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ABSTRACT 
 

This article examines the types of speech acts produced by intermediate Spanish learners 
as well as their selection of pragmalinguistic forms to communicate these acts. In contrast 
to much of the research on speech acts and pragmatics in interlanguage which has 
emphasized learner errors in comparison to native speakers, this study primarily 
examines what learners are able to produce, and it does so in the specific context of 
persuasive discourse. The college students in this investigation responded orally to two 
situations that involved an attempt to get a lazy spouse to do some work and to offer 
advice for finding a new girlfriend after a break-up. The student monologues in the first 
situation were compared with those of five native speakers to determine similarities and 
differences in preference for and production of speech acts. The results support existing 
second language acquisition research on pragmatic developmental patterns and suggest 
some principal lexical and pragmatic learner strategies for speech act production. 
Moreover, we analyze speech act realization as it pertains to three goals of persuasive 
discourse, thereby demonstrating how this subset of intermediate learners was beginning 
to understand the use of certain constructs to persuade in Spanish.  

 
1 Introduction 

 
Persuasive discourse is defined by Robin Lakoff (1982) as the nonreciprocal 
“attempt or intention of one party to change the behavior, feelings, intentions, 
or viewpoint of another by communicative means.” Advertising, propaganda, 
political rhetoric, and religious sermons are obvious examples of persuasive 
discourse; however, persuasion may also occur in conversation. The purpose of 
this study is to provide a qualitative and descriptive analysis of examples of 
persuasive discourse in the interlanguage of intermediate-level Spanish learners. 
I primarily focus on the types of speech acts produced by learners in the context 
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of persuasive discourse, as well as on their selection of linguistic forms and 
strategies to communicate these acts. My general goal is to understand how 
Spanish learners might attempt persuasion.  

Following Cicero’s classical oration and Aristotle’s ethos, Hugh Rank 
(1988:10) suggests a basic persuasive formula for advertisements, political 
speech and other types of persuasive discourse. His five components are (a) 
attention-getting, (b) confidence-building, (c) desire-stimulating, (d) urgency-
stressing, and (e) response-seeking. Combining both Rank’s (1988) and Geoffrey 
Leech’s (1966) findings, Hardin (2001) examines persuasive discourse in Spanish 
language advertising and finds that memorability (making the audience 
remember the message), force (emotional and logical appeals and the strength of 
a message), and participation (the desire for a response or audience/hearer 
involvement) are primary persuasive goals. 

In contrast to much of the research on speech acts and pragmatics in 
interlanguage, which has emphasized learner errors in comparison to “native 
speakers” (NS as compared with “non-native speakers” NNS), the bulk of this 
paper examines what learners are able to produce. The speech act repertoire of 
learners in this particular investigation is considered to be representative of a 
subset of intermediate college Spanish learners. Part of the motivation in 
studying interlanguage speech acts is to ascertain how to help learners avoid 
being impolite or rude, since pragmatic errors tend to be more offensive than 
grammatical errors. This study adds a new dimension by examining 
interlanguage persuasion while lending support to some current theories of 
pragmatic development in Spanish second language acquisition. 
 

2 Background literature 
 
Pragmatics may be defined as “the study of the relationship between language, 
its communication, and its contextualized use” (Koike 1996). Little is known 
about how second language (L2) pragmatic knowledge is acquired (Kasper and 
Rose 2002), and even less is known about the interlanguage pragmatic 
knowledge of Spanish learners. Larry Selinker (1972) proposes the theory of 
interlanguage, observing that learners often attempt to communicate in ways 
that are not consistent with NS’ performance in the same linguistic situation. 
That is, learners effectively create their own language (interlanguage) in order to 
communicate. Studies have demonstrated that interlanguage is its own complex, 
yet often predictable, system (Long 1983, Pica 1983, Swain and Harley 1984). 
Furthermore, a knowledge of the target language’s grammar does not guarantee 
an equivalent level of pragmatic knowledge (Kasper and Rose 2002). 

Combining the two areas of study, Gabriele Kasper (1998:184) defines 
interlanguage pragmatics as “the study of nonnative speaker’s comprehension, 
production, and acquisition of linguistic action in L2, or...‘how to do things with 
words’ (Austin [1962]) in a second language.” Shoshana Blum-Kulka and Gabriele 
Kasper (1993), Gabriele Kasper and Richard Schmidt (1996), and Kathleen Bardovi-
Harlig (1999), among others, have contributed significantly to the research corpus 
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on interlanguage pragmatics. While earlier interlanguage pragmatics studies tended 
to focus on learner deficiencies as compared to NS ‘perfection,’ an approach that 
may lead to the so-called Comparative Fallacy (Bley-Vroman 1983, Kasper 1997), 
subsequent studies have included NS for comparative purposes, but not for the sole 
purpose of highlighting learners’ shortcomings.  

