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Abstract
Todate, little researchonpragmatic transferhasconsidereda multilingual situation
wherethere isan interactionamongthreedifferent languagesspokenbyoneperson.
Ofinterestwaswhetherpragmatictransferofrefusalsamongthreelanguagesspoken
bythesamepersonoccursfromL1andL2toL3,L1toL2andthentoL3orfromL1
andL1 (if there aremore than oneL1) toL2.This study aimed to investigate the
production of refusals in three languages and to specify the impact of linguistic
knowledgeonpragmatictransferofrefusals.Tothisend,161participants in5groups
filled out a Discourse Completion Test (DCT). Data was coded and analyzed
accordingtosemanticformulasequences.ThedataobtainedfromKurdishlearnersof
EnglishwhowerealsofluentinFarsi(Trilinguals)werecomparedwiththoseinother
four groups: 1) Native English speakers; 2) Monolingual speakers in Farsi; 3)
Monolingual speakers in Kurdish; and 4) Bilingual Farsi learners of English. The
results revealed that pragmatic transfer exists in choice and content of semantic
formulae.ItwasalsofoundthatthesocioculturalnormsofEnglish,Farsi,andKurdish
languages differwith respects to the refusal speech act and that individuals’ social
powerandrelativedistanceplaya criticalrole inperformingsucha speechact.This
researchsuggeststhat,inspiteofthenormdifferencesexistingamongtheselanguages,
transferof refusalsmostlyoccurs fromKurdishasL1butnot fromL2 (Farsi) toL3
(English).
Keywords: Pragmatic Transfer,Refusal SpeechAct, Semantic Formulae,Discourse
CompletionTest(DCT)
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1. Introduction

Communicationwithspeakersofotherlanguagesisa complexbehavior,which
requiresbothlinguisticandpragmaticcompetence.Uptoa fewdecadesago,it
was taken for granted that perfect mastery of grammar, vocabulary, and
pronunciationwould lead toproperuseof language.However, the language
use(pragmaticmeaning)isdifferentfromlanguageusage(semanticmeaning)
(Cook,1989).Communicativecompetence includesknowledgeofvocabulary,
knowledge of speaking rules, knowing how to use and respond to different
typesofspeechacts,andknowinghowtouselanguageappropriately(Richard,
Platt& Weber1985,citedinNunan,2001).Thefunctionofanutterancemust
be established pragmatically. Lacking knowledge of pragmatic rules of the
targetlanguage,learnersmaysimplytransferpragmaticnormsfromtheirown
native language.Most of cross-cultural communication breakdowns ofEFL
learners are mainly occurring due to pragmatic errors. Over the past five
decades,pragmatic competencehasbeenoneof thephenomenawhichhave
comeunder the spotlightofmany involved in the fieldof language teaching.
Learners with not-well-established pragmatic competence are open to
pragmatic failurewhere a hearermisinterprets the force of an utterance as
somethingotherthanwhatthespeakerintendedittobe.

Transfer is a general term describing the carryover of the previous
knowledge to subsequent learning situations. Many studies (Barron, 2002;
Berns, 1990; Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989; Eslami-rasekh, Eslami-
rasekh,& Fatahi, 2004;Koike, 1996;Nakamura, 2005; Palma Fahey, 2005;
Esmaeili, 2015; Shishavan & Sharifian, 2016) were carried out to examine
different facets of this issue. Transferability studies havemostly focused on
determininghow,why,andwhenL1 featurescanbe transferred toanL2.In
thisregard,EFLandESLlearners’pragmatictransferhasbeenofinterestfora
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fewrecentdecades.Consideringtransferability,speechactshavebeenthemost
oftheresearchedissues.Transferabilityofspeechactshasmoreoverbecomea
centerofexcellencetoresearchcross-culturaltrainingduetotheirrelationship
with politeness strategies (seeAkbari, 2002;Felix-Brasdefer, 2006;House&
Kasper, 1981; Koike, 1989). Failure in communication sometimes causes
seriousproblemlikebringingupthefeelingofincursiontoone’sterritory.An
incursion into other’s territory not only is not welcome but also may be
consideredasanoffense.Itinvolvesa threattofaceorself-esteemandreflects
ina threattoone’sownface.

Refusalspeechactspotentiallyhavethecapacityofbecominghigh-riskface
threateningacts.Therefusalspeechact,asthefocusofthisstudy,occurswhen
a speakerdirectlyor indirectlysays ‘no’ toa request, invitation,suggestionor
offer. It is often realized through indirect strategies, and therefore, unlike
acceptance, it requires a high levelofpragmatic competence (Cohen, 1996).
Miscommunicationmayoccurifthenon-nativespeakerdoesnotknowhowto
make refusals in the target community.Accordingly, refusalsareknownasa
‘sticking point’ in cross-cultural communication (Beebe, Takahashi& Uliss-
Weltz, 1990).Refusals usually contain various strategies to avoid offending
interlocutors, varying across languages and cultures (Al-Eryani, 2007). The
interlocutorsshouldbecognizantofappropriateformsandtheirfunction,the
speech act and its social components depending on each group and their
cultural-linguisticvalues(Al-Kahtani,2005,p.36).

