
Sharon Wilkinson
Editor

AAUSC Issues in Language 
Program Direction

Insights from Study Abroad for
Language Programs

Australia • Brazil • Canada • Mexico • Singapore • Spain

United Kingdom • United States

0511X_00_FM  10/4/06  3:13 PM  Page iii



Editor in Chief: P.J. Boardman
Assistant Editors: Morgen Murphy,

Margaret Grebenc
Technology Project Manager: Rachel Bairstow
Production Coordinator: Jessica Rasile
Executive Marketing Manager: Stacy Best
Associate Marketing Manager: Lindsey

Richardson

Senior Marketing Assistant: Marla Nasser
Advertising Project Manager: Stacey

Purviance
Manufacturing Manager: Marcia Locke
Compositor: GEX Publishing Services
Project Manager: GEX Publishing Services
Cover/Text Printer: Thomson West

Copyright © 2007 by Thomson Heinle, a part of
The Thomson Corporation.Thomson, the Star
logo, and Heinle are trademarks used herein
under license.

Printed in the United States of America

1   2   3      —     08   07   06

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this work
covered by the copyright hereon may be
reproduced or used in any form or by any
means—graphic, electronic, or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, taping,
web distribution or information storage and
retrieval systems—without the written permis-
sion of the publisher.

Thomson Higher Education
25 Thomson Place
Boston, MA 02210-1202
USA

ISBN-13: 978-1-4282-0511-6
ISBN-10: 1-4282-0511-X

Library of Congress Control Number:
2006933103

AAUSC 2006: Insights from Study Abroad for Language Programs
Sharon Wilkinson, Editor

For more information about our products,
contact us at:

Thomson Learning Academic
Resource Center
1-800-423-0563

For permission to use material from this
text or product, submit a request online at

http://www.thomsonrights.com
Any additional questions about permissions

can be submitted by email to 
thomsonrights@thomson.com

0511X_00_FM  10/4/06  3:13 PM  Page iv



22

Chapter 2
Requesting Help in French:
Developing Pragmatic Features during
Study Abroad

Sally Sieloff Magnan
Michele Back

Abstract
This study is part of a larger project looking at the development of language
ability among study abroad students in France. After confirming that stu-
dents in the larger study made significant improvement in their proficiency
and in their confidence when speaking in French, the current study looked at
the development of pragmatic competence of six students. Using role plays
from the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), the study looked at requests for help, focus-
ing on markers of formal address and direct versus indirect request forms
used by students before studying abroad and at the end of their study abroad
programs. The results showed that students increased their use of formal
forms of address, direct requests, and indirect requests. Only students whose
proficiency improved moved toward favoring indirect requests over direct
requests.A heavy reliance on est-ce que questions dominated direct requests,
especially for students whose proficiency did not improve. These findings
encourage language program directors to reflect on how they might better
prepare students to acquire pragmatic features before they go abroad, as well
as continue pragmatic development when students reenter language pro-
grams after studying abroad.

Communicative language teaching has been widely accepted in the United States
and internationally (Magnan, in press). At the same time, it has been criticized
as fostering self-referential language (Byrnes, 2006) and as purporting unrealis-
tic goals for learners in classroom situations (Schulz, 2006). The National
Standards for Foreign Language Learning place a strong emphasis on the cul-
tural basis of language and how language is used to connect with communities
and in the service of other disciplines. To meet these communicative demands,
language program directors (LPDs) need to build language programs that look
beyond linguistic features associated with grammar, vocabulary, and pronuncia-
tion. They need to consider pragmatic features as well, so that their students
learn to negotiate interaction through a variety of speech acts in accordance
with native behavioral norms. 
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Focusing on the social, context-based nature of language development, prag-
matics is defined as “the study of language from the point of view of users, espe-
cially of the choices they make, the constraints they encounter in using language
in social interaction and the effects their use of language has on other participants
in the act of communication” (Crystal, 1985, as cited in Kasper & Rose, 2002, p. 2).
An important line of pragmatic research considers politeness, following work by
Goffman (1959), who illustrated the delicate nature of social interaction to show
that how interaction is shaped constitutes a form of social control. Politeness then
is a broad concept relating to issues of face. According to Brown and Levinson
(1987), it is “tied to social determinants, specifically the relationship between
speaker and addressee and the potential offensiveness of the message content”
(p. 2). Among many studies of speech acts in which pragmatics play an important
role, requests would appear to be especially important for study abroad students,
who often need to ask for information or assistance. It is important, therefore, for
LPDs to understand how students develop an ability to make socially appropriate
requests during study abroad, with a goal of facilitating this development, if possi-
ble, in language programs before, during, or after the study abroad experience.

Second language research has tended to focus on pragmatic use, rather than
development (Kasper & Rose, 2002). However, in study abroad contexts, pragmatic
development has been considered by Rodríguez (2001), Owen (2005), and Hoffman-
Hicks (1999), among others. Comparing university students learning Spanish in a
U.S. classroom and abroad, Rodríguez found no significant difference between the
two groups’ development of perceptions and use of pragmatic features in requests.
Owen compared requests by native speakers of Russian and by nonnative Russian
speakers studying abroad, using role plays from the OPI interview, to find that pat-
terns of request behavior may be shaped by exposure to the target culture during
study abroad. Hoffman-Hicks showed how university students learning French in
France made gradual progress toward native-speaker norms in greetings, leave-
takings, and compliments, especially when compared to a control group learning
French in the United States. Although only Owen’s and Hoffman-Hick’s studies
suggest that time abroad may advance pragmatic development, all three authors
acknowledge that a greater length of residence may have yielded stronger results.
Similarly, Félix-Brasdefer (2004) found that the ability to make native-like refusals
in Spanish was related to length of residence in Spanish-speaking countries.

