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L2 pragmatics researchers have expressed increasing interest in the use of computer games to
allow learners to practice language in virtual contexts that simulate real-world use (Holden &
Sykes, 2011, 2013; Sykes, 2009, 2013; Taguchi et al., 2017; Tang & Taguchi, 2021). It is
anticipated that by interacting with a variety of avatars across different settings, games will
afford learners opportunities to practice adapting their language use to different social variables
and that learners will be able to carry this practice over to real-world contexts (Holden & Sykes,
2013; Sykes & Reinhardt, 2013). The current study contributes to this line of research by
examining the effectiveness of pragmatic feedback presented from an in-game avatar against
feedback presented as part of the simulation's interface. While feedback is considered a central
component of computer game design, previous game-based studies on pragmatics instruction
have not attempted to isolate the effects of feedback on the learning of pragmatics. The study
finds that feedback presented from characters in the simulation led to greater use of the target
semantic formula from the simulation than feedback presented as part of the interface.
Participant evaluations of pre- and posttest performance further revealed that while the avatar
feedback group primarily described differences between their pre- and posttest responses in
terms of (im)politeness, participants in the interface and comparison groups reported that their
responses were largely the same.

Introduction

This exploratory pilot study examines the role of feedback on learner refusals in a
game-based simulation of an academic advising session designed to teach learners how to
negotiate their schedule with an academic advisor. Specifically, this study focuses on teaching
refusals in advising contexts. Refusals have long been shown to be challenging for second
language learners due to their face-threatening nature (Beebe et al., 1990). Bardovi-Harlig and
Hartford (1996) further illustrated that international graduate students struggled with
appropriately refusing suggestions from advisors in advising sessions. While previous studies on
the use of computer games in L2 pragmatics instruction have all made use of feedback, no study
has attempted to isolate the unique contributions of feedback to learning. This study, therefore,
represents an important step towards experimental investigation of the individual features in
computer games/simulations that drive pragmatic development.



Literature review

To date, few studies have examined the effects of feedback on pragmatics instruction. In
a recent review, Bardovi-Harlig and Yilmaz (2021) found only nine feedback studies targeting
pragmatics. While most of these studies suggest that feedback, particularly explicit feedback, can
be effective at promoting pragmatic development, Bardovi-Harlig and Yilmaz identify multiple
methodological issues related to the designs of these studies, including the inclusion of multiple
treatment variables, lack of control or comparison groups, and unclear descriptions of the nature
of feedback. Of these studies, one (Fukuya & Hill, 2006) examined feedback as the sole method
of instruction, while the remaining studies examined the effects of instruction and feedback.
Only two of these studies (Takimoto, 2006; Barekat & Mehri, 2013), however, had designs that
enabled the researchers to determine whether feedback contributed to learning beyond that of
instruction alone. The majority of L2 pragmatics studies examining feedback, therefore, have
adopted what Taguchi and Kim (2018) refer to as an “instructional package” approach where
participants are exposed to multiple instructional variables as part of a single treatment condition
(p. 15). This contrasts with instructed second language acquisition (ISLA) research where
considerable effort is taken to manipulate individual features of instruction, particularly in the
case of feedback.

Feedback in ISLA research is frequently classified along three dimensions: whether it
provides positive/negative evidence, whether it is implicit/explicit, and whether it is input
providing/output promoting. The first of these distinctions relates to whether the feedback
reinforces the accuracy of the learner’s language use (positive feedback) or whether it indicates
the learner’s language is non-target-like (negative feedback). The second dimension addresses
the extent to which the corrective force of the feedback is apparent to the learner. Although
explicit feedback is overt and can readily be understood as a correction, the corrective intent of
implicit feedback is assumed to be less recognizable to the learner. The benefit of implicit
feedback is argued to be less disruptive than explicit feedback and therefore allows for learners
to maintain a focus on meaning during interaction. The third dimension relates to whether the
feedback provides a target form for the learner to use or whether the feedback attempts to elicit
self-corrections from the learner.

The current study examines the effectiveness of two types of implicit feedback in a
game-based simulation of an academic advising session: 1) feedback that was presented from an
in-game avatar and 2) feedback presented within the simulation’s interface. Sykes and Reinhardt
(2013) propose that games are useful vehicles for providing feedback to learners on pragmatic
targets because they allow the researcher to provide just-in-time feedback to learners while they
engage with various simulated interlocutors across different contexts.