Althoughthereareseveralstudies(Beebeetal.,1990;Chen,1996;Kitao,
1996; Liao & Bresnahan, 1996; Robinson, 1992; Shigeta, 1974; Allami &
Naeimi,2011;etc.)ontransferabilityinbilinguals,tothebestknowledgeofthe
researchers,a few,ifnotany,studieshavebeencarriedoutontransferabilityof
speech acts in trilingual speakers. The present study was to investigate
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pragmatic transferability in trilingual speakers’ refusing given scenarios.The
implications of these findings are obviously important for foreign language
researchers, instructors, learners and teachers, enabling them to anticipate,
interpret,andproducesequentialpatternswhicharecross-culturallydifferent.
Consequently,cross-culturalmiscommunicationmaybeeffectivelyreducedby
meansofclassroomteaching.

2. ReviewofLiterature

Literature abounds with studies on the concept transferability, concerning
bilingualEFL/ESL learners.In1980s,thestudiesfocusedonL1;however,L2
and cross–cultural variations later caught the attention of researchers.
Althoughinvestigatingtransferabilityofspeechactshasbeenofgreatinterest
amongresearchersoverlastdecades,thespeechactofrefusalsasthemostface
threateningacthasbeenpermanentlyofconcern.

Many researchers (Al-Kahtani, 2005; Wannaruk, 2008; Markus, 2014;
Abed, 2011; Han & Burgucu-Tazegül, 2016; BabaeiShishavan & Sharifian,
2016; to name a few) compared and investigated refusal strategies. Shigeta
(1974) conducteda comparative studyon theuseof refusal strategiesby the
Japanese and Americans in six different scenarios and observed that the
Japanese were concerned about interlocutors’ relative status while their
Americancounterpartspaidmoreattentiontopersonalrelationsorfamiliarity.
Additionally, theJapaneseweremoreunclear in theirresponses.Beebeetal.
(1990) compared the refusal strategies produced by Japanese speakers of
EnglishandnativespeakersofEnglishthroughusingDCT.Theycametothe
conclusion that Japanese speakersofEnglishandnative speakersdiffered in
threeareas: theorderof thesemantic formula, the frequencyof the formula,
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and the content of the utterances. For example, American participants
providedspecificdetailswhengivingexplanations;however,theJapaneseoften
producedexplanationsthatmightbeinterpretedasambiguous.

Inanothercomparativestudy investigatingnativespeakersofKoreanand
AmericanEnglish individuals, Lyuh (1992) reported that native speakers of
Koreannormallyusedmoresemanticformulaeandmorepolitestrategiesper
responsethannativespeakersofAmericanEnglish.Koreanspeakersalsoused
more avoidance and gratitude formula than native speakers of American
English.Thelatteronereferredtotheirpersonaldecisionsandpreferencesfor
excuseswhereastheformerresortedtocircumstancesbeyondtheircontrol,de-
personalizing their explanations (Lyuh, 1992). Furthermore, plain refusal
statementssuchas“no”and“thankyou”wererarelyusedbyKoreanspeakers
because, according to Lyuh, they were highly face-threatening. Finally,
regarding the content of formulae, excuses were present for all groups;
however, they were less specific for Japanese and Korean speakers alike.
Korean refusalsweremore elaborated, indirect, and accommodating to face
needs. The frequent use of these indirect, mitigated and less transparent
refusals(Beebe,etal.,1990;SeeAppendixB)suchas“Iamsorry”(Regret),
“Do not worry” (Letting the interlocutor off the hook), “I am not sure”
(Hedging)or“IfI donotshowupontime,mywifewillkillme”(Elaboration
on the reason) lies in the fact that they contain a strategy that softens and
cushionstheblowoftherefusal.

Yamagashira(2001)replicatedBeebe,TakahashiandUliss-Weltz’s(1990)
studytoexaminewhetherornottheL2proficiency,timespentonstatements,
and explicit instructionprovided topromotepragmaticknowledge affect the
Japanese speakers’ pragmatic transfer. The results suggested that pragmatic
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transfer inrefusalsituationsdoesoccurmostfrequently ina requestsituation
whentherequestedwerehigherinstatusthantherequester(s).

Bella (2011) investigated the effects of residence length and interaction
intensityontheperformanceofnon-nativespeakersofGreekwhenrefusingan
invitation.Specifically,heexaminedthestrategiesandmitigationdevicesused
by learners with higher length of residence but restricted opportunities for
socialcontactwithnativespeakersandlearnerswithlowerlengthofresidence
having more opportunities for interaction with native speakers when
performingthisparticularspeechactandcomparedthemtothoseemployedby
nativespeakersforthesamesituation.ThefindingshowedthatGreekspeakers
preferred lexical/phrasal mitigation devices which were to protect the
interlocutor’s positive face and avoided strategies thatwould cause distance
between interlocutors.On theotherhand,HanandBurgucu-Tazegül (2016)
stated that L1 pragmatic transfer for Turkish EFL learners was indirectly
relatedtoEFLproficiency;thefrequencyofL1pragmatictransferdecreasedin
higher levelsofEFLproficiency.Kwon(2003)alsostudiespragmatic transfer
ofrefusalsamongKoreanEFL learnerswithdifferentproficiency levels.The
final pool of the participants in this study was distributed in three groups:
native speakers of Korean, native speakers of English, and Korean EFL
learners. There was a positive correlation between pragmatic transfer and
learners’proficiency.Beginningandintermediatelearnerswerenotasdirectas
native speakers of English but they sounded more direct than advanced
learnersandnativespeakersofKorean.

