in education is beyond the scope of this work.  For a 

summary of the various types of game and simulation possibilities, see Aldrich (2005), Prensky (2001), and 

Sawyer and Smith (2008).    
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taxonomy.
25

  This project focuses on one type of serious game (i.e., Games for 

Education) in the educational arena, resulting in a primary objective of what Sawyer and 

Smith (2008) call Learning.   

In this case, the learning which takes place in the SIE requires harnessing the 

power of games for digital game-based learning (Prensky, 2001), defined as the synthesis 

of engagement (i.e., what makes games fun, exciting, and emotional) and learning 

(rigorous treatment of content, concepts, etc.).  Therefore, the goal should be to combine 

the elements of engagement
26

 with the principles of learning (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

Model of Digital Game-Based Learning (Adapted from Prensky, 2001, p. 149) 

  

                                                           
25

 In their online publication of this taxonomy the authors emphasize that it is still a work in progress and, 

therefore, it will likely change as they receive more feedback and as new and exciting projects emerge.   
26

 Defined by Prensky (2001, p.  144) as enjoyment, intense and passionate involvement, structure, 

motivation, doing, flow, learning, ego gratification, adrenaline, creativity, social groups, and emotion. 
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 The integration of these two, seemingly disparate, areas can be quite complex and 

requires careful consideration of the maintenance of the integrity of the material being 

learned, while creating an engaging and fun environment in which to play.  Interestingly, 

in considering pragmatic development, the learning and engagement principles coincide 

fairly easily, allowing for the creation of a meaningful and enjoyable experience for 

learners.  In fact, there are a number of attributes of these digital spaces which show 

promising possibilities for pragmatic development.  Those most relevant to L2 pragmatic 

development, and the subject of empirical investigation for this study, are addressed in 

the following section. 

2.3.2 Engagement, Individualized Experience, Participant Roles, and Practice/Feedback 

 While there are many attributes of SIEs and other types of gaming spaces which 

demonstrate strong potential for ILP development, there are four which are especially 

important: (1) engagement, (2) individualized experience, (3) participant roles, and (4) 

practice/feedback.  As can be seen in Prensky‟s (2001) model, engagement is a critical 

component to digital-game based learning which must be present in order for the other 

three components to be beneficial.  This section first explores the importance of 

engagement as related to SIEs and pragmatic development.  It then examines each of the 

other three elements, which are the primary subjects of empirical investigation for this 

work.   

2.3.2.1 Engagement     

SIEs and other gaming environments are especially beneficial for learning 

because they combine elements of enjoyment, immersion, motivation, collaboration, and 
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meaningful content that allow for an enhanced learning experience.  On a very basic 

level, the high engagement is what motivates players to interact with computer games 

such as World of Warcraft or Everquest for long periods of time without even realizing 

that 14+ hours may have gone by (Gee, 2005; Prensky, 2006; Taylor, 2006).  As a caveat, 

this is not meant to indicate that this type of behavior is always positive.  A balanced 

approach to any activity is essential.
27

 Nevertheless, there is something unique to 

immersive gaming that “hooks” users – engagement.  The ultimate goal is to effectively 

utilize these features to engage students in learning.  Prensky (2001) identifies twelve 

elements of games that engage users (see Figure 4).   

Figure 4   

Elements of Games that Engage Us (From Prensky, 2001, p. 106)  
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 A full consideration of the seemingly negative aspects of gaming and the stereotypes surrounding its use 

for learning is beyond the scope of this work.  For additional reading on this topic see Gee (2005), Prensky 

(2005), and Taylor (2006).   

 Games are a form of fun.  That gives us enjoyment and pleasure. 

 Games are a form of play.  That gives us intense and passionate 

involvement. 

 Games have rules.  That gives us structure. 

 Games have goals.  That gives us motivation. 

 Games are interactive.  That gives us doing. 

 Games have outcomes and feedback.  That gives us learning. 

 Games are adaptive.  That gives us flow. 

 Games have win states.  That gives us ego gratification. 

 Games have conflict/competition/challenge/opposition.  That gives 

us adrenaline. 

 Games have problem solving.  That sparks our creativity. 

 Games have interaction.  That gives us social groups. 

 Games have representation and story.  That gives us emotion. 
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While each of these features is not necessarily present in every game, those which are the 

most played or most interesting games tend to exhibit the majority of these 

characteristics.   

 In an ethnographic study of university students‟ interaction with the popular 

MMOG World of Warcraft, Browell (2007) found that learners were indeed engaged 

around a variety of activities and components of the game.  Some of the common 

findings cited for this level of engagement coincide with Prensky‟s principles.  These 

include the socialization opportunities within the game space (i.e., interaction), leveling 

up and improving one‟s character (i.e., goals, win states), high-quality, aesthetically 

pleasing immersive experience (i.e., representation), and persistence (i.e., outcomes, fun, 

goals, rules).  Furthermore, Browell asserts that many of these principles, especially 

mentoring and collaborative practices, should be used in the development of new 

educational models at the university level.
28

 

  One especially noteworthy principle cited in Prensky‟s (2001) characteristics of 

engagement is that of representation and story (i.e., the element of the immersive 

experience which adds emotion to game play).  This is an especially important benefit of 

SIEs for L2 pragmatic instruction because it is what makes the consequences feel “real” 

to the learner.   

                                                           
28

 One common misconception is that games are only engaging for a certain population of players (e.g., 

young, male, and socially absent).  However, research has shown that this is not necessarily the case.  In 

fact, there are a variety of different types of gamers and different populations who enjoy different types of 

games or even engage in the same game differently (e.g., Prensky, 2001; Taylor, 2006).   Thus, the use of 

immersive spaces for learning does not necessarily limit the field to a certain population of students with 

specific age or gender classifications.     
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In terms of language learning, research demonstrates a strong connection between 

language choice and emotion in bilinguals (Pavlenko, 2006).  This emotional connection 

shapes language choices and, in turn, is also shaped by the language that speakers use.  

However, it is extremely difficult to attain an authentic connection with the target 

language during foreign language classroom activities.  If we consider traditional role 

play scenarios in which each learner takes on different imagined roles (e.g., a client and a 

vendor), the necessary linguistic elements are often present in the classroom interactions; 

however, the learners themselves do not typically embody the roles at a level necessary 

for meaningful practice and pragmatic acquisition.   

In order to add meaningful interaction to the foreign language classroom 

experience, Di Pietro (1987) proposed a model which made use of group scenarios for 

strategic interaction.  The intention of this model was to heighten the investment learners 

had in the situation and add a perceived consequence to their interaction (i.e., an 

emotional connection).  In this case, the use of SIEs builds on this notion of meaningful 

language use by creating a space in which the learners feel connected to the simulated 

interactions which are taking place, and at times, even embody the space of their virtual 

avatar.   

Initial research on emotional connections with online environments demonstrates 

that, while participants are able to consciously separate what happens in the virtual 

environment from their “real” life, they still display an emotional reaction to what is 

happening online as well (Aldrich, 2005; Browell, 2007; Gee, 2003a; Prensky, 2001).  

The representations present in the SIE are what adds emotion to the experience.   
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It is important to note that an emotional connection with (or reaction to) an 

immersive space can occur at a variety of levels, ranging from entirely embodied in the 

virtual space or exclusively part of the physical world.  For example, if a character one is 

controlling in a virtual environment is unsuccessful (e.g., is killed by an in-game enemy), 

there is often a complex emotional reaction. The player may take on the emotional status 

of their avatar, truly embodying the virtual experience, or he or she might have a reaction 

to the elements affected outside of the virtual space itself such as embarrassment, anger, 

sadness (e.g., the player is embarrassed because the whole team was affected by the death 

and is delayed in completing an objective).  While the ways in which this connection 

occurs is still underexplored, it is evident that there is an authentic, meaningful 

connection with the virtual space that supersedes the type of connections which tend to 

occur in traditional role play scenarios in the language learning classroom. 

In a groundbreaking study examining the emotional impact of virtual interaction, 

a replication of the famous Milgram Obedience Study from the 1960‟s was conducted in 

a virtual environment (Slater et al., 2006).  In Milgram‟s original studies, the researcher 

examined obedience by requiring people to give an actor on the other side of the glass an 

electronic shock if they got an answer incorrect.  Each time an incorrect answer was 

given (which was quite often in order to make it an uncomfortable situation), the level of 

the shock was raised until it was perceived that it was fatal for the person on the other 

side of the glass.  Interestingly, under a great deal of emotional stress, most participants 

continued to press the shock button.  In Slater et al.‟s (2006) study, a virtual character 

was shocked by 34 participants.  Results demonstrate the same emotional reaction (e.g., 
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blood pressure, elevated stress indicators) as those which occurred in the original 

experiments.  Thus, this study indicates there is an emotional connection with the virtual 

characters present in a digital immersive space.  This is an important feature of the 

instructional environment and helps to build natural feedback (much like what happens in 

the “real” world) into the space.  For example, instead of receiving feedback from an 

instructor or a textbook, learners are now able to feel the results of their pragmatic errors 

(e.g., fewer invitations to parties, not receiving the book that was requested, an angry 

response from a non-player character
29

).   This is an important benefit of the SIE space.   

 Research has shown that SIEs are highly engaging and produce the emotions of 

“real” consequence.  Thus, learners can feel the results of their actions without causing 

real-world harm to the people around them.  De Freitas (2006) notes: 

By creating games as metaphors, children and adults can utilize role play 

and narrative forms to imagine and empathize with other people, events 

from history, or with potential scenarios in the future and to experiment 

and rehearse skills in safe, protected environments. (p. 6)   

 

They also can begin to see the world around them reflectively and thoughtfully, 

making pragmatic features more important to their perceived success. This point will be 

elaborated shortly.  

In a comprehensive analysis of why SIEs are beneficial for learning, Gee (2003a) 

presents thirty-six learning principles extracted from the type of learning that takes places 

in video games (See Appendix D for a complete list of all 36 principles).  His goal is to 

harness the power that video games have for engaging their players and apply this power 
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 Non-player characters (NPCs) are simulated characters within the virtual space over which the players 

themselves have no control.  
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to learning.  While originally applied to the concept of literacy, many of these learning 

principles are equally applicable to ILP development.   

Gee‟s Cultural Models about the World Principle states: “Learning is set up in 

such a way that learners come to think consciously and reflectively about some of their 

cultural models regarding the world, without denigration of their identities, abilities, or 

social affiliations” (Gee, 2003a, p. 211).  This is critical to the development of an ILP 

system in which learners can compare their own pragmatic system with the pragmatic 

system of the language being learned, in this case Spanish.  It is a significant step in 

moving away from the use of memorized semantic formulae to true pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic competency.   

2.3.2.2 Individualized Experience  

Due to the inherent nature of many of the perceptions we have about the context 

of interaction, one especially difficult piece of pragmatic instruction is determining 

whether a learner is making a pragmatic “error” based on lack of knowledge or 

understanding, or whether the deviation from the norm is intentional (Bardovi-Harlig, 

2001).  Subjectivity, defined by Ishihara (2006), as “one‟s view and perception of the 

world composed of individual dispositions (such as self-identity, values, beliefs, morals, 

feelings, and personal principle)” (p. 2), has been shown to have a profound impact on 

pragmatic choices (Cohen, 1997; LoCastro, 1998, 2006).  For example, research 

demonstrates that learners of Japanese and French consciously diverge from the 

pragmatic norms present in the target culture (e.g., the coding of hierarchy and gender), 

even if it means that it might cause problems in future interactions (Ishihara, 2006; 
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LoCastro, 1998; Saville-Troike, 1998).  Furthermore, learners may also reject the cultural 

norms of the target language based on incongruent pragmatic systems with the target 

culture, as in the case of American English-speaking females‟ reactions to piropos during 

their study abroad trips to Spain (Talburt and Stewart, 1999) and Costa Rica (Twombly, 

1995).   

However, in order to develop the strategies and skills needed to make informed 

and relevant choices, learners must have the opportunity to experiment with, and 

understand, the effects of the various pragmatic choices they make.  In addition, they 

must have the opportunity to choose the contexts and scenarios most relevant to their 

interests and personalities, while at the same time engaging with meaningful content that 

may have an impact on their pragmatic choices.   

Research has shown that interaction in SIEs and other types of immersive spaces 

demonstrates features of emergent social behavior. Moreover, SIEs are valid, real-world 

communication tools integrated into modern society (de Freitas, 2006; Gee, 2005; 

Thorne, 2005; Thorne and Payne, 2005).  This includes, for example, social features such 

as gesture and personal space (Rosenbloom, 2006), political action (Second Life Herald 

2006, 2007), critique and co-construction of “culture” (Mistral, 2007; Taylor, 2006), 

caretaking (Browell, 2007; Kushner, 2006), sexual encounters (Cheng, 2006), and 

commerce (Shamoon, 2006).  These are critical pieces in helping language learners build 

a sociopragmatic repertoire that enables them to successfully interact in a variety of 

contexts.   
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Furthermore, immersive spaces often allow for individualized experiences based 

on avatar selection (e.g., appearance, gender, class) that can have a profound effect on the 

participants‟ experience in an immersive space.  For example, Taylor (2006) notes a 

profoundly different play experience based on her character selection in an ethnographic 

study of Everquest.  She first describes a relatively independent play experience process 

as a Gnome Necromancer (a specific race and class).  It was not until she had advanced 

much further into the game that she needed to collaborate with other players to succeed 

on harder level quests.  However, with the second character she created (a Barbarian 

Warrior) she needed to collaborate very early on and, as a result, participated in a much 

different gaming experience.  While learners in this study are not necessarily choosing 

fantasy races or classes, they are able to experiment with avatar selection and 

individualized participation to modify their own collaborative experiences.   

By allowing learners to utilize the SIE environment for practice and learning in an 

individualized manner, it is predicted that students will become even better informed 

about the consequences of the pragmatic choices they make, an important step in ILP 

development.  In addition, learners will be able to experiment with different levels of 

adherence and establish a pragmatic system with which they are comfortable.  Through 

reflection and processing with learners, instructors will be able to better evaluate the 

places in which gaps still occur and the places in which subjectivity plays a role in learner 

divergence.  In terms of SIEs as a learning tool in the classroom, the notion of 

subjectivity and individual variation has yet to be examined – an important contribution 

of this research project.   
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2.3.2.3 Participant Roles 

Another factor related to the individualized experience in the SIE is the 

participant role that the interlocutor assumes in the conversations.  Pragmatic choices are 

often relevant to the roles of the interlocutors.  SCMC research has shown that learners 

take on a variety of participant roles in online communication.  This is an important 

feature of the collaborative space because in order to experiment with different pragmatic 

patterns, learners will likely adopt a number of different roles during the interactions in 

which they participate. 

Gee‟s (2003a) Insider Principle presents an important aspect of learning in a SIE 

that is especially beneficial for ILP development.  This principle recognizes the learner as 

an insider and teacher and not just a consumer of knowledge.  Francis (2006) asserts: 

“Role play and identification with virtual avatars are central to learning in immersive 

worlds, but learners need a choice over characters adopted” (as cited in de Freitas, 2006, 

p. 6).  As we have seen in the pragmatics literature, the same necessity of choice holds 

true for ILP development as well (Kasper, 1997; Rose, 2005).  This makes the learning 

experience customizable from the beginning and throughout the experience.  In terms of 

ILP development, learners will not only participate in the interactions inherent in the 

game, but will also have the opportunity to create their own contexts and control their 

own social environments.   

In comparing participant roles in CMC as compared to journal reflections, 

Abrams (2001) compared the interactions of forty-six intermediate learners of German 

who participated anonymously in groups of 3 or 4.  In these groups, the learners 
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completed four tasks (i.e., two journal assignments and two 50-minute chat assignments).  

Utilizing qualitative and quantitative analyses, the data were coded for various participant 

roles.  The results demonstrated that some roles occur in both CMC and journal contexts 

(i.e., speaker, scolder, respondent, commenter, informant, questioner, creator of in-group 

identity, knower) and others only appear in the CMC environment (attacker, challenger, 

supporter, and joker).   

Furthermore, Darhower (2002) utilizes Vygotskian, sociocultural theory to 

analyze the interactive (social) features of SCMC.  Thirty-three, fourth-semester Spanish 

students participated in one hour of lab time per week in which they cooperated with 

other learners of Spanish to complete a series of tasks.  Based on a qualitative, 

sociocultural discourse analysis of the transcripts from these chat sessions, eight notable 

interactional features emerged from the data: intersubjectivity, off-task discussion, social 

cohesiveness, humor, sarcasm, alternate identities, and role plays.  Each of these features 

is an important component of interaction and pragmatic performance. 

In SIEs, assumed participant roles move a step beyond those found in the SCMC 

environment.  Not only can learners simulate and manipulate the roles they are assuming, 

but can also embody them in the virtual space (Gee, 2003a, 2005; Taylor, 2006).  Thus, 

in addition to experimenting with roles in conversation, learners can also experiment in 

terms of gesture, physical context, audio enhancement, and transferring of assets.  In 

other words, “Games are an invitation to play out different sides of our desires, feelings, 

values, fears, fantasies, and identities” (Gee, 2005, p. 70).   
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A study of experiential learning in There and Second Life
30

 indicates that 

adolescent learners do choose to experiment with identity and are capable of internalizing 

the impact of their choices (Lee and Hoadley, 2007).  As part of a summer sciences and 

technology enrichment summer camp, high school students (N=14) participated in the 

online virtual spaces for 25% of their class experience.  In the virtual environments, 

learners were given activities in which they experimented with social identities such as 

gender, race, and appearance.  Entrance and exit survey data indicated that participation 

in the activities complexified the students‟ understanding of diversity and allowed them 

to experience identity in a way not possible outside of the digitally mediated context.   

Thus, these types of immersive experiences add an additional level of pragmatic 

complexity with which learners can experiment.  Taking this a step further, SIEs provide 

“fictional space[s] where players engage in cognitive and communicative practices that 

can be personally transformative in pro-social ways” (Barab, forthcoming, p. 1).  In other 

words, through experimentation with participant roles, learners will have the opportunity 

to transform their interactional experiences in the L2 and further the development of their 

own pragmatic system. 

2.3.2.4 Practice/Feedback 

In addition to engagement, individualized experiences, and role experimentation, 

SIEs also provide the opportunity for low risk practice situations with a high level of 

emotional connection to the experience (Aldrich, 2005; Gee, 2003a, 2005; de Freitas, 

2006; Mistral, 2007; Prensky, 2001).  The benefit of “low-risk” practice is included as 
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 There and Second Life are not considered  games;  however, this particular study is relevant due to its 

insight into identity experimentation with avatar selection and interaction. 



56 
 

 

one of Gee‟s principles.  The “Psychosocial Moratorium” Principle states that “Learners 

can take risks in a space where real-world consequences are lowered” (p. 207).  This is an 

especially important benefit to ILP development because learners can practice high-

stakes speech acts, such as apologizing, without offending “real” interlocutors.  Yet, at 

the same time, it is theorized they will feel the impact of their errors based on elements 

built into the space (e.g., lost assets, fewer invitations).  As noted by Prensky (2001):  

“Game players are in some sense „protected‟ from the dangers of the real world.  While 

this is certainly true physically, it does not necessarily apply to players‟ emotions while 

playing the game, which are very real indeed” (p. 123).  In other words, while there are 

no tangible risks associated with the virtual experience; yet, there are authentic emotions 

and real world reactions associated with game play.  The benefit of the use of SIEs lies in 

the fact that learners can practice various types of interaction with simulated characters 

prior to affecting real relationships.  At the same time, the virtual space allows for the 

maintenance of a level of emotional authenticity related to that experience.  Pragmatic 

elements of language are emotionally charged with the power to destroy or enhance 

relationships with other people by expressing the (in)correct meaning.  Their use as an 

authentic practice space affords learners the opportunity to experiment with various types 

of simulated relationships (with NPCs) prior to participating interactions in the physical 

world.  Thus, if learners gain the pragmatic skills necessary in the practice space, they 

will be more prepared for authentic interaction. 

Before continuing it is critical to briefly clarify the notions of risk and 

consequence used throughout this work.  In all actuality, the concepts of “low risk” and 
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“consequence” are much more complex than they originally appear or have been 

previously discussed. When one considers the virtual gaming experience as an authentic 

means of collaboration, relationship building, and competition, the risk is actually just as 

real and dynamic as any other type of activity.  Interaction carries its own norms and 

patterns of behavior and players are expected to adhere to a certain level of play and 

interaction (Sykes et al, 2008).  Therefore, when considering the notion of risk as 

associated with SIEs and other virtualities, various levels of risk occur depending on the 

objective of the in-game activity and the relationships among the players themselves.   

On one level, the risks are high in that the interactions which happen in the game 

space affect the relationships among the players themselves.  For example, in MMOGs 

such as World of Warcraft, players must work together to accomplish complex tasks.  

These often require a great deal of time and energy (e.g., a high-level instance can take 7-

8 hours of consecutive game play).  If someone makes an error in the sixth hour and the 

whole team dies, people can become angry, resulting in very real consequences (e.g., not 

being invited to play again next time).  At this level, the risk is equivalent to that of other 

interactional contexts, in both digitally mediated and nonmediated contexts.   

At the same time, the notion of “risk” can be associated with interaction with the 

virtual space itself and the possibility of doing things that cannot be done in the physical 

world.  For example, one can try to jump over a cliff or mix two volatile chemicals in a 

virtual space without the risk of physical harm.  The avatar may die or may make it 

through the laboratory explosion, but, either way, there are no long-term consequences.  

Thus, the player could keep trying to jump over the cliff 100 times or mix a variety of 



58 
 

 

different chemicals, if he or she chose to do so.  At this level, the risk is low.  If three 

other team members were waiting for the player to jump over the cliff or the player‟s 

classmates only had a certain amount of time to spend in a virtual lab, there is a 

convergence of the two categorizations of risk described above.  While there is still no 

physical harm, the player who cannot make it over the cliff or keeps causing explosions 

carries the weight of the harm to the relationships with his or her teammates.   

Throughout this project, the term “low risk” will be used to refer to the second 

level of risk described above (i.e., the opportunity to try something on multiple occasions 

without consequence in the real world).  This is does not imply a lack of importance 

placed on the maintenance of real relationships via digitally mediated contexts and the 

inherent risks associated with those interactions.  Rather, in this case, the primary focus 

remains on the use of interactions with simulated characters for enhancing ILP 

development.  The conversations with NPSs in the SIE can be repeated as many times as 

necessary without any harm being done to the learners in the physical world.   

An additional benefit of the SIE environment for ILP development is that it 

provides effective, multi-level feedback delivered through a variety of mechanisms (e.g., 

the loss/gain of assets, the ability to do certain things, additional help from the avatars in 

the space).  As noted by Gee (2003b): 

The secret of a videogame as a teaching machine isn't its immersive 3-D 

graphics, but its underlying architecture.  Each level dances around the 

outer limits of the player's abilities, seeking at every point to be hard 

enough to be just doable (p. 1) 
 

In doing so, the feedback given and the expectations are suited to the level of the learner.  

Content can be manipulated to add or subtract additional features.  For example, in lower-
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level learners, dialect differences might be mentioned on a global level, where for 

advanced learners, recognition of dialect differences in requests can become a required 

piece of knowledge that is needed to succeed.  Furthermore, through simulated worlds 

and games, learners can create and test their own hypotheses without fear of real-life 

repercussions (Squire and Jenkins, 2003).  Additional reflection tools, such as discussion 

boards or blogs, can also be incorporated into the culture of the game to encourage peer 

feedback and social interaction (de Freitas, 2006).  Finally, all interactions can be 

archived for future review and reflective practice. 

2.3.3 Research on Gaming and Language Education 

  Aside from an occasional mention of future possibilities, the use of multi-user 

SIEs in language learning has received little attention.  García-Carbonnell et al. (2001) 

provide a brief exploration of the role of simulations and gaming in language 

acquisition through the connections made to experiential, task-based learning and 

communicative competence.  They conclude that the experiential learning offered 

though games and simulations can be especially beneficial in a language classroom 

with communicative objectives.   

In an analysis of commercial MMOGs, the benefits of gaming spaces and 

practice for communication are also noted.  An additionally noteworthy attribute of 

SIEs is the extensive opportunity to practice.  Practice and hypothesizing are important 

components of L2 pragmatic learning (Thorne, 2008).  In these spaces, learners may 

have the opportunity to interact with native speakers in a nonthreatening environment 

where they already share common ground.  As observed by Thorne (2008) in an 
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analysis of discourse between a Russian student and an American student, bonds are 

built fairly quickly and include interaction around the space as well as aspects of the 

world outside of the MMOG.  This can lead to a number of practice opportunities by 

bringing together interlocutors from around the world, especially in the cases of large-

scale commercial games.   

However, as noted by Godwin-Jones (2005) in a summary of the use of different types of 

emerging CALL technologies:  

... there has not been the same degree of interest [as in learning games in 

general] in the areas of massively multiplayer online games.  This may be 

due to the newness of the widespread popularity of these games, but also 

perhaps to the negative reputation they enjoy as time-wasters, and to the 

complexity of their programming. (p. 20) 

   

He notes the potential for learning that warrants future investigation: 

Interestingly there are some intriguing parallels between gaming and 

language learning in the use of roles, improvisation, codes, and negotiated 

meaning.  Multiplayer online games tend to encourage communication and 

cooperation. (p. 20)   

 

This study makes a contribution to this emerging field by examining the complexities of 

the use of SIEs for L2 pragmatic development in Spanish. 

2.4 Application of Principals to Instructional Materials 

 

An important piece of any new technology is to not merely incorporate it 

haphazardly assuming that the inherent benefits will automatically emerge with use.  In 

addition, the design and use of the tools must also be carefully considered and 

implemented.  Based on a synthesis of the research presented in this chapter as well as 

some additional sources addressing the design and implementation of SCMC and serious 
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games, this final section of Chapter 2 presents five guidelines for the implementation and 

use of SIEs for pragmatic development.  Each of these guidelines was carefully 

considered in the design and application of the online collaborative space used for this 

project. 

2.4.1 Design 

1. Objectives should be cooperative, dynamic, and socially-constructed to 

allow for authentic and realistic pragmatic practice.   

 

This guideline advocates socially-constructed learning environments through the 

combination of constructivist and dynamic learning models within CMC and SIEs
31

 

(Aldrich, 2005; Bergeron, 2006; Hung and Chen, 2003; Prensky, 2001).  This approach 

leads to the co-construction of learning, based on the interaction between learners, 

instructors, and observers without the imposition of prescriptive tasks which can limit 

communication and active learning.  This is especially important to pragmatic 

development because it allows for individual variation among learners (e.g., they can 

practice „being rude‟) without disruption of the overall goal of the lesson (e.g., learning to 

request or apologize appropriately in various social contexts).  It is important to note that 

the co-construction of learning does not imply a lack of structure or planning, but rather a 

built-in flexibility.   

Successful implementation requires that “although specific goals are constantly 

evolving, general directions in objectives remain relatively stable” (Hung and Chen, 

2003, p. 10).  Positive evidence for the co-construction of tasks in pragmatic instruction 
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 It should be noted that the frameworks here are specifically targeted towards SCMC.   However, they are 

equally applicable to SIEs.  In fact, in some cases, SIE environments are better suited to adhere to the 

guidelines. 



62 
 

 

is further advocated through the application of student generated Discourse Completion 

Tasks (DCTs) in the L2 classroom (McLean, 2005).  A socially-constructed online 

collaborative learning environment presents a viable and positive theoretical framework 

for setting up pragmatic instruction utilizing SIEs.  In this type of environment, learners 

can experience authenticity, creativity, and individuality that may not be possible in a 

face-to-face discussion.  Moreover, this engaging, dynamic practice allows for more 

authentic exposure to L2 pragmatic features.   

An additional theoretical framework supporting the socially-constructed use of 

SIEs for pragmatic instruction is the creation of cooperative e-learning environments 

through detailed, formative, and evaluative processes focusing on instructional design.  

This framework further advocates the importance of cooperation as it unfolds in the 

learning environment, by identifying key components of interaction and re-developing 

tasks which best fit the technology (Linder and Rochon, 2003).  Utilizing a detailed 

analysis of an unsuccessful pragmatic lesson surrounding the execution of a speech 

event (i.e., business telephone calls in English by NSs of German), the researchers 

establish the importance of a dynamic approach to pragmatic lesson construction within 

the SCMC environment, where participants can be actively engaged in the learning 

process.   

The framework presented by Linder and Rochon also emphasizes the SCMC 

environment as a socially-constructed interaction, influenced by the content, technology, 

target group, and learner support.  The collaborative, socially dynamic systems of 

immersive gaming environments are especially useful for this type of cooperative 
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learning (Bryant, 2006; Ducheneaut et al., 2007; Prensky, 2001; Taylor, 2006).  When 

implementing SIEs into L2 pragmatic instruction, it is essential to maintain its dynamic 

nature since this authentic interactional environment is exactly what makes SCMC 

beneficial for the practice of pragmatic skills.                  