In foreign language teaching, the paucity of research on pragmatics relates to
the severe underrepresentation of pragmatic features as compared with linguistic
features in language textbooks (D’Ambrosio, 2004; Montousse Vega, 2000; LoCastro,
1997; Phillips, 1993) and in the language input available in the language classroom
(Kasper, 1997). These features often are found in culture boxes, where they are pre-
sented as curiosities or as justification for learning particular grammatical features.
In French textbooks, for example, the informal tu and the formal vous forms of
address are the most common pragmatic feature for which practice activities are
offered. And yet, authentic use of this feature is difficult in the classroom environ-
ment in which practice occurs. Even native French teaching assistants often prefer
to use tu with students because they are close to their age and know them well in the
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setting of small classes, despite the practice of university professors in France to use
vous with students. When the vous form is practiced in U.S. classrooms, it is often
done in simulated situations; for example, where students imagine they are police
officers or drivers getting stopped for traffic violations. Accurate according to norms
of target country usage, this practice remains unnatural because the students
assume false identities; thus, the tu/vous distinction, which marks identity and rela-
tionship between speakers, does not serve an authentic communicative function.

Most LPDs and their students accept this inauthenticity because their courses
take place within classroom walls, in a country where the language they are teach-
ing is not spoken in the outside community. They also accept the limits, or ceiling
effect (Rifkin, 2005), of how proficient students can become in a classroom situa-
tion. As Coleman (1997) and Regan (2003) suggest, many LPDs see the goal of lan-
guage instruction as preparing students to go abroad, where they might expect
pragmatic features to develop naturally when learners are immersed in the target
culture. Learners have the same hope, as one student in this study explained on
her preprogram questionnaire: “I want to improve my French language skills. I
feel like I cannot really improve anymore just taking classes.”

Study abroad would seem, then, to provide a unique environment for examin-
ing the development of pragmatic competence because it offers learners practical
experience with how language works in society (Barron, 2004; Isabelli, 2004;
Regan, 2003).

The Current Study
This study examines how six learners of French developed pragmatic features asso-
ciated with requests for help during a semester-long study abroad program in
France, and how that development occurred in relation to their development of
oral language proficiency. The link between pragmatic competence and linguistic
proficiency has been noted by Félix-Brasdefer (2004), who summarized studies
showing that “higher levels of linguistic proficiency often correlate with higher lev-
els of pragmatic competence (Carrell, 1981; Koike, 1996; Maeshiba, Yoshinaga,
Kasper, & Ross, 1996; Takahashi & Beebe, 1987; Trosborg, 1987)” (p. 591). However,
the means of arriving at this increased proficiency while studying abroad remains a
matter of debate. Although academic programs recommend study abroad under the
belief that all exposure abroad is useful (Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995;
Isabelli, 2004), research has recognized that the amount of language learning
occurring during these programs is highly variable (Coleman, 1997). Indeed, many
factors contribute to how much language students acquire while abroad: for exam-
ple, interactions with native speakers (Regan, 2003; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) or
language contact through watching television or films, reading newspapers, and
overhearing conversations (Coleman, 1997; Regan, 2003). 

We might question, therefore, whether the limited duration of a semester will
allow learners to enter authentic communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991)
and thereby have enough authentic interactions to develop their pragmatic com-
petence. If learners do succeed in acquiring pragmatic features during short-term
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study abroad, then perhaps our lower- and intermediate-level language programs
are justified in their goal of providing only the linguistic foundation for developing
language further during an experience abroad. If learners do not typically acquire
important pragmatic features during the limited time abroad that our programs
typically offer, then it would seem necessary to reconsider either how socially
based features of language can be developed at home or how study abroad pro-
grams can be extended, either in-country or virtually (Belz & Thorne, 2006). By
focusing on a common communicative function needed during time abroad
(requests for help), this study offers insights for LPDs to ponder when considering
their own study abroad programs.

Requests for Help in French
Before describing the typical features of requests for help in French, it is impor-
tant to recognize that conventions of interaction may be partly universal and
partly culture specific (Gumperz, 1982, 1992). Hoffman-Hicks (1999), for example,
showed that, when doing role plays, American students studying in France made
lengthier requests of French professors than French students likely would, includ-
ing requests to meet during office hours, which is not typically done in France.
Even at the end of a study abroad experience in France, the American students did
not seem to understand the situational constraints related to the relationship
between professor and students; they inappropriately imposed U.S. pragmatic
norms and expectations on the French situation. 

The pragmatic choices of how to make the request also relate to cultural
norms for interaction. Huth and Taleghani-Nikazm (2006) point out that requests
are co-constructed by the person making the request and the person to whom the
request is made. Because of this co-constructive nature, and because native norms
have not been empirically described in detail, it is difficult to examine learner
progress toward acquisition of a native pragmatic norm. 

Two recent studies addressed the construction of requests by French native
speakers. Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2004), using data from bakery transactions in
France, found that native French speakers tend to soften requests through indi-
rect formulation, often using the conditional mode, and that they rely heavily on
the formal form of address vous, whose usage is “greater in France than in most
neighboring countries” (p. 41). Izaki (2000) found among native French speakers
a predominance of indirect requests posed as suggestions. Many of them were
framed by si clauses such as Si l’on enlève ces photos, il nous sera possible de
reduire une page (“If we take out these photos, it will be possible for us to cut a
page”) and Si vous êtes d’accord de diminuer ce tableau. . . (“If you agree to
reduce the size of this table. . .”; p. 81). 

Three studies on the development of requests among learners of French as a
foreign language incorporated native-speaker data for comparative purposes. Using
written role-play simulations representing a variety of social variables, Harlow
(1990) found that native French speakers, in comparison with their nonnative
counterparts, used more formal and indirect requests, as well as considerably more
downgraders such as s’il vous plaît (“please”) and ça vous dérange si. . . (“Would it
bother you if. . .”). Nonnative speakers appeared to produce considerably more
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“blunt responses lacking politeness” than native French speakers (p. 342). Harlow
concluded that “cross-cultural studies of requests point to indirect requests [in
English] as the more common choice among native English speakers. . . . Thus, the
learners’ direct requests [in French] were probably due to linguistic deficiency or
perhaps lack of attention to the rules of politeness” (p. 335). 