In BabaeiShishavan and Sharifian’s (2016) study entitled “The refusal
speechactina cross-culturalperspective:A studyofIranianEnglish-language
learners and Anglo-Australian speakers”, the findings revealed that both
groups of participants more frequently adopted indirect strategies while



Cross–linguisticComparisonofRefusalSpeech…

165 

addressing interlocutors of higher social power. The performance of the
Iranian and Australian participants, however, differed while refusing
interlocutorsofequalstatus,resultingininterculturalmiscommunication.They
alsoclaimedthattherefusalsmadebyIranianstudentswerehighlyaffectedby
their L1 cultural schemas oftă'ărof (ritual politeness) andru-dar-
băyesti(state/feelingofdistance-out-of-respect).

All aforementioned studieshighlight the importanceof conductingmore
and more detailed cross-cultural studies on refusals as a face threatening
concept.Considering thedearthofresearchon theuseofrefusalspeechacts
among trilingual speakers, the purpose of this study was to look for cross-
cultural differences and commonalities among trilingual speakers’ use of
refusalsstrategies.

3. Methodology
3.1. Participants

The study participants consisted of161 males and femalesclassifiedinto5
different groups (namely monolinguals: Iranian Kurdish speakers, Iranian
Farsispeakers,andEnglishspeakersinCalifornia;Bilinguals:Farsilearnersof
English;andTrilinguals:KurdishFarsilearnersofEnglish).Inordertoprovide
reliablefindings,participantsinallgroupswererandomlyselectedfromthose
who had taken no course on pragmatics and had never travelled toEnglish
countries. The number of participants in each groupwas about 30.Control
variables were as follows: Participants’ age, language proficiency level, and
length of residence in English countries. All participants except for
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monolingualKurdishgroup1 aged20-30years(withthemeanageof24.3years)
and were university students. Only advanced trilingual and bilingual EFL
learners(asdeterminedbyanIELTSsampletest)wereincluded.

3.2. DiscourseCompletionTest

Researchdatawasgleanedoutthrougha WrittenDiscourseCompletionTest
(WDCT) in the formofproductivequestionnairesdevelopedbyBeebeetal.
(1990). The Farsi and Kurdish versions of this questionnaire were also
administeredbutseveralnecessarychangesweremadetomakethesituations
moretangiblefortheparticipants.Allversionsweretobeequivalentinterms
offormatandcontent.Controlledelicitationwaysofgatheringdataandlarge
quantityofdatacollectedareconsideredastheadvantagesofDCTs.Itconsists
of 2 sections: The first part involves demographic information such as sex,
gender,lengthofresidenceina foreigncountry,etc.Thesecondpartcontains
12 fixed discourse scenarios (3 suggestions, 3 invitations, 3 offers, and 3
requestswhichweredifferentintermsofinsocialstatus(varyingfromhighto
equalandtolow)).Theblankpartundereachsituationwastobefilledoutwith
onerefusalstatements(theonesparkedfirst).

1As one of the limitations of this study, age, as one of the control variables, had to be
ignored inthecaseofmonolingualKurdishgroupduetothefactthateducationalsystem
andmediaareinPersianinIranandwehadtoselectparticipantsforthisgroupfromold
women and men in one of the villages in Mahabad, Iran. These villagers had slight
familiaritywithFarsilanguage.



Cross–linguisticComparisonofRefusalSpeech…

167 

4. ProcedureandDataAnalysis

TheDCTswereadministeredamongparticipants.Monolinguals justreceived
one of the versions ofFarsi,Kurdish, orEnglishDCTs, depending on their
languageproficiency.Englishmonolinguals,BilinguallearnersofEnglish,and
trilinguallearnersofEnglishreceivedtheDCTscorerespondingtonumberof
languages theyknew in order for their behavior to be assessed in the target
language.Theparticipantswereencouragedtorespondspontaneously.Ittook
15-20minutes for them to complete the questionnaires in the presence of
researchers.Asanotherlimitationofthisstudy,Kurdishlanguagehasa written
system which is mostly unknown even among Kurds. Accordingly, the
researchers had to read aloud the scenarios and audiotape the responses
provided Kurdish monolingual participants. Then, the collected data were
analyzed for refusal speech act components present in the responses. The
responseswerecodedbasedonsemantic formulaedevelopedbyBeebeetal.
(1990). In this classification, the refusal strategies are divided into two
categoriespossessingsomesubcategories:directandindirect.Directstrategies
are performative, direct no, and negative willingness or ability. Indirect
strategies involvea widerrangeofsemantic formulae(includingstatementof
regret, wish, excuse, statement of alternative, set condition for future/past
acceptance,promiseoffutureacceptance,statementofprinciple,statementof
philosophy, attempt to dissuade interlocutor, acceptance that functions as a
refusal, verbal/nonverbal avoidance, and adjuncts to refusals). In order to
enhance the inter-coder reliability, the responseswere coded by three other
colleaguessincethereweredisagreementsonhowtoclassifycertainresponses.
Therefore, any coding inconsistencywas discussed by raters to enhance the
agreement level. Totally, the collected responses were coded and further
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analyzedattwodifferentlevels:Direct/indirectstrategiesanalysisandContent
analysis. It is worth noting that some responses contained more than one
simple refusal utterance. For example, consider the following scenario
(Example1):

Example1:Youarrivehomeandnotice thatyour cleaning lady isextremely
upset.Shecomesrushinguptoyou.