Game-based second language pragmatics instruction
Sykes and Reinhardt (2012) define game-based research as the use of games created for
educational or research purposes. Specifically, the authors identify five features common to



games that may prove beneficial to language learning: 1) goals, 2) interaction, 3) feedback, and
4) context, which together provide 5) motivation for users.

Sykes (2009, 2012), the first game-based study to target L2 pragmatics, examined how
classroom instruction and the use of the simulated environment Croquelandia facilitated the
acquisition of Spanish requests and apologies. Feedback in the study was operationalized as
implicit, behavior-based feedback, which was intended to create an emotional response in the
learner. Sykes et al. (2008) argue that the emotional response triggered by upsetting an
interlocutor is an integral component for pragmatic development and therefore attempts to
recreate this via behavior-based feedback in Croquelandia. In addition to negative feedback, tips
for successfully completing interactions in Croquelandia were hidden in the simulation.
Participants could also interact with other students through asynchronous messaging. Ultimately,
however, Sykes (2009) found negligible change in learners’ production of refusals and only
moderate changes related to apology strategies (2012) on posttest written discourse completion
task (WDCTs).

Expanding on this research, Holden and Sykes (2011) investigated how the place-based,
mobile game, Mentira, could be used for Spanish pragmatics instruction. Participants in this
study were enrolled in a Spanish course and participated in a field trip to Los Griegos, the setting
for Mentira. Participants then attempted to solve a murder mystery by interacting with
non-player characters in the game. To promote learning, Holden and Sykes (2013) attempted to
make the pragmatic feedback more salient by having in-game avatars “exaggerate pragmatic
behaviors” by reprimanding users when they selected pragmatically inappropriate responses or
by being more helpful when users selected the target options (p. 172). While users responded
favorably to many aspects of Mentira and the associated field trip, learning gains were minimal.
The authors, however, stress the importance of reporting “what does not work in addition to what
does” due to the time and resource intensive nature of game-based studies and the limited
understanding of the efficacy of feedback in simulations ( p. 180). Holden & Sykes (2013)
describe this approach as rapid prototyping, which involves “the creation and testing of frequent
iterations as a way to improve designs. This includes an ongoing cycle of design, building,
testing, and redesigning” (p. 162).

Building on this work, Taguchi et al. (2017) examined whether the use of a
scenario-based game would lead to the learning of Mandarin conventional expressions. This
study was designed to include specific gaming elements identified by Sykes and Reinhardt
(2012), particularly plot, character selection, and various feedback mechanics. For instance, in
this study participants responded to video clips by selecting multiple choice response options and
were given negative feedback when selecting responses that included incorrect grammar/lexis,
responses that were inappropriate for the context, or responses unrelated to the previous turn.
Participants also received points, a type of positive feedback, when they selected the target
option. Additionally, participants completed a more conventional form-oriented task that
required them to complete a text by typing conventional expressions. Participants were then
shown mistakes in their responses (negative feedback) and were given a chance to make



revisions. Taguchi et al. (2017) found that participants were more accurate at producing and
recognizing the target conventional expressions on immediate and delayed written assessments
following treatment.

Tang and Taguchi (2021) expanded on this research by comparing learning outcomes
between a gaming condition and a non-gaming comparison condition, making this study the first
game-based pragmatics study to adopt an experimental design. Participants in both groups
interacted with avatars by selecting text options and received feedback on the grammaticality and
appropriateness of their responses in the game. The instrument used for the gaming condition
included gaming features described by Sykes and Reinhardt (2012), such as goals, interaction,
and context, while the non-gaming condition did not include these elements. Additionally, while
the non-gaming condition only included explicit feedback, participants in the gaming condition
were also exposed to additional implicit feedback in the form of facial expressions and sound
effects that were absent from the non-gaming condition. Tang and Taguchi found that both
groups showed similar gains in their use of conventional expressions following treatment on
written posttest tasks, indicating that the gaming features did not contribute to greater learning.
Posttest interviews, however, revealed that participants in the gaming condition reported greater
satisfaction with the treatment than the participants in the minimal interface group.