Phillips (1993) summarized existing literature to offer a model for the type of
requests that native speakers prefer in formal situations: indirect, hearer-oriented, and
in the conditional mood. She then examined French textbook lessons on requests, dis-
covering a considerable paucity of information on sociopragmatic concerns and use of
the conditional mood. Finally, Phillips analyzed French learner recognition and pro-
duction of polite request forms to discover that French learners had difficulty produc-
ing degrees of deference in requests. She surmised that although some deference
strategies did appear to transfer from English to French, and although students were
aware of attempts to use markers of politeness in French, “[students’] choice of mark-
ers may not always correspond with those favored by native speakers. . . and, hence,
may be considered less polite than one would wish” (p. 379). 

Further insight into how requests made by native French speakers differ from
those made by learners of French is provided by Geis and Harlow (1996). Using a
revised version of Searle’s (1969) conditions on requests as a theoretical frame-
work, they examined requests involving multiple turns as made by French native
speakers, English native speakers, and French learners when assembling a chil-
dren’s jigsaw puzzle. They found that French native speakers were more likely to
use informal imperatives, coupled with “lexical softeners” such as s’il te plaît
(“please”), tiens (“well”), and donc (“so”; p. 145), than est-ce que questions or inver-
sion. When making requests in the form of a question, French native speakers often
used a negative statement with question intonation (Tu n’as pas de coin? / “You
wouldn’t have a corner piece?”). The researchers speculated that “French speakers
were providing a built-in excuse for the addressee to not provide the piece, that is to
say, a face-saving device for both speakers even though the speaker clearly expected
to receive the piece” (p. 147). In contrast, French learners, perhaps due to over-
instruction in certain interrogative forms, relied heavily on both est-ce que and
inversion question forms.

In sum, the literature reveals considerable complexity with regard to French
native-speaker requests, a complexity that is not necessarily acquired by at-home
French learners. Minimal or nonacquisition of pragmatic features by at-home learners
might be related to a heavy focus on linguistic forms or to an absence of socioprag-
matic instruction in textbooks. Study abroad may alleviate gaps in at-home learning by
exposing the learner firsthand to the variety of sociopragmatic distinctions in French
culture. To investigate the development of pragmatic features in requests for help in
our study abroad learners we asked the following research questions. 

Research Questions
Before and after study abroad, how often did students use formal address and
direct and indirect features when making requests for help? 

Did the pragmatic features that students used in these requests differ among
students who improved their proficiency to different degrees? 
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Participants 
The current study involves 6 students who were part of a larger study of 24 stu-
dents studying French in Paris and Montpellier, France, during the spring semes-
ter of 2003. To situate the experience of the six students used for this focus study
on pragmatic features associated with requests for help, we will first give an
overview of the students’ proficiency development as found in the larger study.

Measures of Language Development
In December 2002 (prior to study abroad) and May 2003 (during the final week of
the study abroad semester), the first author administered the following instru-
ments to the 24 students: questionnaires about personal expectations and experi-
ences; Can-Do self-assessment surveys (Clark, 1981); and ACTFL Oral Proficiency
interviews (OPI), which were subsequently transcribed by a graduate student who
reproduced the spoken French as closely as possible, retaining any inaccuracies.
Random segments of the transcripts were checked by the first author.

The questionnaires provided insight into students’ background, living situa-
tions abroad, and personal goals, motivations, and feelings of confidence (see
Appendix A). The Can-Do survey asked students how well they could perform
15 linguistic tasks, two of which included making requests for help (“I can buy
clothes in a department store in French”; “I can ask directions”) and three that
required features of formality and informality (“I can introduce myself in social
situations and use appropriate greetings and leave-taking expressions in French”;
“I can sustain everyday conversation in very polite-style French with a person
much older than I am”; “I can sustain everyday conversation in casual style in
French with my French friends”). Because students studying abroad often com-
ment how much their language improves in social situations (Ife, 2000), it was
expected that the Can-Do scale would show increased confidence in language use.
In fact, in the transcripts of the OPI interviews, some students expressed gains in
confidence, even though they sometimes did not show improvement on the OPI
scale. For example, one student said in her postprogram questionnaire, “I am def-
initely more confident in speaking French; when you are forced to speak French,
you realize you can communicate in this different language and thus you become
more confident in your French skills.” Another student commented, in her post-
program OPI, about how the program changed her: “Ma confiance, bien sûr, et
juste. . . le liberté d’aller à les endroits qui, peut-être avant j’ai pensé que ce n’est
pas possible. . . je sais que ce voyage a changé ma vie.”1 (“My confidence, of
course, and just. . . the freedom to go to places that perhaps before I thought was
not possible. . . I know that the trip changed my life.”) 

Consistent with such remarks, on the Can-Do scale the 24 students
expressed improved ability to interact in French to a significant degree (ANOVA,
F = 6.15, p = .023). The findings of the Can-Do survey, supported by students’
remarks, reveal that even students who did not improve on the OPI believed they
made substantial progress in spoken French, particularly in the ability to interact
with French native speakers. 
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However, other comments, even by students whose French improved on the
OPI, lead us to question the amount of exposure students had to pragmatic norms
of interaction simply by virtue of their residence in France. When asked if they had
met many French people, two students who had both improved from Intermediate
Mid to Advanced Low commented during the postprogram interviews as follows: 

“Ah non. Des Américains sur notre programme. Des Français, c’est.. je ne sais
pas. . . . Je connais pas d’autres Américains qui connaît les Français, les gens
français.” (“Oh no. The Americans on our program. The French, it’s. . . I don’t
know. I don’t know other Americans who know French people.”) 