Cleaning lady: Oh God, I’m sorry! I had an awful accident. While I was
cleaning I bumped into the tableandyour chinavase felland
broke.I feeljustterribleaboutit.I’llpayforit.

You:(Knowingthatthecleaningladyissupportingthreechildren.)
You:. . . . . Noneed,nota bigdeal,donotbotheryourself!. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Theresponseutterednotonlyconsistedofrefusinganoffer(noneed)butalso
lettheinterlocutoroffthehook(nota bigdeal,donotbotheryourself).

5.Result

The analyses focused on the refusal speech act used in 4 different speech
situationsbytheinvitee/refuser.Chi-squaretestwasruntostatisticallyexamine
significantdifferences inrefusal strategiesand todetermine the frequencyof
trilingualspeakers’ transfers.The frequenciesofdirectand indirectstrategies
in given responses were counted. Table 1 displays the frequencies and
percentagesofthecountedstrategies.
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Table1.FrequenciesandPercentagesofDirectandIndirectSpeechActsof
RefusalsinFiveGroups

GROUPS
SPEECHACT

TotalDirect Indirect
KurdishSpeakers
CountExpected
Count% withinGroup

293
295.0
26.4%

815
813.0
73.6%

1108
1108.0
100.0%

PersianSpeakers
CountExpected
Count% withinGroups

200
233.7
19.6%

821
787.3
80.4%

1021
1021.0
100%

EnglishSpeakers
CountExpected
Count% withinGroup

150
225.9
11.9%

1111
1035.1
88.1%

1261
1261.0
100%

BilingualSpeakers
CountExpected
Count% withinGroup

157
176.1
15.8%

837
817.9
84.2%

994
994.0
100%

Trilinguallearners
CountExpected
Count% withinGroup

228
226.0
26.9%

621
623.0
73.1%

849
849.0
100%

Although the use of indirect strategies by trilingual learners is nearly
consistentwiththeiruseintheirfirstlanguage(Kurdish),suchanagreementis
notobserved for the first language (Farsi)and second language inbilinguals
(Table1).Bilingualspeakersemployedindirectstrategiesofrefusalsin84%of
scenarioswhichrevealsa 3.8%increasefrom80.4% useofindirectstrategies
by Farsi monolinguals. Since the participants in the current study were
remarkablyhomogenousintheirEnglishlearningbackground(theresearchers,
byinsertingsomequestionsinDCTs,ensuredthatnoneoftheparticipantshad
beenlivinginanEnglish–languagecountryandalsononeofthemhadreceived
explicit knowledge on speech acts), the increase (3.8%)may be caused by
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learning such strategies in L2. This increase indicates the absence of
transferability of indirect refusal strategies from L1 to L2 for Bilinguals.
Regarding trilingualspeakers, thesituation isnot thesame.Theequalvalues
obtained forusing indirect strategiesbyKurdsandTrilingualsmight indicate
that, even though learning didn’t have any impact onKurdish–FarsiEnglish
speakers’useof indirectstrategiesofrefusals,sucha similaritycannoticeably
be a proof of the presence of transferability from L1 to L3.One possible
justification for this may be explained by a strong sense of belonging and
solidarity amongKurds and therefore the powerful influence ofL1 on their
successivelanguages(FarsiandEnglishrespectively).Anotherreasonisrelated
to the fact that Kurdish people have been hardly striving tomaintain and
spread theirmother-tongue languageover thepastdecades.Kurds’eagerness
tomaintain their L1 as a sign of their ethnicity can be explained based on
Schmidt (2002) stating that language can be considered as a framework for
ethnic identity and a constitutive factor of a concept of ethnicity. Carson’s
(1992)ideaontheinfluenceofL1onotherlanguagesandlearningasa signof
maintainingL1isalsoinlinewiththefindingsofthisstudy.

Based on the information displayed inTable1, six different comparative
analyses of chi-square (Table 2)were run in order to examinewhether the
differencesdisplayedinTable1 arestatisticallysignificantornot.
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Table2.Chi-squareTestsResults

Value df
Asymp.Sig.
(2-sided)

PearsonChi-Square(BilingualSpeakers& PersianSpeakers)
PearsonChi-Square(BilingualSpeakers&EnglishSpeakers)
PearsonChi-Square(TrilingualSpeakers&PersianSpeakers)
PearsonChi-Square(TrilingualSpeakers&KurdishSpeakers)
PearsonChi-Square(TrilingualSpeakers&EnglishSpeakers)
PearsonChi-Square(PersianSpeakers&EnglishSpeakers)

4.973a

7.187b

13.868
.042d

77.218e

25.716f

1
1
1
1
1
1

.026

.007

.000

.838

.000

.000

a. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5. Theminimumexpectedcountis176.11.
b. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5.Theminimumexpectedcountis135.33.
c. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5.Theminimumexpectedcountis194.32.
d. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5.Theminimumexpectedcountis226.02.
e. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5.Theminimumexpectedcountis152.10.
f. 0 cells(.0%)haveexpectedcountlessthan5. Theminimumexpectedcountis156.60.