The final theoretical framework to be discussed in this section, assumes an 

interdisciplinary approach to the use of SCMC for pragmatic development, as supported 

by empirical evidence.  Utilizing the concept of “common ground,” first proposed by 

Clark and Brennan, 1991 (as cited in Vandergriff, 2006), this approach emphasizes the 

role that negotiation plays in communicative tasks for establishing “joint action where 

speaker/sender and listener/recipient work collaboratively to ensure that what has been 

said (or typed) is understood” (Vandergriff, 2006, p. 114).  This framework also lends 

itself to pragmatic instruction, because it requires the expression and interpretation of 

meaning that can differ based on different pragmatic strategies and social contexts.  

Participants work together to complete a communicative task.  The important factor is 

that all interaction occurring in the SIE environment is collaborative, dynamic, and 

socially-constructed in order to allow for authentic and realistic pragmatic practice.   

2. Educational outcomes of the activities should be explicitly defined and 

supported with accurate content.   

 

While establishing a theoretical framework for the implementation of SCMC/SIEs as 

instructional tools in L2 pragmatics is essential, the actualization of this framework into 

measurable goals and instructional outcomes is also critical.  These goals must reflect 

the cooperative and socially-constructed online environment and must be established 

prior to technology selection and task creation.  In terms of goal setting:  
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There is a need to provide a problem that is co-formulated by the 

community (learners, teachers, and practitioner).  The problem can be 

simulated into a CMC [SIE] learning environment after being co-

formulated.  The specific goal must be related to real-life cases according 

to the realities of the community of practice. (Hung and Chen, 2003, p. 11)  

 

This type of goal setting has a number of pedagogical implications for L2 pragmatic 

instruction.  First, learners should have some input into the contexts utilized for 

pragmatic practice (co-formulation).  The second component of goal setting advocated 

by Hung and Chen (2003) is the relation of “real-life cases” to the instructional unit.  

This means that all contexts used in the SIE tasks should be those which could also be 

possible (not necessarily probable) in real life (Aldrich, 2005; Michael and Chen, 2006).  

At times, this may require intervention of the designer/instructor to ensure that the 

chosen contexts are appropriate for the pragmatic feature in question. 

 To improve the formulation of educational outcomes, it is also essential to include 

goal formulation and prediction of learner behavior in the evaluative process of 

curriculum development and lesson planning.  In fact, these steps constitute the first two 

stages in the formative evaluation model presented by Linder and Rochon (2003).  

Furthermore, the “pedagogical objective should guide the actual implementation of the 

task…exemplified with any type of technological device” (Salaberry, 2000, p. 9).  This 

means that all goals should be based on the intended educational outcomes (i.e., learning 

to request and apologize in Spanish) and not on the integration of technology (i.e., using 

an SIE because it is new and visually appealing).  Salaberry points out that innovative 

technology often undermines the pedagogical goals of the lessons and may be perceived 
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by instructors, materials developers, and researchers as overly positive, when it is in 

fact, merely more efficient.   

2.4.2 Task Creation and Administration  

3. Tasks should reflect the determined objectives and outcomes through 

multiple involvement opportunities, realistic contexts, and varied 

participant roles.   

 

Task creation specifically refers to the creation of activities that best fit the 

pragmatic features being targeted (e.g., requests and apologies), as well as the use of 

empirically-based evidence for establishing the pragmatic norms themselves (See 

Sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3).     

As noted in the previous sections, the most critical aspect of task creation, in 

terms of SIEs, is the formation of a socially-constructed learning environment, which 

facilitates authenticity, co-formulation of problems, and the dynamic nature of 

conversations that are essential to the development of L2 pragmatic competency.  The 

tasks themselves should facilitate the incorporation of these overarching theoretical 

underpinnings.  Furthermore, they should be specifically designed to realize the intended 

learning outcomes of the lesson (Aldrich, 2005; Hung and Chen, 2003; Linder and 

Rochon, 2003; Prensky, 2001; Salaberry, 2000).  Some ways in which this can be 

accomplished are through the inclusion of scaffolded tasks which allow for ample 

interactional opportunities by all participants, the construction of realistic negotiation 

between participants, and the freedom to take on a variety of participant roles (Hung and 

Chen, 2003).  Table 4 demonstrates how each of these techniques can be applied to the 

instruction of requests and apologies. 
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Table 4 

Principles of Task Design and Example Application to Requests and Apologies (Adapted 

from Hung and Chen, 2003) 

Principle of Task 

Design 

Example Application: Requests/Apologies 

Scaffolded tasks with 

ample interactional 

opportunities 

During the task students are given multiple (10-20) 

request contexts in which they can practice by taking on 

varied participant roles.  The contexts all vary in terms 

of difficulty and complexity.  Learners are then given 

time in which they can practice as many of the situations 

as they would like through interactions in the SIE.  They 

are then given additional time outside of the immersive 

space to discuss their perceptions of the contexts chosen 

for interaction and the interactions themselves.  

  

Construction of 

realistic negotiation 

between participants 

A jigsaw task (or the creation of multiple roles) in which 

each participant has a different responsibility and 

requires the use of negotiation to complete the apology.  

By requiring the learners to construct their own 

negotiation, authentic interaction is more easily 

facilitated and constructed as part of the instructional 

space. 

 

Freedom of participant 

roles 

The various contexts given for the request situations also 

allow for the adoption of participant roles.  One might 

encourage the learners to portray co-workers while 

another might include two family members.  This gives 

learners exposure to, and practice in, various pragmatic 

situations.  In SIEs, this can also include identity and 

role experimentation. 

 

In addition to creating tasks that simulate authentic interaction, the use of realistic 

instructional materials is also essential for pragmatic instruction.  Many times native 

speaker intuitions vary greatly from actual practice.  Therefore, it is essential to utilize 

empirical evidence in constructing the material to be taught.  An evidence-based 

approach is critical for successful pragmatic instruction utilizing SIEs.  In terms of task 

design, the importance of empirical evidence can be taken a step further.  For example, 
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“effective tasks…can therefore only be achieved by adopting an evidence-based 

approach for the assessment and redesign of [SCMC-SIE] tasks, learning material, tools, 

and learning support” (Linder and Rochon, 2003).  Further research examining SCMC 

and SIE task design and pragmatic instruction is essential to understanding additional 

benefits of their integration in the L2 classroom.   

4. The platform should be user-friendly and supported by initial training and 

ongoing support.   

The creation of the tasks themselves must also facilitate feasible administration 

within the learning environment.  In each of the empirical studies analyzed for this 

review, the administration of the tasks in the learning context played a significant role in 

the success (or failure) of the pragmatic instruction.  A detailed look at the most 

unsuccessful execution of L2 pragmatic instruction utilizing SCMC provides the most 

insight into important administration considerations.   

 An evaluative analysis of the participation of 19 learners of English (native 

speakers of German), revealed that improper administration can lead to learner confusion, 

de-motivation, and loss of authenticity in the SCMC environment (Linder and Rochon, 

2003).  Through a formative evaluative analysis, five suggestions for improvement were 

given by the researchers: (1) adjust the timing, (2) clarify instructions and materials, (3) 

ensure proper moderation and monitoring, (4) use a chat tool supporting tasks, and (5) 

address learner needs through training.  In this case, three of the five suggestions (i.e., 

timing, instructions, and monitoring) explicitly relate to administrative issues that should 

be considered prior to implementation of SIE tasks.  As the level of the technological tool 

improves, this support becomes increasingly critical. 
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2.4.3 Feedback and Assessment 

5. Instructors should play a passive, yet interested, role during tasks.  

Feedback should be reserved for follow-up and processing. 

 

The role of the instructor presents many complexities in pragmatic instruction.  

First, due to the complex responsibilities of the instructor as the facilitator, technical 

support personnel, and evaluator, it is suggested that the instructor not maintain a 

participatory role.  This has been shown to cause confusion for the learners and did not 

allow the instructor ample time for positive corrective feedback in the form of overall 

synthesis.  In addition, a back-up plan should always be in place in the case of technical 

difficulties.  Finally, the instructor must be well acquainted with the discussion platform 

being used.  Lack of training and knowledge surrounding the technology itself can result 

in a failed activity, despite excellent activity development.   

At first glance, it may appear the existence of the co-formulation of goals, 

problems, and solutions, in conjunction with the socially-constructed SIE environment, 

lessens the role of the instructor.  However, this misperception could result in critical 

failure of the overarching goal of utilizing SIEs as tools for increasing L2 pragmatic 

competence.  The role of the instructor is essential to construct a positive interactional 

environment and implement sound pragmatic principles.  Technology-driven activity 

construction should never replace content design and implementation based on 

pedagogical goals (Salaberry, 2000).  The instructor is critical in maintaining this 

pedagogically sound environment for L2 pragmatic instruction.   

2.5 Research Questions 
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As can be seen from the previous discussion (Section 2.3 above), the use of SIEs 

for pragmatic instruction presents a myriad of potential benefits, indicating that SIEs are 

a potentially suitable context in which ILP development can occur.  While these benefits 

are theoretically valid, they have yet to be empirically tested.  This empirical examination 

is a critical step in understanding: (1) how the beneficial attributes of SIEs are used by 

learners for ILP development and (2) the effect the use of SIEs has on learners‟ L2 

pragmatic abilities.  In order to examine both what happens in the SIE environment as 

well as the results of its use, this study addresses the following research questions.   

Research Question 1 focuses on learner activity and interaction in the SIE space.  

Each of the sub-questions is designed to specifically examine one of the attributes of SIEs 

that have the potential to be beneficial for ILP development.   

1. To what extent do three major attributes of the SIE contribute to interlanguage 

pragmatic development in Spanish?  

a. Individualized experience:  How do learners use the SIE content (e.g., 

quest completion, NPC interactions) to obtain information that fits with 

their individual pragmatic system? To what extent do learners exhibit a 

conscious awareness of their own pragmatic system? 

b. Varied participant roles:  To what extent do learners take on varied 

participant roles
32

 within the SIE? How do these roles evolve or change 

throughout the interactions?  Is there evidence of conscious 

experimentation with different participant roles in different contexts? 

c. Practice/Feedback:  To what extent do learners utilize the SIE as a practice 

space to improve their pragmatic abilities?  

In addition to analyzing what happens in the space, it is essential to know how learning in 

the SIE influences the learners‟ pragmatic abilities.   

                                                           
32

 See Abrams (2001) for a list of the participant roles (e.g., joker, attacker, commenter, informant) to be 

analyzed. 
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Research Question 2 addresses the effects of using the SIE space on learners‟ 

knowledge and performance of requests and apologies. 

2. To what extent does the use of the SIE affect learners‟ ability to perform requests 

and apologies in Spanish? 

a. In what ways does interaction in the SIE space impact learners‟ 

pragmalinguistic knowledge of requests and apologies? 

b. To what extent do learners report an impact on their own abilities to 

perform apologies and requests? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

  

This chapter presents a detailed explanation of the process used to examine the 

research questions under consideration.  The following sections provide detailed 

descriptions of the participant group (3.1), the instruments used in the study (3.2), and the 

procedures for data collection (3.3) and analysis (3.4).   

3.1 Participants 

The participants in this study were students of Spanish (N=53) enrolled in four 

sections of SPAN 3021-Advanced Conversation and Composition (an advanced language 

course in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese) at the midwestern university where 

this study took place, during the Fall 2007 semester.   

In order to be enrolled in SPAN 3021, students were required to have passed a 

proficiency exam indicating their speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills were at, 

or above, the intermediate-mid (IM) level on the ACTFL proficiency scale.
33

 All 

participants had completed at least one additional course beyond this proficiency exam 

and, therefore, it is expected they were at least at the intermediate-high (IH) level for 

reading and listening and an intermediate-mid level for speaking and writing.  According 

to the ACTFL proficiency guidelines, this means they were, at a minimum, able to do the 

following (Table 5) in each of the four skill areas (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and 

writing). 

                                                           
33

 While speech acts tend to be considered primarily part of oral communication (i.e., speaking and 

listening), it is essential to examine reading and writing as well, since much of the communication takes 

place in a multimodal environment that requires the use of written text as well.   
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Table 5 

Language Abilities at the Intermediate Level; ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines (1999) 

Skill Description 

Listening 

(IH) 

Able to sustain understanding over longer stretches of connected discourse 

on a number of topics pertaining to different times and places; however, 

understanding is inconsistent due to failure to grasp main ideas and/or details.  

Thus, while topics do not differ significantly from those of an Advanced 

level listener, comprehension is less in quantity and poorer in quality. 

 

Speaking 

(IM) 

Able to handle successfully a variety of uncomplicated, basic, and 

communicative tasks and social situations.  Can talk simply about self and 

family members.  Can ask and answer questions and participate in simple 

conversations on topics beyond the most immediate needs; e.g., personal 

history and leisure time activities.  Utterance length increases slightly, but 

speech may continue to be characterized by frequent long pauses, since the 

smooth incorporation of even basic conversational strategies is often 

hindered as the speaker struggles to create appropriate language forms.  

Pronunciation may continue to be strongly influenced by first language and 

fluency may still be strained.  Although misunderstandings still arise, the 

Intermediate-Mid speaker can generally be understood by sympathetic 

interlocutors. 

 

Reading 

(IH)  

Able to read consistently with full understanding simple connected texts 

dealing with basic personal and social needs about which the reader has 

personal interest and/or knowledge.  Can get some main ideas and 

information from texts at the next higher level featuring description and 

narration.  Structural complexity may interfere with comprehension; for 

example, basic grammatical relations may be misinterpreted and temporal 

references may rely primarily on lexical items.  Has some difficulty with the 

cohesive factors in discourse, such as matching pronouns with referents.  

While texts do not differ significantly from those at the Advanced level, 

comprehension is less consistent.  May have to read material several times 

for understanding. 

 

Writing 

(IM) 

Able to meet a number of practical writing needs.  Can write short, simple 

letters.  Content involves personal preferences, daily routine, everyday 

events, and other topics grounded in personal experience.  Can express 

present time and at least one other time frame or aspect consistently, e.g., 

nonpast, habitual, imperfective.  Evidence of control of the syntax of 

noncomplex sentences and basic inflectional morphology, such as 

declensions and conjugation.  Writing tends to be a loose collection of 

sentences or sentence fragments on a given topic and provides little evidence 

of conscious organization.  Can be understood by natives used to the writing 

of non-natives. 
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While interlanguage pragmatic development can happen at various language 

proficiency levels and in many different developmental stages (e.g., Wildner-Basset, 

1994; Kasper and Rose, 2002), advanced learners were chosen because of their tendency 

to perform with higher agility in dealing with the complex syntactical structures often 

needed for making requests and apologies.  This was to limit the cognitive processing 

required for general communication in Spanish so that the focus of the tasks and 

interaction could remain on interlanguage pragmatic development, specifically the 

development of learners‟ abilities to perform requests and apologies.  In fact, Kasper and 

Rose point out that “grammatical competence can interact with pragmatic development, 

sometimes limiting what learners are able to accomplish” (2002, p. 132).  The 

relationship between grammar and pragmatics is complex and must be carefully 

considered.  In a detailed discussion of the relationship between the development of 

grammar and pragmatics, Kasper and Rose (2002) note that different types of learning 

take place based on the various levels of competency attained in each area.  They state:  

It appears that learners at different stages of pragmalinguistic development 

face different tasks: early learners have acquired the L2 grammatical 

means to express already existing pragmatic categories, whereas later 

learners have to tease out the pragmatic meanings to which their now 

available L2 grammatical knowledge can be put. (Kasper and Rose, 2002, 

p. 190)   

 

Based on this discussion, the focus on advanced learners was intended to limit the effect 

that the lack of grammatical competence had on pragmatic ability.  For example, it is 

expected that students at this level would not need clarification about how to conjugate 

the conditional tense (a common strategy used for mitigating requests); and therefore, 

would be able to, instead, focus on the pragmatic implications the use of the conditional 
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form to make requests.  The difficulties in processing “micro-level” features and “macro- 

level” features at the same time are potential contributors to its absence in L2 learning 

experiences (Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei, 1998).  Selecting learners at a higher level of 

language proficiency allowed for more focus to be placed on the “macro-level” features 

of the interaction (i.e., pragmatics). 

The participant group for this study was comprised of 13 males and 40 females 

with an average age of 20.28
34

 years (R=18-29).  While the group was not balanced in 

terms of gender, it did represent the typical composition of students in upper-division 

courses in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese at the institution where these 

students were enrolled.  In addition, all participants were native speakers of American 

English and reported English as their native language and dominant language.  Of the 

participant group, 11 reported having studied other languages in addition to Spanish.  

These languages included French, German, Italian, Mandarin, and Hindi.   

In terms of experience with technology, the participants reported general 

technology experiences that were fairly similar to technology use on the entire campus.  

Overall, participants were “experienced but not sophisticated” (Walker and Jorn, 2007, p. 

5).  That is, students demonstrated a high level of experience and use of computers and 

online communication tools (e.g., laptops, social networking sites, instant messenger), but 

demonstrated very little experience with, or use of, authoring, gaming, or Web 2.0 

technologies (e.g., programming tools, MMOGs, handheld games, wikis, blogs, and 

photo sharing platforms).  In terms of the technological tools most often used by 

participants, the data indicated the following: 

                                                           
34

 Two participants did not give their age. 
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 There was a marked preference for the use of laptop computers over 

desktop computers, with 72% (N=38) reporting they used a laptop 

computer more than once per day.   

 Email was used at least once per day by 91% of the participants.   

 Social networking sites also showed a high level of use with Facebook 

being the overwhelming favorite of the participants.  70% (N=37) of the 

participants reported using a social network at least once per day.   

 Mp3 players (e.g., iPods) were used by 47% (N=25) of the participant 

group at least once per day. 

 

Of all other tools surveyed, the majority showed little reported use by the participant 

group, with a fairly high percentage selecting the “Seldom/Never” option to indicate their 

use of the tool.  The technological tools not utilized by the majority of the participants 

included PDAs (N=51; 96%), MMOGs (N=47; 89%), multi-user online social virtual 

spaces (e.g., Second Life) (N=50; 94%), wikis (N=46; 86%), blogs (N=43; 81%), widgets 

(N=44; 83%), programming and modeling platforms (N=40; 75%), hand-held gaming 

devices (N=46; 87%), online photo sharing platforms (N=43; 81%), and stand-alone 

gaming platforms (N=38; 72%).  The SIE used in this study required very little 

technological skills to maneuver; therefore, it is expected that, despite the lack of 

reported experience with a similar technological tool, all of the participants were able to 

complete the tasks, regardless of their technological skills.       

The majority of the tasks completed as part of this study were integrated in the 

curriculum for the course.  These tasks were completed by all enrolled students who were 

divided into groups of four learners each.  Each class section included between 14 and 18 

students with fifty-three of those enrolled agreeing to participate in the study.   

Of the full group of 53 participants, a subset of 25 (N=3 males; N=22 females) 

also participated in one-on-one interviews and pre- and posttests outside of their 
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classroom activities.  While this group was made up of volunteers, it is fairly 

representative of the full group of participants in terms of demographic composition.  The 

average age of the subgroup was 20.26 years with a range of 18-25.  There was a slightly 

lower percentage of male participants in the subset (12%) than in the full group (24%); 

however, in both cases, gender comparisons were not possible due to the imbalance in the 

composition of the participant group.  In terms of study abroad experience, technology 

use, and other languages spoken, the subset was also representative of the full group. 

Furthermore, the subset included participants from all four class sections in order to 

balance the effect that different classroom teachers may have had on the results. 

3.2 Instruments 

The instruments used in this study allowed for both a quantitative and qualitative 

analyses of the results.  The use of a mixed methodology for this type of study has the 

advantage of providing a number of different types of data that “allow(s) for triangulation 

to help build a holistic picture” of what is happening (Johnson, 1992).  This is especially 

important because this set of baseline data is essential to further research in the area of 

SIEs and L2 pragmatic development.  In addition, the nature of pragmatics itself 

necessitates the use of a multi-method approach to data collection that is targeted at the 

aspects of pragmatics in which the researcher is interested (Brown, 1988; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2003; Roever, 2004; Cohen, 2004).   

The instruments used in this study are best presented in three groups: (1) 

instructional and treatment materials, (2) measures to examine what happened in each of 

the instructional environments (related to Research Question 1), and (3) measures to 
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analyze the findings for what happened as a result of interaction with, and within, the SIE 

(related to Research Question 2). 

3.2.1 Instructional and Treatment Materials 

 The instructional tools and treatment materials were a central component of this 

study and consisted of what the students did and learned through the unit on Spanish 

pragmatics in their course.  These materials involved the following: 

 Class Session 1: Introductory Articles 

 Class Session 1: PowerPoint and Lesson Plan (Introduction to Pragmatics) 

 Online Technology Tutorials 

 Class Session 2: Lesson Plan (Technology Orientation and Introduction of 

the Project) 

 Project Instructions 

 SIE Collaborative Environment 

Prior to arriving to Class Session 1, the participants were asked to read two 

introductory articles, one in English (LoCastro, 2003 – Chapter 1) and one in Spanish 

(Koike and Klee, 2003 – Chapter 7).  The articles provided the theoretical basis for the 

in-class discussions on pragmatics and introduced a number of important pragmatic 

concepts with which learners needed to familiarize themselves prior to continuing with 

the other activities (see Appendix E).   

Class Session 1 was a typical class session dedicated to a general introduction of 

pragmatics.  The class session consisted of an interactive PowerPoint presentation and 

discussion of important concepts related to the assigned readings.  The topics addressed 

included different types of meaning, implicature, politeness, and speech acts as well as a 

discussion of how pragmatics relates to other areas of linguistic inquiry and the course in 

which the learners were enrolled.  No specific information on requests or apologies was 



78 
 

 

given.  See Appendix F for a sample of the PowerPoint presentation that was used in this 

class session. 

Class Session 2 consisted of three major components: (1) practice with the SIE, (2) 

an introduction to the project, and (3) use of the online tutorials.  In the practice session, 

the participants were given time to further familiarize themselves with the online spaces 

and were given time to work in the space as a group with the presence of an expert (i.e., a 

member of the development team).  The second portion of the class then introduced the 

online project to be completed and allowed for time to work on the online tutorials.   

The online technology tutorials were included as part of the instructional tools to 

ensure that the participants‟ technological knowledge and abilities did not hinder their 

ability to participate in the SIE activities.  This was especially important since the 

majority reported no previous experience with similar technologies.  These six tutorials 

entailed information addressing how to interact with and use the SIE.  These included: 

 What is in Croquelandia? – introduced the space and described the major 

features of the virtual world. 

 Movement in Croquelandia – addressed how to maneuver within the 

environment. 

 Communication Tools – explained how to use the collaborative features of 

the SIE (e.g., written and voice chat). 

 Interactive Bulletin Board – explained how to use the asynchronous 

bulletin board. 

 Inserting Accents in Written Chat – taught participants how to insert 

accent marks in the written chat feature. 

 Interacting with Non-Player Characters (NPCs) – explained interactions 

with non-player characters in the space. 

 Where do I go for help? – taught participants where to go when they 

needed assistance. 

 Quest Log – explained to the participants how to use the quest log to track 

their practice. 
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In addition to the in-class materials, the central instructional tool for this research 

project was the SIE space itself – Croquelandia.  As was explained in Chapter 2, all of 

the instructional content for the SIE dealing with requests and apologies was adapted 

from empirical research and the instructional materials on a website for learning Spanish 

pragmatics (Cohen and Sykes 2006).
35

   This content was carefully constructed to provide 

an accessible, well-informed, online curriculum specifically dedicated to learning about 

Spanish pragmatics.
36

  The website contains an introductory module and eight modules 

targeted at different speech acts.  Concepts from both the Requests and Apologies 

modules are a central component to the SIE space.  Each of the modules contains an 

introduction to the speech act within the context of interaction, a detailed exploration of 

the language strategies needed to perform the speech act successfully, and a presentation 

of the relevant social, dialectal, and contextual variables.   

The SIE created for this study was a 3-dimensional, immersive space named 

Croquelandia
37

 that was designed by the researcher and a team of system architects at the 

University of Minnesota, specifically for learning and practicing Spanish pragmatics.  

The Spanish model was the first environment of its kind designed for language learners 

and was designed to serve as a model for similar SIEs in other languages.  The space was 

developed utilizing the five guidelines previously discussed for the creation and use of 

technological tools to aid in interlanguage pragmatic development.  These are repeated 

here for convenience.   

                                                           
35

 www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/sp_pragmatics/home.html  
36

 For a detailed explanation of the website design and theoretical assumptions, see 

http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/sp_pragmatics/for_researchers.html  
37

 A portion of the development of Croquelandia was supported by a TEL Grant through the Digital Media 

Center at the University of Minnesota. 

http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/sp_pragmatics/home.html
http://www.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/sp_pragmatics/for_researchers.html
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Design 

1. Objectives should be cooperative, dynamic, and socially-constructed in order 

to allow for authentic and realistic pragmatic practice.   

2. Educational outcomes of the activities should be explicitly defined and 

supported with accurate content.   

Task Creation and Administration 

3. Tasks should reflect the determined objectives and outcomes through 

multiple involvement opportunities, realistic contexts, and varied participant 

roles.   

4. The platform should be user-friendly and supported by initial training and 

ongoing support.   

Feedback and Assessment 

5. Instructors should play a passive, yet interested, role during tasks.  Feedback 

should be reserved for follow-up and processing. 

 

All of the graphical content in the space was created utilizing photos taken by the 

researcher in various countries (i.e., Mexico, Spain, Ecuador, Peru, Costa Rica) of the 

Spanish-speaking world.  The photos were then adapted and redesigned into the space by 

the graphic design and programming team.  In the space itself, learners were able to 

collaborate and interact in three primary spaces – their host family‟s house, a central 

plaza and marketplace, and a professor‟s office at the university.  They could move 

seamlessly between the three spaces using an interactive map in which they clicked on 

the area to which they wanted to travel (see Figure 5).   

In addition, the participants could collaborate with their group members using 

voice or written chat and could interact with the environment by clicking on different 

items, walking around the space, and “talking” with non-player characters (computer-

generated avatars present in each of the spaces).  Figure 6 shows the main square and 

marketplace in Croquelandia.   
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Figure 5 

 Navigation Map in Croquelandia 

 

                       

Figure 6 

Sample of Market in Croquelandia 
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All NPC interactions were created from role play conversations with a variety of 

native speakers.  See Figure 7 for an example of this interaction.  All NSs were given a 

context and then asked to react to the other person in the conversation (the researcher).  

Three or four conversations were recorded for each role play scenario with different 

semantic formulae carrying different pragmatic meanings.  These conversations were 

then parsed and used to create “choose your own adventure” conversation trees for the 

learner to choose from.  The NPC then reacted to the learners‟ choices based on what the 

NS actually did when presented with the response. 

In this space, learners could also create their own content and leave messages for 

their group members.  See Figure 8 for a detailed description of the interactive features of 

the user interface. 

Figure 7   

Sample NPC Interaction 
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Figure 8 

Detailed Description of User Interface 

 

In the final class session, Class 3, the participants presented their findings about 

requests and apologies in Spanish.  Following the presentations a class discussion was 

used to summarize the content learned.   

3.2.2 Research Question 1  

The first research question and its subcomponents were focused on understanding 

what happened in each of the online collaborative environments in terms of the use and 

perception of various attributes of the SIE (i.e., individual experiences, participant roles, 

and practice/feedback).  The three primary instruments used to collect data for answering 

these questions were entrance and exit informational surveys, in-game observation and 

data collection, and retrospective protocol interviews with a subsection of the 

participants.   

The informational surveys were designed to glean important demographic and 

experiential information from each of the learners prior to beginning, and upon 
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completion of, the SIE activities.  This information aided in answering the primary 

research questions as well as gaining additional insight into learner characteristics that 

might help in answering these questions (e.g., gaming experience, success with Spanish).  

See Appendix G for the entrance and exit informational questionnaires.   

All online interactions in the SIE were recorded and archived in a database.  The 

advantage of collecting this type of data in the online space was the limited effect of the 

researcher‟s presence on the interaction.  While the interactions were recorded, the 

presence of the recording equipment was not salient and it was probable the participants 

would forget they were being recorded.  Therefore, a detailed account of each online 

interaction was possible without having to take into account the Observer‟s Paradox.  In 

addition, the use of interviews also added valuable insight into learners‟ pragmatic 

choices and should, therefore, be a component of pragmatic evaluation (Kasper and Rose, 

2002; Cohen, 2004)     

Observations, interviews,
38

 and written reflections built in to the SIE were an 

important step in understanding how learners themselves experienced the online 

collaborative process for learning Spanish pragmatics.  As noted by Pavlenko and 

Blackledge (2005), it is essential that the data collection methods “reflect the 

participants‟ voices, opinions, and beliefs” as well as their actual practices (p.  25).  The 

combination of participant observations, retrospective interviews, and reflective note-

taking allowed for a more complete picture of these complex components of the 

experience.  Furthermore, each element presented an important step in understanding the 

                                                           
38

 See Appendix H for a sample of the mid-point and exit interview questions. 
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individual pragmatic variation that emerged within the online discussion environments 

and ability measurements (pre and post DCT).   