To summarize, previous research on the use of games in L2 pragmatics instruction have
attempted to examine whether the use of games designed for pragmatic instruction can lead to
learning by exposing participants to multiple instructional features, such as input, classroom
instruction, and multi-faceted feedback mechanisms that are common in gaming environments.
While recent studies suggest that the use of games can lead to pragmatic development, more
experimental work is needed to investigate how individual design features contribute to learning
outcomes.

Purpose of current study

The current study investigates the relative effectiveness of avatar versus interface
feedback in a game-based simulation (henceforth simulation) of an academic advising session.'
While previous work on game-based studies in pragmatics instruction have all included
feedback, none of these studies have attempted to isolate the effects of feedback. Because this
study examines feedback presentation, other feedback mechanisms common in commercial
games, such as point systems and leveling, were omitted for the purposes of variable control.
Despite the absence of these elements, the study is still properly situated in the field of
game-based research, as the instrument was designed according to Sykes and Reinhardt’s (2012)
description of gaming features useful for second language learning (i.e., it included goals,
interaction, feedback, and context, which are argued to provide motivation to users).
Additionally, previous game-based studies on L2 pragmatics have shown that the inclusion of
specific gaming elements does not guarantee learners will perceive an instrument as a game. For
instance, while Taguchi et al. (2017) report that participants generally did not view the
instrument as a game, most participants (but not all) in Tang and Taguchi (2021) did describe the



instrument as game-like. Although Tang and Taguchi propose that future researchers incorporate
an even greater number of gaming mechanics into their designs, it is important to recognize that
the more instructional variables/gaming features that are included in any single study, the more
challenging it will be to compare findings between studies. For these reasons, this study limits its
investigation to feedback presentation.

The feedback in the current study involves a more explicit version of the implicit,
behavior-based feedback implemented in the studies by Sykes (2009, 2013). Namely,
participants were presented with the text “That was rude” when selecting a non-target response
in the simulation. This contrasts with the feedback used by Sykes, where learners needed to infer
that they had selected a non-target option based on character animations or actions. The two
experimental conditions in this study differed in the location of feedback presented to
participants. In the avatar feedback condition, feedback was presented as a thought bubble over
the head of the advisor, while in the interface condition, the feedback appeared within the
dialogue boxes that participants clicked in the simulation (as will be illustrated below). After
each playthrough, participants were informed of whether they had successfully completed their
desired course schedule. Further, to increase the likelihood that participants would explore the
different options in the simulation, they were required to play through the simulation three times
and were given different (im)politeness objectives during each playthrough.

As previous studies on the use of text-based computer games for pragmatics studies have
relied on written instruments to assess development, the current study included an oral discourse
completion task (ODCT) to investigate whether gains could be observed orally, and under time
pressure. Written discourse completion tasks (WDCT) were used in conjunction with the ODCT
because learning from the text-based interaction may not carry over to spoken contexts. A
WDCT was also included so participants could compare their pretest and posttest responses
immediately following treatment on the computer.

Although the study does not propose research questions unique to task-based language
teaching (TBLT), the simulation was designed in accordance with principles of TBLT (Long,
2014). For instance, all participants were presented with a win/fail screen at the completion of
the simulation if they were able to negotiate their self-identified course schedule. Success in the
simulation was not dependent on the use of specific linguistic forms, but on whether the
participant could complete the task, i.e., create their desired schedule. This contrasts with
previous game-based L2 pragmatics studies where target pragmatic responses have generally
been essential for successfully completing the interaction. This design choice reflects
Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford’s (1990) observation that advisees were able to create their
schedules even when using forms that may be viewed as (im)polite. The research questions of
this study are:

RQ 1: Does the presentation of pragmatic feedback (avatar vs interface) influence
pragmatic learning in a computer simulation?



RQ 2: Will learning from a text-based computer simulation be evident on an oral
assessment task?

Method

Participants

Fourteen international students were recruited from English support classes at the host
institution. Participants were randomly assigned to the treatment and comparison groups: Avatar
feedback (L1 Mandarin: n = 5); interface feedback (L1 Mandarin: n = 3; L1 Telugu: n = 1), and
comparison group (L1 Mandarin: n = 4; L1 Bulgarian, n = 1). The average age of all participants
was 19, with ages ranging from 18 to 21. Instruction in these courses did not target the relevant
pragmatic features in this study.