AsshowninTable2,theobservedsignificancevaluefortrilingualspeakers
comparingwith the valueobserved forFarsi speakers,English speakers,and
Kurdish speakerswas77.21versus .000, .838,and .000 respectively.Hence, it
was revealed that there were statistically significant differences between
trilingualspeakersandFarsispeakersontheonehandandbetweentrilingual
speakersandEnglishspeakersontheotherhand.Nevertheless,thesameresult
could not bemaintained forKurds.The observed significance value for the
comparisonmadebetweentrilingualspeakersandKurdishspeakerswasequal
to .838,suggestingnosignificantdifferencewithregardtotheemploymentof
directandindirectrefusalspeechact.Theresultsalsoconfirmedthattrilingual
speakersintheirinterlanguagedevelopmentusedthepatternssimilartotheir
L1patterns;therefore,transfermayoccurfromtheirL1notL2.

Analyzing the bilinguals’ data, Table 2 presents that the hypothesis
concerning pragmatic transfer among bilinguals did not support the
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transferabilityeither fromL1orL2with significancevaluesof .026and .007,
considering the significant difference (x2=25.716>x2obs=3.84, df=1) between
EnglishandFarsispeakers’useofrefusalstrategies.Therewasnoevidenceof
significantdifference;however,thesametraceofusingdirect/indirectrefusals
wasmostly fromL1 than fromL2 to learners’ developmental interlanguage.
Such finding isnotsomehowconsistentwithwhathasbeenmentioned in the
literature on the issue of transferability among bilinguals. For example,
EisensteinandBodman(1993)reportedthatpragmatictransferwasfromL2to
nativelanguageinthecaseofPuertoRicanswhowereresidentsoftheUnited
Statesformanyyears.

Table 2 does not reject the findings shown in Table 1. To put it in a
nutshell, significant differences in employing refusal strategies existed in
comparisonsmade between all paired groups butTrilinguals andKurds and
thisreflectsthepresenceoftransferabilityfromL1toL3.

5.1. ContentAnalysis

Contentanalysiswas typicallydone inorder to investigateemploying specific
semantic formulaeofrefusals indepth.It is through thiskindofanalysisthat
pragmatic transfer becomes most evident. Running analyses for all the
specifiedandcountedcodes inresponseswouldbea dead-end jobandwould
offer a bulk of nonsense information which hinders comprehending
transferability. Subsequently, researchers decided to conduct comparative
analyses on code(s) which were significantly distinguishing among groups.
Another rational for specifying code(s)was that researchers figuredout that
previousstudieshadnostrongfoundationsforselectingsomespecificcodesto
bediscussedandonlyusednumericalvaluesandthefrequencyofoccurrences,
ignoring thisfact thatwhethernumericalvaluesweresignificantlyofessential
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differenceornot (e.g.,Allami& Naeimi,2011).Researchers tried to remedy
the gap. To this end, all of the given responses in each group were coded
separately. Inorder to identify significantcodesand toput theanalysesona
strongbase,theProportionTestwasconducted.Thisformulamadeitpossible
tosetupa criterionforchoosingspecificcode(s).In thistest, twohypotheses
were specified for a code to be considered statistically significant and
consequentlybeincludedindataanalysis:

%50:0 ≤pH : Theresponsetoa specificcodeisnotstatisticallysignificant,

%50:1 >pH : Theresponsetoa specificcodeisstatisticallysignificant.

Based on the distribution of standard score, the following formula was
used.The estimatedZ-scoreminimally should be equal to 1.96 for the null
hypothesistoberejectedwith95percentofconfidence.

n
qp
ppZ

00

01

.
−=

P1 istheproportionofthegivenanswerstoa specifiedcodeinsamples,P0

isequal tobaseproportion (normallyequal to50%),q0 is1-P0, andn is the
numberofparticipantsingroups.IfandonlyiftheobservedZ scoreisZ≥1.96
withprobability levelof 95%, the given code canbe accepted as statistically
significantandhasbeenansweredasmuchasneeded.Theobservedvaluefor
n=30isequalto:

679.05.0
30

5.05.096.1
.

0
00

1 =+××=+×= p
n
qp

Zp

Theequivalentfrequencyforthisvalueis:

37.2030679.0 =×
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Accordingly, for a specific codemore than 21 responses are needed in
orderforthatcodetobestatisticallyconsideredsignificantandbeincludedin
thefollowingstepsofdataanalysis.AsitcanbeobservedinTable3,theonly
significant semantic formula to be considered for further analysis was
excuse/reason. Asa result,thissemanticformulawasworthyofanalysisforthe
following steps to shed some light on the concept of transferability among
Trilinguals. Thus, the researchers put excuse/reason as a base for next
comparisonsamongdifferentgroups.
Table3.FrequencyoftheResponsestoGivenCodesamongTrilingualLearners