3.2.3 Research Question 2 

The second research question addresses what participants learned in the SIE and 

how well they were able to apply this knowledge in their own interactions.  In 

conjunction with the retrospective interviews and in-class presentations, pre and post 

DCTs were also completed by the subset of participants.  As Cohen (2006) observes: 

Since pragmatic behavior by its very nature varies, the best approach is to collect 

data from more than one measure and, all the same, to view these measures as an 

approximation of the respondent‟s speech act ability. 

Upon completion of all activities, each participant had a measures “portfolio” of what 

they knew from a number of different perspectives; this allowed for triangulation of the 

data from different angles.
39

   

Typically, a DCT is a paper-pencil task in which participants receive a context 

and then one, or more, turns of the conversation.  They are then asked to fill in what they 

would say in each of the blanks.  Different formats (e.g., open-ended vs. close-ended, 

multiple-rejoinder possibilities) have been designed with the intention of eliciting data 

more like natural speech.  In this study, participants completed a pretest, multiple-

rejoinder DCT as part of the instructional day in the classroom.  This served as a baseline 

for what they knew and what they were able to do prior to their experience in the SIE.  

Following completion of their activities in the SIE, participants completed the post DCT.   

                                                           
39

 See Kasper and Rose (2002), Chapter 3 for a detailed explanation and evaluation of each of the measures 

that can be utilized for pragmatics data collection. 
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The DCT used in this project included six scenarios (3 apologies, 2 requests, and 

1 service encounter) adapted from Cohen et al., (2005).  All scenarios varied in terms of 

the severity of the offence and the social distance between interlocutors.  The request 

scenarios also included different ranks of imposition and distance as well as one request 

occurring during a service encounter.  The goal was not to include all possible 

combinations of contextual factors, but rather address the type of scenarios most common 

in the SIE as well.  See Appendix I for the DCT situations used in the pre and post DCTs.   

It is important to mention that the use of a DCT as a speech act measure has 

elicited numerous criticisms based on a number of negative connotations associated with 

their use.  First of all, it has been noted that DCTs can produce inauthentic results which 

are not representative of actual language use, but rather, are reflective of speaker 

intuitions or perceptions (Félix-Brasdefer, 2003; Golato, 2003; Cohen, 2004).  This 

would be a significant criticism if the DCT was the only measure to evaluate learners‟ 

abilities.  However, in this case, the DCT was only one component which added a piece 

to the puzzle.   

 A lack of interaction and outside contextual information has also been cited as 

causing the responses to be inaccurate because participants have trouble putting 

themselves in the situation.  Nevertheless, the DCT was useful here because it had the 

advantage of allowing the researcher to collect a large amount of data, isolate requests 

and apologies, and control social variables.  It was also used to target participants‟ 

knowledge about the speech act (as opposed to what they could actually do).   
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3.3 Procedures for Data Collection 

As previously mentioned, much of the data collected for this project was 

integrated as part of a course unit on pragmatics in an advanced Spanish course.  All 

students participated in the entrance questionnaire and the project activities which were 

required as part of the course assignment.  All were also asked to participate in the exit 

questionnaire.  The subset of 25 subjects also participated in the additional tasks not 

associated with the actual course grade (e.g., one-on-one interviews with the researcher 

and pre and post DCTs).  Figure 9 provides a graphical representation of the complete 

research model.  For a detailed description of each of the instruments used throughout 

this procedure, see section 3.2 of this chapter.   

In weeks 1-3 of the semester, participants were introduced to the project, 

completed the online entrance questionnaire, and read two introductory articles on 

pragmatics as homework.  In week 3, they participated in two class sessions dedicated to 

pragmatics.  Class Session 1 presented a theoretical introduction to pragmatics based on 

what the students read for homework.  This class session was taught by the researcher, an 

experienced instructor, in all four class sections to maintain consistency throughout the 

groups.   

During Class Session 2, participants had the opportunity to practice in the SIE and 

ask any questions they might have had.  In addition, they were introduced to the project, 

received their group assignments, and completed the online tutorials.  These tutorials 

were available online for consultation throughout the course of the project.  Subjects were 

also given instruction manuals for reference to avoid any confusion with procedure, 

instruction, or grading. 
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The groups were assigned at random taking into account the following 

considerations.  First, an attempt was made to assign those choosing not to participate in 

the research portion together to limit the amount of data that could be used in the 

analysis.  Also, due to the logistics of the in-class presentations at the culmination of the 

project, all groups were assigned within class sections.  All students had the option to 

select code names for use in the online environments; however, they were not required to 

do so.   

The class assignment required participants to create a two-part presentation about 

requests and apologies in Spanish.  The presentation was worth 10% of the students‟ 

grade in the course.  Participants worked in the SIE to learn everything they could about 

the designated speech acts and compile a 5-7 minute presentation summarizing what they 

learned.  Part 1 (weeks 4-5) addressed either requests or apologies and Part 2 (weeks 5-7) 

addressed the speech act not covered in Part 1.  The order and distribution of the 

environment assignments and speech acts varied by group in order to eliminate any task 

affect on the results.  As a result, the treatment occurred in two different sequences.   

Half of the group followed Sequence 1 (i.e., Part 1 working on apologies; Part 2 working 

on requests) and half followed Sequence 2 (i.e., Part 1 working on requests; Part 2 

working on apologies).  Each of these sequences is presented in Figure 10.  All 

interaction occurring in the online collaborative environments was recorded and archived 

for analysis using a behind-the-scenes database constructed as part of the development of 

Croquelandia. 
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Figure 9 

 Sequential Research Model 

 

 

Weeks 1-3

•Online Entrance Questionnaire

Week 3 

•Homework: Read two introductory articles related to pragmatics

•Class Session 1: Introducción a la pragmática

•Pre DCT**

•Class Session 2:  Technology orientation,  introduction to the project, & group 
assignment

Weeks 4-5 

•Work with group in assigned SIE to complete presentation on Speech Act 1.

•One-on-one interview with researcher ** 

Weeks 5-7 

•Work with assigned group in SIE to complete presentation on Speech Act 2.

•One-on-one interview with researcher **

•Post DCT**

End of Week 
7 

•Class Session 3: presentations & discussion on requests and apologies

Week 8

•Exit informational questionnaire
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After completing Part 1 and prior to beginning Part 2 (during week 5), the subset 

of particpants was asked to participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher.  A 

cross-section of participants was used for the interviews to allow for a more detailed 

analysis of the qualitative results.  All interviews were audio-recorded using an iPod and 

iMic and transcribed for future analysis. 

Figure 10 

Treatment Completion Sequences 

     

Sequence 1 

 
Sequence 2 

 
 

 

Upon completion of the SIE experience, Class Session 3 (Week 7) consisted of 

group presentations and a discussion of what the participants learned about apologies and 

requests in Spanish.  The class session was also taught by the researcher.  This class 

session was video-recorded using a Canon digital video camera.  Finally, upon 

completion of all activities, all participants were asked to complete the exit survey online.  

All data were compiled and organized for analysis. 

3.4 Procedures for Data Analysis 

 

 Qualitative and quantitative analyses of each of the tasks were completed to better 

understand what occurred in the SIE as well as what the effects of the learning modules 

Part 1

• Apologies

Part 2

• Requests

Final 
Presentation

Part 1

• Requests

Part 2

• Apologies

Final 
Presentation
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were on the learners‟ abilities for performing requests and apologies.  Since this is 

somewhat unexplored territory, the qualitative approach followed a quasi-

ethnomethodological approach in that, aside from the overarching themes being analyzed, 

coding categories and themes were established as part of the data analysis procedure 

utilizing the most salient patterns found in the data.  This section describes the data 

analysis procedures for each of the research questions based on these patterns. 

3.4.1 Research Question 1 

 Since the objective of the first research question was to understand what happens 

in the SIE in terms of the beneficial attributes used by learners for ILP development, the 

data analysis for this question focused on the recorded data from all in-game activity and 

utilized the qualitative interview and survey data to further explore the in-game behaviors 

observed.   

 All in-game data were recorded for future digital observation.  For analysis 

purposes the researcher was able to follow all participants through their series of 

activities.  All activities were also logged and transcribed for detailed analysis.  Figure 11 

gives a sample of the data analysis video and transcript mechanism.  The data from these 

observations and transcripts were used to answer each of the sub-questions in conjunction 

with the one-on-one interview data.   

 The transcriptions of all interviews were imported to NVivo
40

 analysis software 

and coded for each sub-question (i.e., individualized experience, participant roles, and 

feedback/practice).  NVivo is a computer-based analysis software that is specifically 

                                                           
40

 See http://www.qsrinternational.com/products_nvivo.aspx for more information about the analysis 

software used in this study. 

http://www.qsrinternational.com/products_nvivo.aspx
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designed for the analysis of qualitative data.  The benefits of this software include its 

structural design for coding, ability to deal with interview data, ease of searching and 

synthesizing relationships, time, and rigor (Ozkam, 2004).  In this case, it was extremely 

helpful to avoid researcher bias in the coding of the data as well as allowing for the 

efficient coding of multiple levels of data.  Following the first classification based on 

major sub-questions, each sub-section was then coded for more acute patterns.   

Figure 11 

Sample Analysis Window 
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3.4.1.1 RQ#1: A – Individualized Experience 

 How do learners use the SIE content (e.g., quest completion, use of tips, NPC 

interactions) in order to obtain information that fits with their individual pragmatic 

system? To what extent do learners exhibit a conscious awareness of their own pragmatic 

system? 

In order to answer this sub-question, three specific items were analyzed.  First, the 

total in-game time was calculated for each participant to gain a better understanding of 

how much time learners actually spent in the SIE.  The time spent in the space could have 

a major impact on the types of activities completed as well as the unique experiences of 

the participants.  In addition to calculating in-game time, the patterns of quest completion 

were coded and complied. There were a total of nine quests (5 apologies and 4 requests) 

with a series of 1 to 3 different steps for completing each quest.  The ways in which these 

quests were completed is critical to understanding future integration of different task 

types.   

In addition to the analysis of the in-game activity, interview and survey data were 

then analyzed to gain additional insight into participant awareness of their individual 

experiences in the SIE as well as learner explanations of how they used the space.   

3.4.1.2 RQ#1: B – Varied Participant Roles 

 

 To what extent do learners take on varied participant roles within the SIE? How do these 

roles evolve or change throughout the interactions?  Is there evidence of conscious 

experimentation with different participant roles in different contexts? 

  

 For the second sub-question, participant roles in all cases where the participants 

produced language were categorized using an adaptation of Abrams‟ (2001) classification 

system for coding.  In order to ensure accuracy of the coding system, 10% of the data 
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were also scored by an outside rater prior to the coding of the whole data set.  The 

interrater reliability rate was initially 95%.  After discussion and re-analysis, the 

researchers were in 100% agreement.  Table 6 gives a description of each of the 

participant roles used in the current analysis.   

Table 6 

Participant Roles (Adapted from Abrams, 2001) 

Participant 

Role 

Description 

 

Examples from Present 

Study 

Attacker Using personal, attacking comments directed 

at others 

 

“bah...nevermind” (in 

response to a non-

responsive NPC) 

 

Challenger Disagreeing explicitly with the content of 

another‟s utterance 

 

N/A: did not appear in this 

study 

Creator of 

In-Group 

Identity 

Establishing one‟s self as a member of an 

exclusive group 

 

I just wanted to write 

something here!   

Commenter Commenting on the value of a speaker‟s 

opinion 

 

I found that it was better 

to... 

Informant Comment used to expand knowledge through 

additional information 

 

When apologizing you 

should... 

Joker Interjecting a teasing question, lighthearted 

comment, a vulgarity, or off-topic statement 

 

Where is that darn Ana? 

Knower Establishing group membership by explicitly 

stating the facts that non-members do not 

know 

 

N/A: did not appear in the 

data 

Questioner Posing a question to clarify previous 

comments or indicate interest in further 

discussion 

 

Dónde está Ana? 

Scolder Response with a disapproving comment 

 

N/A: did not appear in the 

data 

 

Supporter Responding to the emotional content of 

another‟s comment (encouragement/sympathy) 

Hola!  ¿Cómo estás? 
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After coding the participant role for each case of language production, the results were 

compiled to identify patterns in participant interaction.   

Interview and survey data were also examined to gain a better understanding of 

how learners perceived their collaborative experience in the space as well as their 

conscious awareness of participant roles and experimentation for pragmatic development.   

3.4.1.3 RQ#1: C – Practice/Feedback   

To what extent do learners utilize the SIE as a practice space to improve their pragmatic 

abilities?  

 The final sub-question for RQ #1 utilized a similar analysis pattern to the previous 

two sub-questions.  In this case, practice and feedback were measured by counting the 

number of times a quest was restarted in order to repeat or improve upon the experience 

as well as categorizing the types of interactions which tended to be repeated more often.  

In order to determine how the information was used for either practice or feedback, the 

number of times each note was read and the order in which the notes were accessed was 

tabulated for each participant. 

 Interview and survey data were also critical in understanding how learners 

perceived the SIE as a learning space as well as how they used the various features of the 

space to improve their own L2 pragmatic proficiency.   

3.4.2 Research Question 2 

 The second research question addressed in this study attempted to investigate the 

learning outcomes of using the SIE for pragmatic development.  This involved measuring 

learners‟ abilities to perform requests and apologies in Spanish prior to beginning work in 
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the SIE and following completion of the SIE activities as well as their perception of the 

change in their own pragmatic abilities.   

3.4.2.1 RQ#2: A – Learning Outcomes 

In what ways does interaction in the SIE space impact learners‟ pragmalinguistic 

knowledge of requests and apologies? 

In order to answer this sub-question, the pre and post DCTs of the subset (N=25) 

of participants were coded, scored, and compared based on the information being targeted 

in the learning modules to examine how participants‟ pragmatic behavior changed.
41

  For 

each speech act, a coding schema based on the content included in each module was 

created.  For requests this included the type of strategy (i.e., conventionally indirect, non-

conventionally indirect, and direct), the perspective (i.e., hearer-oriented or speaker-

oriented), and external modifiers.  The apologies scenarios were coded for perspective 

and external modifiers.  The schema included the strategies found to be common to a 

variety of dialects of Spanish as well as the specific content being addressed in the SIE.  

The schema used for coding and analysis of both requests and apologies can be found in 

Appendix J.  Two apologies scenarios and two requests scenarios were coded based on 

the appropriate schema (see Appendix I).  Due to its unique context, the request in the 

service encounter scenario was not included in this analysis.  Results from the pre and 

post DCTs for both requests and apologies were compared.  These results were utilized to 

                                                           
41

 It is essential to note that learners‟ responses were not evaluated on a scale comparing them to a NS, but 

rather on a rubric that specifically addressed the components being taught as part of the module.  The 

comparison of learner data to that of a NS can be problematic since it is still unknown if NS approximation 

should be the target goal of pragmatic acquisition.  Furthermore, since this project addresses elements 

which are common to many varieties of Spanish, it would be impossible to select a NS model with which to 

compare the data.    
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determine the impact that use of the SIE had on participants‟ abilities to make requests 

and apologize in Spanish.  Results for each specific scenario are reported in Chapter 4.   

3.4.2.2 RQ#2: B – Perceptive Outcomes  

 To what extent do learners report an impact on their own abilities to perform apologies 

and requests? 

 The second sub-question addresses the qualitative aspect of understanding learner 

outcome data because it examined participants‟ perception of their own pragmatic 

behavior.  Patterns found in the interview data as well as a comparison of the entrance 

and exit survey data were used to answer this question.  Relevant patterns in the interview 

data were found utilizing NVivo for categorizing information relevant to this particular 

research question.   

 Responses on one section of the entrance survey data were compared to the 

responses to the same section on the exit survey, the one which addressed self-reported 

pragmatic abilities.  This section of each survey asked participants to rate how 

comfortable they would feel about using spoken Spanish in each of the following 

situations:  

 Carrying on a friendly conversation with a native speaking classmate. 

 Asking a native speaker, who is a close friend, to borrow an important item. 

 Apologizing to a professor for arriving late to class. 

 Bargaining with a vendor in an open-air market. 

 Apologizing to a stranger for accidentally bumping into him or her. 

 Requesting an important favor from a professor. 

 Asking a classmate to borrow his or her notes. 

 Requesting help from a friend to plan a party. 

 Asking a stranger for directions. 

 

Respondents then selected their level of comfort from six options: (1) I am totally 

unskilled in this area, (2) I am mostly unskilled in this area, (3) I can get by when 
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necessary, (4) I am fairly comfortable in this area, (5) I‟m nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker, and (6) Don‟t know.  The number of responses and percentages for each 

scenario were calculated and analyzed based on the patterns found in each of the request 

and apology scenarios.
42

  Then, the mean response rate for each scenario was calculated 

and the two measures were compared using a repeated measures t-test.  Results of this 

comparison were used to determine how learners‟ perception of their own pragmatic 

abilities changed as a result of using the SIE for L2 pragmatic development.   

  

                                                           
42

 The service encounter scenario was not included in the current analysis.    



99 
 

 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

This study included two primary research questions addressing: (1) how the 

beneficial attributes of SIEs are used by learners for ILP development and (2) the effect 

the use of the SIE has on learners‟ ILP competency.  This chapter reports the findings for 

each of the research questions and their sub-questions.   

4.1 Research Question 1 

To what extent do three major attributes of the SIE contribute to interlanguage 

pragmatic development in Spanish?  

Research Question 1 targets the examination of learner activity and interaction in 

the SIE space.  Each of the sub-questions is designed to analyze the relevant patterns of 

user behavior associated with each specific attribute identified as having the potential to 

be beneficial for ILP development.  The findings from each component are reported in 

the subsequent sections based on a synthesis of the analysis of the in-game data, 

participant interviews, and survey responses.   

4.1.1  RQ#1: A – Individualized Experience:  How do learners use the SIE content (e.g., 

quest completion, NPC interactions) to obtain information that fits with their 

individual pragmatic system? To what extent do learners exhibit a conscious 

awareness of their own pragmatic system? 

Based on the analysis of the time spent in the SIE by each learner as well as the 

patterns related to quest completion, a better understanding of how the participants 

utilized the SIE to enhance their own pragmatic system emerged.  Overall, the group of 

participants spent 6757 minutes (112 hours, 41 minutes) in the SIE over the course of six 

weeks.  A total of 669 quests were started and 522 were completed (either successfully or 
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unsuccessfully).  An exploratory, qualitative analysis of this data revealed four distinct 

patterns of in-game activity: (1) as an Explorer, (2) as a Student, (3) as a Presenter, and 

(4) as a Non-Player.  Table 7 presents a summary of the most salient behavior patterns for 

each group.  It is followed by a detailed discussion of each group. 

Table 7 

Individual Experience Learner Behavior Patterns   

Type of 

Experience  

N Time in SIE 

 

Typical In-Game Behavior 

Explorer 12 183-601 minutes 

M =278 minutes 

SD =130.51 

 Log-Ins: Multiple log-ins throughout 

the instructional period (4-17) 

 Quest Completion: 8-9 quests 

completed 

 In-Game Behavior: Searching, 

exploration, and interaction viewed as 

an important part of game play; some 

quest resets and experimentation with 

in-game content 

 

Student 30 85-158 minutes 

(N=23) 

M =112 minutes 

SD=32.46 

 

62-77 minutes 

(N=7) 

M=69 minutes 

SD=5.73 

 

 Log-Ins: 2 or 3 primary log-ins  

 Quest Completion: 6-9 quests 

completed successfully 

 In-Game Behavior: Linear completion 

of quests; in-game time equivalent to 

the time needed to complete all (or 

most) quests successfully 

 

 

Presenter 7 20-44 minutes 

M =33.5 minutes 

SD= 9.76 

 Log-Ins: Few log-ins (1-3) 

 Quest Completion: Minimal quest 

resets or quest completion (2-3 quests) 

 In-Game Behavior: Consists of 

enough time to get what is needed for 

in-class presentation 

 

Non-

Player 

4 0 minutes 

 
 Log-Ins: None 

 Quest Completion: None 

 In-Game Behavior: None 
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The first type of experience found in the data was that of Explorer.  The 

participants in this group (N=12, 23%), spent the most amount of time in the game, 

ranging from 183 minutes to 601 minutes (M=278; SD=130.51).  In addition, these 

learners tended to log-in to the system more often than those in the other three groups.  

The Explorer group logged in an average of 11.5 times (SD=3.68, R= 4-17 times) during 

the entire five week instructional period.  In terms of in-game behavior, quest completion, 

and interaction with NPCs, all members of this group completed either 8 or 9 of the 

quests and tended to repeat quests about 50% of the time.  They also spent the most time 

walking around the space, searching for additional content, and attempting to interact 

with NPCs via written chat methods (see Example 1). 

Example (1) 

Participant 16:  I guess it was kind of fun to just like go around and explore 

and find people...my favorite part [so far]...I really, really, 

really, like all the pictures, the scenery, and the professor 

looks very funny.  (Interview 1) 

 

For Participant 16, as well as the other learners who experienced the space as Explorers, 

the aesthetic, virtual, interactive aspect of the space was an important component of their 

experience in the SIE for L2 pragmatic development.  Figure 12 gives an example of the 

professor Participant 16 is referring to as well of some of the scenery she mentions.   
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Figure 12 

 Professor and Scenery in the SIE 

 

       

Furthermore, as can be seen in Example 2, while quest completion appeared to be an 

important part of their in-game learning experience, it was not necessarily the most 

enjoyable aspect. 

Example (2) 

Participant 13: Anyway, that would be a lot more enjoyable I think if more 

people were interacting because...really I guess I felt like 

this was more of a chore to do.  I didn‟t enjoy like having to 

do a specific mission and then I could only talk to the 

people that were part of the mission...but I think it would be 

cool if you could actually interact with people [NPCs] even 

if they are not part of your mission you are trying to do. 

(Interview 1)   

  

A laundry list of tasks to complete (e.g., the quest log) was not considered a central piece 

of the learning experience for these learners.   

In the case of the second type of experience (i.e., as a Student), a different picture 

emerged.  This group represented the experience of the majority of participants (N=30, 

57%).  While this group shared some common behaviors of the Explorer group, overall, 

the experience of these learners was linear and tended to follow a set pattern of behavior 
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based on the order of quest placement in the quest log.  The amount of time spent in the 

SIE was also less than that of the Explorer group.  The majority of the participants in the 

Student group (N=23) spent between 85-158 minutes (M=112; SD=32.46) in the space 

(and a smaller subgroup (N=7) spent between 62-77 minutes (M=69; SD=5.73) in the SIE 

during the treatment period.  In addition, this group logged into the space for two or three 

primary sessions and typically completed the majority of one module (i.e., apologies or 

requests) at each sitting.  As opposed to the exploration and experimentation behavior 

found in the Explorer group, the experience of the Student group was primarily 

categorized by their quest completion behavior.  As can be seen from the interview 

excerpt in Example (3), quest completion was an important part of the experience for this 

group of participants. 

Example (3)   

Participant 31: Another best aspect [of the project], I guess, is when you complete 

the quest, it feels like you completed something.  The people‟s 

expressions or like what they say kind of gives you that 

gratification of like completing something. (Interview 2)  

For each participant in the Student group, enough time was spent in the space to complete 

the necessary quests successfully.  Once a green checkmark (i.e., indicating successful 

quest completion) was given, the learners in this group tended to move on to the next 

task.  The quests that were reset by members of this group were typically those that had 

been failed and needed to be repeated in order to finish the tasks.    

The third group (N=7, 13%) is categorized as the Presenter group because the 

participants spent just enough time in the space to get the information they needed to 

present with their group.  The time the members of this group spent in the SIE ranged 
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from 20-44 minutes (M=33.5; SD=9.76) over the course of the instructional period and 

the participants logged-in between 1-4 times (M=2.4; SD=1.2), with only one or two of 

those log-ins being longer than 1-2 minutes.  Participants in this group demonstrated a 

pattern of accessing a summary of information that could be transferred to their in-class 

presentation.  The game play for these students does not appear in the data as a 

meaningful component of the learning unit on pragmatics.   

The Non-Player category is used to describe the group of participants (N=4, 8%
43

) 

who did not spend any time in the SIE and did not complete any of the quests or in-game 

activities.  Nevertheless, they were still able to present something during Class Session 3 

for the group presentations.  This suggests that they likely relied on information given to 

them by their group members.  Although not intentional, it is not necessarily surprising 

that these participants did not volunteer to be part of the subset of twenty-five 

participants.  Since participation in the interviews was entirely voluntary, there was no 

interview data available to explain the behavior of the non-player group.   

To summarize, the behavior patterns of the individualized experiences of the 

learners were classified into four major groups (i.e., Explorer, Student, Presenter, Non-

Player) based on the time spent in the game, in-game behavior, and quest completion 

patterns.  These four patterns found in the data can be attributed to a variety of factors 

including, but not limited to, previous experience with similar digital spaces, task type 

and construction of the SIE, structure of the classroom experience, and possible influence 

of technological difficulties.  Based on these factors, as well as other considerations 

                                                           
43

 One will note that the percentages presented in this section total to 101% percent.  This is due to the 

rounding of the percentages to the nearest whole number.  When one decimal place is included, the total 

returns to 100%. 
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relevant to individual participant perceptions of the unit, preliminary conclusions suggest 

that the perception of the SIE, as either a practice arena or a task to complete, had an 

important influence on the individualized experience of the participants.  Further 

discussion of these various types of individualized experiences, as well as possible 

interpretations of the findings, are included in Chapter 5. 

4.1.2  RQ#1: B – Varied Participant Roles:  To what extent do learners take on varied 

participant roles within the SIE? How do these roles evolve or change throughout 

the interactions?  Is there evidence of conscious experimentation with different 

participant roles in different contexts? 

An important piece of understanding how SIEs can be used to enhance pragmatic 

development is found in a further examination of the participant roles, which users 

embody as part of their interactive experience.  Results of the analysis of in-game 

language production data (e.g., synchronous chat and asynchronous bulletin board 

interactions) and one-on-one interviews are presented in this section.   

As was described in the procedures for data analysis section (Chapter 3), all 

instances of language production (i.e., synchronous chat and asynchronous bulletin board 

data) were coded based on the corresponding participant role.  Overall, the data included 

relatively few instances of language production when compared to the rest of the in-game 

activity on the part of the learners.  There were a total of sixty-five synchronous written 

chat messages from 18 (34%) participants and seventy-eight asynchronous bulletin board 

messages written by 29 (55%) participants.  From each of these groups, 9 (17%) of the 53 

participants produced both synchronous and asynchronous messages.  All language 

production data occurred in one of three contexts: (1) synchronous communication with 

an NPC via written chat, (2) synchronous communication with the general game space 
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via written chat, and (3) asynchronous communication via the interactive, in-game 

bulletin board for each group.  There were no instances of synchronous chat between two 

participants via written or voice chat. Only one occurrence of voice chat in the general 

game space was present in the data.  However, based on the content of the oral utterance, 

it was determined that the activation of the voice chat was accidental and not directly 

related to game play, ultimately resulting in no instances of voice chat.  The participant 

role categorization for the production data in each of these three contexts is presented 

below.   

The majority of the synchronous written chat utterances in this data set was found 

between the learners and the NPCs in the SIE.  In this case, the participants attempted, 

often on multiple occasions, to respond and ask the NPCs questions, despite never 

receiving a personalized response.  In this context, the participants took on a variety of 

participant roles.  Table 8 reports the occurrence of each of these roles.    

When interacting with the NPCs, the participants took on the role of Supporter 

51% (n=39) of the time and portrayed the role of Questioner 35% (n=27).  In the case of 

the Supporter role, utterances included either greetings, responses to greetings, or thanks, 

all utterances which were used to respond to the emotional content or well-being of their 

interlocutor.  
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Table 8 

Participant Role Categorization Via SCMC with NPCs 

Participant Role n % 

Attacker 1 1% 

Challenger 0 0% 

Creator of In-Group Identity 0 0% 

Commenter 4 5% 

Informant 6 8% 

Joker 0 0% 

Knower 0 0% 

Questioner 27 35% 

Scolder 0 0% 

Supporter 39 51% 

TOTAL 77 100% 

 

Example (4) includes speech production examples that were all considered representative 

of the role of Supporter.  All examples are included as they were produced by learners.  

No spelling or grammatical changes have been made. 