“Pas trop, c’est ça. . . . J’ai récemment j’ai beaucoup de conversations au ce sujet
parce que je suis déçue avec moi-même parce que j’ai pas fait un grand effort. C’est,
c’est difficile parce que à la fois je ne voulais pas être isolée des autres étudiants dans
notre groupe. . . . Et les Français, j’ai fait un effort de parler avec eux quand je suis à
l’épicerie ou n’importe où, mais en fait les amitiés j’ai. . . je n’ai pas trop.” (“Not too
much. . . that’s it. I recently I have a lot of conversations about this because I am dis-
appointed in myself because I didn’t try very hard. It’s, it’s difficult because at the
same time I didn’t want to be isolated from the other students in our group. . . and the
French, I made an effort to talk with them when I was in the grocery story or wher-
ever, but in terms of friendships, I, I don’t have too many.”)

The current study aimed to look at pragmatic gain in terms of proficiency
improvement. To measure gain in language proficiency, the current study used the
ACTFL OPI. To investigate development of pragmatic features, it used the role-play
portion of those same pre- and postprogram interviews. The OPI has been used
with study abroad learners as a tool for eliciting speech samples to be analyzed for
fluency (Freed, 1995; Freed, So, & Lazar, 2003; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) and for
longitudinal research on students of Russian (Brecht, Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995;
Davidson, 2002, 2005). For the current study, the first author, a certified OPI
tester, administered the interviews, which were second rated and officially certified
by the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL).2 All the
students either maintained or improved their level of speaking proficiency.
Following the suggestions of Brecht et al. (1995), the difference between pre- and
postprogram study abroad OPI ratings were rendered as the number of levels a
student improved (0 level, 1 level, or 2 levels) and tested for significant difference
between preprogram and postprogram OPI ratings. The results revealed signifi-
cant improvement in OPI ratings after the one-semester study abroad experience
(Wilcoxon signed-ranks test 78, Z = -3.145, p (two-tailed) = .002). No effect of pro-
gram location was found. 

Given criticism of the OPI procedure as a measurement tool, particularly with
regard to its ability to capture natural interaction where pragmatic features are most
needed (Bachman & Savignon, 1986; Johnson & Tyler, 1998; Lantolf & Frawley,
1985; van Lier, 1989), we should not assume that an improved rating on the OPI nec-
essarily corresponds to improvement in pragmatic competence. This assumption
could be particularly tenuous because most of the students in the current study, like
most students in U.S. language programs (Magnan, 1986; Rifkin, 2005; Tschiner,
1996), demonstrated oral proficiency on the ACTFL Intermediate level, where
learners are not yet full partners in conversations (ACTFL, 1985). 
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Of all segments of the OPI, the role play is designed to elicit the greatest amount
of interaction and linguistic negotiation by stimulating problem-solving and media-
tion. Role plays have both the advantage of providing “encouraging oral production”
(Brown, 2001, p. 321) and therefore the environment for pragmatic features to occur
and the disadvantage of being simulated, rather than authentic communicative situ-
ations. Role plays have been used widely for eliciting speech samples from study
abroad students (Barron, 2004; Cohen & Olshtain, 1993; García, 1989; Hoffman-
Hicks, 1999; Kobayashi & Rinnert, 2003; Lafford 1995, 2003; Owen, 2005; Phillips,
1993). From the OPI role plays, we selected eight that focused on pragmatic features
in requests for help (see Appendix B). Following Barron (2004), we believed students
would have used this speech act often during their semester abroad: “It can be
assumed, given the frequent occurrence of requests. . . in every day life that these
were also common illocutions in the year abroad context” (p. 122). 

All six students in the study tested at Intermediate level (5 Intermediate Mid,
1 Intermediate High) before the program, and three of them crossed the threshold
to Advanced by the end of the program, with a fourth reaching Intermediate High.
At this proficiency level, the students could be expected to be able to ask questions
and make simple requests, but would be stretching their linguistic skills when the
request met with resistance. All role plays were Advanced-level cards in the ACTFL
OPI procedure, that is, they were “situations with complications” that served as
probes for these students during their interviews. As Table 1 shows, the students
fell into three categories, with two students in each: (a) those who did not improve
on the OPI, (b) those who improved one level, and (c) those who improved two lev-
els. Our aim was to examine whether or not the French learners’ requests for help
changed from preprogram study abroad to postprogram study abroad in two areas:
(a) formal forms of address and (b) use of direct and indirect features. 

Table 1
Students, OPI ratings, level of improvement, and role plays

Student Preprogam Postprogram Levels Preprogram Postprogram
OPI OPI Improved Role Play Role Play

5 IM IM 0 missed exam lost wallet

18 IM IM 0 house robbed missed flight/
airline strike

4 IM IH 1 missed exam missed oral
final

2 IH AL 1 missed exam missed flight/ 
train strike

20 IM AL 2 alternate missed oral 
payment final

24 IM AL 2 missed lost wallet
connecting 
flight

Note: IM = Intermediate Mid; IH = Intermediate High; AL = Advanced Low.
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Because these role plays were designed for the OPI and not necessarily to
elicit pragmatic features, we first analyzed them to see if they met Searle’s (1969)
conditions for requests as outlined in Barron (2004, p.123). We reviewed the tran-
scripts of the learners in the study and found that all learners and the tester han-
dled the role play in a way that met Searle’s conditions. In addition, we had one
male and one female native French speaker from different regions in France each
do the role plays separately, under conditions similar to that of the OPI with the
same tester. Transcriptions of these sessions again showed that the role plays met
Searle’s conditions.