Procedure

The current study adopted a pretest-immediate posttest design. Participants first
completed the pretest ODCT and then the pretest WDCT. Following this, participants completed
the academic advising simulation three times. Finally, participants were asked to compare their
pretest and posttest responses on the WDCT. Participants completed each of these steps in a
single session. Table 1 lists each of these steps.

Table 1. Procedure

Step Task
1 Pretests ODCT
WDCT
2 Treatment Advising simulation (Create schedule)

Advising simulation (Create schedule + be rude)
Advising simulation (Create schedule + be polite)

3 Posttests ODCT
WDCT
4 Retrospective evaluation of Comparison Task

pre-posttest WDCT

Instruments

The following sections describe the instruments used in this study in the order completed
by participants: pretests, advising session simulation, posttests, and a retrospective comparison
task.

Discourse completion tasks

Participants first completed a 20-item ODCT pretest, which was followed by an untimed
written DCT. Five items were designed to elicit refusals, five items requests/course nominations,
and ten were fillers. The current study reports on responses to the refusal items only (Appendix



A). Prompts were made after observing advising sessions at the host institution. Visual cues were
used to elicit the desired speech acts in the study and to avoid priming participants linguistically.
On the ODCT, participants would hear the prompt from an advisor. An image of a microphone
would then appear on screen indicating the participant should respond. Participants had seven
seconds to record their response. Figure 1 shows an example of a refusal ODCT item. WDCT
items were identical to the ODCT items but were untimed. All ODCT and WDCT items were
randomized for each participant.

You are speaking with an academic advisor

This is how you feel about taking an economics course next semester.

Participant hears:

|.' Usually, I recommend students to take an economics

course in the second semester.

(Respond)

Figure 1. ODCT refusal item prompt.

Academic advising simulation

The simulation used in this study was created by the researcher with Python and was
based on observations of advising sessions at the researcher’s host institution and a corpus of 51
academic advising session role-plays collected as part of a previous study (Richards, 2020). The
advising session simulation consisted of the following stages: the advisor 1) greeted the student
and asked about current semester courses, 2) recommended courses necessary for degree
requirements, 3) elicited course nominations for electives, 4) confirmed acceptability of the
schedule, and 5) opened the floor for other topics (see Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1990, for
discussion on stages of advising sessions). Participants in this study responded to the advisor
avatar by selecting one of three response options, which were adapted from responses in the
advising session role-play corpus.

Prior to starting the simulation, participants first chose the courses that they wanted to
take on a computer screen. Actual courses for pre-business majors at the host institution were
used in the simulation and were familiar to participants. The simulation was designed so that the
advisor avatar would always recommend two courses that the participant had not selected.
Participants, thus, had to refuse the advisor’s recommendations to create their desired schedule.
Importantly, while there are cases where refusing recommendations from an advisor may be
inappropriate, in the case of the current study, the participant’s selection was a viable option for



satisfying the same degree requirements as the course recommended by the advisor, and
therefore, the student was fully justified in refusing the recommendation. When refusing,
participants were presented with a target option, a non-target option, and an option to accept the
suggestion and fail the task (Example 1). The target option included two requests for an
alternative. The non-target option involved a statement of negative feeling and a reason for the
refusal. Participants would only fail to create their desired schedule if they accepted the
undesired course. All options were adapted from the academic advising role-play corpus created
by Richards (2020).

Example 1: Refusal response options in simulation

a. Target: Would I be able to take other courses besides <undesired course>?
Are there more options to replace that course?

b. Non target: I feel that's bad because I'm not good at <undesired course>.

c. Fail: I think it’s good.

Participants played through the simulation three times. During the first attempt
participants were instructed to create their desired schedule for the coming semester. During the
second attempt participants were given the additional instruction to be rude, and during the final
attempt participants were instructed to be polite. The purpose for this was multifold. First, this
decision was made in response to Sykes’ (2009) observation that participants rarely repeated
scenarios in Croquelandia, and therefore, participants did not explore the different effects of the
response options in the simulation. The additional goals of being rude and polite were used to
give participants a reason to repeat the simulation, while also directing their attention to features
of (im)politeness. It should also be pointed out that this provided learners with a rare opportunity
to practice being rude/impolite, which despite being absent from pragmatics/(im)politeness
instruction (see Mugford, 2008), should be recognized as a necessary component of pragmatic
competence, rather than simply something to be avoided.