Example (4) 

Participant 16 typed:  buenos tardes! (greeting)  

[good afternoon!] 

 

Participant 32 typed:  bien gracias. (response to a greeting)  

[well, thank you]   

 

Participant 56 typed:  Muchas gracias. (thanks)  

[thank you very much] 
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The Questioner role was represented in the data by inquiries about the location of various 

game elements (Example 5) and game play experiences (Example 6).   

Example (5) 

Participant 32 typed:  Estoy buscando a mi amiga Carlota.  Usted la ha visto?  

[I am looking for my friend Carlota.  Have you seen her?] 

 

Participant 44 typed:  sabes donde esta mi hermana? 

   [do you know where my sister is?] 

 

Example (6) 

Participant 16 typed:  Porque no puedo hablar contigo?? 

   [Why can‟t I talk with you??] 

 

In addition, in 18 of the 27 occurrences of the Questioner role, it was combined with the 

role of Supporter in a formulaic greeting sequence such as those found in Example (7).   

Example (7) 

Participant 31 typed:  estoy bien.  Y usted? 

   [I‟m well. And you?]  

  

Participant 16 typed:  hola, como estas? 

   [Hi, how are you?] 

  

In the written chat data via NPCs there were six instances (8%) of the Informant 

role and four instances (5%) of the Commenter role.  In these cases, the participants 

either gave additional information about their game play (Informant, Example 8) or 

commented on their own impression of their experience (Commenter, Example 9). 

 Example (8) 

 Participant 40 typed:  ...pero estoy aqui ahora para buscar para alguien.. 

    [but I am here now to look for someone] 
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Example (9) 

  

 Participant 16 typed: He perdido los audiofonos y siento muy mal. 

    [I have lost the headphones and I feel very bad.] 

 

The final participant role present in the written chat data with NPCs was that of Attacker 

(n=1, 1%).  The Attacker role is present when the speaker uses personal, attacking 

comments directed at others as part of the interaction.  In this example, the participant 

took on this role after twelve attempts to interact with NPCs spread out over three periods 

of game play (see Example 10).   

 Example (10) 

 Player 16 typed:  nada mucho.  Como esta usted?...bah, nevermind 

    [not much. How are you?...bah, nevermind.] 

 

When she once again received no response, she expressed her frustration, momentarily 

directing her personal frustration (attack) at the NPC, but, in all reality, attacking the lack 

of interaction.  After this utterance, we no longer saw any instances of language 

production by this user in the synchronous written chat context. 

 In sum, in the synchronous chat context via communication with NPCs, the 

majority of the responses presented the participant roles of Supporter and Questioner 

with a few instances of the Informant and Commenter roles.  One instance of the Attacker 

role is seen in response to the lack of NPC interaction.  No other participant roles were 

present.   

In addition to attempting to interact with the NPCs via written chat, there is 

evidence of the participants‟ intention to communicate with other users in the SIE itself, 

much like a general chat channel that occurs in many MMOGs.  By entering a message 
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into this type of chat channel, the expectation is that anyone in the game (or indicated 

region) is able to see the message and respond.  Results show 13 instances of attempted 

communication by 6 of the participants.  Table 9 summarizes the participant roles 

reflected in this context.  

Table 9 

Participant Role Categorization Via SCMC with General Game 

Participant Role n % 

Attacker 0 0% 

Challenger 0 0% 

Creator of In-Group Identity 0 0% 

Commenter 2 15% 

Informant 10 77% 

Joker 0 0% 

Knower 0 0% 

Questioner 1 7% 

Scolder 0 0% 

Supporter 0 0% 

TOTAL 13 99%
44

 

  

The majority of the time (77%), the produced utterance represented the role of Informant 

in which the participant informed others about pragmatic knowledge based on what was 

learned in the SIE (see Example 11). 

  

                                                           
44

 As in the previous case, the total of the whole numbers is 99%.  This is due to rounding to the whole 

number, not an error in totaling.  The same is true in the case of percentages that total to 101%. 
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Example (11) 

 Participant 53 typed:  Es importante resolver los problemas, con amigos y familia  

eres culpable. 

[It is important to resolve problems, with friends and 

family, you are at fault.] 

 

 In addition, we found the roles of Commenter (n=2, 15%) and Questioner (n=1, 7%).  In 

the Commenter role, the participants focused on their opinion of the experience (see 

Example 12).   

 Example (12) 

 Participant 8 typed:  When talking to the mother, I found that it was best to  

explain why I forgot and to make sure to offer help if she 

still wanted it.   

 

In the one instance of the Questioner role, the participant asked for help finding an NPC 

that was needed to complete one of the quests (see Example 13). 

 Example (13) 

Participant 10 typed:  ?DONDE ESTA ANA? 

   [WHERE IS ANA?] 

 

Based on the use of capital letters (a typical chat convention used to express emphasis) as 

well as the use of the general chat channel, it is clear she was looking for an answer, and 

was frustrated with the searching experience.   

 In general, it can be concluded that, in this case, the general chat context was 

primarily used for the purpose of giving others information about the content of the SIE, 

with a few instances of other participant roles, such as Commenter and Questioner. 

 The final language production context in which the participants produced their 

own utterances was the asynchronous bulletin board where participants could leave notes 
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for their other group members.  While the bulletin board was used by more participants 

than the synchronous chat features (N=29), only 55% of the total group of 53 participants 

actually utilized this feature in the SIE.  A total of 78 bulletin board notes were created, 

representing a variety of participant roles.
45

  As can be seen from Table 10, the most 

common participant role found in the asynchronous bulletin board context was that of 

Informant (n=69, 52%).   

Table 10 

Participant Role Categorization Via ACMC in Bulletin Board 

Participant Role n % 

Attacker 2 1% 

Challenger 0 0% 

Creator of In-Group Identity 3 2% 

Commenter 38 28 % 

Informant 69 51% 

Joker 1 1% 

Knower 0 0% 

Questioner 6 5% 

Scolder 0 0% 

Supporter 15 11% 

TOTAL 134 100% 

  

Based on the final task given in the quests, participants were asked to share something 

about their experience with their group members.  In many cases, this involved re-

                                                           
45

 In some cases one note contained evidence of more than one participant role. 
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statement of one of the in-game notes or the giving of additional information about the 

game content to their peers (see Example 14). 

 Example (14) 

Participant 23 wrote a note:  A veces es mejor de pagar con dinero despues de 

equivocarte.   

 [At times it is better to pay with money after 

messing up/making a mistake.] 

 

The second most common participant role portrayed by the learners was that of 

Commenter (n=38, 28%).  This was fairly similar to that of Informant, except, as can be 

seen in Example 15, involved only the speaker‟s personal perception, not necessarily 

stated as a fact.   

 Example (15) 

 Participant 8 wrote a note: When talking about the lost headphones, I found is was  

best to offer to take all the blame and say “disculpame” [forgive me] rather than 

“lo siento [I‟m sorry].” 

 

In addition, the role of Commenter appears in notes regarding participants‟ opinions of 

the SIE experience, as can be seen in Example (16). 

 Example (16) 

 Participant 16 wrote a note:  Esto no es divertido... 

     [This is not fun...] 

 

Participant 36 wrote a note:  But I guess you can‟t make everyone happy.  

Somehow I still passed the quest. 

 

As in the other two contexts, the Supporter role (n=15, 11%) primarily consisted of 

greetings and brief chunks of well wishing (see Example 17). 
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Example (17) 

 Participant 4 wrote a note:  Hola a todos! 

     [Hello everyone!] 

 

In addition, three instances of the “” emoticon appeared in the written notes; these were 

also considered as representative of the participant role of Supporter.  The role of 

Questioner (n=6, 4.5%) was portrayed by those who needed help with various aspects of 

the game, such as finding NPCs or quests and discussing what activities needed to be 

completed in the SIE (see Example 18). 

 Example (18) 

 Participant 48 wrote a note:  ?Donde esta mi amiga Ana? 

     [Where is my friend Ana?] 

 

 The whereabouts of Ana, a missing NPC who was needed to complete a quest, was a 

common topic of discussion.  In this case, similar to the written chat context, the Attacker 

role emerged in the face of frustration and was directed at the game experience itself, and 

not necessarily to the participants‟ peers.  In Example (19), we see the reaction of one 

participant who was very frustrated by the slowness of his game play experience (due to 

technological constraints such as a slow internet connection at home or an incompatible 

graphics card).   

 Example (19) 

Participant 52 wrote a note:  Es que no quiero jugarlo más si yo jugue por tres 

horas solo completer un „quest‟  ¿que tontería no?  

 [It‟s that I don‟t want to play it more if I played for 

three hours to only complete one „quest‟ What a 

stupid thing, no?] 

 



115 
 

 

There are two roles present in the asynchronous context that do not appear in the 

synchronous chat data: Joker and Creator of In-Group Identity.  In Example (20), 

mention of the mysterious Ana appears once again, but this time as a joke since, by the 

time this note was posted, the majority of the participants were aware that there was no 

longer a need to look for Ana.   

 Example (20) 

 Participant 36 wrote a note: I can‟t find that darn Ana in the plaza!! 

Finally, in terms of in-group identity, one participant utilizes the role to establish herself 

as part of her online group (see Example 21). 

 Example (21) 

Participant 48 wrote a note: Hola! [Supporter] Just wanted to write something 

here! [Creator of In-Group Identity] I hope you all have a good weekend.  

[Supporter] 

 

By including a note, the participant informed her group members that she wished to 

participate as part of the group, even though she had not said anything specifically 

relevant to the SIE content or experience at this point in time.  She continued to make 

additional posts and produced another instance of establishing her in-group identity by re-

signing a post that she had forgotten to sign before posting.   

 Overall, in the asynchronous bulletin board context, the participants assumed 

seven types of participant roles, with that of Informant being the most common, followed 

by Commenter, Questioner, Supporter, Creator of In-Group Identity, Attacker, and Joker.   

 In addition to the understanding of participant roles in the collaborative contexts 

explored above, it is also critical to examine reflections from the interview data to gain 
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insight into the participants‟ conscious awareness of varied participant roles and 

collaboration within the SIE.  Patterns in the interview data revealed two noteworthy 

insights related to this area: (1) as learners became more experienced in the SIE, they 

were more conscious of the value of real-time collaboration (with other participants and 

native speakers) and the experimentation with varied participant roles, and (2) the 

convenience of interlocutors played an important role in the construction of interaction. 

 Based on the patterns found in the interview data, it can be stated that, for this 

group, the collaborative aspect of the SIE became more valuable to the participants as 

they progressed through the unit.  There was very little mention of collaboration in the 

mid-point interviews, aside from the participants noting that they had not used many (if 

any) of the collaborative features.  However, a slight shift in perspective was present in 

Interview 2 (the exit interview).  When asked what advice they would give to others or 

what they would do differently next time, 13 of the 25 participants (52%) indicated they 

would pick a specific time to be online to work with their group.  As can be seen in the 

interview extract below (Example 22), there was a high value placed on in-game 

collaboration. 

 Example (22) 

Participant 14:  I don‟t know how other people feel about it...maybe having 

planned specifically...We‟ll all go all meet in this space at 

the same time and maybe interact together, or maybe meet 

somewhere and all be on the same computer and do it 

together or something like that.  „Cause sometimes it was 

hard.  I wish I would have had somebody to talk to.  You 

know when I was trying to make decisions about what my 

response was going to be, I think it would have been helpful 

to have other people there.  To say, “Hey, what do you 
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guys think?”  To kind of talk about it and maybe they would 

have an idea I hadn‟t thought of, or something like that. 

(Interview 2) 

Similar responses were given by other participants as well (see Example 23). 

 

 Example (23) 

  

Participant 23: I would definitely say to like get together with your group 

or set up a time where you can all go on it. (Interview 2) 

 

Participant 24: I would say that they should organize their group to get on 

at the same time. (Interview 2) 

 

In addition to commenting on the value of group collaboration, twelve of the participants 

also noted how the experience in the SIE itself would change based on additional 

collaboration (either with other classmates or native speakers).  Example (24) is an 

excerpt reflecting the responses of this nature.   

 Example (24) 

Participant 31:  Probably try to get my group members in the space at the 

same time I was in there, because we didn‟t really get to 

experience that at all.  I think that would definitely be a 

different experience than what we had, like talking with 

them and when it wouldn‟t come up on the screen.  We 

never got to do that so I would want to do that definitely.  

(Interview 2) 

Despite the indicated interest in the collaborative aspects of the SIE, convenience 

appeared to be a substantive factor in the occurrence (or absence) of communication.  

When asked about collaboration and participant roles in both the mid-point and exit 

interviews, 20 (80%) participants noted that collaboration did not happen in their group 

because they did not happen to be in the SIE at the same time.  Example (25) presents 
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excerpts from four different participants indicating that timing (i.e., convenience) was a 

factor in the lack of group collaboration.   

 Example (25) 

 Interview 2 

INTERVIEWER: But it was outside the game when you talked? You guys 

never went inside the game? 

 

 Participant 10:  No, I never ran into people, I never saw people in the game 

the same time as I was so… 

 

Participant 14:  Yeah, no we never did.  I think that would have been cool.  

I guess it‟s so hard because they couldn‟t get it to work on 

their home computers so they would have to do it at like 

different times and stuff, like they can only do it at one 

specific time so I think it would have been hard to 

coordinate. „Cause I could just do it whenever.  „Cause 

they couldn‟t get it to work on their computers.   

 

 Participant 33:  ah, not I don‟t think we were ever there at the same time.  

We just did it at different times and some of us finished 

earlier and we just kind of looked at each other‟s notes and 

went okay. 

 

Participant 8: No, because it was like the first people it was like...yeah a 

couple of people in my group were just done before I had 

even started and so it wasn‟t, it just didn‟t work out that 

way. 

As can be seen from the aforementioned examples, the lack of synchronous collaboration 

was attributed to a lack of convenience by the learners themselves.  The conscious 

activity of organizing a time to meet in the SIE was not something that the learners 

tended to opt for during their first experience in the SIE. 

 Overall, compared to other in-game behavior (e.g., quest completion), there was 

very little participant collaboration.  Nevertheless, an analysis of the participant roles in 
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the synchronous written chat contexts and the asynchronous bulletin board contexts 

demonstrates that learners tended to opt for the Informant, Commenter, and Supporter 

roles during their interactions in all three computer-meditated communication contexts.  

However, additional roles such as Questioner, Attacker, and Joker also appeared in the 

data.  Furthermore, as learners progressed in their SIE activities, they reported an increase 

in perceived value of group collaboration and role experimentation.  Nonetheless, the 

convenience (or lack thereof) of multiuser presence presented itself as a major factor for 

the existence of synchronous collaboration in the virtual space. 

 These findings are important for a number of reasons.  First, the contexts in which 

the synchronous interaction occurred, suggest that SIEs, and other virtual immersive 

spaces, are viable contexts for L2 pragmatic development through role experimentation.  

Learners engaged synchronously with simulated characters and the general game space as 

well as asynchronously with their peer group.  Ways to facilitate and foster additional 

role experimentation remain in question; however, the results of this study confirm the 

viable potential for interaction with simulated characters (i.e., NPCs) and real people.  

Moreover, the lack of synchronous interaction between learners indicates that 

collaboration should be central to task completion, and not only included as an 

extraneous piece of the SIE experience (as was the case in this study).  Further discussion 

and implications of these findings are presented in Chapter 5.   

4.1.3 RQ#1: C – Practice/Feedback:  To what extent do learners utilize the SIE as a 

practice space to improve their pragmatic abilities?  

Understanding how participants utilized the SIE as a practice space to improve 

their pragmatic abilities is an important step in analyzing how SIEs contribute to L2 
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pragmatic development.  Based on the results of the analysis of quest restart patterns, this 

section reports the findings used to answer this sub-question. 

 One important attribute of the SIE was a quest reset feature that allowed learners 

to reset a quest as many times as they wished and experiment with NPC interaction.  In 

this case, approximately half of the participants (N=29, 54%) used the quest reset feature 

as part of their experience in the SIE.  A total of 71 quest resets occurred with 32 (45%) 

occurring in the apologies module and 39 (55%) occurring the requests module.  In terms 

of specific scenarios, variation is found for the number of resets in each quest.  Tables 

(11) and (12) report the quest reset data for each module from the highest number of 

resets to the lowest.  In the request module, the most resets occurred in the scenario in 

which the participant was required to ask a friend to plan a party for another friend (n=18, 

25%).  This was followed by a request to borrow a book (n=12, 17%), bargaining with a 

vendor (n=6, 9%), and, finally, asking for a tour of the city (n=3, 4%).  

Table 11 

Number of Quest Resets by Scenario from Highest to Lowest – Requests 

Scenario n % of Total 

Help Preparing a 

Party 18 25% 

 

Borrowing a Book 12 17% 

 

Bargaining with a 

Vendor 6 9% 

 

Asking for a Tour 

of the City 3 4 % 

 

TOTAL 39 55% 
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Table 12 

Number of Quest Resets by Scenario from Highest to Lowest – Apologies 

Scenario n % of Total 

Broken Vendor 

Item 14 20% 

 

Bump into 

Stranger 11 15% 

 

Arrive Late to 

Meet a Friend 5 7% 

 

Not Cleaning the 

House 2 3% 

 

TOTAL 32 45% 

   

In the apologies module, the most resets occurred in the surprise quest where 

learners broke a vase in the market and had to repair the situation with the vendor (n=14, 

20%).  The second highest number of resets occurred in the apology scenario in which 

participants were required to apologize to a stranger for bumping into her in the street 

(n=11, 15%).  The lowest number of quest resets occurred in the late arrival (n=5, 7%) 

and forgetting to clean the house (n=3, 3%) scenarios. 

  Of these twenty-nine participants, the number of quest resets by participants 

varies greatly ranging from 1-12 (M =2.23, SD=2.68).  Figure (13) reports the number of 

resets by participant. 
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Figure 13 

Distribution of Quest Resets by Participant 

 

 
 

As can be seen from Figure 13, 58% (N=15) of those who reset a quest only did so once.  

Next, 23% (N=6) reset a quest twice, followed by 11% (N=3) re-starting three quests and 

4% (N=2) re-starting 10 and 12, respectively.   

 In addition to analyzing the number of quest resets, it is also important to know 

the conditions under which the reset was activated.  Thus, each reset instance was 

categorized as either occurring after a failure (i.e., a red checkmark or contextual 

description that indicated an undesirable situation), after a pass (i.e., a green checkmark 

or positive contextual description) or other (i.e., due to technical difficulties or 

undeterminable) (see Table 13). 

In this case, 49% (n=35) of the resets occurred immediately after a failed 

conversation and 3% (n=2) occurred after a passed conversation.  The remainder of the 
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resets fall in the Other category (n=34, 48%), are probably due to technical difficulties, 

interface experimentation, or other undeterminable causes. 

Table 13 

Number of Quest Resets by Context 

Context n % of Total 

After a failed 

conversation 35 49% 

 

After a passed 

conversation 2 3% 

 

Other  34 48% 

 

TOTAL 71 100% 

 

 The interview data with the subset of participants also provided interesting 

insights into how the learners perceived the quest restart feature as part of their 

experience.  It can be concluded that, for this group of participants, the restart feature was 

perceived in one of two ways.   

The first perspective viewed the reset feature as an advantage of the SIE.  For 

example, one participant noted (see Example 27) that the restart feature helped relieve 

some of the pressure from the interaction.   

 Example (27) 

In response to an inquiry about whether or not she liked the reset feature: 

Participant 4: I think so, because I know it‟s not as stressful and I can just click 

through it and try it and if I fail I can reset it and do it again.  I like 

that.  (Interview 1)  
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Others expressed similar sentiments; they enjoyed trying out the reset feature for practice 

as well.   

In contrast to the enjoyment or practice perspective regarding the quest restarts, 

12 of the subgroup of 25 indicated that restarting a quest was an indication of doing 

poorly or “failing” in the SIE.  Therefore, they commented on not needing to reset as 

something of which to be proud or an indication of careful preparation and practice.  

Example 28 includes examples of this perspective.   

 Example (28) 

 Interviewer: Did you reset any quests? 

 

Participant 12:  No, I didn‟t.  I actually did really well on all of them 

because I kind of went around and I read the notes first on 

how to do it... 

 

Participant 33:  No, I was just happy that I did it! Right, Okay, cool. 

 

Participant 36:  Nope, I didn‟t.  I didn‟t have to restart any. 

 

Participant 10:  And if you get screwed up you know, the reset button can 

be your last resort. 

 

In each of the excerpts above, we see a fairly negative connotation associated with a 

quest restart as being indicative of failure.  Nevertheless, this was not the case for all 

learners.   

 In conclusion, results of this analysis demonstrate that approximately half of the 

students used the quest reset feature in three different contexts (i.e., after a failed quest, 

after a passed quest, and other).  The lack of resets after a passed quest indicates that 

experimentation and practice was not the primary goal of the learners.  Furthermore, 

interview data demonstrated that some viewed experimentation and resetting as a positive 
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element of the virtual space while others tended to associate it with failure or a negative 

action in the SIE.  These findings indicate that a more complex feedback system is 

needed to encourage, and even require, experimentation as part of the SIE tasks.  A 

binary approach (i.e., quest pass or quest failure) should be avoided whenever possible.  

These points are elaborated further in Chapter 5. 

  4.2 Research Question 2 

To what extent does the use of the SIE affect learners‟ ability to perform requests 

and apologies in Spanish? 

In addition to analyzing what happens in the space, it is essential to know how 

learning in the SIE influences the learners‟ pragmatic abilities.  Therefore, this question 

addresses the effects of using the SIE space on learners‟ abilities regarding the 

performance of requests and apologies in Spanish.  This section reports initial learner 

outcomes based on analysis of the pre and post DCT measures, in-class presentations, 

and participant interview and survey data.  The results of each sub-question are presented 

below.   

4.2.1  RQ#2: A – Learning Outcomes In what ways does interaction in the SIE space 

impact learners‟ pragmalinguistic knowledge of requests and apologies?  

In order to answer this research question, the pre- and posttest measure of four 

DCT scenarios (two requests and two apologies) were coded according to the primary 

information presented in each of the modules.  (See Section 3.4.2 for further description 

of the coding criteria).  This section presents the findings from the analysis of each of the 

DCT scenarios: (1) Requesting to borrow a book from a friend, (2) Requesting an 

extension from a professor on a final paper, (3) Apologizing for stepping on your host 
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mother‟s foot, and (4) Apologizing for spilling coffee on a friend‟s laptop and losing her 

final paper for a course.  As was previously mentioned, the request responses were coded 

according to three dimensions (i.e., type of strategy, perspective, and external modifiers).   

Table 14 reports the type of strategy findings from the first request scenario (i.e., 

requesting to borrow a book from a friend) for both the pre- and posttest DCTs.   

Table 14 

Type of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Request for a Book 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Conventionally 

indirect 32 65% 40 71% 

 

Non-conventionally 

Indirect 16 33% 16 29% 

 

Direct 1 2% 0 0% 

 

TOTAL 49 100% 56 100% 

 

In both the pretest and the posttest, conventionally indirect strategies were the most 

commonly used to make a request with a higher percentage of conventionally indirect 

strategies being used on the posttest (n=40, 71%) than the pretest (n=32, 65%).  These 

included instances of a secondary verb (e.g., poder) to modify the primary requesting act.  

Example 25 presents two examples of the conventionally indirect strategies found in the 

learner data. 
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 Example (25) 

 ¿Luis, por favor, podrías prestarme algunos materiales? (Participant 56, Pretest) 

 [Luis, please, could you loan me some materials?] 

 

Puedo usar sus revistas y libros para el proyecto final? (Participant 4, Posttest)  

[Can I use your magazines and books for the final project?] 

 

The next most commonly used type of strategy for making requests was non-

conventionally indirect (pre: n=16, 33%; post: n=16, 29%).  These were hints used to 

make the request without explicit linguistic coding (see Example 26): 

 Example (26) 

Creo que Ricardo no necesita el libero para esta semana.  (Participant 35, 

Pretest) 

 [I think that Ricardo does not need the book this week.] 

 

 Este libro me ayudaría mucho.  (Participant 32, Posttest) 

 [This book would help me a lot.] 

 

Finally, in the pretest (see Example 27) we see one occurrence of a direct request (n=1, 

2%) and no instances in the posttest.   

 Example (27) 

 Llamame cuando te habla Ricardo sobre el libro verde.  (Participant 23, Pretest) 

 [Call me when you talk to Ricardo about the green book.] 

 

Overall, in this scenario, the learners opted for conventionally indirect strategies the 

majority of the time in both the pre- and posttest measures, followed by non-

conventionally indirect strategies with one instance of a direct request in the pretest.  The 

lack of change in the use of non-conventionally indirect strategies suggests that learners 

continued to use their native language strategies even after completion of the unit.  While 
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conventionally indirect strategies are the most common type of request strategy by both 

NSs of Spanish and English, NSs of Spanish do not demonstrate the use of non-

conventionally indirect strategies (e.g., Félix-Brasdefer, 2007; Márquez Reiter, 2000; 

Pinto, 2005).  Their use in the pre- and posttests, indicates limited change in the types of 

strategies used by the participants in this study.   

 In terms of perspective (i.e., orientation of the utterance), the conventionally 

indirect strategies present in the data were categorized as either hearer-oriented or 

speaker-oriented based on the stance projected by the speaker.  Table 15 presents the 

number and percentage of hearer and speaker-oriented strategies for the pre- and 

posttests.   

Table 15 

Perspective of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Request for a Book 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Hearer-oriented 17 53% 24 60% 

Speaker-oriented 15 47% 16 40% 

TOTAL 32 100% 40 100% 

 

For this scenario, the use of hearer-oriented and speaker-oriented strategies is fairly even 

in the pretest with 17 (53%) and 16 (47%) occurrences, respectively.  In the posttest, 

there were a slightly higher number of hearer-oriented strategies (n=24, 60%) than 

speaker-oriented strategies (n=16, 40%).  Examples (28) and (29) present examples of 

both hearer and speaker-oriented strategies from the pre- and posttests.   
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 Example (28) 

 Hearer-oriented Strategy 

¿Puedes prestarme las materiales por mi proyecto final por favor.  (Participant 

28, Posttest) 

[Can you loan me the materials for my final project please?] 

  

Example (29) 

 Speaker-oriented Strategies 

 ¿Podría yo usar tus revistas para el proyecto? (Participant 16, Pretest) 

 [Could I use your magazines for the project?] 

 

 Me podría usar las revistas y el libro para el proyecto final en mi clase? 

(Participant 20, Posttest) 

 [Could I use the magazines and the book for the final project in my class?] 

 

Overall, the balance between hearer-oriented and speaker-oriented strategies in the 

pretest was fairly equal with a slight (10%) shift toward hearer-oriented strategies in the 

posttest.  Previous research (e.g., Félix-Brasdefer, 2007; Márquez Reiter, 2000) indicates 

that NSs tend to opt for hearer-oriented strategies as opposed to speaker-oriented 

strategies.  Therefore, these results indicated a slight improvement in terms of 

perspective, albeit minor.      

 Table 16 reports the findings from the analysis of the external modifiers present in 

the data.  For this scenario, the pretest contained 8 (38%) preparatory statements and 

thirteen (62%) grounders whereas, in the posttest, the overall number of external 

modifiers went up with 13 (43%) instances of preparatory statements and 17 (57%) 

grounders.   
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Table 16 

External Modifiers for Pre- and Posttests: Request for a Book 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Preparatory 8 38% 13 43% 

Grounder 13 62% 17 57% 

TOTAL 21 100% 30 100% 

 

Samples of each type of strategy from the data are presented below (see Examples 30 and 

31) 

 Example (30) 

Preparatory 

 Tengo una pregunta.  (Participant 14, Pretest) 

 [I have a question.] 

 

 ¡Gracias por el almuerzo Luis! (Participant 28, Posttest) 

 [Thank you for lunch Luis!] 

 

 Example (31) 

 

 Grounder 

 Yo tengo un proyecto para mi clase.  (Participant 18, Pretest) 

 [I have a project for my class.] 

 

 Es que necesita usar tus libros para mi proyecto final.  ¿Me puedes prestarlos?  

 [It‟s that [I] need to use your books for my final project. Can you loan me then?] 

(Participant 40, Posttest) 

 

In sum, for the requesting a book scenario, the findings from the pre- and posttest 

DCTs demonstrated an increase in the use of external modifiers from pre to post, with a 

higher percentage of use of preparatory strategies in the posttest.  The additional use of 
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external modifiers suggests that learners improved in their ability to set up a request as 

well as offer an explanation; however, as in the case of perspective, the changes were 

very minor.    

The second request scenario involved asking a professor for an extension on a 

paper.  As in the first scenario, the findings were analyzed in terms of type of strategy, 

perspective, and external modifiers.  Table 17 reports the findings for strategy type from 

the second request scenario. 