Semantic
formulae

REQUEST INVITE SUGGEST OFFER

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

Performative 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 0
“No” 6 14 9 7 0 6 5 9 8 6 14 11
Negativeability 4 6 19 16 8 12 6 17 6 9 14 2
St.ofregret 14 16 7 19 18 12 4 1 1 8 0 0
Wish 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Excuse/reason 26 25 13 21 27 24 14 17 11 24 21 13
Alternative 0 0 2 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0
Setcondition 0 0 2 0 0 1 2 0 1 0 1 0
Promise 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
St.ofprinciple 2 1 1 0 0 0 1 2 2 3 0 0
St.ofphilosophy 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 1
Attempttodissuade
interlocutor

0 2 2 0 1 0 9 6 11 1 1 26

Acceptanceasa refusals 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 1 3 0 0 0
Silence 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
avoidance 0 0 1 0 1 0 3 2 6 1 0 1
Adjunctstorefusals 3 5 8 6 12 5 9 6 8 9 14 9
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Consequently, the frequenciesof this formula (explanation/reason)were
counted anddisplayed inTable 4 formonolinguals,bilinguals, and trilingual
speakers.
Table4.TheFrequencyofExplanation/ReasonSemanticFormulaeforDifferentGroups

The frequencies of the semantic formula of explanation/reason as an
indirectspeechactofrefusalweresignificant;therefore,twocomparativeChi-
square analyses (Table 5)were run todetect any significantdifference for4
speech situations (namely request, offer, invitation, and suggestion) among
monolinguals based on the frequency of provided responses. These
comparativestudieswereconductedamongthree languages involved inorder
to examine the existing similarities or differences in using this formula for
various social statuses (lower, equal, higher). In the case of observing
differences, but not similarities, between these paired monolingual groups’

REQUESTINVITESUGGESTOFFER

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

LO
W

EQ
U
A
L

H
IG

H

20161221221318131818130Kurds
(n=30)

262513212724141711242113Trilinguals
(n=30)

32271930312918172123015Persian
(n=35)

29211924232615214251715Bilinguals
(n=32

33251634252314167212411English
(n=34)
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usingexplanation/reasonformula,itmaybepossibletoclaimthattransferhas/
hasnotoccurredbetweenBilingualandTrilingualspeakers.
Table5.TheAnalysisofChi-SquareforUsingExplanation/ReasoninSpeechAct

ofRefusalsamongMonolingualSpeakers

The results of theChi-square tests forKurdish andEnglish speakers in
threesocialstatuses(low,high,andequal)showedthattherewasnosignificant
difference among these two groups when employing explanation/reason for
rejectingrequestsofaninterlocutorinequalandhighstatus.Theobservedchi-
squarevalues (x2obs,E=2.82,x2obs,H=0.32)are lower than the criticalvalueof
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3.84 at 1 degree of freedom.As represented inTable 6, the only significant
difference among these two languages in refusing a request using
explanation/reasonwasinlowstatus(x2=10.3,df=1,x2obs>x2crt=3.84,p=0.00≤
.05).Comparing theresultsofChi-squareamongFarsiandEnglishspeakers,
the researchers found no significant difference between these two groups in
differentsocialstatusesfordecliningrequestsandthesetwolanguagessimilarly
madeuseofexplanation/reasoninothersituations.

To summarize the findings, speakers in English, Farsi, and Kurdish as
separate languages acted similarly inmany casesof using specified semantic
formulaofrefusal;however, theydifferedsignificantly insomecasesofusing
refusalformulaebasedoninterlocutors’socialstatus.Table6 showssimilarities
anddifferencesinemployingexplanation/reasonacrossthreelanguages.Then,
thecomparativetestswereruntothoroughlyinvestigatepragmatictransferof
refusalsamongbilingualsandtrilinguals(Table6).
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Table6.Chi-SquareResultsforUsingExplanation/ReasonSemanticFormulainDifferentGroups

REQUEST INVITATION SUGGESTION OFFER
low equal high low equal high low equal high low equal high

Trilingualsvs.
English

significant
difference

No No No Yes No No No No No No No No

asymp.sig
(2sided)

0.12 0.34 0.76 0.00 0.09 0.26 0.65 0.44 0.15 0.11 1.00 0.37

Pearson
chi-square

2.39 0.90 0.09 11.87 2.84 1.25 0.20 0.59 2.04 2.54 0.00 0.82

Phi 0.19 0.12 0.04 0.43 0.21 0.14 0.06 0.10 0.18 0.20 0.00 0.11

Trilingualsvs.
Persian

significant
difference

No No No No No No No No YES YES No No

asymp.sig
(2sided)

0.54 0.53 0.38 0.12 0.86 0.76 0.70 0.52 0.00 0.00 0.12 1.00

Pearsonchi-
square

0.38 0.39 0.78 2.36 0.03 0.09 0.15 0.42 9.67 13.66 2.36 0.00

Phi 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.19 0.02 0.04 0.05 0.08 0.39 0.46 0.19 0.00
Trilingualsvs.
Kurdish

significant
difference

No YES No No No YES No No No No YES YES

asymp.sig
(2sided)

0.07 0.01 0.79 1.00 0.10 0.00 0.19 0.19 0.07 0.09 0.04 0.00

Pearsonchi-
square

3.35 6.24 0.07 0.00 2.78 8.53 1.70 1.70 3.27 2.86 4.34 16.60

Phi 0.24 0.32 0.03 0.00 0.22 0.38 0.17 0.17 0.23 0.22 0.27 0.53

Bilinguals vs.
Persian

significant
difference

No No No No No No No No No YES YES No

asymp.sig
(2sided)