When playing through the simulation, participants in the treatment groups were shown
feedback after selecting the non-target refusal in the simulation. In the NPC feedback condition,
the feedback, “That was rude,” was presented over the head of the advisor in a thought bubble
(Figure 2). This aligns with the behavior-based feedback described by Sykes, as it illustrates the
effect the participant’s utterance had on the advisor, while also reflecting Bardovi-Harlig and
Hartford’s (1996) observation that advisors generally do not comment on the form of the
utterance.



Would | be able to take another
besides ECON-E 2017 Are

there more options o replace
that course?

| fel that’s bad because I'm not
good &t economics

WV

I think s good

Figure 2. Avatar feedback.

The second experimental condition presented the feedback within the button the
participant clicked (Figure 3). This condition was identified as the interface condition. The
rationale for including the feedback in the interface was that feedback may be more readily
noticed in the area that participants had just selected rather than elsewhere on screen. Font type,
font size, and text color of the feedback were held constant across conditions. The button
selected by the participants in the interface feedback group also turned white to match the white
background of the thought bubble in the avatar feedback group.

Would | be able to take another
besides ECOM-E 2017 Are
there more options to replace
that course?

| think it's good

| feel that's bad because I'm not
good at economics

That was rude.

Ve

Figure 3. Interface feedback.
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Retrospective comparison task

After completing the posttests, participants were asked to explain any differences
between their pretest and posttest WDCT responses in writing. Participants were presented with
the item prompt and their pretest and posttest responses (Figure 4).

Advisor said:

So, how does intro to chemistry sound next semester?

First Response

No, | will not

Second Response

Is there another class?

Your answers from time 1 and time 2 are different. Explain why?

Next

Figure 4. Hypothetical comparison task item.

Analysis

Changes in semantic formulas used on the pre- and posttests were examined across
participant groups for refusal items. These responses were coded following Beebe et al. (1990)
(see Appendix B). Changes from the pretests to the posttests were then investigated in relation to
responses to the comparison task to understand how learners perceived their language use before
and after treatment.

The current study also examines process data in conjunction with changes in the semantic
formulas learners used on the pre- and posttest tasks. Smith and Gonzalez-Lloret (2020) argue
that it is necessary to report on the specific interactions that learners engage in because simply
including a feature in computerized instruction does not guarantee that the learner will be
exposed to that feature.
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Results

Process data

Each participant was presented with two opportunities to refuse course recommendations
from the advisor avatar during each playthrough of the simulation. Participants had three options
to select from when the advisor recommended an undesired course: 1) target option (Would I be
able to take another besides <course>? Are there more options to replace that course?), 2) the
non-target option (/ feel that's bad because I'm not good at <course>), and 3) the accept/fail task
option (I think it's good). Notably, all participants in the feedback groups selected the non-target
response at least once and were therefore presented with feedback.

Examination of in-game selections revealed that each group selected responses at similar
rates on the first playthrough (target, 32%; non-target, 32%; accept, 36%). On the second
playthrough (create schedule + be rude), participants in the treatment groups showed a slight
increase in the selection of the non-target option. During the final playthrough (create schedule +
be polite), the avatar group selected the target response 80% of the time. In contrast, the
comparison group did so 60% of the time, while the interface group only selected the target
response 30% of the time and instead failed the simulation by accepting the undesired course.
Table 2 shows the distribution of in-game selections for each group at each stage of the
simulation.