Table 17 

Type of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Request for an Extension 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Conventionally 

Indirect 
19 86% 18 82% 

 

Non-Conventionally 

Indirect 
3 14% 4 18 % 

Direct 
0 0% 0 0% 

TOTAL 
22 100% 22 100% 

 

In both the pretest and the posttest, conventionally indirect strategies were the type of 

strategy most commonly used to make a request.  The number and percentage of 

conventionally indirect strategies were higher in the pretest (n=19, 86%) than the posttest 

(n=18, 82%).  Examples similar to the first scenario will not be repeated In this scenario, 

conventionally indirect strategies included instances of a secondary verb (e.g., poder) to 

modify the primary requesting act.  The next most commonly used type of strategy for 
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making requests was non-conventionally direct (pre: n=3, 14%; post: n=4, 18%).  These 

were hints used to make the request without explicit linguistic coding (see Example 32).   

 Example (32) 

No tengo mucho tiempo para escribir mi trabajo final porque....  (Participant 35, 

Pretest) 

 [I don‟t have a lot of time to write my final project because...] 

 

No instances of direct requests were used by participants in this scenario.   

To summarize, when requesting an extension from a professor, the learners in this 

study opted for conventionally indirect strategies the majority of the time in both the pre- 

and posttest measures, followed by non-conventionally indirect strategies with no 

occurrences of direct requests.  Once again, there was little change in the type of strategy 

in this request scenario  They also demonstrated a continued use of non-conventionally 

indirect strategies in the posttest, despite having been taught that non-conventionally 

indirect strategies are not common by NS of Spanish.   

 In terms of perspective (i.e., orientation of the utterance), the conventionally 

indirect strategies present in the data were categorized as either hearer-oriented or 

speaker-oriented based on the stance projected by the speaker.  Table 18 presents the 

number and percentage of hearer and speaker-oriented strategies for the pre- and 

posttests.  The stance projected by the participants in this request scenario is fairly 

balanced.  In the pretest, the use of speaker-oriented strategies is higher (n=12, 63%) than 

the use of hearer-oriented strategies.  The same holds true for the posttest; however, the 

percentage of difference between speaker (n=10, 56%) and hearer (n=8, 44%) is less in 

the posttest.    
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Table 18 

Perspective of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Request for an Extension 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Hearer-oriented 7 37% 8 44% 

Speaker-oriented 12 63% 10 56% 

TOTAL 19 100% 18 100% 

 

Overall, the participants in this study indicated a slight preference for speaker-oriented 

strategies over hearer-oriented strategies; once again, this demonstrates a continued use 

of request patterns congruent with the learners‟ native language (i.e., speaker-oriented 

strategies).    

 The final category of strategies to be reported here is that of external modifiers.  

Table 19 reports the findings from the current analysis.  As a whole, the participant group 

used more external modifiers in the posttest (n=42) than the pretest.  In the case of 

preparatory strategies, 10 (32%) occurrences are found in the pretest and 15 (36%) in the 

posttest.  For grounders, the pretest results include 21 (68%) occurrences and the posttest 

results include 27 (64%) instances.  The increase in the use of external modifiers suggests 

that learners may have improved slightly in their ability to mitigate a request to a 

professor (a skill that was included in the instructional content of the SIE); however, once 

again, the improvement was minimal.  While some minor shifts in request strategies are 

seen, overall, there was little change from the pre- to posttest for both request scenarios.   
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Table 19 

External Modifiers for Pre- and Posttests: Request for an Extension 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Preparatory 10 32% 15 36% 

Grounder 21 68% 27 64% 

TOTAL 31 100% 42 100% 

 

In addition to the request scenarios, the findings from the two apology situations 

are also presented in this section.  The findings for each scenario are presented in two 

categories.  First, the perspective of the primary apology utterances (i.e., hearer-oriented 

or speaker-oriented) is reported followed by the external modifier strategies used by the 

learners.   

In the first scenario, learners were required to apologize to their host mother for 

stepping on her foot.  In terms of perspective, there is a noteworthy difference in the 

orientation shift on the part of the learners.  As can be seen in Table 20, in the pretest, the 

learners demonstrated a marked preference for speaker-oriented strategies (n=30, 75%) 

over hearer-oriented strategies (n=10, 25%).  However, in the posttest, the opposite was 

true with a clear preference for hearer-oriented strategies (n=28, 70%) over speaker-

oriented strategies (n=12, 30%). 
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Table 20 

Perspective of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Apology to Host Mother 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Hearer-oriented 10 25% 28 70% 

Speaker-oriented 30 75% 12 30% 

TOTAL 40 100% 40 100% 

 

Examples (33) (Hearer-oriented) and (34) (Speaker-oriented) are canonical realizations of 

each orientation from the pre- and posttest DCT data.   

 Example (33) 

 Perdoname. 

 [Pardon me.] 

 

Disculpame.   

[Excuse me.] 

 

 Example (34) 

 

 ¡Lo siento! 

 [I am sorry.] 

 

The use of lo siento was an especially prolific strategy in the data for both the pre- and 

posttests.  In fact, it was the only speaker-oriented strategy used by this participant group.  

Based on these findings, it can be concluded that the learners did improve, in terms of 

their apology perspective, based on the experience in the SIE.  The replacement (or 

supplement) of the speaker-oriented strategy lo siento was part of the instructional 

content in the SIE, and results demonstrate that learners improved in this area.   
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 In addition to the perspective of the apology, the occurrence of different external 

modifier strategies was also analyzed.  Table 21 reports the results of this analysis.  

Overall, there was an increase in the number of external modifiers used in this apology 

scenario from the pre- (n=53) to posttest (n=64).  In the pretest, there were 3 (6%) 

acknowledgements‟ of responsibility in which the participants explicitly took the blame 

for the offense (Example 35).   

Table 21 

External Modifiers for Pre- and Posttests: Apology to Host Mother 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n           % n & 

Acknowledgement of 

responsibility 3 6% 1 2% 

Concern for hearer 7 13% 7 11% 

Explanation 21 40% 26 41% 

Future action 6 11% 8 13% 

Justification 8 15% 13 20% 

Offer of financial 

compensation 0 0% 0 0% 

Offer of repair 1 2% 5 8% 

TOTAL 53 100% 64 100% 

 

In the posttest, there was only one occurrence (2%). 

 Example (35) 

 ...pero no debí caminar tan rápida (Participant 24, Pretest) 

 [but I should not walk so quickly.] 
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The concern for hearer strategy appears the same number of times in the pre (n=7, 13%) 

and post (n=7, 11%) tests (see Example 36). 

 Example (36) 

 ¿Ud.  Esta bien? (Participant 55, Pretest) 

 [Are you okay?] 

 

Explanation was the strategy most used in both measures with 21 (40%) uses in the 

pretest and 26 (41%) uses in the posttest.  A sample explanation is given in Example (37) 

below.  In this case, the learner is explaining to her host mother why she stepped on her 

foot.   

 Example (37) 

 Estoy tarde para reunirme con unos amigos (Participant 32, Posttest) 

 [I am late to meet with some friends.] 

 

Future action strategies were used in both the pre- (n=6, 11%) and posttest (n=8, 13%) 

measures to indicate why the offense would not be repeated (see Example 38). 

 Example (38) 

¡Mis ojo se quedarán abridos [abiertos] desde ahora por siempre! (Participant 16, 

Posttest) 

[My eyes will remain open from now for forever.] 

 

In the case of justification strategies, we see an increase in use from the pre- (n=8, 15%) 

to posttest (n=13, 20%).  Justifications appeared following explanations and were used to 

expand on the explanation by indicating why something happened (see Example 39). 

 Example (39)  

 ...y no quiero que tengan que esperarme.  (Participant 32, Posttest)  

 [I do not want them to have to wait for me.] 
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No instances of offer of financial compensation appeared in the data for this scenario.  

Finally, the pre to post comparison of the offer of repair indicates an increase in use from 

1 (2%) in the pretest to 5 (8%) in the posttest.   

 The participants in this study demonstrated a noticeable shift from speaker-

oriented strategies to hearer-oriented strategies in this scenario, indicating improvement 

through movement towards general norms of NSs of Spanish.  In addition, there is an 

increase in the use of external modifiers with a consistent use of concern for hearer 

strategies, an increase in the use of explanation, future action, justification, and offer of 

repair categories, and a decrease in acknowledgement of responsibility strategies.  The 

increased use of external modifiers for this scenario, demonstrates a slight improvement 

on the part of the learners.  The use of external modifiers to mitigate apologies was part 

of the instructional content of the SIE; based on these results, it can be concluded that 

learners improved slightly.    

The second apologies scenario reveals a similar overall picture.  The situation was 

more difficult for the learners because they were required to apologize for spilling coffee 

on a friend‟s computer and ruining her final paper.  This section reports the findings for 

this scenario.  In cases where examples have been previously given, they are not repeated 

here.  Table 22 presents the perspective data for this scenario.  As in the first apologies 

scenario, there is a notable shift in orientation on the part of the learners, from speaker-

oriented strategies to hearer-oriented strategies.  In the pretest, the learners exhibited an 

overall preference for speaker-oriented strategies (n=49, 87%) over hearer-oriented 
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strategies (n=7, 13%).  However, in the posttest, the opposite is true with a preference for 

hearer-oriented strategies (n=33, 62%) over speaker-oriented strategies (n=20, 38%).   

Table 22 

Perspective of Strategies for Pre- and Posttests: Apology to Friend 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n % n % 

Hearer-oriented 7 13% 33 62% 

Speaker-oriented 49 87% 20 38% 

TOTAL 56 100 % 53 100% 

 

As in the case of the first apologies scenario, this also demonstrates improvement, with a 

shift toward the norm of NSs of Spanish, whose preference is for the use of hearer-

oriented strategies in apologies. 

 In addition to the perspective of the apology, the occurrence of different external 

modifier strategies was also analyzed.  Table 23 reports the results of this analysis.  

Overall, the total number of modifiers for each measure remained the same.  In the 

pretest there were a total of 123 tokens and in the posttest 125 tokens.  The strategies 

categorized as acknowledgement of responsibility increased from pretest (n=16, 13%) to 

the posttest (n=22, 18%).  This is opposite from the case of the other apologies scenario.  

The concern for hearer strategy remains relatively stable from the pre (n=7, 6%) and post 

(n=9, 7%) tests.  Explanation was a common type of strategy used in both measures with 

33 (27%) uses in the pretest and 27 (22%) uses in the posttest.  In this case, the number of 

explanations decreased from pretest to posttest.  Only one future action strategy was used 
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in the pretest (n=1, 1%) with no occurrences in the posttest.  In the case of justification 

strategies, we see the same number of strategies used in the pre (n=4, 3%) to post (n=4, 

3%) test.   

Table 23 

External Modifiers for Pre- and Posttests: Apology to Host Mother 

Strategy Pre 

 

Post 

 

 

n           % n % 

Acknowledgement of 

Responsibility 16 13% 22 18% 

Concern for Hearer 7 6% 9 7% 

Explanation 33 27% 27 22% 

Future Action 1 1% 0 0% 

Justification 4 3 % 4 3% 

Offer of Financial 

Compensation 11 9% 6 5% 

Offer of Repair 51 42% 57 46% 

TOTAL 123 100% 125 100% 

 

In this scenario, offer of financial compensation was used in both the pre (n=11, 

9%) and post (n=6, 5%) DCT measures with a lower number of uses in the posttest.  This 

strategy was used when the participants offered to pay for the ruined disk drive in the 

computer (see Example 40). 

 Example (40) 

 Puedo comprar para una computadora nueva si roto.  (Participant 41, Posttest) 

 [I can buy a new computer if [it‟s] broken.] 
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 An offer of repair was the external modifier used most by participants in this study.  It 

was used less in the pretest (n=51, 42%) than the posttest (n=57, 46%).   

 To summarize, the participants in this study exhibited a shift from speaker-

oriented strategies to hearer-oriented strategies in this scenario, much like the first 

apologies scenario.  This shift demonstrates improvement, based on the learning which 

occurred in the SIE.  In addition, there was consistent use of external modifiers with a 

consistent use of the concern for hearer and justification strategies, an increase in the use 

of explanation, future action, and offer of financial compensation categories, and a 

decrease in acknowledgement of responsibility, concern for hearer, and offer of repair 

strategies.  For the second apologies scenario, there is very little change in the use of 

external modifiers on the part of the learners.  

Overall, it can be concluded that the learners‟ pragmatic abilities improved 

slightly; however, the only notable improvement was the shift from the use of speaker-

oriented strategies to the use of hearer-oriented strategies in the two apologies scenarios.  

This lack of notable improvement can be attributed to a number of factors including the 

instructional scenarios in the SIE, a gap in the participants‟ knowledge about requests and 

apologies, their ability to produce the necessary pragmalinguistic formulae, and the 

disconnect between the abilities measured by the DCT and what the participants had 

learned.  Each of these factors is explored in more detail in Chapter 5.   

 

 



142 
 

 

4.2.1 RQ#2: B – Perceptive Outcomes: To what extent do learners report an impact on 

their own abilities to perform apologies and requests? 

  In order to analyze learner perception of their own pragmatic abilities, one 

section of the entrance and exit survey specifically asked participants to evaluate their 

own performance abilities to make requests and apologies in a variety of contexts.  A 

comparison of the entrance and exit surveys was conducted.  This section will first 

explore the raw data which reports number of responses and percentages for each 

scenario.  It will then report comparison data based on a paired samples t-test comparing 

the mean response rate for each scenario in both the entrance and exit surveys.   

 In terms of the first survey scenario, the findings demonstrate the reported ability 

of participants to carry on a friendly conversation with a native speaking classmate.  

Table 24 reports the data from this scenario.  On the entrance survey, the majority of the 

participants reported that they felt fairly comfortable (N=18, 47%).  The next largest 

group indicated they could get by when necessary (N=14, 37%).  The remainder of the 

responses indicate a fairly small number of participants on either the high or low end of 

the scale with the response rates as follows: fluent as a native speaker (N=3, 8%), mostly 

unskilled in this area (N=1, 3%), and totally unskilled in this area (N=2, 5%).   

As can be seen in Table 24, the exit survey also indicated the highest number of 

responses in the I am fairly comfortable in this area category with a higher percentage 

(N=24, 63%) of respondents than the entrance survey.  Five participants indicated a 

native-like fluency (13%) and two participants indicated that they were totally unskilled 

in this area (5%) on the exit survey.  Interestingly, the two learners who chose the I‟m 

totally unskilled in this area option were different in the entrance and exit surveys.  The 
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two respondents who chose this option on the entrance survey both indicated that they 

were fairly comfortable in this area in the exit survey.  Of the two respondents from the 

exit survey, one indicated a fairly high comfort level on the entrance survey the other 

moved from mostly unskilled to totally unskilled.  In both entrance and exit surveys no 

participants selected the Don‟t know option.   

Table 24 

Learner Reported Ability: Carry on a friendly conversation with a classmate 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 3 8% 5 13% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 18 47% 24 63% 

I can get by when necessary 14 37% 7 18% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 1 3% 0 0% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 2 5% 2 5% 

Don't know 0 0% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 99%
46

 

 

A comparison of the mean scores for both the entrance and exit surveys indicates 

there is not a significant difference between the entrance and exit ability perception 

scores for this participant group on this item, t (37) =  -1.36, p < .182.  Therefore, it can 

be concluded that the responses from this scenario demonstrate a qualitative increase in 

                                                           
46

 See footnote 44. 
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comfort level with 76% of the respondents on the upper two levels of the scale in the exit 

survey; however, these results cannot be confirmed statistically.   

 In the request scenarios, we see a similar pattern to that of the first scenario.  

Tables 25-27 report the survey data for each of the request scenarios.  The first (i.e., 

asking a native speaker, who is a close friend, to borrow an important item) indicates that 

the majority of respondents reported they felt fairly comfortable (N=20, 57%) or that they 

could get by (N=8, 21%) in the entrance survey.  On each end of the spectrum, we also 

see a small group of responses for the native-like fluency (N=3, 8%), mostly unskilled 

(N=3, 8%), and totally unskilled (N=4, 10%) categories of the entrance survey.  Overall, 

the majority of the respondents reported abilities on the upper end of the scale with the 

majority indicating that they were fairly comfortable.  In the exit survey, the fairly 

comfortable response remains the highest with an increase from the entrance survey 

(N=20, 53%) to exit (N=25, 66%).  Seven (18%) participants selected the I can get by 

when necessary option and 4 (10%) reported native-like fluency.  In the exit survey there 

are fewer responses in the mostly unskilled (N=1, 3%) and totally unskilled (N=1, 3%) 

areas.  Once again no participants selected the Don‟t know option in either survey.  The 

difference between the pre and post mean scores is not significantly different for this 

item, t(37) =  -1.29, p < .205.   
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Table 25 

Learner Reported Ability: Asking a close friend to borrow an important item 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 3 8% 4 10% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 20 53% 25 66% 

I can get by when necessary 8 21% 7 18% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 3 8% 1 3% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 4 10% 1 3% 

Don't know 0 0% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 100% 

 

 As can be seen in Table 26, the second request scenario also indicates that the 

majority of the respondents are fairly comfortable with the scenario in both the entrance 

(N=22, 58%) and exit (N=25, 66%) surveys with a higher number in the exit survey.  The 

second highest response for both surveys is the I can get by when necessary option 

(entrance: N=7, 18%; exit: N=6, 16%).  In the entrance survey, 3 (8%) indicated that they 

felt as fluent as a native speaker and in the exit survey that number doubled to 6 (16%).  

For this scenario we see a drop in the number of participants who report that they are 

mostly unskilled in this area from 5 (13%) in the entrance survey to zero in the exit 

survey.  In both surveys, 1(3%) response indicated that the participant was totally 

unskilled and no one selected the Don‟t know option.  In sum, the majority of the 

respondents fall in the upper three levels of the scale with most participants indicating 
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they are fairly skilled in asking a friend to borrow his or her notes in Spanish.  The 

difference between the entrance and exit mean scores is statistically significant for this 

item, t(37) = -2.063, p < .046.   

Table 26 

Learner Reported Ability: Asking a classmate to borrow his or her notes 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 3 8% 6 16% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 22 58% 25 66% 

I can get by when necessary 7 18% 6 16% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 5 13% 0 0% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 1 3% 1 3% 

Don't know 0 0% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 101%
47

 

   

 When asking a friend to help plan a party, the results tend to follow the patterns of 

the previous request scenarios reported thus far.  As can be seen in Table 27, the majority 

of the respondents also report they are fairly comfortable (Entrance: N=19, 50%; Exit: 

N=22, 58%).  The second highest number of responses is found in the middle category (I 

can get by when necessary) where, in the entrance survey, 9 (24%) participants gave this 

response and in the exit survey it was given by 6 (16%).  Once again, on the lower and 

                                                           
47

 See footnote 44. 
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higher ends of the scale, smaller groups of participants are found.  On this higher end, 3 

(8%) and 5 (13%) participants indicated near-native fluency in the entrance and exit 

survey, respectively.  On the lower end of the scale, we see a higher number of responses 

in the mostly unskilled (N=4, 11%) and totally unskilled (N=1, 3%) areas of the entrance 

survey with only 3 (8%) respondents for the first category and 1 (3%) respondent for the 

second in the exit survey.  One response (3%) in both the entrance and exit surveys is 

seen in the Don‟t know category.  For this item, the increase in perceived abilities is 

statistically significant when the mean scores were compared t (37) = -2.07, p < .045.   

Table 27 

Learner Reported Ability: Requesting help from a friend to plan a party 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 3 8% 5 13% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 19 50% 22 58% 

I can get by when necessary 9 24% 6 16% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 2 5% 3 8% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 4 11% 1 3% 

Don't know 1 3% 1 3% 

Total 38 101%
48

 38 101%
49

 

 

                                                           
48

 See footnote 44. 
49

 See footnote 44. 
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  As can be seen in Table 28, the request scenario, which inquires about directions 

from a stranger, demonstrated a slightly lower level of comfort with the majority of the 

respondents indicating that they could get by when necessary in the entrance survey 

(N=24, 63%).  The second most common response in the exit category was I am fairly 

comfortable (N=6, 16%) followed by mostly unskilled (N=4, 11%), totally unskilled 

(N=2, 5%), and native-like fluency (N=2, 5%).   

Table 28 

Learner Reported Ability: Asking a stranger for directions 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 2 5% 2 5% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 6 16% 18 47% 

I can get by when necessary 24 63% 13 34% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 4 11% 4 11% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 2 5% 1 3% 

Don't know 0 0% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 100% 

   

However, on the exit survey, the majority of responses were in the I am fairly 

comfortable category (N=18, 47%) with the second most common response as I can get 

by when necessary (N=13, 34%).  This may indicate a slight increase in the level of 

comfort in this scenario.   No respondents selected the Don‟t know option.  Overall, the 
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majority of the respondents continue to fall in the upper three levels of the scale with 

most participants indicating they are fairly skilled in asking a stranger for directions in 

Spanish.   There is not a significant difference between the means ability perception 

scores from the entrance to exit survey for this participant group on this item, t (37) =  -

1.865, p < .070.   

 The final request scenario to be reported here is requesting an important favor 

from a professor (Table 29).  The findings from this scenario do not tend to resemble the 

response patterns from the other request scenarios.   

Table 29 

Learner Reported Ability: Requesting an important favor from a professor 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 2 5% 4 11% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 6 16% 8 21% 

I can get by when necessary 11 29% 18 47% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 10 26% 4 11% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 7 18% 3 8% 

Don't know 2 5% 1 3% 

Total 38 100% 38 100% 

   

In this case, the entrance survey indicates a similar number of responses in both the I can 

get by when necessary (N=11, 29%) and I am mostly unskilled in this area (N=10, 26%) 
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categories.  The entrance survey also reports that 7 (18%) of the participants perceived 

themselves as totally unskilled in this area with 2 (5%) indicating native-like fluency.  

The exit survey demonstrates a slight shift in perceived abilities with an increase in the 

number of participants indicating that they can get by when necessary (N=18, 47%).  In 

the exit survey the I am fairly comfortable is the next most common response (N=8, 

21%) followed by native-like fluency (N=4, 11%), mostly unskilled (N=4, 11%), and 

totally unskilled (N=3, 8%).   The difference between the average response for the pre 

and posttests is not statistically significant t (37) = -1.953, p < .058, although it 

approaches significance.   

 Overall, the informal scenarios with friends or strangers tend to present a fairly 

similar pattern with the majority of the responses being on the upper end of the ability 

scale, indicating that the participants were fairly comfortable with the language function 

on the entrance and exit surveys.  In the professor scenario (requesting an important 

favor), there appears to be a slightly lower level of comfort with more difference between 

the entrance and exit scenarios.   

 The other two scenarios from the survey examine two apology contexts.  In the 

first, the participants were asked to rate their ability to apologize to a stranger for 

stepping on his or her foot (see Table 30).   
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Table 30 

Learner Reported Ability: Apologizing to a stranger  

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 1 3% 2 5% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 11 29% 20 53% 

I can get by when necessary 14 37% 12 32% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 6 15.8% 2 5% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 5 13% 2 5% 

Don't know 1 3% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 100% 

   

As in the request scenarios, the majority of the responses were given in the I am fairly 

comfortable and I can get by when necessary categories.  In the entrance survey, the most 

responses were in the I can get by when necessary (N=14, 37%) category followed by the 

I am fairly comfortable response (N=11, 29%).  The opposite is true in the exit survey 

where the highest number of responses is in the I am fairly comfortable response (N=20, 

53%) followed by the I can get by when necessary response (N=12, 32%).  The other 

response categories exhibited fairly low response rates.  In the entrance survey, 

respondents reported the following number of responses: native-like fluency (N=1, 3%), 

mostly unskilled (N=6, 15.8%), totally unskilled (N=5, 13%), and don‟t know (N=1, 3%).  

In the exit survey, the response rates in each of these areas were equivalent or slightly 
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lower with the following number of responses: native-like fluency (N=2, 2%), mostly 

unskilled (N=2, 5%), totally unskilled (N=2, 5%), and don‟t know (N=0, 0%).  In 

general, we see a movement towards the upper end of the scale based on participants 

reported abilities.  This change is statistically significant, t (37) = -2.317, p < .026 for this 

participant group.   

 Finally, the last apologies section to be analyzed examines the participants 

reported abilities to apologize to a professor for arriving late to class (see Table 31).   

Table 31 

Learner Reported Ability: Apologizing to a professor 

 

Entrance Exit 

 

N % N % 

I am nearly as fluent as a native 

speaker 1 3% 3 8% 

I am fairly comfortable in this area 15 39% 19 50% 

I can get by when necessary 13 34% 14 37% 

I am mostly unskilled in this area 5 13% 1 3% 

I'm totally unskilled in this area 3 8% 1 3% 

Don't know 1 3% 0 0% 

Total 38 100% 38 101%
50

 

 

As can be seen in Table 31, these findings are fairly similar to the others reported here in 

that there is a tendency to move towards the upper end of the scale, with the majority of 

                                                           
50

 See footnote 44. 
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participants indicating a fairly comfortable level of ability (Entrance: N=15, 39%; Exit: 

N=19, 50%) or noting that they can get by when necessary (Entrance: N=13, 34%; Exit: 

N=14, 37%).  A smaller number of responses is found on the other end of the scale with 

the number increasing on the upper end (Entrance: N=1, 3%; Exit: N=3, 8%) and 

decreasing on the lower end in the case of mostly unskilled (Entrance: N=5, 13%; Exit: 

N=1, 3%) and totally unskilled (Entrance: N=3, 8%; Exit: N=1, 3%).  The Don‟t know 

response appears once (3%) in the entrance survey and does not appear in the exit survey.  

Furthermore, a comparison of the mean scores for both the entrance and exit surveys 

indicates that there is a significant difference between the entrance and exit ability 

perception scores for this participant group on this item, t (37) =  -2.317, p < .026.   

 Overall, an analysis of the number of responses and percentages indicates that 

there is an increase in reported abilities based on the increase of responses at the upper 

ends of the scale as well as a decrease in the number of participants indicating they have 

little to no skill in accomplishing each of the language functions.  A comparison of the 

mean scores for each of the scenarios in both the entrance and exit surveys indicated a 

statistically significant improvement in four of the eight scenarios (i.e., asking a close 

friend to borrow and important item, apologizing to a professor for arriving late to class, 

apologizing to a stranger for accidentally bumping into him or her, and requesting help 

from a friend).  It is noteworthy that these four scenarios are those which most closely 

approximate the scenarios present in the SIE.   

 The final component of the data set that was analyzed to answer this sub question 

is the interview responses.  The pattern of interviewee responses indicates that learners 
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are aware of their new knowledge of certain pragmatic skills.  In 14 of the 25 interviews, 

there was a more general awareness of the issues (Example 41); in 18 of the 25 there was 

a focus on specific linguistic formulae that were learned from participation in the SIE 

(Example 42).    

 Example (41) 

Participant 12: But getting into it and actually working with it, I loved what 

I saw and what I was doing and I felt like it helped me a 

lot...like I understood if I did go to Spain or that if I did go 

to a different country, I would be a lot more 

comfortable...because I wouldn‟t have known how to 

respond to something such as issues that have come up in 

the program. (Interview 1) 

 

Example (42) 

Participant 31: Cause I remember when I was in Spain I always used like 

lo siento „cause I didn‟t say perdóname or anything like I 

felt really informal and I guess I realized my consequences 

more when I was playing the game.  (Interview 1) 

  

Interestingly, the most frequent comment addressing specific linguistic formula was the 

over use of lo siento when apologizing in Spanish.  Of the twenty-five respondents 

interviewed, 13 (52%) explicitly stated their new knowledge about its proper use.  All 

other linguistic strategies that were mentioned in the interviews only appeared once.  The 

saliency of lo siento appears to be a significant element of knowledge acquired by the 

learners in this study.    

 The final pattern relevant to learner perception of their own pragmatic abilities is 

their perceived overall benefit for the course experience.  Of the 25 surveyed, 18 

indicated that the activity should be repeated at the same level (a 6
th

 semester Spanish 



155 
 

 

course). Of the 7 who said it should not be repeated, 4 of those indicated that it should be 

used again, but at a lower level. Only 3 of the 25 were hesitant in using it again and all 

three did note that if the technology were more consistent, the activity should be repeated.  

As can be seen in Example 43, a learner even cited the student work in the SIE as a 

possibly significant factor for increased use of Spanish in the classroom.   

 Example (43) 

Participant 18: It‟s really weird, because I don‟t know when it happened or 

if it was the video game or if it‟s been longer but just in the 

class felt like there is a lot more Spanish interaction 

between us. (Interview 1) 

 

While this is probably not the case, it is an interesting perspective on the part of the 

learner.  In all reality, it is not probable that participation in the SIE played a major role in 

the classroom discourse, especially since there was very little collaboration among 

learners in the SIE.  However, the overly positive influence of the SIE may have built 

camaraderie among the learners, which indirectly resulted in more overall conversations.  