We then selected three pragmatic features related to issues of politeness or
face in social interaction, as described by Brown and Levinson (1987) in their
refinement of the Gricean (1971/1957) framework of conversational implications.
These features were identified in the previous studies as important for second lan-
guage learning as well as used by the two native speakers in the specific role plays
under study. The features we chose to examine are formal forms of address, use of
direct features, and use of indirect features, as described in Table 2.

Table 2
Features investigated in the current study 

Pragmatic Feature Example from Native-Speaker Role
Plays in This Study

Formal Address Markers
a. Use of Madame, Monsieur Bonjour, Madame; Bonne journée,

Madame.
b. Formal form (vous/votre) Je ne vous raconte pas de bêtises.

Direct Features
a. Use of imperative mood Ecoutez
b. Use of est-ce que, qu’est-ce que Est-ce que je peux changer mon ticket

pour avoir un vol le plus tôt possible?
Qu’est-ce que je peux faire?

c. Use of inversion questions Mon billet d’avion, est-il possible de
me le faire rembourser?

Indirect Features

a. Use of conditional mood Vraiment j’aimerais bien rattraper
cet examen

b. Clauses with si Et j’aimerais savoir si vous pouvez
m’aider.

c. Negative declaration as a question La compagnie n’a pas de moyen de
me faire partir plus tôt?

d. Statement as request, often with peut-être peut-être demain tôt quand vous
avez du temps
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The first researcher coded the transcripts of the role plays of the students for
these features. In coding, accuracy of grammatical form was not considered; the
count was of features used. The second researcher verified this coding. In the few
cases of uncertainty, the features were discussed until consensus was reached.
Each researcher then counted the instances of each feature separately to assure
the accuracy of the totals.

Results and Discussion
Given that a significant number of the 24 learners in the larger study gained oral pro-
ficiency during their stay abroad, and given that 4 of the 6 students selected for this
pragmatic study improved their ratings on the OPI, we speculated that a comparison of
pre- and postprogram study abroad role plays would reveal an increased number of
pragmatic features resembling those suggested by the literature as typifying native
speech, especially among the 4 students whose proficiency improved. Figure 1 pro-
vides a first comparison of the target pragmatic features used in the pre- and post-
program OPI. Comparing pre- and postprogram uses, all features increased: use of
formal address, direct features, and indirect features, in that order. Progress toward the
native norm, as represented in the literature, would predict the increase in these situ-
ations of formal forms of address and indirect features, but not the increase in direct
features, especially in greater numbers than indirect features. These two groups—
formal address and direct versus indirect features—will be discussed in turn. 

Figure 1
Summary of pragmatic features pre- and postprogram

Formal Address
As Figure 1 shows, students used more features of formal address in the post-
program role plays than in the preprogram role plays. All the role plays were for-
mal situations with a middle-aged woman. From preprogram to postprogram role
plays, students increased substantially in their use of vous (2 to 12), bonjour (4 to
6), and Madame (1 to 4), with greetings going from “Bonjour” alone to “Bonjour,
Madame.” In the preprogram interviews, two students used an inappropriate tu
address; neither of them, nor any others, used tu in these role plays at the end of
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the program. It appears that, for these students, the time abroad has made them
more able to use these pragmatic markers for formality in their requests for help,
but without more information on the curriculum the students followed and their
personal experiences using French during the program, it is not possible to tell
what aspect of their semester experience encouraged this development. Hoffman-
Hicks (1999) found similar results concerning the acquisition of titles such as
Madame during study abroad. For Spanish, Félix-Brasdefer (2004) found that
learners’ sequential organization of politeness strategies and ability to negotiate a
refusal showed greater evidence of pragmatic development as learners’ length of
residence in Spanish-speaking countries increased. It could be that natural, social
exposure is important for acquiring formality features. Working with French
immersion students, Tarone and Swain (1995) showed that, even in the immersion
setting, those students who did not have out-of-school exposure to French failed
to learn the informal register appropriate for use with adolescent Francophone
peers, whereas Lyster (1994) found that in a different immersion situation, stu-
dents did not learn formal registers needed for interacting with adults. 

The increased use of formal address from pre- to postprogram study abroad is
even more clearly demarcated when the improvement in proficiency level is taken
into account. As shown in Figure 2, students who did not improve on the OPI scale
used only one more formal address marker (Madame) at the end of the program
than before their study abroad.

Figure 2
Formal address markers by level improved on OPI

Students who improved one or two proficiency levels had a much more marked
increase, especially with the use of vous (from 0 to 5 and from 1 to 6, respectively).
The two students who improved two levels both crossed the Intermediate-Advanced
threshold (both from Intermediate Mid to Advanced low); their speech increased
the use of vous through expressions such as Je ne sais pas comment vous expliquer
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(“I don’t know how to explain to you”) and in expressions related to other prag-
matic features, such as the indirect request peut-être, si vous avez du temps
demain (“maybe, if you have time tomorrow”), and a request for confirmation,
Qu’est-ce que vous pensez? (“What do you think?”). These observations also suggest
that language gain during cultural immersion would include development of
socially appropriate interactions. Of course, more research is needed. 

Indirect and Direct Forms of Request
As Figure 1 illustrates, students increased their use of both direct and indirect
requests from the preprogram role play to the postprogram role play. Only one
direct request form (est-ce que questions) was used, increasing from 12 uses in the
preprogram role play to 21 uses in the postprogram role play. Imperatives and inver-
sion questions were never used in either the pre- or postprogram OPI. This finding
was somewhat surprising given that most textbooks, including those used at the
home institution, provide considerable practice with imperatives and inversion.

In comparison with direct forms, students used more varied indirect forms in
both the pre- and postprogram role play: use of conditionals (3 to 6), si constructions
(4 to 5), and statements as requests (declining from 8 to 6). They did not use one indi-
rect form at all: negative declarations, such as La compagnie n’a pas de moyen de me
faire partir plus tôt? (“The company doesn’t have any way to have me to leave ear-
lier?”) used by the native speakers who verified the role plays for the study. Geis and
Harlow (1996) showed the importance of negative declarations in native speech. The
absence of this form is particularly noteworthy because it is not often taught explic-
itly in French textbooks, although it is likely that instructors use it in class. 