Table 2. Distribution of responses by for playthrough attempt by group

Avatar Interface Comparison
N=5 N=4) (N=5)
T NT A T NT A T NT A
Playthrough (%) (%) (%)
1. Create schedule 3/10  3/10 4/10 2/8 2/8 4/8 4/10 4/10 2/10
(30) (30) (40 (25) (25) (50) | (40) (40) (20

2. Create schedule + 4/10  4/10 2/10 2/8 5/8 1/8 7/10 1/10 2/10
be rude (40)  (40) (20) (25) (62.5) (12.5) | (70) (10) (20)
3. Create schedule + 8/10  1/10 1/10 3/8 1/8 4/8 6/10 2/10 2/10
be polite (80) (10) (10) (37.5) (12.5) (50) (60) (20) (20)

Note: T = Target; NT = non-target; A = Accept and fail

Changes in semantic formulas

A total of 280 responses to the refusal items were collected over the pre and posttests.
The three most frequent semantic formulas used by participants on the pretests were negative
feeling (I think it’s bad); reason, which primarily addressed difficulty, (I'm not really good at
economics); and negative willingness (I think I will not take it). The target semantic formula
alternative (I have SLST vl 3 to complete) was used only three times on the pretests. Counts and
percentages of semantic formulas used on each assessment task for each participant group are
presented in Table 3.



Table 3. Semantic formula use on ODCT and WDCT pretests and posttests

12

Avatar Interface Comparison
(n=S5) (n=4) (n=5)
(%) (%) (%)
Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

Semantic (0 W (0 W (0 W (0] W o W o W
formulas
No 5 4 1 7 2 3 2 4 2 4 3 7

19 d2 @3 eEH |1 e do O d» |0 dy  ©®  d9
Negative 12 12 7 7 8 12 5 11 3 5 6 7
Feeling 44) (35 @3 @ |(@E2) 4o @2 @2 | any as a5 (19
Negative 3 10 5 0 5 3 4 2 9 10 12 8
Willingness a1 29 (o) 20 @ao) a7 (©® (32) @0) @1 (22)
Alternative 0 1 11 15 2 0 2 2 0 0 0 2

B G5 @ | B ® ©® (%)

Reason 5 3 6 3 5 7 9 6 11 12 13 10

a9 © ad9 O 1@ @3 @9 (23139 @6 (33 @D
Other 0 4 1 2 2 4 0 0 2 2 2 3

a2 G  © [ ® 13 n_© 6 ©

Accept 2 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 3 0

() G 4 & (®)
Total 27 34 31 34 25 30 23 26 28 33 39 37

Note: O =0ODCT; W = WDCT

The avatar feedback group was the only group to show an increase in the use of the target
semantic formula alternative on the posttest ODCT. This increase was the greatest change across
each of the groups (increase of 11 tokens). Changes in the most frequent semantic formulas on
the ODCT, which were calculated by subtracting pretest ODCT counts from posttest ODCT
counts, are shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Change in semantic formulas (pretest-posttest ODCT).

Participants in the avatar feedback condition also showed the largest increase of
alternative formulas from the pre- to posttest WDCT. Additionally, participants in the avatar
condition also showed a considerable decrease in the use of both negative feeling (decrease of
five tokens) and negative willingness (decrease of ten tokens), while minimal change was
observed in the interface and comparison groups.
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EMReason EIMNeg feeling DOMNeg willingness B No B Altemative

Figure 6. Change in semantic formulas (pretest-posttest WDCT).
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Comparison task

Following completion of the posttests, participants evaluated changes in their responses
to their pretest and posttest WDCT. These were coded according to content. The most frequent
response on the comparison task involved descriptions of responses being similar or the same
(coded as same), statements about the natural variability of language (coded as natural
variability), and statements that one response was more or less polite than another (coded as
politeness). Less frequently observed responses were those that directly attributed change to the
simulation (coded as simulation) and those that described one response as better or worse than
the other (coded as evaluation). The codes politeness, evaluation, and simulation were thus
identified as those potentially indicative of learning from the simulation and are examined in
relation to language change from the pre- and posttests. Counts and percentages of these codes
are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Comparison task response types

Code Example Avatar  Interface Control
(%) (%) (%)
Same Same 7 6 8
(30) (40) (40)
Politeness 1 think the second way is more polite. 13 5 2
(57) (33) (10)
Natural I wanna make some changes 2 4 5
Variability ) 27 (25)
Simulation Because of the simulator. It changed my way of 0 0 4
communication with the advisor (20)
Evaluation 1 think I can improve my expression. 0 0 1
6]
Mistake 1 did not notice the emoji beside the question. 1 0 0
“
Total 23 15 20