0.92 0.30 0.67 0.27 0.08 0.86 0.71 0.16 0.33 0.00 0.00 0.74

Pearson
chi-square

0.01 1.09 0.18 1.23 2.98 0.03 0.14 1.98 0.94 12.99 8.48 0.11

Phi 0.01 0.13 0.05 0.14 0.21 0.02 0.05 0.17 0.12 0.44 0.36 0.04

Bilinguals vs.
English

significant
difference

No No No Yes No No No No No No No No

asymp.sig
(2sided)

0.27 0.48 0.32 0.00 0.89 0.21 0.64 0.13 0.38 0.15 0.14 0.23

Pearson
chi-square

1.20 0.49 1.00 9.67 0.02 1.60 0.22 2.31 0.78 2.09 2.14 1.46

Phi 0.13 0.09 0.12 0.38 0.02 0.16 0.06 0.19 0.11 0.18 0.18 0.15
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Regarding requests, comparative analyses between trilinguals and English/
Farsi/Kurdish speakers indicated no statistically significant differences
(x2=6.24, p≤.05, df=1) except for equal status between the trilinguals and
Kurdishspeakers.Kurdish languagediffered fromEnglishandFarsi inequal
statussothatnoevidencewasidentifiedforpragmatictransferfroma specific
language.Itcanbe inferred that the trilingualsdidnotpragmatically transfer
thisformulafromKurdishlanguageinthecaseofequalstatusliketheirL1.No
strong claims canbemadeabout the reasonsdue to insignificantdifferences
betweenEnglish and Farsi. It can be related to either learning from L3 or
transfer fromL2.Considering the only significant difference in equal status
among trilinguals and monolinguals (Kurdish), pragmatic transfer was
identified (transfer from English) since there was a significant difference
betweenKurdishandEnglish in this regard.The same claimmay come true
aboutbilinguals regarding insignificantdifferencebetweenFarsiandEnglish
(showninTable6).Theevidenceoftransferabilitywascommonforbilinguals
andtrilingualsrefusingrequeststhroughusingexplanation/reason inallsocial
statuses.

Using Explanation/reason while refusing an invitation, no significant
differencewas observed among the paired comparison of trilinguals (as the
mainfocusofthisstudy)withEnglish(astheirL3),Kurdish(astheirL1),and
Farsi (as their L2) except for two situations. Regarding the significant
differencesamong three languages in lowstatusofrefusing invitations(Table
6) and significant difference between trilinguals and English speakers
(x2=11.87, df=1, p=0.00≤.05) employing explanation/reason in rejecting a
personoflowstatus,itcanbeinferredthattheexplanation/reasonpatternwas
transferred from L1 (x2=0.00, p=0.00, df=1). The difference in this status
betweenTrilingualsandFarsispeakers,however,isnotsignificant;theamount
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of phi showed that transfer is more from L1 than L2. Interestingly, the
bilinguals differed from English speakers (x2=9.67, p=0.00, df=1) in this
situationandtherewastransferfromL1.Thevalueofobservedchi(x2=8.53,
df=1) was higher than the critical value of 3.84 at 1 degree of freedom
comparing the trilinguals and Kurds refuting a high status interlocutor.
Accordingly the difference between trilinguals and Kurds was statistically
significantandtheydidn’tactsimilarly.AccordingtoTable6,FarsiandEnglish
didn’tdiffer in this regard, so that therewouldbea strong claimof transfer
fromL2(albeita bitstronger)orlearningtoL3.

Furthercomparisonwascarriedoutbetweenthetrilingualsandbilinguals
tocomparedecliningsuggestions.Nosignificantdifferencewasobservedinany
of three statuses so there was not transfer. The only exception observed
betweenthetrilingualsandFarsispeakerswasinhighstatus(x2=9.67,p=0.00,
df=1).Although thedifferencewassignificant,KurdishandEnglishspeakers
were statistically different. The same was not true about English and Farsi
speakers.Generally,itcanbeconcludedthattransferoccurredfromL1dueto
insignificantdifferencebetweenEnglishandFarsiinhighstatus.

The lastspeechsituationintheDCT includedrefusinganoffer inhigher,
lower, and equal social statuses. The significant differences between the
trilinguals and Kurds in equal (x2=4.34, p≤.05, df=1) and high (x2=16.6,
p=0.00≤.05,df=1)statusesrejectedthepossibilityoftransferfromL1.English
and Farsi participants acted significantly different from the Kurdish ones.
Hence, itcanbeclaimed thathere is transfer fromL2or learning toL3.The
same as pervious findings, no strong claim can bemade.AmongBilinguals,
transferisrejectedandtheeffectofL2isevidentinlowsocialstatus.
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6. Discussion

Resultsobtainedfromthecomparativedataanalysesofcross-linguisticstudies
amongEFLlearnershadbeenwidelyusedtoillustratewhetherL1mighthave
aninfluenceonL2.Thisstudywasa newtrendincrossculturalstudiesinthe
caseof trilingualEFL learnerswhohadmastered three languages;however,
becauseofbeingnon-nativespeakersandthuslittleopportunityforinteraction
might not have had the chance of acquiring knowledge on refusal strategies
and, more specifically, of semantic formulae or the rules to appropriately
produce them.The findingsof thepresentstudyshoweda specificspeechact
performed among culturally and linguistically diverse groups having affected
theirlanguageuse.