Because the direct forms of request, imperatives and questions with inversion,
and the indirect form, negative declarations, were not used by the students at all,
they will not be considered in the following steps of the analysis. This exclusion does
not, however, diminish their potential importance for inclusion in our language pro-
grams. On the contrary, it may be an area where considerable attention is needed. 

Regarding the expected shift in balance from direct toward more indirect
requests during the study abroad experience, Figure 1 shows change in the opposite
direction: from more indirect requests in the program OPI (12 direct vs. 15 indirect)
to fewer indirect requests in the postprogram OPI (21 direct vs. 17 indirect).
Several explanations could account for this unexpected finding. First, with so few
students, the direction of the shift could be related only to individual variation.
Second, perhaps the study abroad period was not long enough for pragmatic devel-
opment to occur. Félix-Brasdefer (2004) illustrated that indirectness increased with
three to five months abroad and that a nine-month residence corresponded with
even higher levels of indirectness. Or perhaps increased comfort with est-ce que
(the only direct request form used) allowed more verbosity overall (Edmondson &
House, 1991), which tilted the balance of request types toward direct requests in
the postprogram OPI, even though the number of direct and indirect requests both
increased. Geis and Harlow (1996) suggested that the heavy focus on est-ce que in
U.S. textbooks might encourage students to use this form to the exclusion of oth-
ers, even when others might be more pragmatically appropriate. It could also be
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that est-ce que is an early developmental form (Valdman, 1976). In either case, the
one-semester study abroad experience of our students did not lead them toward
greater variety in request types, either direct or indirect, or to the expected shift in
the balance of request types from direct to indirect overall.

Breaking down the frequencies of use for direct as compared with indirect fea-
tures by level of improvement, Figure 3 shows that, in contrast with what we saw
in the data of all students taken together, there was a move toward indirect fea-
tures as student proficiency improved. Students whose proficiency improved one
level increased both their direct requests with est-ce que and their use of indirect
features, and students who improved two levels decreased their use of the direct
request with est-ce que while increasing their use of indirect features. In the case
of students improving one level, the increase in indirect features involved condi-
tionals (from 2 to 4); for students improving two levels, it involved both si con-
structions (from 0 to 2) and conditionals (from 0 to 2). The shift to relatively more
indirect requests in comparison with direct requests thus brought the students
closer to native pragmatic norms, as characterized by the literature reviewed. 

Figure 3
Direct and indirect features by level improved on OPI

Students who did not improve their proficiency level on the OPI still showed a
dramatic change in how they made requests. Their use of direct questions with
est-ce que increased substantially (from 4 to 11), while their use of indirect
questions decreased by 1. An example from the postprogram transcript of a stu-
dent who did not improve her rating of Intermediate Mid shows her reliance on
est-ce que to make requests. The role play, about missing a flight due to an airline
strike, shows the lack of pragmatic variety represented by the exclusive use of 
est-ce que, even after the interviewer used an inversion form (lines 6, then 9). 
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3 S: J’ai entendu qu’il y a une grève de le avion, est-ce que c’est possible? 

4. I: Oui, oui, enfin il y a beaucoup de grèves comme vous savez en ce
moment, on a annoncé une grève de plusieurs compagnies aériennes. 

5. S: Et est-ce que le prochain avion pour aller dans le même destination
que le mien? 

6. I: Et où allez-vous?

7. S: Je rentre aux Etats-Unis pour le fin de mon séjour ici en France. 

8. I: Ah, alors. . . ça dépend un peu de la compagnie aérienne. . .

9. S: Oh, d’accord. Mon vol était l’American, l’avion American, et il n’a pas
un problème avec ça, mais est-ce qu’il y a un problème avec le premier
avion de Montpellier à Paris, Air France? 

10. I: Ah, oui, en fait, tous les vols sont annulés sur la France pour demain.

This heavy use of est-ce que requests differs from her preprogram interview, in
which she used est-ce que only twice. In that preprogram role play this student did
not use any indirect requests; in the postprogram role play, she used one with si.
This student appears to have become quite comfortable with making requests
using est-ce que, leading her to demonstrate the verbosity that Edmondson and
House (1991) define as “excessive use of linguistic forms to fill a specific discourse
‘slot’ or ‘move’” (p. 273). Hoffman-Hicks (1999) and Felix-Brasdefer (2004) also
found verbosity in their learners, who made more requests and used more strate-
gies, respectively, than native speakers in similar situations. Félix-Brasdefer claims
that overusing forms serves a “metacommunicative function by making the infor-
mation more explicit” (p. 633). Intermediate-level speakers have the capacity to
generate quite a bit of talk. Indeed, one criterion for distinguishing Intermediate
Low and Intermediate Mid level is quantity of speech. Yet, these learners lack the
ability to make talk efficient because they do not control the variety of features
needed for precision. Thus, learners of Intermediate-level proficiency are particu-
larly prone to verbosity, or overuse of the features they control. 