Examining responses to the ODCT and WDCT posttests alongside responses to the
comparison task revealed that the majority of participants who gave responses suggestive of
learning on the comparison task (i.e., those coded as politeness, evaluation, or simulation)
showed an increased use of alternative on the posttests. Table 5 shows use of alternative on the
pretests and posttests and counts for responses coded as politeness, evaluation, or simulation on
the comparison task for each participant.
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Table 5. Increase in target semantic formula of alternative and comparison task responses

Avatar Interface Comparison
Gain Comparison Gain Comparison Gain Comparison
Task Task Task

Part. O A\ P E S o W P E S (0] w P E S

#

1 4 4 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 0

4 3 4 4 0 0 2 2 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

5 3 5 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 4
Total 11 14 13 0 0 2 2 5 0 0 0 2 2 1 4

Note: O = ODCT; W = WDCT; P = response coded as politeness; E = response coded as evaluation; S =
response coded as simulation

In the following section, I examine process data from participant A4 who, like
participants Al and A5 in the avatar feedback group, showed a considerable increase in their use
of the target semantic formula of alfernative on the posttests and attributed these changes to
politeness.

Learner Logs

Participant A4 predominantly refused course recommendations with negative willingness
statements (e.g., I don't want to ~) and expressions of negative feelings on the pretests. A4 did
not make use of alternative formulas on either of the pretests, but this became their predominant
means of refusing on the posttests. During the first two playthroughs of the simulation, A4
accepted the undesired courses and failed the task twice. During the final playthrough A4
selected the non-target response once and received feedback. Example 2 shows A4’s refusals to
prompt four on the pretests, the relevant in-game selection during the final playthrough of the
simulation, the subsequent feedback that was presented to A4, and their responses to prompt four
on the posttests.

Example 2: Participant A4 (process data)

Prompt: So, how does intro to chemistry sound next semester?

Pre ODCT: I don't like don't like science classes. [Neg. Feeling]
I'm not interested. [Neg. Feeling]

Pre WDCT: I don't think it is a good idea, [Neg. Feeling]
chemistry is hard any way. [Reason]

Selection: I feel that's bad because I'm not good at <course>

Feedback: That was rude (Thought bubble above avatar)
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Post ODCT: Do I have any optional to replace science class? [Alternative]
Post WDCT: I think it will be hard for me, [Reason]
can i change the class? [Alternative]

On the comparison task, A4 was presented with their responses from the pre- and posttest
WDCTs and asked to explain the differences between these responses. Here, A4 attributed the
difference to politeness, particularly noting that the posttest WDCT response was more polite
than the response they had given on the pretest (Example 3)

Example 3: Participant A4 (comparison task response)

Prompt: Your answers from time 1 and time 2 are different. Explain why.
Time 1: I don't think it is a good idea, chemistry is hard any way.
Time 2: I think it will be hard for me, can i change the class?
Response: Second response is more polite.
Discussion

This study sought to identify whether avatar or interface feedback presented in a
text-based computer simulation of an advising session would lead to greater use of the target
semantic formula from the simulation when compared to an input only comparison group (RQ1).
Both ODCTs and WDCTs were used to assess learning, and differences between these tasks were
also examined to determine if gains would be apparent on the ODCT (RQ?2).

Regarding these questions, participants in the avatar feedback group were found to make
the greatest use of the target semantic formula of alternative, with three out of five participants
beginning to use it as their primary means of refusing on the ODCT and WDCT posttests. In
contrast, only one participant in the interface feedback group and one participant in the
comparison group began to use alternatives on the posttests.

The greater effectiveness of the avatar feedback was further supported by responses to the
comparison task, where the avatar feedback group described their use of an alternative as more
polite than their pretest responses, while participants in the other groups most frequently
described their responses as the same. In-game selections also suggested greater effectiveness of
the avatar feedback, as the avatar feedback group demonstrated a strong preference for the target
refusal option on the final playthrough of the simulation (80% of the time), while participants in
the comparison group selected this option 60% of the time, and those in the interface group
selected it only 30% of the time.