As the semester progressed and the language abilities of the participants improved, more 

of these interactions could have occurred in Spanish.  The “wow” factor of the SIE itself 

(especially in light of the fact that the majority of the learners were not gamers) may have 

resulted in a positive perception that then transferred to other elements of the course.   

 It can be concluded that, for this participant group, there is an increase in learner 

perception of pragmatic improvement for certain scenarios and general contexts.  These 

findings can be interpreted based on a number of factors including the type of L2 

pragmatic knowledge acquired (based on learning in the SIE), the validity of self-report 
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data, and the impact of contextual information on learners‟ perception of their own 

pragmatic abilities in Spanish.  Each of these findings is explored in detail in Chapter 5.   

4.3 Summary of the Findings 

The results in this chapter address two important components of the use of SIEs 

for L2 pragmatic acquisition.  First, Research Question 1 addresses how three potentially 

beneficial attributes of the SIEs are used and perceived by the participants (i.e., 

individualized experience, varied participant roles, and “low-risk” practice space).  Based 

on the results reported in this chapter, it can be concluded that learners utilized the SIE in 

ways that can be categorized into four distinct types of individualized experiences.  These 

include the experiences as either: (1) Explorer, (2) Student, (3) Presenter, or (4) Non-

Player.  Furthermore, collaboration and interaction play an important role in the learning 

that takes place in the SIE.  While there was not a high level of experimentation with 

participant roles in this study, patterns in the qualitative data revealed an increased 

importance placed on experimentation and interaction in the SIE upon completion of the 

unit.  The potential for role and identity experimentation in SIEs remains strong.  Finally, 

quest completion was viewed as the primary indicator of success with quest restarts 

carrying a connotation of failure for the majority of the students.  Overall, the results for 

Research Question 1 indicate that each of these features was utilized differently by the 

participants based on their experience with this SIE.  Evidence for the potential of each of 

these attributes is present in the data; however, future research is needed to determine 

how to fully utilize the indicated potential. 
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The findings from Research Question 2 indicate a marked difference between 

actual learning outcomes (measured by pre/post DCTs) and perceived outcomes on the 

part of the learners.  In terms of both the requests and apologies scenarios, the DCT data 

revealed little change from pre- to posttest, except in the case of perspective for the 

apologies scenarios, where the learners improved with a shift from the use of speaker-

oriented strategies to hearer-oriented apologies.  The perception data showed an overall 

perceived benefit for all eight scenarios surveyed, with statistically significant 

improvements in the scenarios most closely emulating those that were present in the SIE.  

Further discussion of each of these findings as well as implications for future design, 

pedagogy, and research, limitations of the current study, and conclusions are presented in 

Chapter 5.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter discusses the implications of the findings reported in Chapter 4.  

First, it examines user behavior patterns to understand how the beneficial attributes of 

SIEs are used by learners for ILP development.  This includes a discussion of learners‟ 

individualized experiences, participant roles, and the use of the SIE as a practice space.  

Next, this chapter discusses the effect using the SIE had on learners‟ ability to perform 

requests and apologies in Spanish. It will first examine learner outcome data from four 

DCT situations (i.e., two requests and two apologies) and then examine participants‟ 

perception of their own pragmatic abilities based on their experience with the SIE.  

Following a discussion of the results in each of these areas, this chapter will present 

limitations of the study, implications for design and pedagogy, directions for future 

research, and concluding thoughts.   

5.1 Research Question 1 

To what extent do three major attributes of the SIE contribute to interlanguage 

pragmatic development in Spanish? 

 Asking this question is the first step in creating a baseline of empirical data for the 

understanding of learner behavior in SIEs in terms of the attributes which are potentially 

beneficial for L2 pragmatic development.  Therefore, this question aims to attain a better 

understanding of how three attributes of SIEs were used by learners.  This section 

presents a discussion of each of the findings reported in Chapter 4.   
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5.1.1  RQ#1: A – Individualized Experience:  How do learners use the SIE content (e.g., 

quest completion, NPC interactions) to obtain information that fits with their 

individual pragmatic system? To what extent do learners exhibit a conscious 

awareness of their own pragmatic system? 

In order to gain a better understanding of how the participants in this study 

utilized the SIE to enhance their own pragmatic system, an analysis of the time spent in 

the SIE as well as the patterns related to quest completion and in-game behavior was 

completed.  It was determined that the SIE experiences of the learners in this study could 

be categorized into four major groups based on their patterns of behavior in the SIE.  

These are summarized as follows: 

1. Explorer (N=12): Spent the most time in the SIE (183-601 minutes); 

highest number of log-ins (4-17) and quest completions (8-9); in-game 

behavior consisted of searching, exploration, with interaction playing an 

important role in the experience; quest resets and experimentation with 

SIE content.   

 

2. Student (N=30): Spent 62-158 minutes in the SIE; second highest number 

of log-ins (2-3) in which the majority of one module was completed 

during each session; in-game behavior consisted of linear completion of 

quests with the time in the SIE corresponding to the time necessary to 

complete most (6-9) of the quests; quests primarily reset after a failure. 

 

3. Presenter (N=7): Spent 20-44 minutes in the SIE; in-game behavior and 

quest completions consisted of the minimal amount of time and activity 

needed for in-class presentation. 

 

4. Non-Player (N=4): No activity in the SIE; information used in class 

presentations was obtained from another source. 

When interpreting these results there are a number of factors which may contribute to the 

four distinct patterns of participation found in the data.  Those to be discussed here 

include previous experience with similar digital spaces, task type, perception/structure of 
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the classroom experience, and technological difficulties associated with the 

implementation of the SIE.     

 The first factor which may have had an effect on the individualized experiences 

of each of the learners is their previous experience with similar digital spaces along 

with their perception of the type of activities that did (or should have occurred) in this 

digital environment.  Based on the cultural-historical framework for understanding 

how internet-based tools mediate communication (Thorne, 2003; Lantolf & Thorne, 

2006), it could be expected that those learners with previous experience in MMOGs 

and other gaming environments would approach the SIE as Explorers because it is the 

in-game behavior pattern that most closely emulates typical game play.  That is, they 

would opt for activities such as searching, exploring, experimenting, and interacting 

with the SIE much like a video game because that is what their previous experiences 

leads them to do.  This is congruent with the “cultures-of-use” framework, in which 

Thorne argues that practices within digitally mediated spaces emerge based on “the 

historically sedimented characteristics that accrue to a [computer-mediated-

communication] tool from its everyday use” (Thorne, 2003, p. 40).   

Interestingly, the three participants who reported themselves as gamers in 

multi-user spaces (MMOGs) fall into three distinct groups – one was classified in the 

Explorer group, one in the Student group, and one in the Presenter group.  While this 

may appear to be surprising, it may actually be explained by the cultures-of-use model 

in that one participant viewed the space as representative of the gaming experiences 

with which he has been previously involved.  For this particular participant, language 
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was a part of his typical game play experience in that he often utilized his collaborative 

activities in Xbox Live to speak Spanish.
51

  This scenario is very comparable to the 

participants in previous research which indicate gaming spaces as viable contexts for 

meaningful interaction in a second language (Nardi, Ly, & Harris, 2007; Thorne, 

2008).  It is not necessarily surprising that the SIE was also used as a space for 

exploration and meaningful language activity by this learner since it coincided with 

other elements of his typical game play. 

 However, in the case of the other two participants who reported MMOG 

experiences as a regular part of their daily activities, a different picture emerges.  It 

could be that they approached the SIE as a separate collaborative/learning genre that 

was part of their educational frame, and not the personal/gaming frame, a common 

caveat associated with educational gaming spaces (e.g., Michael and Chen, 2006; 

Prensky, 2001).  Based on this frame of reference, their activities more closely 

resembled that of traditional classroom activities (i.e., activity completion and 

sufficient work to complete the task) rather than game play (i.e., exploration and 

experimentation).   

Due to financial and time constraints, it is extremely difficult to create 

immersive experiences in educational contexts (e.g., Bergeron, 2006; Michael and 

Chen, 2006; Prensky, 2001) that compare to experiences which can be produced with 

some of the available commercial products.  While it is important to leverage these 

commercial resources when possible, it is also critical to be aware of the influence that 
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 In his interview explanations, this user reported playing Halo (a console-based MMOG) on a server with 

native speakers of Spanish. 
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the lack of complexity (as compared to commercial spaces) may have on the in-game 

behavior of the learners. These differences can be minimized through clever design and 

implementation; however, it is an issue which must be considered.  Further discussion 

of game design is beyond the scope of this project; however, it is important to be aware 

of the fact that different perceptions of the digitally mediated space likely influenced 

learner behavior (Thorne, 2003; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) in all instances, despite the 

distinct end results. 

In the case of the participants who did not report previous experience with 

MMOGs, there are also participants in each of the four groups.  This suggests that, 

while the background of the learners (i.e., culture-of-use) may play an important role in 

individual behavior, there are other factors that influence these patterns as well.  

Exploration of these factors is especially important since the majority (N=50) of the 

participants were not avid users of immersive spaces or MMOGs. 

Moreover, a central consideration for understanding the individualized behavior 

patterns of the participants in this study concerns task construction and learning 

objectives of the activity.  It has been well documented that task design plays an 

important role in the L2 learning in face-to-face (e.g., Collentine, 2006; Lee and 

VanPatten, 2003) and digitally mediated spaces (e.g., Blake, 2000; Hung and Chen, 

2003; Smith, 2003a, 2004; Sotillo, 2000; Vick et al., 2000).
52

   While learners in this 

study were encouraged throughout the unit to experiment, collaborate, and try new 

types of interactions, the ultimate outcome was still fairly objective-oriented in that 
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 The studies referenced here refer to CMC contexts.  Nevertheless, the principles are relevant to SIE 

contexts as well.   
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there was a checklist of quests to be completed.  In fact, while not the intention, it is 

not necessarily a surprise that the majority of the learners fall into the Student category.  

While the digital context was innovative and offered the opportunity for 

experimentation, the ultimate task was linear and fairly traditional, possibly having an 

impact on learners‟ behavior.  Once the tasks had been completed, the participants 

chose to move on to the presentation, the second part of the assignment.   

Future activities in any SIE should require experimentation and exploration as 

part of the in-game experience as advocated by a number of prominent serious game 

design researchers (Aldrich, 2005; Gee, 2003a; Michael and Chen, 2006; Prensky, 

2001).   An attempt to build-in experimentation was made when creating the SIE used 

in this study; however, the behavior patterns of the learners indicate that even more 

complexity and integration of game play is needed, especially in the case of L2 

pragmatic development. 

Another possible explanation for the four patterns of individualized behavior 

found in this group could include the grade distribution of the activity which focused 

heavily on the in-class presentation.  In this case, the primary objective of the unit was 

to use what was utilized in the SIE to prepare an in-class presentation addressing what 

had been learned about requests and apologies.  The primary grade for this unit was 

also based on the in-class presentation (95%), as opposed to activities in the SIE (5%).  

This potentially explains why the Presenter group may have spent less time in the SIE.  

Once they felt they had enough information for their part of the presentation, they 

chose to focus their energy on the presentation component of the unit. 
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 In addition, the individual instructor and his or her perception of the activity 

could also have had an impact on learner behavior in the space.  In the Explorer, 

Student, and Presenter groups, there were participants from all instructors.  However, 

three of the four (75%) participants in the Non-Player group were from the same class.  

This is a preliminary indication that the instructor played an important role in either 

promoting the unit within the class or placing less emphasis on the use of the SIE.  Of 

the instructors teaching the sections where the SIE unit was included, only one 

instructor actually logged in to the SIE during the unit.  Instructor buy-in is essential to 

the success of any new unit; therefore, it must be considered in future implementation 

and research projects.     

The last factor which may have contributed to the varied behavior patterns of 

the learners is the newness of the technological tool.  Since this was the first in-class 

implementation of the SIE on a multi-class level, there were various technicalities that 

needed to be worked out upon initial implementation of this SIE in a multi-section 

course.  The technical difficulties were significant during the first week of the unit 

while updates were being completed, resulting in numerous log-in attempts by a 

number of learners.  It is noteworthy that the majority of these learners who 

experienced multiple restarts were part of the Student or Presenter groups.  Once they 

were granted access to the space, it may have been that they wanted to “get in and get 

out,” just in case there were additional technical difficulties.  While the technical 

difficulties were minimal after the first four days of the implementation, these 

participants may have felt pressure to complete everything while they could, just in 



165 
 

 

case the space crashed again.  As noted by Linder and Rochon (2003), technological 

functioning plays an important role in the success and behavior of learners in digitally 

mediated environments.  Finally, some participants chose to complete the activities on 

their home computers, which were notably slower than those available in the lab.  For 

these learners, experimentation was reportedly not as much fun because it took longer 

than they would have liked (as indicated through interview data).  This also could have 

played a role in their individual experiences in the SIE.   

At the onset of this project, it was predicted that, by allowing learners to utilize 

the SIE environment for practice and learning in an individualized manner, the learners 

would become even better informed about the consequences of the pragmatic choices 

they make.  Moreover, it was hypothesized that they would become more adept at 

experimenting with different levels of adherence and establishing a pragmatic system 

with which they are comfortable.  However, upon examination of individualized learner 

behavior patterns and experimentation within the SIE, it was found that the majority of 

the participants did not approach the SIE with this perspective.  Instead, as can be seen in 

the Student and Presenter groups, they focused their energies on task completion and 

getting the “right” answer.   

Based on this individualized experience data, the results of this study indicate that 

individualized learner experiences can be created and encouraged.  However, 

experimentation must explicitly be included as part of the in-game tasks.  This might be 

accomplished through the exaggeration of simulated characters (i.e., making 

experimentation more of a requirement), a story line which leads learners through an 
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implicit experimentation process, or the addition of complexity that requires individual 

choices regarding the tasks learners chose to complete.  While there is an immense 

amount of research emerging in game design for educational gaming (see Prensky (2001) 

for a review), future research should also be targeted at the construction of SIEs 

dedicated specifically to language learning, which utilize the principles of SLA and L2 

pragmatic acquisition as well as game design.  This point is elaborated further in Section 

5.5 of this chapter.       

5.1.2  RQ#1: B – Varied Participant Roles:  To what extent do learners take on varied 

participant roles within the SIE? How do these roles evolve or change throughout 

the interactions?  Is there evidence of conscious experimentation with different 

participant roles in different contexts? 

Results from this question demonstrate learner collaboration and language 

production in three contexts: (1) synchronous communication with an NPC via written 

chat, (2) synchronous communication with the general game space via written chat, and 

(3) asynchronous communication via the interactive group bulletin board – with no 

interaction occurring via voice chat or between two learners in real time.  While the 

participant roles in each varied, in all three contexts, the learners opted for the roles of 

Informant, Commenter and Supporter with occasional instances of the Questioner, 

Attacker, and Joker roles.  The asynchronous context displayed the highest variety of 

participant roles as compared to the two synchronous contexts.  Finally, as learners 

progressed through the SIE experience, they reported an increase in the perceived value 

of group collaboration, even if it meant additional effort to create a multiuser experience 

in the SIE environment.  These results present a number of interesting insights related to 

collaboration and participant roles in the SIE.   
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First, the contexts in which the various participant roles occurred suggest that 

SIEs and other virtual spaces are viable spaces for L2 pragmatic development through 

role experimentation.  As previously discussed, one of the biggest advantages of SIEs is 

that learners are able to adopt a variety of roles and experiment with different 

personalities in ways that are not possible outside of the virtual world (Barab, 

forthcoming; Gee, 2003a; Lee and Hoadley, 2007; Taylor, 2006).  However, in order for 

this to happen, there must be embodiment of a players‟ personality in the virtual space.  

Francis (2006) asserts, “Role play and identification with virtual avatars are central to 

learning in immersive worlds, but learners need a choice over characters adopted” (as 

cited in de Freitas, 2006, p. 6).  As we have seen in the pragmatics literature, the same 

necessity of choice holds true for ILP development (Kasper, 1997; Rose, 2005).  This 

makes the learning experience customizable from the beginning and throughout the 

experience.   

While there was not as much interaction as was expected among learners, the 

interaction with the NPCs via written chat is very interesting because it suggests the 

learners viewed the simulated characters as valid, interactional partners with whom they 

wanted to build relationships, as evidenced by the high occurrence of the Supporter role 

(51%).  In addition, the NPCs were perceived as valid sources of information who 

understood elements of the virtual world, not understood by the learners themselves (i.e., 

the Questioner role was used as an attempt to access this perceived information).  In one 

case, a participant even became frustrated and reacted against the NPC, even though she 

knew there would be no response.  The complexity of role experimentation and 
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personality embodiment that was expected in the SIE was not present; however, initial 

results suggest learners are willing to accept the “invitation to play out different sides of 

our desires, feelings, values, fears, fantasies, and identities” (Gee, 2005, p. 70) in the 

virtual space, so long as the opportunity arises.  Future development and implementation 

of SIEs should include further opportunities for collaboration, even with simulated 

characters.  The connection the participants had with the NPCs represents an important 

finding because it indicates there is an engagement with the virtual space (Gee, 2003a, 

2003b; Prensky, 2001).  Therefore, simulated characters can be utilized to give learners 

practice with a variety of situations.  These characters can be created to focus the 

attention of learners on varied aspects of the L2 pragmatic system.  These could include, 

for example, furthering cognitive awareness, receptive/integrative skill development, and 

integrated and free productive use (Judd, 1999) or strategies which encompass the 

learning, use, and metapragmatic aspects of L2 pragmatic development (Cohen, 2005).   

The connection this group of participants felt with the NPCs is an important 

benefit of SIEs for L2 pragmatic development because it allows for a level of realism not 

possible in role play scenarios or textually simulated contexts.  In fact, one learner even 

mentioned that she wished she could interact with the NPCs more to “get to know them.”  

She indicated that this would have made the conversations even easier to internalize 

because without the interaction, it was sometimes difficult to remember who her friends 

were versus the strangers.   

The distribution of each of the specific participant roles in the various 

interactional contexts also warrants attention.  As compared to the participant roles in 
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Abrams‟ (2001) study, the participant speech in this project exhibited less variety, 

especially in the case of the SCMC contexts.  This is probably due to the absence of 

learner-learner interaction.  In contrast to Abram‟s study, the participants in all three 

contexts demonstrated a marked tendency for certain types of roles in certain 

collaborative contexts.  For example, in interactions with the NPCs, learners opted for the 

Supporter and Questioner roles 85% of the time versus the game chat and bulletin board 

contexts where the primary participant roles were that of Informant and Commenter.  In 

the general game chat, there was only one other instance of a different participant role 

(i.e., Questioner).  Thus, the participant roles in this study were not constrained by the 

mode of collaboration (e.g., group journals vs. CMC), but rather by the interactional 

context (i.e., NPC, game, bulletin board) in which they occurred.   

It is probable that the participant roles in each of the contexts were constrained by 

the types of interactions that the participants themselves perceived as feasible and 

relevant.  Moreover, it is noteworthy that the distribution of participant roles in this study 

which most closely aligns with Abrams‟ findings for CMC contexts is that of the 

asynchronous bulletin board.  For example, we see the appearance of the Joker and 

Creator of In-Group Identity roles in the bulletin board context only.  This is likely a 

result of additional interaction between the learners.  The asynchronous context is the 

only space in the SIE where the participants in this study interacted with one another, and 

therefore, the behavior aligns more closely with that of the CMC contexts in previous 

work.   
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The final finding that is especially significant, when considering the notion of 

participant roles, is the absence of collaboration on the part of the participants during the 

SIE experience.  This is noteworthy because of the possible influence on the types of 

participant roles in the data (i.e., it can be reasonably predicted that the users would be 

more likely to take on a wider variety of participant roles in the cases of peer-to-peer 

collaboration).  Furthermore, upon completion of the SIE, the participants themselves 

also recognized an increased emphasis on the importance of collaboration.  The 

importance of interaction, social learning, and scenario building are not new to language 

learning (see, for example, Di Pietro, 1987
53

; Gass and Selinker, 2001) or CMC research 

(e.g., Blake, 2000; Smith 2003a, 2003b, 2004).  However, the importance of 

collaboration and social learning (Brown and Adler, 2008), is highlighted when 

considering the value of multi-user immersive spaces (online social spaces, MMOGs, and 

SIEs).  In these contexts, interaction is often cited as one of the primary engaging aspects 

of MMOGs that lead to skill development.  “The first [important aspect of interaction] is 

the interaction of the player and the computer...The second, though, is the inherently 

social aspect of games – you learn them with other people” (Prensky, 2001, p. 123).  

Future implementations of SIEs should capitalize on this power of collaboration and 

explicitly encourage users to spend time in the environment together.   

The potential of SIEs for pragmatic development lies in the fact that learners can 

embody a variety of personalities and participant roles in the virtual space which are not 
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 Although not as well known, Di Pietro advocates the use of strategic scenario building in which learners 

take on varied, often oppositional, roles to further their strategic skills in a second language.  The strategic 

interaction classroom network (1987, p. 21) presents a fairly similar picture of the type of collaboration that 

is feasible (and beneficial) in MMOGs and SIEs. 
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necessarily feasible in other contexts (Barab, forthcoming; Gee, 2003a, 2005; Lee and 

Hoadley, 2007; Prensky, 2001; Taylor, 2006).  Furthermore, through real-time 

collaboration with their peers and reflective dialogue around the pragmatic content of the 

SIE, learners have the opportunity to conceptualize, evaluate, and experiment with 

different pragmatic content as advocated by Judd (1999) and Cohen (2005).  The fact that 

these types of interaction did not occur in this study in the ways predicted should not lead 

to the abandonment of the use of collaboration and encouragement of experimentation 

with participant roles in the SIE.  Rather, effort should be placed on finding an explicit 

approach to this type of role experimentation.  Furthermore, collaborative in-world 

activity between users should be included as a central component of the game play 

experience itself.     

5.1.3  RQ#1: C – Practice/Feedback:  To what extent do learners utilize the SIE as a 

practice space to improve their pragmatic abilities? 

The final sub-question addressing the use of significant attributes of the SIE 

examines how learners use it as a practice space to improve their pragmatic abilities.  The 

findings indicate that half of the students used the quest restart feature (54%) in three 

different contexts (i.e., after a failed quest, after a passed quest, and in other scenarios).  

Interview data showed that quest restarting was viewed by some participants as a positive 

experience and an opportunity for practice while the majority tended to associate it with 

failure and as a negative action in the SIE.  These results suggest that, for the majority of 

the participants in this study, the SIE was not used as a low-risk practice space for free 

experimentation.  This section presents a number of factors that contribute to the 

interpretation of these findings. 
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First, as in the case of the other two sub-questions, task type and delivery of 

feedback seemed to have played an important role in the encouragement or, in this case, 

the discouragement, of feedback leading to experimentation.  A successful completion of 

a quest was indicated by a green check mark in the quest log.  For the learners, this 

symbolized completion, and did not carry a connotation of needing to re-do the activity, 

despite consistent encouragement to do so on the part of the instructors and the 

researcher.  Thus, quest completion was either based on pass or failure.  The problem 

with this perception of right/wrong for L2 pragmatic development is the immense level of 

variability in what is considered right or wrong (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2002; Kasper, 1997).
54

  In fact, the binary choice of right or wrong is exactly 

the type of approach that use of SIEs for pragmatic development is meant to avoid.  

Much of the previous difficulty in designing pragmatics assessments has been with the 

attempt to find right or wrong answers (e.g., Hudson et al., 1995), which may simply not 

be feasible in the area of pragmatics (Roever, 2004; Rose, 2005; Salaberry and Cohen, 

2006).  SIEs help to alleviate some of these issues by allowing for multiple “right” or 

“wrong” answers. 

The lack of experimentation and practice indicates that future uses of SIEs might 

include a more complex system of feedback which encourages practice and 

experimentation on a variety of levels.  This type of approach is congruent with the skills 

and strategies-based approach to learning pragmatics advocated by Judd (1999) and 

Cohen (2005) as well as the multiple areas of assessment approach (Hudson et al, 1995; 
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 See Brown (2001), Cohen (2004), Hudson et. al. (1995), Roever (2004), and  Salaberry & Cohen (2006) 

for further discussion on assessment in L2 pragmatics.   
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Roever, 2004; Salaberry and Cohen, 2006).  Furthermore, it is essential to create an 

immersive experience which encourages failure as part of the experience.  As noted by 

Prensky (2001): 

“The art of providing feedback in a game is extremely important and 

complex because either too little or too much can lead quickly to 

frustration for the player.  This leads to another important characteristic of 

computer games – they are adaptive.  This means the level of difficulty 

goes up or down automatically depending on what you do” (p.122).  

  

For the acquisition of pragmatics, this might include indicators of quest success or failure 

based on a number of different dimensions, measured by various in-game assets.  For 

example, a participant in the SIE may have various meters that measure homesickness, 

wealth, social status, and professional status.  Each time they engage in an interaction 

these meters are affected, either in a positive or negative direction, based on the outcome 

of the interaction.  It is predicted that a more complex feedback and progress tracking 

mechanism would help eliminate the perception of success or failure as part of quest 

completion and, as a result, lead towards further use of the SIE as a practice space (e.g., 

Aldrich, 2005; Gee, 2003a, 2005; Prensky, 2001).  Future research on the use of SIEs for 

providing feedback and encouraging experimentation is critical to fully utilize the 

potential of immersive spaces for L2 pragmatic acquisition.   

Despite the lack of experimentation present in the learner behavior, when asked 

what they would have done differently in the SIE were they required to repeat the unit, 

the participants themselves indicated that they would take more time to experiment with 

different responses and personalities because they think they would have learned more.  

This indicates a desire on the part of the learners to utilize the SIE in a different way than 
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what is actually found in the data.  Future research is critical in understanding how to 

make this happen at the beginning of the experience instead of upon completion of all of 

the activities.  As is the case with many commercial MMOGs, learning how to play the 

game should also be a critical component to the in-game experience (e.g., Gee, 2003a; 

Nardi et al., 2007; Prensky, 2001).  This principle should also be incorporated into SIE 

environments whenever possible.    

5.2   Research Question 2 

 

To what extent does the use of the SIE affect learners‟ ability to perform requests 

and apologies in Spanish? 

 

 This question specifically targets an understanding of the learning outcomes based 

on the L2 pragmatic development experience in the SIE.  This section examines 

considerations relevant to the results of four DCT scenarios as well as learners‟ 

perceptions regarding their own pragmatic abilities.   

5.2.1  RQ#2: A – Learning Outcomes: In what ways does interaction in the SIE space 

impact learners‟ pragmalinguistic knowledge of requests and apologies?  

 The first sub-question specifically addresses learners‟ pragmalinguistic 

knowledge of requests and apologies, based on the content addressed in the SIE.  When 

interpreting these results, it is important to remember that they were coded based on the 

general tendencies taught, and not necessarily all request or apology strategies available 

in a NS‟s repertoire.  This section discusses the implications of the results from each 

DCT scenario.   

 The request scenarios were measured based on three dimensions (i.e., type of 

strategy, perspective, and external modifiers).  In the first DCT scenario, participants 
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asked to borrow a book from a friend.  The learners opted for conventionally indirect 

strategies the majority of the time in both the pre- and posttest measures, followed by 

non-conventionally indirect strategies, and one instance of a direct request in the pretest.  

In terms of perspective, the results show a fairly balanced use of hearer- and speaker-

oriented strategies with a higher percentage of use of hearer-oriented than speaker-

oriented strategies in both cases.  Finally, in the external modifiers data, more strategies 

appeared in the posttest with the increase occurring in the use of both preparatory and 

grounder strategies.   

 Based on the content addressed in the SIE, it can be determined that there may 

have been minimal improvements in the ability to request a book from a friend, but, 

overall, the results from the pre- to posttest demonstrated little change.  In terms of the 

types of strategy used, there was an increased percentage of the use of conventionally 

indirect strategies (the most commonly used strategy in Spanish and English).  However, 

there was little change in the use of non-conventionally indirect strategies on the part of 

the learners, despite having been taught that non-conventionally indirect strategies are not 

a common request strategy in Spanish.  This was reflected explicitly in the tips in the SIE 

as well as the response patterns of the NPCs.  Hints, in place of linguistically coded 

requests, did not serve a positive function in the SIE.  Nevertheless, they still appeared in 

the posttest data of the learners.  Thus, it can be concluded that learners continued to opt 

for their native language strategy (i.e., hints) in some cases.  This is congruent with 

previous comparative (Márquez-Reiter, 2000) and acquisition research (Félix-Brasdefer, 
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2007; Pinto, 2005) which demonstrate the continued use of native language-based 

strategies.   