Félix-Brasdefer (2004) showed that verbosity decreased as length of residence in
the target culture increased and that decrease in verbosity helped learners approxi-
mate more closely the native norm. Might we expect that students who improve
their proficiency would reduce their verbosity, as exemplified by reduced reliance on
est-ce que as a primary means of making requests? In this small study, only the stu-
dents whose proficiency improved two levels showed a slight shift in the desired
direction of request type: an increase in indirect requests (from 5 to 7) occurring
with a decrease in direct requests (from 6 to 5). The consideration for LPDs then is:
Should we rely on study abroad to lead students to more pragmatically appropriate
language, or should we reconsider the classroom curriculum so that students
become more conscious of pragmatic features earlier in their language learning?
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Reflections for Language Program Directors 
Following the 2005 Year of Languages, the U.S. Senate has declared 2006 to be the
Year of Study Abroad. This resolution is national recognition that Americans find
benefit in the personal, cultural, and linguistic growth that comes from living and
studying in other countries. LPDs often claim that a goal of their programs is to
prepare students to study abroad. Indeed, the larger study from which these stu-
dents come revealed a positive relationship between course work and improve-
ment in oral proficiency during subsequent study abroad. Could course work
prepare students to develop pragmatic features while abroad? Schmidt’s (1993)
attention hypothesis claims that attention to input 

is a necessary condition for any learning at all, and that what must be
attended to is not input in general, but whatever features of the input
play a role in the system to be learned.For the learning of pragmatics in
a second language, attention to linguistic forms, functional meanings,
and the relevant contextual features is required. (p. 35)

Following the suggestion of Brown and Levinson (1987), several studies (e.g.,
Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2004) have shown that intermediate and
advanced learners who are not instructed in metapragmatics negatively transfer
pragmatic usage from their first languages when interacting in a foreign language.
For LPDs, then, the attention hypothesis might encourage us to make input more
salient before or during the study abroad period, perhaps by explicit instruction of
pragmatic features and the grammar needed to perform them. 

Based on textbook coverage, articulated sequences have, in large part, been
built around grammatical control and breadth of vocabulary with little or no
explicit focus on pragmatic features. In terms of grammatical preparation for the
pragmatic features needed for requests, LPDs might want to stress the conditional
mood used with indirect question forms and de-emphasize the est-ce que inter-
rogative while introducing more varied question forms. Providing greater gram-
matical variety may help learners develop pragmatic flexibility. It is likely not
enough, however, to increase teaching of grammar without putting that grammar
to the service of pragmatic choices. Of the pragmatic features examined, formal
address is the one most explicitly explained and practiced in French textbooks, yet
experience shows that it is difficult to learn in class. Perhaps more explicit atten-
tion raising and practice are needed.

Recent studies show how sociopragmatic competence can be taught by lead-
ing students to cognitive knowledge of cultural differences in interaction routines
and expectations for their outcomes, followed by situated practice (Huth &
Taleghani-Nikazm, 2006; Liddicoat & Crozet, 2001). Liddicoat and Crozet demon-
strated that through specific instructional intervention Australians could learn
that for the French the question “How was your weekend?” is more than an open-
ing to discuss another topic or to make small talk; it is a meaningful question for
which an answer of substance and some length is expected. Using exemplars from
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conversation analysis, Huth and Taleghani-Nikazm recommend a five-step unit to
teach sociopragmatic differences:

(1) general in-class reflection about conversational practices and their
systematic nature; (2) a contrastive in-class analysis of sequences in the
target language and the native language; (3) presentation of the materi-
als with authentic transcripts and audio and video materials (if avail-
able); (4) practice of the target language sequences within a
communicative context; (5) reflection and evaluation of the cultural
import of the practised structures. (pp. 65–66) 

The descriptive information from the current study about the pragmatic
choices made by students at different proficiency levels might help LPDs focus stu-
dents’ reflection and make relevant contrasts with native speech. As Huth and
Taleghani-Nikazm (2006) suggest, we need to go from recognition to instructional
implementation: in our textbooks, in instructor-development programs, and in
classroom teaching. We can find authentic aural and written input where prag-
matic features are demonstrated and work with them to show students the effect
of these features. With students, we can analyze cultural differences in interaction
patterns. When doing role plays, we must remember that using appropriate prag-
matic features, such as speaker distance and respect, is as important as conveying
information. Appropriate pragmatics then might take precedence over verbosity. 

Recalling the findings of Hoffman-Hicks (1999) in which American students did
not learn which requests of French professors are appropriate even after studying
abroad in France, we need to prepare students to recognize sociopragmatic differ-
ences when they are abroad. In our predeparture courses, we might develop activities
in which we make sure students identify and practice situational norms that govern
pragmatic features as well as linguistic ones. Like the students who did not make
progress in this study and were perhaps unaware of differences in pragmatic features
and their importance, LPDs may need to become more acutely aware of an important
aspect of preparing students to increase their language proficiency while abroad. 

We might also not limit our efforts to courses before students go abroad.
Perhaps in-country workshops would be effective for calling students’ attention to
pragmatic features and reminding them not to overuse the structures with which
they are currently comfortable. We might also consider how to discourage back-
sliding to negative transfer of U.S. English pragmatic patterns and how to continue
the foreign language pragmatic development when students reenter our programs
after their study abroad experiences, perhaps using the experience and improved
abilities of these students to stimulate discussion and provide models for others.

Reflections for Future Research
We offer the observations from this small study mainly as food for thought for LPDs
and other researchers. More research is needed on fundamental questions: What fea-
tures constitute improvement in pragmatic ability? Does pragmatic ability improve at
the same rate as linguistic proficiency, as measured by the OPI or by other measures?
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In addition, investigation of more specific questions is needed: When and under
what circumstances are different ways of expressing pragmatic notions best acquired
abroad? Would calling learners’ attention to pragmatic features during classroom
learning prior to study abroad help them acquire these features while overseas? Does
verbosity hinder development toward a nativelike pragmatic norm? Does learner
confidence relate to the acquisition of pragmatic features?

In addition to conducting research with more students, males and females,
and more role plays,3 we need to examine how students make requests for help in
natural situations with native speakers. We could also expand the number of prag-
matic features studied, for example, face-flattering acts such as expressions of
gratitude (Hoffman-Hicks, 1999; Kerbat-Orecchioni, 2004) and language used to
cajole or appeal for empathy or sympathy (Barron, 2004). For this research, we
need a better description of native speaker use of pragmatic features so that we can
see how our learners are developing toward native usage. Descriptions of both
native and learner usage should go beyond counting features; they should look
closely at the co-construction of the pragmatic act and how a turn by one person
triggers a response by the other. Conversation analysis techniques, as demon-
strated by Huth and Taleghani-Nikazm (2006) among others, could offer a good
framework for this investigation.