Regarding theclassificationofrefusalstrategiesproposedbyBeebeetal.
(1990),thepresentstudyconcludedthatthepragmatictransferoccurfromL1
toL3amongtrilingualswhilerefusinga situationthroughusingdirect/indirect
strategies.Thiswasearlierexplainedbasedon the strong senseofbelonging
andsolidarityamongKurdsand thegreat influenceofL1on theirsuccessive
languages amongKurdishFarsiTrilingualswhohavebeenhardly striving to
maintainandspreadtheirmother-tonguelanguageduring.Kurds’eagernessto
maintaintheirL1isrepresentingtheirethnicidentity.Ontheotherhand,this
transferabilitycanbe illustrated in linewiththefindingsofa studyconducted
byRaphiq andZohar (2009). In their study, they investigated the effects of
language status on hemispheric involvement in lexical decision responses of
nativeArabicspeakersinArabic(L1forreading)andintwosecondlanguages
(L2):Hebrew,which issimilar toL1 inmorphologicalstructure,andEnglish,
which is very different fromL1.The study revealed the impact of language
status in the rightvisual field (RVF), reflecting thegreater facilityof the left
hemisphere(LH) inrecognizingwords in theparticipant’snativeArabic than
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in their other languages. In this sense, resorting to first language facilitated
fluencyand competency inother languages.Thismayalsobe claimed in the
caseofpragmatictransfertoo.

Inthecaseofthesubcategoriesofdirectandindirectstrategiesofrefusals,
explanation/reason was recognized as the most frequent semantic formula
acrossgroups.Ina similarvein,somestudies(e.g.,Al-Issa,1998;Kitao,1996;
Nelsonetal.,2002;Stevens,1993,amongothers)made the same claim.The
findings revealed that there are similarities and differences among Farsi,
Kurdish, and English when using explanation or reason in various social
statusesasthesocialstatusisconcerned.Althoughthesethreelanguagesacted
differently,moresimilaritieswereobservedinthecaseofthisspecificsemantic
formula. This finding is somehow inconsistent with Rubin’s (1981) claim
explaining that different languages and cultures have different criteria of
appropriateness for speech act strategies. Transferability of this semantic
formuladidnotoccurina specifiedpatternbasedonthesocialstatusvariation.

Ina fewcases,itwasnotpossibletomentionandspecifytheeffectofone
of the languages (higher and equal status in offer; equal status in request;
higher status in invitation) for the trilinguals who did not follow the same
patternsastheirL1.Thisadaptabilitytotheirotherlanguages,eitherL2orL3,
manifests a kind of approach tominimum use of explanation/ reasonwhen
their interlocutorswere friends or other people from an equal social status.
Keshavarz et al. (2006) came to this conclusion that Iranians were more
sensitive to higher and lower statuses. For instance, in refusing requests,
Iranians had a much greater frequency of semantic formulae variation/shift
whenaddressinghigher,equalandlowerstatusinterlocutors.Thisclaimdidn’t
lend support to the findingsof this study.The controversymaybe causedby
Keshavarz et al. (2006)’s not considering a range ofmost frequent semantic
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formulae.For2 cases(higherpositionofsuggestionandlowersocialstatusof
invitation), the transfer from L1 was specified. The bilinguals revealed the
same inconsistencies (lower status offer, equal status request, and lower
positionof invitation).Tosum, itwaspresumable that, in thecaseofusinga
specificsemanticformulaforrefusingdifferentsocialstatuses,speakersdidnot
actsignificantlydifferentandtransferoccursfromeachofthelanguagesbased
onsomeconsiderationofsocialstanding.

7. Conclusion

Thecurrent studyaimed tocontribute to theexisting literatureonpragmatic
transferofrefusalspeechactsbyinvestigatingthisissueamongtrilingualEFL
learners.The findings of this studywould contribute the language pedagogy
since little is known about pragmatic difficulties towhichEFL learners and
trilinguals are exposed. Foreign language teachers should be aware that
language fluency involves both the mastery of linguistic knowledge and
pragmaticknowledge.Kwon(2003)mentionsthatevenlanguagelearnerswith
a fairlyadvancedlevelofproficiencycanproducepragmaticfailures.Toavoid
miscommunications resulting from learners’ pragmatic transfer, it is of
paramount importance for EFL teachers to aid learners enhancing their
knowledgeorcompetenceofappropriateuseofspeechactsintargetlanguage
and to make them aware of transfer from L1 in order to make them
pragmatically competent. SLA researcherswould draw conclusions from the
resultsof this studyandconclude thatpragmatic transferoccursand transfer
among trilingual learners evidently initiates from L1; however, much work
remainstobedonebytriangulatingthedatathroughotherinstrumentssuchas
naturalsituationdatacollection, interviews,etc.Furtherresearchcanapplya



IranianJournalofAppliedLanguageStudies,Vol8,No2,2016

184 

longitudinal approach in order to review the development of pragmatic
competencemorein-depth.
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