In terms of perspective, there was also little change with a fairly even balance 

between hearer- and speaker-oriented strategies.  Learners were taught that an orientation 

towards hearer-oriented strategies was more common in Spanish and were given 

examples of semantic formulae that would be more helpful.  While there was a slightly 

higher percentage of hearer-oriented strategies in the posttest than the pretest, there was 

actually little evidence of change.  This finding is also comparable to that of Félix-

Brasdefer (2007) who found a slightly higher hearer-orientation in more advanced 

groups, but very little overall change.  The same is true in the case of the external 

modifiers.   

 In the second request scenario, in which the participants were asked to request an 

extension on a paper from a professor, similar results emerged.  Overall, participants 

opted for conventionally indirect strategies in both the pre- and posttest scenarios with 

the continued use of non-conventionally indirect strategies in some cases.  In terms of 

perspective, there was a slight change from pre- to posttest, but overall, the participants 

opted for speaker-oriented strategies over hearer-oriented strategies, despite having been 

taught that hearer-oriented strategies were more often used by NSs of Spanish than 

speaker-oriented strategies.  Finally, there was a demonstrated increase in the number of 

external modifiers used.  This indicates a slight intention to mitigate the request to the 

professor.  Once again, it can be concluded that participation in the SIE resulted in little 

change on the part of the learners from pre- to posttest in both request scenarios.        



177 
 

 

Various factors can account for this lack of improvement.  First, it could be the 

case that the SIE was not a valid environment to practice or learn about requests.  Since 

the scenarios were fairly straightforward, it may have been easier for learners to complete 

a quest without the need to try different options and experiment, resulting in a lower level 

of internalization of new content.   

In addition, the branching mechanism used to interact with NPCs may have either 

simplified the content too much (decreasing the need to pay attention to all choices) or 

may not have been explicit enough for the learners to notice pragmatic differences (see 

the discussion of lo siento below).  However, this does not necessarily indicate that the 

type of interaction with NPCs present is this study is not valuable for ILP development or 

use in SIEs.  Based on the quest restart patterns, most learners only completed each 

interaction once or twice and very rarely opted for the other choices.  Had they fully 

taken advantage of the branching mechanism by experimenting with different choices 

and receiving varied reactions from the NPCs, the results might be different.  

Another possibility is that learners acquired the necessary information to 

understand the difference between various types of request strategies and perspectives, 

yet were not able to produce the necessary formula.  The treatment period was relatively 

short (six weeks) to expect a great deal of change in production data.  As has been seen in 

previous work with beginning learners (e.g., Koike, 1994), one must take caution to avoid 

overemphasis on production abilities since what can be produced does not necessarily 

indicate what learners know.  Although the participants in this study were not beginners, 

the same caution applies.  Both comprehension and production are important when 



178 
 

 

considering pragmatic abilities.  This point will be elaborated shortly.  Finally, the last 

explanation for the lack of change in the request scenarios is that learners were already 

adept at requests of this type and the material that was taught was not necessarily new 

and did not cause a change in behavior from the pre- to posttest measures.   

   In the apologies situations, a different picture emerges.  Both apologies 

scenarios (i.e., apologizing to your host mother for stepping on her foot and apologizing 

to a friend for spilling coffee on her computer) exhibited a change in perspective from 

speaker-oriented strategies to hearer-oriented strategies.  This was one of the primary 

content areas that was focused on in the SIE and learner outcome data demonstrated that 

there was indeed a change in the perspective of the apologies.  In this case, it appears that 

instruction was beneficial for the learners and the experience in the SIE did have an 

impact on their apology perspective.  This is congruent with L2 acquisition research 

indicating that explicit instruction is valuable for the acquisition of apologies (e.g., 

Kasper, 1997; Overfield, 1997; Rose, 2005).   

An important consideration in interpreting these results is the effect that the use of 

the salient chunk lo siento had on the re-orientation of apology perspective.  In all cases, 

in both DCT scenarios, lo siento was the only speaker-oriented strategy used by the 

learners.  Part of the SIE experience was learning to use other semantic formulae that 

were hearer-oriented (e.g., disculpar, perdonar).  The saliency of the use of these 

alternative pragmalinguistic strategies is a strong explanation for the drastic shift in 

orientation.  This demonstrates that learners were capable of expanding their apology 

repertoire to include additional strategies.  The saliency of lo siento might also explain 
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why the results are different from those in the request scenarios.  It was much easier for 

the learners to adopt a new apology formula at the lexical level, as opposed to a more 

general shift in orientation when making requests (with the potential to occur at the 

syntactic level).  Different aspects of pragmatic competence require different 

instructional techniques and assessment measures (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Judd, 1999; 

Rose, 2005).  Therefore, it could be that the activities in the SIE were, perhaps, more 

supportive of acquisition of apologies than of requests in terms of perspective (i.e., 

hearer-oriented as compared to speaker-oriented).   

In the case of external modifiers for making apologies, the first apology scenario 

showed an increase in the overall use from 53 to 64.  While this change is not especially 

noteworthy, it does indicate an increase of Explanation and Justification strategies.  In 

the posttest, the participants tended to justify their actions more than in the pretest.  Part 

of the instructional material in the SIE was learning to explain what happened.  The 

results indicate a preliminary incorporation of these external modifiers.  In contrast, there 

was little change in the number of external modifiers in the second apology scenario.  

While the distribution was slightly different from the pre- to posttest, there was, overall, 

little change.   

There were, however, a few minor changes which warrant discussion.  First of all, 

an important point made in the SIE is that an offer of financial compensation is not 

necessarily the best course of action in all scenarios.  Sometimes other ways to repair a 

situation are also valid and, often, more important than financial compensation.  

Indication of this change appears in the posttest data with a reduction of the percentages 
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of offer of financial compensation and an increase in offer of repair (other than something 

financial).  This is an initial indication of a slight shift in use of these two strategies.  In 

addition, there is a higher use of acknowledgement of responsibility on the part of the 

learners in the posttest, also a feature explicitly taught in the SIE.  Despite these minor 

shifts, there was little change overall in the use of external modifiers.    

In addition to the factors described for the request scenarios, another explanation 

for the lack of difference between the pre- and posttests could be the assessment tool 

itself.  While DCTs can be very useful for accessing indirect pragmatic knowledge 

(Félix-Brasdefer, 2003), they may not have been the best measure to capture what was 

learned by the participants in this study.  Other data (e.g., interview data and in-class 

presentations) indicate an increased awareness of various pragmatic features.  The 

minimal improvement demonstrated by students could be a result of the outcome 

measurement tool or the distinction between what learners know about the content and 

how they are able to use it (Koike, 1989, 1994).   

Additional assessment tools for measuring pragmatic abilities could reveal 

improvements in other areas (i.e., comprehension, analysis skills, and metapragmatic 

abilities).  In order to understand what improvements were actually made, a battery of 

tasks (e.g., Hudson et al, 1995; Roever, 2004) could be used.  This would allow for 

comparison of a variety of pragmatic skills and help to differentiate the various possible 

improvements made by learners that did not appear in this data.  Another valuable means 

for understanding the developmental stages of the learners would be the use of dynamic 
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assessment.
55

  This would allow for measurement and categorization of a variety of 

developmental stages and help establish a fine-tuned understanding of what learners are 

capable of, in addition to their production abilities. Although a complete exploration of 

dynamic assessment is beyond the scope of this project, see Poehner (2008) for a recent 

volume addressing the use of dynamic assessment in L2 contexts.  Ideally, a combination 

of the methods above would be used to measure learners‟ pragmatic abilities.  Although 

time-consuming and not feasible for this project, a complex battery of assessments which 

measure outcomes and developmental stages would be very important to future 

understanding of the type of ILP development which takes place in a virtual space.       

 To summarize, the DCT data for both requests and apologies show very little 

change from pre- to posttest.  The perspective shift from speaker-oriented to hearer-

oriented strategies in the apologies scenarios is the only exception, demonstrating that 

there was indeed a decrease in the use of lo siento.  Factors which may contribute to this 

lack of change include context of instruction, measurement tool, DCT scenarios, and the 

effect of the SIE itself.  Future research is needed to determine exactly what can and 

cannot be learned through participation in SIEs. 

5.2.2  RQ#2: B – Perceptive Outcomes: To what extent do learners report an impact on 

their own abilities to perform apologies and requests? 

In contrast to the DCT data, which shows a fairly low level of improvement, the 

learner self-report data reports a fairly high perceived ability in a variety of scenarios as 

well as a perceived change in ability on the part of the learners.  It is important to 

recognize that self-report data is not necessarily indicative of actual behavior (Cohen, 
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 Dynamic assessment refers to an approach which aims at measuring developmental stages of individuals‟ 

learning in contrast to their ability to perform on a certain independent tasks.  
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2005); nevertheless, when considered carefully, the findings present a number of 

interesting implications.  As part of the entrance and exit surveys, learners were asked to 

self-evaluate their own abilities in a variety of different contexts.  While all eight 

scenarios demonstrated an increase in reported ability level and a decrease in the number 

of learners with no skills, a comparison of the mean scores (paired measures t-test) for 

each of the scenarios demonstrated a statistically significant improvement in half of the 

eight scenarios:  

 Asking a native speaker, who is a close friend, to borrow an important item. 

 Apologizing to a professor for arriving late to class. 

 Apologizing to a stranger for accidentally bumping into him or her. 

 Requesting help from a friend to plan a party. 

 

Interestingly, these four scenarios are situations which occurred almost identically in the 

SIE.  This is preliminary indication that explicit practice with the specific scenario 

increases the learners‟ perceived abilities in that context (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; 

Kasper, 1997).  In the four scenarios which were equivalent, but did not appear exactly 

the same in the SIE, there was a tendency towards a shift in increased abilities; however, 

the change was not statistically significant.   

 Carry on a friendly conversation with a native speaking classmate. 

 Asking a classmate to borrow his or her notes. 

 Requesting an important favor from a professor. 

 Asking a stranger for directions. 

 

These findings can be interpreted based on a number of different factors.  First, 

it could be preliminary evidence that participation in the SIE instructed learners to 

succeed in specific scenarios that were part of the SIE as opposed to teaching them a 

skill set for dealing with the pragmatic aspects of language in general.  “The biggest 
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potential disadvantage in SIEs is the danger of learning the pragmatics of the space and 

not necessarily skills of the L2 itself” (Sykes et al., 2008, p. forthcoming).   In this 

case, it may have been that the learners were able to transfer the content directly 

applicable from the SIE, but not the skills they had developed through participation.  A 

way to overcome this drawback is to continue to focus on skills for L2 pragmatic 

performance that enable learners to succeed in a variety of contextual and digitally 

mediated (as well as nonmediated) situations as part of the learning experience.  In 

addition to content, skills and strategies should be explicitly taught as well (Sykes and 

Cohen, forthcoming).   

Another important consideration in interpreting these results is the overall 

increase in reported ability on the part of the learners.  While the outcome results of the 

DCT may not demonstrate a great deal of improvement, it would be hard to argue that 

the learners themselves did not feel like they improved as a result of their experience in 

the SIE. However, the increase in awareness and cognitive processing about 

pragmatics may have a positive effect on future ILP development.  It would be very 

interesting to see how learners perform when evaluated on other dimensions aside from 

the DCT, such as an assessment that measured learners‟ abilities to talk about requests 

and apologies as well as role play and naturally-occurring speech.  Although not 

analyzed in detail as part of this study, the in-class group presentations did show 

positive awareness of various pragmatic issues in Spanish pragmatics based on what 

had been learned in the SIE. 
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5.3 Engagement 

 In addition to a discussion of each of the research questions presented above, this 

section will briefly explore the overall question of engagement as related to the use of 

SIEs for L2 pragmatic acquisition.  Although not a specific research question of this 

study, further examination of the notion of engagement is useful in synthesizing the 

results of each of the research questions and gaining a comprehensive picture of the 

findings from this study.  An excerpt from one of the participants (Example 44) is very 

indicative of the points to be discussed in this section.   

 Example (44)  

Participant 18: I just think it is so cool that I‟ve probably talked to tons of 

friends, I‟m playing a video game for my Spanish class 

right now, and like no one understands it‟s not like a real 

video game but I just think it‟s like such a neat idea.  I can 

see it working for you know, becoming a part of a 

curriculum of a class, especially a class, like I took a 

colloquial class, and integrating something like this into 

that could be very useful and it is a way to get people 

excited rather than reading like this is what you say for this 

and this is what you say for this...last Thursday, I think, I 

came home and my friends were going out and I said I‟m 

going home and play the video game for awhile, I want to 

see what happens, like if I can find Ana, so I think it‟s 

really the idea of it I have never even considered that there 

was this was such an option.  (Interview 1) 

 

For this participant, the SIE experience was positive due to the combination of the 

technological environment as well as the content.  In this case, engagement with the 

activity came from, not only the game itself, but also the pragmatic content.  She was 

excited about what she was learning as well as the way it was being learned.  This is 

congruent with what Prensky (2001) deems digital-game based learning (i.e., the 
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combination of engagement and content).  If we return to the list of twelve elements that 

make games engaging (Figure 4, repeated here for convenience), we see that, in this case, 

it was not just the SIE that was engaging, but the content as well.   

Figure 4 (repeated).  Elements of Games that Engage Us (From Prensky, 2001, p. 106) 

 

In other words, we can see the participants‟ level of engagement as a continuum of two 

levels.  On one level, the participants appear engaged with the SIE itself (i.e., the 

immersive space, the graphics, avatars, quests), and, on the other, with the content 

(learning how to apologize, different request techniques, specific language functions).  

For each individual learner, the balance of factors which make the experience engaging 

varied.  These varied levels of engagement play an important role in the individualized 

experience, participant roles, collaboration, and practice experience of the users.  In the 

current study, the majority of the learners fell in the Student category.  However, they 

 Games are a form of fun. That gives us enjoyment and pleasure. 

 Games are a form of play. That gives us intense and passionate 

involvement. 

 Games have rules. That gives us structure. 

 Games have goals. That gives us motivation. 

 Games are interactive. That gives us doing. 

 Games have outcomes and feedback. That gives us learning. 

 Games are adaptive. That gives us flow. 

 Games have win states. That gives us ego gratification. 

 Games have conflict/competition/challenge/opposition. That gives us 

adrenaline. 

 Games have problem solving. That sparks our creativity. 

 Games have interaction. That gives us social groups. 

 Games have representation and story. That gives us emotion. 
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reported that they enjoyed the experience and were very excited by the material they had 

learned.  Thus, their engagement fell closer to the content end of the continuum.  

However, the Explorer group was also highly engaged with SIE experience itself, in 

addition to the content.  This indicates a more central place on the continuum.  If we 

consider that skills used as part of the SIE are also critical for L2 pragmatic development, 

this would be the type of engagement we hope to encourage through the use of SIEs in 

the future.  That is, students learn content and skills at the same time through a highly-

engaging learning experience.  Data from this study indicate that this is happening on a 

surface level; however, to truly utilize the benefits of SIEs for L2 pragmatic 

development, future research must address how to encourage engagement on a deeper 

level that leads to in-depth L2 pragmatic development.   

5.4 Limitations of the Study 

As with any study, this project carries with it a number of limitations.  Each of 

those most relevant to the interpretation of the results is briefly presented in this section.  

Those to be discussed here include: considerations of the participant group, the data 

collection setting and context, and the use of technology as a primary measure and 

instructional tool.   

 First, a special note about the population of participants must be made.  

Traditionally, students who do not receive at least a B- in SPAN 3015 (the fifth semester 

course taken prior to SPAN 3021), are required to take SPAN 3021 before enrolling in 

courses at the 3100 level.  For others, SPAN 3021 is an elective that is encouraged, but 

not required, to move on to higher-level content courses.  This could result in a skewed 
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population of learners who traditionally have not been as successful in their advanced 

language courses or who are not as motivated to succeed as their more traditionally 

successful counterparts.  Based on self-report data, this particular group of learners is 

evenly split between those who were required to take the course and those who chose to 

take it.  Nevertheless, it is an important consideration.  Furthermore, since course 

placement is not a valid measure of proficiency, it cannot be assumed that the proficiency 

level of all participants is equivalent.  While the minimum level of proficiency can be 

calculated, based on the LPE needed to gain entrance into the course, additional measures 

were not used to measure overall proficiency level of the group.  The effect of this 

limitation was balanced by the use of a pre/post design for the learner outcome data; 

however, other claims regarding proficiency are not feasible in this case. 

 Next, much of the data were collected outside of a controlled laboratory setting.  

While this has advantages, such as authenticity and the ability to collect a larger sample 

of data, it also carries the potential risk of lost data (e.g., the archiving software does not 

record correctly), uncontrollable variables (e.g., time spent on tasks), and unequal 

exposure to the instructional material.  Thus, the use of qualitative and quantitative 

analyses is important to understanding what impact outside variables may have had on 

the final results.  In this study, the authenticity of the data allowed for the comparison of 

realistic use patterns; however, no real-time metadata about these experiences is 

available.  Furthermore, the entrance and exit questionnaires were completed online and 

were an optional activity for the participants.  Of the 53 participants who agreed to be 

part of the study, only 38 completed both the entrance and exit questionnaires.  Thus, a 
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fairly high attrition rate of the subjects somewhat lessens the strength of the conclusions 

of the survey data and may have resulted in an overly positive or negative perception of 

the SIE experience.   

 Another limitation of the data set lies in the use of a subset of volunteers for the 

one-on-one interview data.  While the subgroup is similar to the overall group in terms of 

demographic characteristics, it is not possible to compare their overall perceptions with 

those of the entire group.    

 Furthermore, the last limitation to be noted here is the use of DCT data to measure 

learners‟ pragmatic knowledge.  As has been discussed extensively in the pragmatics 

literature, DCTs carry with them a number of disadvantages including the production of 

inauthentic results which are not representative of actual language use, but rather, are 

reflective of speaker intuitions or perceptions (Félix-Brasdefer, 2003; Golato, 2003; 

Cohen, 2004).  In this case, the DCTs were used to measure patterns and not overall 

abilities, limiting the effect of these disadvantages.   However, as previously discussed, 

other means of measuring learners‟ abilities (e.g., a battery of assessments, dynamic 

assessment) would add additional insight not available through the DCTs. 

 Finally, the use of technology for instruction and data collection carries with it a 

certain amount of risk.  Although back-up methods and training were included wherever 

available, the impact of the use of innovative technology on the data is possible  No data 

appears to have been lost in the collection process due to technical difficulties; however, 

learner perceptions and behaviors could have been altered.  Triangulation methods were 

used to account for the findings from a variety of different angles.    
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 Despite these limitations, it can be concluded that the results obtained through this 

initial exploratory study present important implications for future development and 

implementation of SIEs for L2 pragmatic development.  While the results should be 

interpreted within the context of the study itself, they are useful for forming a baseline of 

empirical data to spark additional research in this area.  

5.5 Implications for Design  

 Despite the limitations presented above, the results of this study indicate that the 

use of SIEs for pragmatic development is indeed feasible and positive, if research and 

development are used to improve the experience of the participants in this study.  While 

an attempt was made in the construction and design of the SIE to incorporate complex 

tasks and in-game exploration features, the behavior patterns of the learners in the SIE 

(i.e., the majority as Students or Presenters) indicate that additional changes need to be 

made to take further advantage of the benefits offered by SIEs.  First, three specific 

features could be added that are especially relevant to ILP development:  

(1) A large number of quests should be available for participants to choose 

from.  This would make it more difficult (if not impossible) to 

complete all of the quests and would encourage learners to make 

choices and experiment with content relevant to their own pragmatic 

system.   

 

(2) Additional surprises and “benefits of exploration” could be built into 

the SIE to encourage the learning of skills and content simultaneously.  

 

 

(3) A complex system of feedback should play an inherent role in the 

game play experience.  This might include implicit feedback in the 

form of NPC and shifts in in-game experiences as well as explicit 

feedback specifically targeted to the individual learner (e.g., asset 

building and emotion monitoring). 
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In addition, participant roles and group collaboration are an important component of 

successful game play, and not just a peripheral aspect of the experience.  Tasks that 

require the sharing of information and assets (e.g., information gap and jigsaw) should 

also be included as central elements of the SIE questing experience.   Overall, there is 

still much work to be done in terms of the design of SIEs specifically for ILP 

development.  This project is one step towards further understanding how this can be 

done.   

5.6 Implications for Pedagogy 

In addition to the design and creation of the space itself, the way in which any 

technological tool is utilized as part of the learning experience is also critical. The 

findings from this study suggest that task type and conceptualization of the SIE as a 

learning environment should be explicitly considered in the classroom.  The in-class 

outcomes (i.e., oral presentations or written assignments) based on what is learned in the 

SIE might also focus on learner subjectivity and experimentation skills, not just content.  

This could include class discussions, skill-application activities, and graded evaluation of 

the in-game participation.  Finally, a great deal of attention and thought should be placed 

on the measurement of success and failure.  In addition to successfully completing certain 

tasks, success should also be based on experimentation, and not necessarily only on the 

completion of certain learning objectives.  This requires flexibility on the part of 

instructors in allowing learners to take control of their own learning experience.  

In addition, successful implementation and use in the classroom requires 

instructor support.  The SIE must be presented and supported throughout the SIE 

experience as a valuable component to the overall learning taking place.  Therefore, 
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instructor training and experiential learning will be important in creating a seamless 

boundary between the virtual world and other learning activities.   

With the recent explosion of attention to the use of virtual worlds in education 

and, specifically language learning, L2 pragmatic development should not be ignored.  

Attention to the use of SIEs as teaching and learning tools, as well as relevant contexts 

for communication in their own right, is critical to realizing the full potential for the 

development of intercultural communication skills (see Sykes et al, 2008 for a further 

discussion of these issues).   

5.7 Directions for Future Research 

 Due to its exploratory nature and initial empirical investigation of the use of SIEs 

(or other multiuser spaces) for L2 pragmatic development, the results present more 

questions than answers.  Thus, there are numerous possibilities for future research in this 

area.  This section presents some of the most important areas to consider in future 

research endeavors which examine the use of SIEs for L2 pragmatic acquisition.   

   The first issue that must be addressed is game design.  While this is an important 

topic for many developers in the serious games field, it is especially important to examine 

game design as it is directly applicable to SLA, including L2 pragmatic development.  

General game design principles should form the base-level knowledge of that research; 

however, specific insights for games directly applicable to L2 acquisition, especially L2 

pragmatics, should also be addressed.  As noted by Prensky (2001), “The third [reason 

why game-based learning works] is the way the two are put together in the whole 

package.  There are many ways to do this, and the best solution is highly contextual” (p. 
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147).  Therefore, any future research in this area should continue to specifically examine 

the relevant features of immersive spaces that carry the most significant considerations 

for the content being learned.   

Related to the concept of game design and task creation, is the comparison of the 

use of spaces that have already been built (e.g., commercial MMOGs) versus the 

construction of new SIEs (e.g., Croquelandia).  When we consider that the cost of 

commercial gaming spaces falls in the multi-million dollar range (e.g., the cost of World 

of Warcraft, the most popular MMOG, is estimated at 65 million dollars), creating ways 

for developing less costly resources or leveraging spaces that have already been built is 

critical.  Even the creation and development of immersive spaces for educational 

purposes are quite expensive and time consuming.  Therefore, future research should 

consider how to leverage the products already in existence to enhance the spaces already 

being built.  Moreover, sacrificing state-of-the art graphics (often the most costly 

component) for additional control and design of the game space might be a valuable 

trade-off.  Future research should include the use of a variety of types of immersive 

spaces for pragmatic development. 

 In addition, future research should address the types of tasks that are especially 

beneficial for pragmatic acquisition in SIEs.  This should include considerations of 

choice of task, group size, collaboration and interaction, and integration with other 

classroom activities.  Empirical data are especially important in this area to eliminate the 

application of state-of-the-art tools due to the newness factor as opposed to focusing on 

SLA principles (Salaberry, 2000).  Furthermore, research should specifically address how 
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SIEs can best be used for various aspects of pragmatic acquisition.  This may include, but 

is not limited to, consideration of other speech acts, varied contexts, specific dialect 

distinctions, politeness, additional discourse features, and additional languages.  Finally, 

SIEs present a number of promising possibilities for the type of complex assessment that 

can happen through the virtual environment.  Ways in which this potential can be 

harnessed should be included as part of the future research agenda in this area. 

 In general, we still know very little about the use of SIEs for L2 pragmatic 

acquisition.  Empirical data are critical to better understanding how this technology can 

best be leveraged as a solution to existing barriers to pragmatic instruction.  In doing so, 

we may arrive at a practical way to teach the complex features of language associated 

with ILP development.  This study is an initial step in this direction.    

  5.8 Conclusions 

The present study is the first step in empirically evaluating the use of SIEs for L2 

pragmatic development.  Its primary purpose was to examine the role that online 

collaborative spaces, specifically, synthetic immersive environments (SIEs), can play in 

enhancing advanced language learners‟ pragmatic performance (i.e., their ability to 

perform requests and apologies in Spanish).  In order to do this, the current project 

analyzed the use of perceived benefits of the SIE for ILP development as well as learner 

outcome data (actual and perceptive).  The implications of this project, based on the data 

from this group of participants, can be summarized as follows:   

 Participants adopt various styles of participation in the SIE, which ultimately lead 

to varied individual experiences. While the factors which actually contribute to 

the various patterns of behavior remain to be determined, it can be concluded that 

perception of the space, as either an experimental arena or checklist of tasks to 
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complete, plays a role in how learners choose to utilize the SIE for their own 

individualized experience.  Future research should consider these varied behavior 

patterns in terms of design of the SIE, task construction, study abroad experience, 

integration with the face-to-face classroom experience, and assessment practices. 

 

 Collaboration and interaction play an important role in the learning that takes 

place in the SIE.  While there was not a high level of experimentation with 

participant roles in this study, patterns in the qualitative data reveal an increased 

importance placed on experimentation and interaction in the SIE upon completion 

of the unit.  This motivation should be harnessed earlier in future projects to 

further complexify and enhance the learning experience.  The potential for role 

and identity experimentation in SIEs remains strong; however, the ways in which 

this experimentation can be facilitated remain under investigation.  

 

 In this study, quest completion was viewed as the primary indicator of success 

with quest restarts indicating a connotation of failure for the majority of the 

students.  More complex feedback devices, which encourage and reward 

experimentation, should be embedded in future SIEs.  The binary right/wrong 

approach, experienced by this group of learners in the SIE, should be avoided.  

 

 There was a marked difference between actual learning outcomes (measured by 

pre/post DCTs) and perceived outcomes on the part of the learners.  There are 

various factors which may account for this discrepancy.  It is imperative that 

future research measure a variety of different pragmatic competencies so that it 

can be better understood how SIEs impact various levels of pragmatic abilities 

(e.g., comprehension vs. production).     

  

Ultimately, as in the case with many exploratory studies, each of these 

conclusions present more questions than answers.  The results indicate an overall 

positive value of SIEs for L2 pragmatic development for this group of participants and 

suggest that future research in this area is warranted.  At the same time, these findings 

further emphasize there is still a great deal of work to be done to make the potential of 

SIEs a reality.  For example, the distinction between perceived (i.e., learner self-report 

data) and actual (i.e., pre/post DCT data) outcomes indicate the developmentally 

successful use of SIEs will not be straightforward and cannot be taken for granted.   
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As we move forward in the use of a variety of innovative technologies for 

language learning, there is little doubt that digital virtualities (e.g., open social spaces, 

MMOGs, and SIEs) will be the subject of much discussion.  Future work addressing 

the use of SIEs for L2 pragmatic acquisition is warranted, and needed, in order to 

provide learners with a valuable context for the development and practice of L2 

pragmatic competence.   

There is no doubt that “learning is a big job. No one method works alone for 

everything. Digital Game-Based Learning is great in that it motivates and teaches in 

ways that other methods seldom do. But it is neither the unique solution to all training 

[learning] problems nor a pancea” (Prensky, 2001, p. 7). In other words, SIEs have the 

potential to overcome many of the barriers that are an inherent part of teaching 

pragmatics in ways that other means cannot.  At the same time, it may not be the only 

way to facilitate L2 pragmatic acquisition. Concurrent work in the use of digitally 

mediated and nonmediated contexts is needed to better understand how to address the 

multiple complexities of L2 pragmatics.  As always, the ultimate goal is to grant 

learners access to L2 language skills that are essential to the creation and maintenance 

of ongoing, meaningful relationships with speakers of languages other than their own.  

With continued research and development, SIEs are an innovative solution that have 

the potential to transform L2 pragmatic pedagogy in ways not possible via other 

mechanisms.           
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Appendix A 

Figures Representing the Models of Communicative Competence Presented in Canale 

and Swain (1980) and Bachman (1997) 
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Appendix B 

A Taxonomy of Strategies for Learning Speech Acts (Cohen, 2005) 

 

 

Speech Act Learning Strategies 

 Identify the second language speech acts learners want/need to focus on.   

 Gather information (through observation, interviews, written materials, movies, 

radio) on how the speech acts are performed.   