In a study abroad context, we might follow students from when they first arrive
in the host country throughout their stay, considering residence abroad of different
durations. A 2002–2003 survey (Chin, 2004) showed that U.S. students across disci-
plines are electing shorter terms of study abroad than in the past, specifically that
only 7% of that year’s cohort studied abroad for a full academic year. It is encourag-
ing that students in this study developed use of pragmatic features during only one
semester. Would programs of even shorter durations also yield positive results?
Félix-Brasdefer (2004) suggested that length of residence and language proficiency
might be best considered as separate variables when examining the development of
pragmatic competence. To measure language proficiency, this study suggests that
the OPI exhibits a certain sensitivity to pragmatic norms, contrary to fears that
have been voiced (Bachman & Savignon, 1986; Johnson & Tyler, 1998; Lantolf &
Frawley, 1985; van Lier, 1989). Finally, we should support quantitative data with
reflections from learners about their sociopragmatic language use to see what prag-
matic rules they know cognitively, as well as which ones they put into practice. 

Conclusion
In this small study, the U.S. students studying in France increased their use of the
formal form of address, direct features, and indirect features when making requests
for help of adults they did not know. Through a closer look at which features
increased from before to after the program, it invited LPDs to ponder whether
instructional focus prior to study abroad and verbosity in a desire to communicate
while studying abroad could encourage students to overuse direct requests, espe-
cially est-ce que questions, when indirect requests would be favored by native
speakers. However, it suggested that learners might develop the preferred indirect
requests with increased proficiency.
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This small project adds to previous observations (D’Ambrosio, 2004;
Montousse Vega, 2000; LoCastro, 1997; Phillips, 1993) that encourage LPDs to pay
increased attention to developing pragmatic features in their language programs
and in the textbooks they select and author. Perhaps explicit instruction, either
before or during study abroad, could result in students developing appropriate
uses of pragmatic features, or perhaps, it would help learners attend to pragmatics
during their study abroad programs. 

It is hoped that larger studies will show the same positive result as this small
one, and that this expanded research will lead LPDs to find ways to help students
develop appropriate pragmatic notions. This effort must include expanding stu-
dents’ repertoire of ways to request help and giving them the knowledge of social
context and the linguistic control to use that repertoire appropriately and effec-
tively. It would seem that study abroad is the ideal situation for pragmatic devel-
opment. The challenge for LPDs is to determine how students benefit or not from
that learning context, and what language programs might do to facilitate prag-
matic development in the limited time students spend abroad.
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Notes
1. Errors, which were transcribed from the OPI tapes, are retained in this article.

2. Of the 24 taped interviews, 4 were inaudible and thus ratings done on the spot by
the interviewer were considered.These four interviews were not used in the statis-
tical analysis; furthermore, none of the six students in the current study had inaudi-
ble interviews.

3. Of the eight role plays used in this study, two focused on the need to reschedule an
examination and three focused on the need to make alternate flight reservations.
Additional situations are needed. At the same time, we might look for a consistency
in research of having the exact same role play before and after the program, which
was not done in this study.
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Appendix A: 
Student Profiles and Remarks on Questionnaire

Student Age GPA Courses Program Living Goals 

Number Range Range Taken Prior Location Arrangements 

to Program

5 21–22 3.0–3.4 to fourth Paris Dormitory “Improve 

semester French-speaking

skills”

“Gain world

perspective”

“Meet new people”

18 19–20 2.5–2.9 to sixth Montpellier Family “I wanted my 

semester abroad experience to

help build confi-

dence for my future

work search.”

4 19–20 3.5–4.0 major level Paris Family “I really wanted to

learn the Fr[ench]

language, culture,

+ get new

worldly views.”

2 21–22 3.0–3.4 major level Paris Family “I wanted to improve

my French speaking

abilities and learn

more about French

culture.”

20 21–22 3.0–3.5 major level Montpellier Apartment with “An understanding 

non-French of the culture”

“Better French”

24 19–20 3.0–3.5 major level Montpellier Family “A major goal is to be

able to live in

France. . . like a

native does. I want to

improve my language

skills. . . meet French

people, and. . . under-

stand Montpellier as a

French person does.”

REQUESTING HELP IN FRENCH 43

0511X_02_ch2_p022-044  10/4/06  10:53 AM  Page 43



Appendix B: 
Role Plays Used in the Study

Request Text of Role Play

To make up an important exam “You missed an important exam, and have made an
appointment with your professor. Explain what
happened and try to arrange for a make-up exam.”

To make up an oral final “You missed by accident your oral final. Excuse your-
self to the professor and ask for a make-up exam.”

To reschedule a flight because “You have missed your connecting flight from Paris 
you missed a connection to Chicago.Talk to the desk clerk and make the

necessary adjustments in your ticket.”

To reschedule a flight because “You’re going home after your semester in France.
of an airline strike There is an airline strike.Talk to the travel agent

about your options.”

To reschedule a flight because “You missed your flight from Paris to Chicago 
of train strike because there was a train strike and you could not

get from Nice to Paris.You are now at the airport in
Paris.You talk to the agent about how to get home.”

For help when you lost a wallet “You lost your wallet.Tell the police agent everything
you did today so she can help you.”

For help after your house “Your house was robbed. Call the police, explain 
was robbed what happened, describe the scene, and find out

what to do.”

For alternate payment method “After finishing a good meal in a restaurant, you 
when you have no money discover you have left your money at home. Explain

the situation to the waiter/waitress and make some
arrangements to pay the bill.”
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