Taken together, these findings provide support for the use of pragmatic feedback
delivered from an in-game avatar. Importantly, the effectiveness of this feedback may be
contingent upon the inclusion of the instructions that directed the learners to attend to features of
(im)politeness. Interestingly, instruction to attend to features of (im)politeness (i.e., be rude/be
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polite) in the absence of feedback was insufficient to promote major changes in learner language.
This is somewhat surprising given that participants in the comparison group showed a preference
for the target response option in the simulation when instructed to be polite, but did not carry this
over to their language use on the posttests.

Admittedly, interface feedback could prove to be effective at promoting pragmatic
development if additional measures are taken to enhance the salience of the feedback.
Particularly, the thought bubble in the current study may have helped to direct learners’ attention
to the feedback. Additionally, the presentation of text-based feedback, in the proximity of other
on-screen text, could have been difficult for learners to notice. At a conceptual level, however,
the finding that NPC feedback can be effective is a desirable one, as this aligns with Sykes’
(2009) argument that behavior-based feedback is an effective means for promoting pragmatic
development. This contrasts with interface feedback, which learners could interpret as a
top-down delivery system from the researcher or instructor.

In addition to the findings discussed above, this study also illustrates a potential model
for integrating TBLT and pragmatics instruction. Specifically, this study evaluated success within
the simulation in terms of whether the learner was able to achieve their desired schedule, rather
than in terms of whether specific linguistic forms were used. Additional goals related to
(im)politeness were then given to participants following their first playthrough of the simulation.
Expanding on this approach, features of (im)politeness could be integrated into a TBLT course as
features of task complexity (see Robinson, 2007). In this way, a language teacher could first aim
to help learners achieve the primary goal associated with some target task (i.e., planning their
schedule, ordering food at a restaurant), and then use (im)politeness to evaluate greater levels of
success.

Limitations and future directions

Due to the limited research on the instructional features in simulations that contribute to
language learning, and the time and resource intensive nature associated with using simulations
for language instruction, this study implemented a rapid prototyping design and reports on
findings from a pilot study with a small sample size. Naturally, future researchers should attempt
to use larger sample sizes to make generalizable claims about the efficacy of computer
simulations for pragmatics instruction.

This study also did not make use of common gaming feedback mechanisms, such as
points, leveling, or progress bars. Future game-based research should aim to determine the
relative contributions of learning from these mechanisms by manipulating single design elements
across groups. Additionally, studies could also seek to implement individualized feedback to
ensure its relevance to learners (see Richards, 2024). For instance, the current study presented
participants with feedback when they selected the nontarget refusal option, which consisted of a
statement of negative feeling and a reason. Feedback, therefore, did not target other features of
language that may be evaluated as impolite, such as the use of no, negative willingness, and
lexical intensifiers like hate, which were also observed on the pretests.
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Conclusion

The current study found that feedback from an in-game avatar in conjunction with
instructions to attend to (im)politeness was more effective at getting participants to incorporate
target language than feedback presented in the interface. While limited by a small sample size,
this pilot study illustrates the potential for computer simulations to promote pragmatic learning,
as well as the potential for researchers to collect and integrate data illustrating the
moment-by-moment interactions in the simulation, and learners’ evaluations of their language
use before and after instruction. The role of technology in pragmatics instruction and research
appears promising, indeed.

Notes
1. Simulation is a polysemous term that may be used to refer to data elicitation tasks, such as
role-plays or DCTs in pragmatics research. In this study, however, its use denotes a type of game.
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Appendix A: Oral/written DCT items

Refusal Prompts
Usually, I have students take English W131 next semester.
So, how does intro to chemistry sound next semester?
0.K., so I usually recommend students to take this math class in their second semester
Usually, I recommend students to take an economics course in the second semester
0.K., so for your humanities requirement how does American history sound?
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Appendix B: Coding conventions for refusal semantic formulas

Code Example

No No, I don't like economics course. It is so hard. (A4)
Negative Willingness/Ability  I'm not good at technology so I think I will not take it. (C5)
Negative Feeling I think it bad (12)

Indefinite Reply Idon't know (13)

Statement of Regret

Reason

Statement of Alternative
Statement of Principle
Postponement

Uhm sorry 1 don't like to take the economic course next
semester (14)

I'm not really good at Economics. (A1)

Can I have more options. (A1)

Gosh no, I'm done with math. (11)

Yes, I will consider about it. (C1)
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