 Conduct one‟s own "cross-cultural" analysis (e.g., identify norms and semantic 

formulae, determine similarities and differences).   

 Observe what native speakers do by noting what they say, how they say it, and 

their non-verbal behavior.   

 Ask native speakers to model performance of the speech act.   

 Access published material dealing with speech acts.   

  

Communicative Act Use Strategies 

 Devise and utilize a memory aid for retrieving the speech act material that has 

already been learned.   

 Practice! (role plays, imaginary situations, conversations with native speakers)  

 Ask native speakers for feedback.   

 Learners determine their learning style preferences and try approaches that are 

consistent with their individual style.   

 Use communication strategies to get the message across (e.g., "I'm not sure how 

to say this right", repair when necessary, attempt to follow native speaker 

examples).   

 Remain true to one‟s own identity and subjectivity while still being aware of 

appropriate performance of the speech act.   

 

Metapragmatic Considerations  

 Decide on a focus.  Performance? Comprehension? Both?  

 Be conscious of the necessity for pre-planning.   

 Monitor various elements of the communicative act (e.g., level of directness, 

terms of address, timing, organization, sociocultural factors).   
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Appendix C 

A taxonomy of serious games adapted from Sawyer and Smith (2008, p.  29) 

http://www.dmill.com/presentations/serious-games-taxonomy-2008.pdf  
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Appendix D 

 

Gee (2003a) 36 Learning Principles Gained from Video Games 

 

1.   Active Critical Learning Principle 

All aspects of the learning environment (including the ways in which the semiotic 

domain is designed and presented) are set up to encourage active and critical, not 

passive, learning. 

2. Design Principle 

Learning about and coming to appreciate design and design principles is core to 

the learning experience. 

3. Semiotic Principle 

Learning about and coming to appreciate interrelations within and across multiple 

sign systems (images, words, actions, symbols, artifacts, etc.) as a complex 

system is core to the learning experience. 

4. Semiotic Domains Principle 

Learning involves mastering, at some level, semiotic domains, and being able to 

participate, at some level, in the affinity group or groups connected to them. 

5. Metalevel Thinking About Semiotic Domains Principle 

Learning involves active critical thinking about the relationships of the semiotic 

domain being learned to other semiotic domains. 

6. “Psychosocial Moratorium” Principle 

 Learners take risks in a space where real-world consequences are lowered. 

7. Committed Learning Principle 

Learners participate in an extended engagement (lots of effort and practice) as 

extensions of their real-world identities in relation to a virtual identity to which 

they feel some commitment and a virtual worlds that they find compelling. 
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8. Identity Principle  

Learning involves taking on and playing with identities in such a way that the 

learner has real choices (in developing the virtual identity) and ample 

opportunities to meditate on the relationship between new identities and old ones.  

There is a tripartite play of identities as learners relate, and reflect on, their 

multiple real-world identities, a virtual identity, and a projective identity. 

9.   Self-Knowledge Principle 

The virtual worlds is constructed is such a way that learners learn not only about 

the domain but about themselves and their current and potential capacities. 

10. Amplification of Input Principle 

 For little input, learners get a lot of output. 

11. Achievement Principle 

For learners of all levels of skill there are intrinsic rewards from the beginning, 

customized to each learner‟s level, effort, and growing mastery and signaling the 

learner‟s ongoing achievements. 

12.   Practice Principle 

Learners get lots and lots of practice in a context where the practice is not boring 

(i.e., in a virtual world that is compelling to learners on their own terms and where 

the learners experience ongoing success).  They spend lots of time on tasks. 

13. Ongoing Learning Principle 

The distinction between learner and master is vague, since learners, thanks to the 

operation of the “regime of competence” principle listed next, must, at higher and 

higher levels, undo their routinized mastery to adapt to new or changed 

conditioned.  There are cycles of new learning, automatization, undoing 

automatization, and new reorganized automatization. 

14. Regime of Competence Principle 

The learner gets ample opportunity to operate within, but at the outer edge of, his 

or her resources, so that at those points things are as challenging but not 

“undoable.” 
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15. Probing Principle 

Learning is a cycle of probing the world (doing something); reflecting in and on 

this action and , on this basis, forming a hypothesis; reprobing the world to test 

his hypothesis; and then accepting or rethinking the hypothesis. 

16. Multiple Routes Principle 

There are multiple ways to make progress or move ahead.  This allows learners to 

make choices, rely on their own strengths and styles of learning and problem 

solving, while also exploring alternative styles. 

17. Situated Meaning Principle 

The meanings of signs (words, actions, objects, artifacts, symbols, texts, etc.) are 

situated in embodied experience.  Meanings are not general or decontextualized.  

Whatever generality meanings come to have is discovered bottom up via 

embodied experiences. 

18. Text Principle 

Texts are not understood purely verbally (i.e., only in terms of the definitions of 

the words in the test and their text-internal relationships to each other) but are 

understood in terms of embodied experiences.  Learners move back and forth 

between texts and embodied experiences.  More purely verbal understanding 

(reading texts apart from embodied action) comes only when learners have had 

enough embodied experience in the domain and ample experiences with similar 

texts.   

19.   Intertextual Principle 

The learner understands texts as a family (“genre”) of related texts and 

understands any one such text in relation to others in the family, but only after 

having achieved embodied understandings of some texts.  Understanding a group 

of texts as a family (genre) of texts is a large part of what helps the learner make 

sense of such texts.  

20. Multimodal Principle 

Meaning and knowledge are built up through various modalities (images, texts, 

symbols, interactions, abstract design, sound, etc.), not just words. 
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21. “Material Intelligence” Principle 

Thinking, problem solving, and knowledge are “stored” in material objects and 

the environment.  This frees the learner to engage their minds with other things 

while combining the results of their own thinking with the knowledge stored in 

material objects and the environment to achieve yet more powerful effects. 

22. Intuitive Knowledge Principle 

Intuitive or tacit knowledge built up in repeated practice and experience, often in 

association with an affinity group, counts a great deal and is honored.  Not just 

verbal and conscious knowledge is rewarded. 

23. Subset Principle 

 Learning even as its start takes place in a (simplified) subset of the real domain. 

24. Incremental Principle 

Learning situations are ordered in the early stages so that earlier cases lead to 

generalizations that are fruitful in later cases.  When learners face more complex 

cases later, the learning space is constrained by the sorts of fruitful patterns or 

generalizations the learner has found earlier. 

25. Concentrated Sample Principle 

The learner sees, especially early on, many more instances of fundamental signs 

and actions than would be the case in a less controlled sample.  Fundamental 

signs and actions are concentrated in the early stages so that learners get to 

practice them often and learn them well. 

26. Bottom-up Basic Skills Principle 

Basic skills are not learned in isolation or out of context; rather, what counts as a 

basic skill is discovered bottom up by engaging in more and more of the 

game/domain or game/domains like it.  Basic skills are genre elements of a given 

type of game/domain. 

27. Explicit Information On-Demand and Just-in-Time Principle 

The learner is given explicit information both on-demand and just-in-time, when 

the learner needs it or just at the point where the information can best be 

understood and used in practice. 
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28. Discovery Principle 

Overt telling is kept to a well-thought-out minimum, allowing ample 

opportunities for the learner to experiment and make discoveries. 

29. Transfer Principle 

Learners are given ample opportunity to practice, and support for, transferring 

what they have learned earlier to later problems, including problems that require 

adapting and transforming that earlier learning. 

30. Cultural Models about the World Principle 

Learning is set up in such a way that learners come to think consciously and 

reflectively about some of their cultural models regarding the world, without 

denigration of their identities, abilities, or social affiliations, and juxtapose them 

to new models that may conflict with ot otherwise relate to them in various ways. 

31. Cultural Models about Learning Principle 

Learning is set up in such a way that learners come to think consciously and 

reflectively about their cultural models of learning and themselves as learners, 

without denigration of their identities, abilities, or social affiliations, and 

juxtapose them to new models about this domain. 

32. Cultural Models about Semiotic Domains Principle 

Learning is set up in such a way that learners come to think consciously and 

reflectively about their cultural models about a particular semiotic domain they 

are learning, without denigration of their identities, abilities, or social affiliations, 

and juxtapose them to new models about this domain. 

33. Distributed Principle 

Meaning/knowledge is distributed across the learner, objects, tools, symbols, 

technologies, and the environment. 

34. Dispersed Principle 

Meaning/knowledge is dispersed in the sense that the learner shares with others 

outside the domain/game, some of whom the learner may rarely or never see face-

to-face. 
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Appendix E 

Introduction to Pragmatics Articles: Sample First Pages 

LoCastro (2003) and Koike and Klee (2003) 

 

 

LoCastro (2003)
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  Koike and Klee (2003) 
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Appendix F 

Sample Power Point Presentation: Class Session 1 
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Appendix G 

Pre and Post Informational Surveys 

Entrance Informational Survey 

Thank you very much for your participation!  Please complete the following questionnaire to give me a 

better idea of your background and experience.  I will also use this sheet to contact you should you have 

questions or need help.  Upon completion of the study, all identifying information will be deleted and only 

the demographic data will be kept.  Thank you!  Remember, you may choose not to answer at any point.  

A.  Demographic Information 

Name: __________________________________ 

 

Student ID#: _____________________________ 

 

Email: __________________________________ 

 

Phone Number:  ___________________________ 

 

Age: ___________________________________ 

 

Native language (the first language you learned): _______________________________ 

 

Dominant language at present: ______________________________________________ 

 

Have you studied other languages in addition to Spanish?   

 

YES NO 

 

If yes, please complete the following information: 

 

Language Length of Time Studied  

(approximate number of 

months) 

Context of Learning 

(e.g., classroom, study 

abroad, speaking with 

friends or family) 

Current Uses of the 

Language  

(e.g., while 

socializing with 

friends, talking with 

family) 

 

 

   

 

 

   

 

 

   

 

How many years have you been speaking Spanish (either as a part of or outside of your studies)? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How many semesters have you been studying Spanish? ______________________ 

 

What Spanish courses have you taken at the university level? ______________________ 
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GPA: ____________________________ GPA in Spanish: _____________________ 

 

Have you studied or lived abroad?   YES    NO 

 

If so, where? for how long? 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

B. Self-Evaluation of Language Abilities 

 

1.)  How would you rate your ability to use your Spanish skills in each of the following contexts?   

 

Language Abilities 
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My listening ability in Spanish in informal, social 

situations (i.e., my ability to understand the Spanish 

spoken to me by native-speaking friends and 

members of my peer group regarding non-academic 

or non-work related matters) 

      

My listening ability in Spanish in formal, social 

situations (i.e., my ability to understand the Spanish 

spoken to me by superiors or people I do not know 

very well) 

      

My listening ability in Spanish in academic situations 

(i.e., my ability to understand the Spanish spoken to 

me in lectures and other classroom activities) 

      

My listening ability in Spanish in academic situations 

outside of the classroom (i.e., academic conferences, 

meetings, or interviews) 

      

My listening ability in Spanish in entertainment 

situations (i.e., my ability to understand the Spanish 

spoken on the radio, television, or in the movies) 
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My speaking ability in Spanish in informal, social 

situations (i.e., my ability to speak Spanish to native-

speaking friends and members of peer group 

regarding non-academic or non-work related matters) 

      

My speaking ability in Spanish in formal, social 

situations (i.e., my ability to speak Spanish to 

superiors or people I do not know very well regarding 

non-academic and/or non-work related matters) 

      

My speaking ability in Spanish in academic situations 

in the classroom (i.e., your ability to speak Spanish in 

the classroom  for such activities as giving class 

presentations and participating in class discussions) 

      

My speaking ability in Spanish in academic situations 

outside of the classroom (i.e., academic conferences, 

meetings, or interviews) 

      

My ability in Spanish pragmatics in informal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to interpret the intended 

meaning of others and to get your own meaning 

across appropriately when interacting with native-

speaking friends or members of your peer group) 

      

My ability in Spanish pragmatics in formal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to interpret the intended 

meaning of others and to get your own meaning 

across appropriately when interacting with superiors 

or people you do not know very well) 

      

My ability in Spanish pragmatics in academic 

situations- in the classroom (i.e., your ability to 

interpret the intended meaning of others and to get 

your own meaning across appropriately in the 

classroom activities) 

      

My ability in Spanish pragmatics in academic 

situations outside of the classroom (i.e., your ability 

to interpret the intended meaning of others and to get 

your own meaning across appropriately during 

academic conferences, meetings, or interviews) 

      

My reading ability in Spanish in informal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to understand the Spanish 

written by native-speaking friends and members of 

your peer group) 
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My reading ability in Spanish in formal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to understand the Spanish 

written in formal social contexts such as wedding 

invitations, funeral programs, or graduation 

announcements) 

      

My reading ability in Spanish in academic situations 

(i.e., your ability to understand the Spanish written in 

textbooks and other educational reading materials) 

      

My reading ability in Spanish in entertainment 

situations (i.e., your ability to understand the Spanish 

written in advertisements, magazines, and websites) 

      

My writing ability in Spanish in informal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to write Spanish to friends 

and members of your peer group) 

      

My writing ability in Spanish in formal, social 

situations (i.e., your ability to write Spanish to 

superiors or people you do not know very well) 

      

My writing ability in Spanish in academic situations 

(i.e., your ability to write academic papers or other 

educational materials in Spanish) 

      

 

2.) How comfortable would you feel about using spoken Spanish in each of the following situations?   

 

Communicative Situations 
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Carry on a friendly conversation with a native speaking 

classmate. 

      

Asking a native speaker, who is a close friend, to 

borrow an important item. 
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Apologizing to a professor for arriving late to class.       

Bargaining with a vendor in an open-air market.       

Apologizing to a stranger for accidentally bumping into 

him or her. 

      

Requesting an important favor from a professor.       

Asking a classmate to borrow his or her notes.       

Requesting help from a friend to plan a party.       

Asking a stranger for directions.       

Apologizing to a stranger for stepping on his or her foot.       

 

C. Evaluating your Strategies for Learning Spanish Pragmatics 

Rate your use of each of the strategies below to improve your own pragmatic ability in Spanish.  If you are 

not sure what the strategy is, please mark the „Don‟t Know‟ option.   

 

Strategy 

S
el

d
o

m
 /

 N
ev

er
 

S
o

m
et

im
es

 

O
ft

en
 

V
er

y
 O

ft
en

 

A
lm

o
st

 A
lw

a
y

s 

D
o

n
’t

 K
n

o
w

 

I determine my style preferences as a learner and 

try approaches that are consistent with my 

individual perceptual style (visual, auditory, or 

hands on). 

      

I try approaches that are consistent with my 

individual cognitive style preferences (e.g., 

global or detail-oriented, abstract or concrete, 

summarizer or analytic). 

      

I try approaches that are consistent with my 

individual personality (extrovert/introvert, 

reflective/impulsive, open/closure-oriented). 

      

I identify the language functions (i.e., requests, 

apologies, compliments) that I want/need to focus 

on. 
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I gather information (through observation, 

interviews, written materials, movies, radio) on 

how the communicative acts are performed.  

      

I devise and utilize memory strategies for 

retrieving the communicative act material that 

has already been learned.  

      

I conduct my own "cross-cultural" analysis (e.g., 

identify norms & strategies specific to a given 

communicative act like “requesting,” determine 

similarities and differences between my first 

language and Spanish). 

      

I pay attention to what native speakers do by 

noting what they say, how they say it, and their 

non-verbal behavior.  

      

I ask native speakers to model how they perform 

the communicative act.  

      

I refer to published material (e.g., articles, 

websites) dealing with communicative acts.  

      

I monitor my performance of communicative acts 

(e.g., level of directness, terms of address, timing, 

organization, sociocultural factors). 

      

I practice with pragmatics (e.g., role-plays, 

imaginary situations, conversations with native 

speakers) in order to improve my pragmatic 

skills. 

      

Ask native speakers for feedback on my 

pragmatic abilities. 

      

I use communication strategies to get the message 

across (e.g., "I'm not sure how to say this right," 

repair when necessary, attempt to follow native 

speaker examples). 

      

I remain true to my own cultural identity and 

personal values while still being aware of the 

cultural expectations of native speakers. 

      

I decide what my focus is. Production? 

Comprehension? Both? 
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I am conscious of the necessity for pre-planning.       

 

D. Evaluation of Use of Technology 

Rate your use of each of the technological tools below based on your daily use.  If you are not sure what a 

tool is, please mark the „Don‟t Know‟ option.   

 

Technological Tool 
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Email (e.g., University Email System, 

Gmail, Yahoo) 

       

Desktop Computer          

Laptop Computer           

PDA or other Hand-Held 

Organizational Device 

       

Instant Messaging (e.g., AIM)        

Mp3 Player (e.g., Ipod)        

Cellular Telephone for Internet Related 

Activities 

       

Multi-User Online Gaming Platforms 

(e.g., Doom, World of Warcraft) 

       

Multi-User Online Social Virtual 

Spaces (e.g., Second Life) 

       

Wiki (in a group or individually)        

Blog (e.g., Blogger, Typepad)        

Widgets (e.g., desktop clock, headlines 

indicator, rss/blog feeds) and Other 

Desktop Devices (e.g., personal Google 

desktop tool) 
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Programming & Modeling Platforms 

(e.g., Java, Flash, HTML, Croquet, 

Maya) 

       

Online Social Networking Sites (e.g., 

MySPace, Facebook) 

       

Hand-Held Gaming Platform (e.g., 

Gameboy, Nintendo DS, cell phone) 

       

Online Photo Sharing Platforms (e.g., 

Shutterfly, Flickr) 

       

Stand-Alone Gaming Platforms (e.g., 

Wii, GameCube) 

       

 

For each of the technological tools that you indicated you use at least once per week, or more, please fill-in 

the corresponding information. 

Tool:________________________________ 

Your Preferred Brand/Platform/Game:______________________________ 

Approximate number of hours per week spent using this tool: _____________________ 

Type of Use (e.g., fun, school, interaction with friends, work):_____________________ 
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E. Perception of Classroom Activities 

1.) How would you rate the usefulness of each of the following activities for learning Spanish 

pragmatics? 
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Face-to-face group work in the classroom       

Online group work       

Commercial multi-user videogames (e.g., 

World of Warcarft, Doom) 

      

Single-user video games (e.g., Sims on a Wii 

or similar platform) 

      

Online, immersive social spaces (e.g., Second 

Life) 

      

Online, immersive gaming environments (e.g., 

Croquelandia) 

      

Watching films in Spanish       

Watching television in Spanish       

Observing the behavior of others in an online 

gaming environment 
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Exit Survey  

Thank you very much for your participation! Please complete the following questionnaire regarding your 

experience with Croquelandia. Upon completion of the study, all identifying information will be destroyed 

and only the demographic data will be kept.  Thank you! Remember, you may choose not to answer at any 

point. 

A. Identifying Information  (new) 

Name: _____________________________________________________ 

B.  My Experience with Croquelandia  (new) 

1.) Please complete the following responses based on your experience with Croquelandia. 

A. My favorite part of Croquelandia was…. (blank space for the response) 

 

B. My least favorite part of Croquelandia was… (blank space for response) 

 

C. Other features and/or content I would like to see added to Croquelandia are…(blank space for 

response) 

 

D. In order to improve Croquelandia I recommend…(blank space for response) 

 

E. I would recommend that the Croquelandia project continue as a part of SPAN 3021. 

 

Absolutely not 

Probably not 

Maybe 

Yes 

Absolutely Yes 

 

F. I feel that our group presentation was… 

Unacceptable 

Not Very Good 

Average 

Very Good 

Excellent 

 

G. I used Croquelandia …(check all that apply) 

 

At home on a laptop 

At home on a desktop 

In the Multimedia Lab in Jones 135 

In another computer lab  Where?____________________________ 

On a friend‟s laptop 
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On a friend‟s desktop 

In Julie‟s office 

Other:____________________________________ 

 

If you indicated more than one place, please describe your experience with Croquelandia in each 

of the settings (e.g., I tried my home machine, a laptop, but it was too slow so I decided to use the 

lab.  It worked there and so I finished all of my modules there).   [box for fill-in response] 

 

 

2.) How would you rate the usefulness of each of the following features of Croquelandia? 

 

Activity 
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Online Tutorials (on website)       

Interactions with Non-Player Characters (e.g., the 

simulated characters in Croquelandia) 

      

Quests in the Apologies Module       

Quests in the Requests Module       

Quest Log (e.g., tracking mechanism for progress 

and instructions) 

      

Quest Reset Feature       

Notes/Tips in the Apologies Module       

Notes/Tips in the Requests Module       

Group Bulletin Board (e.g., the space in the 

university where you could leave notes for other 

members of your group) 

      

Written chat Feature       

Voice Chat Feature       



232 
 

 

Interaction with my Group Members in the Space       

Map and Space Navigation (e.g., moving to the 

plaza from the house) 

      

Online Tutorials (e.g., How to Walk, How to 

Activate Quests) 

      

Email Help List (croquet@software.umn.edu)        

 

C. Self-Evaluation of Language Abilities (same as section B in entrance survey) 

D.  Evaluating Your Strategies for Learning Spanish Pragmatics (same as section C in entrance 

survey) 

E. Perception of Classroom Activities (same as section E in entrance survey) 

 

  

mailto:croquet@software.umn.edu


233 
 

 

Appendix H 

Sample Interview Questions (Mid-Point and Exit Interviews) 

 

Mid-Point Interview 

While the actual questions varied depending on each individual responder, below is a 

detailed sample of the types of questions that were asked. 

1. How would you describe your overall experience with the online learning 

activity? 

2. Would you like it if similar activities were part of other language courses you 

took? 

a. If so, in what way? 

b. If not, why not?  What would you change? 

3. What was your favorite part of the class activity? Why? 

4. What was your least favorite part of the class activity?  Why? 

5. Do you like to play video games? 

a. If not, why not?  What do you do for fun? 

b. If so, what types of games do you typically play? 

i. What do you like about these games? 

ii. How much time do you typically play per week? 

6. Would you be more likely to practice Spanish outside of class if there were open 

access to a similar environment where you could interact with other native 

speakers? 

7. What other types of quests, activities, etc.  would you want to see in 

Croquelandia? 

8. Did you feel yourself connected with the environment? 

a. In what way? 

b. Did you think about it outside of the time you were working on your class 

activities?  Did you talk to other people about it?  Who?  What did you 

say? 

9. What other games would you like to play in Spanish? 

10. What would you think about being grades on your level, advancement in the 

games, and assets?  Would this motivate you further or feel more like additional 

pressure? 

11. Have you talked about the project outside of class?  To whom? In what capacity? 

12. What was your favorite quest/situation? 
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Exit Interview 

This included some follow-up conversations regarding the questions from the first 

interview as well as some new questions addressing the overall experiences of the 

learners.   

Exit 

1. Now that you have finished both modules, what did you think of the second one? 

2. Which one was your favorite module? 

a. In terms of content?  

b. Scenarios? 

c. Why? 

3. How about your presentation?  How do you feel like it went? 

a. Did you guys work together as a group at all? 

b. Tell me a little bit more about how you prepared, how you worked 

together, etc. 

4. Did you use the bulletin board notes?   

a. Why or why not? 

b. Did you use those from the email I sent you?  

c. Do you think they helped? 

5. Do you think we should repeat this activity next semester? 

a. Why or why not? 

b. Any other recommendations you would make to improve the experience? 

6. How about any recommendations you would give a student who is going to 

complete the unit  next semester? 

7. Did you work with anyone else online in Croquelandia? 

8. What is something you would do differently if you were going to do it over 

again? 

9. What would you say, having done the whole thing, are the two best aspects and 

the two worst aspects of the project? 

10. Anything else about your group experience, something that I didn‟t get from your 

presentation, or that you haven‟t told me yet? 
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Appendix I 

DCT Situations 

Adapted from Cohen et al.  (2005) 

 

Apology Scenarios 

[+solidarity, -rank of imposition] 

You have just arrived home from school.  You are in a hurry and are 

running late to meet some friends.  As you run through the doorway, you 

accidentally step on your host mother’s foot.   

 

Mamá: Oye, mira por donde vas, ¿no? 

 

You:  

 

Mamá: Ahh..ten más cuidado. 

 

You:  

 

I would not…  
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[+solidarity, +rank of imposition]   

You are studying with some friends at a coffee shop and you accidentally 

spill your cup of coffee all over your friend’s computer.  It doesn’t ruin the 

computer, but it does ruin the disk drive.  Your friend, Marta, loses her 

final paper that she was working on at the time because the drive is not 

readable.  You apologize to her. 

You:  

Marta:  ¡Dios mío!  ¿Qué hiciste? 

You:   

Marta:  ¡No puedo creer que hayas arruinado mi trabajo final! 

You:   

Marta:  No sé…no sé… 

You:   

Marta: Está bien, olvidémonos de eso.  ¡Pero la próxima vez no vamos a 

tomar café cerca de la computadora! 

I would not…  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 



237 
 

 

Request Scenarios 

[+power, + rank of imposition] 

It is the end of the semester and you find yourself overwhelmed with 

work.  You decide to ask one of your professors for an extension on your 

final paper.  It is due on Friday, but you would like the weekend to work 

on it.  You go to the professor’s office to ask for the extension. 

 

You:  

Prof.  Gutierrez: Bueno, como sabes, ya has tenido suficiente tiempo para 

hacer este trabajo.  No tenías necesidad de esperar hasta el 

último minuto para escribirlo. 

You:   

Prof.  Gutierrez: Lo siento, pero no puedo darte una extensión para este 

trabajo.  Debiste haberlo planeado mejor.   

You:  

Prof.  Gutierrez: Bueno, no me parece justo.  No es mi política cambiar las 

fechas de entrega.   

You:  

Prof.  Gutierrez: Está bien.  Lo acepto tarde, pero con una reducción de la 

nota.   

 

I would not…  
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[+solidarity, -rank of imposition] 

You are working on your final project for a class and need to borrow some 

materials from a close friend, Luis.  You are at his house having lunch and 

need the materials as soon as possible.  You ask Luis for the materials. 

 

You:  

Luis: Claro, no necesito las revistas ahora, pero no te puedo prestar el 

libro verde porque no es mío.   

You:   

Luis: Está bien.  Hablo con Ricardo mañana.  Y, si él está de acuerdo, 

puedes pasar por aquí la semana que viene para recojerlo. 

You:  

Luis: Bueno…pues…ten mucho cuidado.  Como sabes, yo quedo como 

responsable. 

I would not…  
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Appendix J 

Coding Sheet for Request DCTs 

Strategy Explanation Example 

Type of Strategy 

Conventionally 

Indirect Request 

Strategies 

The use of a primary head 

act and a secondary verb to 

mitigate the request. 

Me puedes prestar el libro. 

Unconventionally 

Indirect Strategies  

Hints or other means of 

asking without codification 

of the request. 

Me gustaría leer el libro. 

Imperative Use of the command form, 

typically in the present 

tense. 

Dame el libro, por favor. 

Perspective  

Hearer-oriented (HO) 

strategies  

HO: Focus on the action of 

the person granting the 

request (hearer) 

 

HO: ¿Me puedes traer un 

café? 

 

Speaker-oriented 

strategies (SO) 

SO: Focus on the action of 

the person making the 

request (speaker) 

SO: Puedo tener un café. 

External Modifiers 

Preparatory A pre-sequence or 

precursor to the request. 

Tengo una pregunta. 

Grounders Explanations or 

elaborations on why the 

request is being made. 

Necesito el libro para mi 

trabajo final. 
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Coding Sheet for Apologies DCTs 

Strategy Explanation Example 

Perspective 

Hearer-oriented (HO) 

strategies 
HO: focus on hearer as 

the giver of forgiveness 

 

HO: Disculpe profesora, 

me perdí la hora.  

 

Speaker-oriented (SO)  

strategies 
SO: focus on the 

feelings of the speaker 

SO: Lo siento. 

 

External Modifiers 

Explanation An explanation of the 

situation is given. 

Me perdí el autobus. 

Justification Often occurring with an 

explanation; gives a reason 

as to why the problem 

occurred 

Me levanté tarde porque 

tenía que trabajar 

anoche. 

Acknowledgement of 

Responsibility 

The speakers admits the 

problem is his/her fault 

Es la culpa mía. 

Requesting Forgiveness The speaker asks the 

hearer to forgive the 

infraction 

Tengo que pedirte 

disculpas. 

Offer of Repair The speakers offers to 

do what is necessary to 

repair the situation 

Te lo limpio, de verdad. 

Offer of Financial 

Compensation 
The speaker offers 

money to resolve the 

situation in some way 

Te doy el dinero para el 

libro. 

Concern for Hearer The speaker expresses 

their concern for the 

hearer 

¿Estás bien? 

Future Action The speaker agrees to a 

future action (i.e., not 

letting it happen again) 

Te llamo la próxima 

vez. 

 

 