Pragmatic competence may be defined as the ability to understand and 
effectively produce a speech act. Kasper and Dahl (1991), and more recently 
Kasper and Rose (2002), provide a useful overview of research methodology in 
interlanguage pragmatics. Data elicitation methods have ranged from rating 
tasks and multiple choice questionnaires to discourse completion, closed or open 
role play, and observation of authentic discourse. Nevertheless, there has been 
considerable discussion as to whether or not pragmatic competence can even be 
taught (Tateyama, et al. 1997, Kasper and Rose 2002, Martinez-Flor 2003.) 
Instead, some researchers argue that pragmatic development is best achieved in 
the target culture, such as in study abroad programs (Barron 2001, Cenoz 2007). 
This is still under discussion since there are few longitudinal studies examining 
the degree to which pragmatic competence develops in such programs. 
Moreover, Jasone Cenoz points out that even highly educated second language 
users are not confident in their language use. Unfortunately, the reality for most 
foreign language learners is that the majority of their teaching occurs in the 
classroom and that they may never achieve native pragmatic competence. Given 
the current situation for second language acquisition, studies of learners in 
classroom settings (such as the present one) contribute to our nascent 
understanding of pragmatic competence and development in interlanguage.  

Certain types of speech acts have been studied in Spanish interlanguage 
(Haverkate 1993, Koike 1994, 1996), although not as extensively as in English. 
Speech acts are frames with a conventional meaning or intent, such as requests, 
orders, or apologies (Goffman 1974). Although there is some disagreement about 
how to determine the exact illocutionary force of speech acts, Nira Reiss (1985), 
drawing from the work of Searle, outlined five major categories of illocutionary 
acts. Some of the illocutionary forces within each of Searle’s five major 
categories are presented in table 1 (adapted from Reiss 1985, Searle 1969) with 
their correspondent explicit verbs. 

 
Table 1: Illocutionary categories and forces 

ASSERTIVES:   decir, insistir, jurar (que), quejarse de 
   say, insist, swear (that), complain 
PERFORMATIVES:  nombrar, definir, renunciarse, nominar, bendecir 
  name, define, resign, nominate, bless 
COMMISSIVES:  prometer, ofrecer, permitir, negar, aceptar, amenazar 
  promise, offer, permit, deny, accept, threaten 
DIRECTIVES:   mandar, pedir, sugerir, preguntar, advertir, aconsejar 
   command, ask (for), suggest, ask, warn, advise 
EXPRESSIVES:    agradecer, felicitar, saludar, disculparse 
   thank, congratulate, greet, apologize 
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Assertives are acts that may express any proposition and that do not call on 
any obligation from the speaker or hearer (Haverkate 1984). Directives, 
however, place the hearer under obligation to perform an act. Commissives are 
typically “speaker-centered” and their illocutionary point is to place the speaker 
under the commitment to perform an act that will benefit the hearer, whereas 
expressives are acts that establish a particular interpersonal relation between the 
speaker and the hearer. Finally, performatives involve a proposition in which 
the verb names the action taking place, as in christen, baptize, and declare war. 

Cross-linguistic pragmatic studies involving discourse completion tasks suggest 
that pragmatic adjustments have to be made between languages in formation of 
speech acts (Blum-Kulka 1989). Specifically, languages differ in the way they judge 
the social appropriateness of conventional indirectness (Koike 1996, Borderia-
Garcia 2006). Furthermore, research combining speech acts and second language 
acquisition has tended to emphasize comprehension rather than production of 
speech acts and has primarily focused on requests, apologies, and refusals.  

Directives are commonly used in Spanish persuasive discourse (Hardin 2001) 
and may be either direct or indirect in force. The illocutionary force of a directive 
may be softened through mitigation and pragmatic strategies that distance or 
“defocalize” the speaker from his/her deictic center (Haverkate 1984, Koike 
1992). Indirectness requires the addressee to infer meaning and rely on shared 
knowledge between the speaker and himself. As an example of indirectness in 
Spanish, Dale Koike (1989) posited a continuum for politeness based on 
directness/indirectness. The directives in table 2 exemplify a few ways in which a 
Spanish speaker may try to persuade using directives. Moreover, since persuasion 
may involve Face Threatening Acts (Brown and Levinson 1987), the speaker must 
use appropriate politeness strategies to achieve the desired message. Certain forms 
or constructions are conventionalized; that is, they are customarily used to 
perform specific speech acts. However, when the hearer must work out or infer 
the intended meaning using shared knowledge, conversational maxims (Grice 
1975), or other contextual information, the speech act is not conventionalized. 
For example, the illocutionary force of the hint in table 2 is only clear because of 
the context (used as a directive). In another situation, the assertion could be the 
mere observation that everyone is indeed being very quiet. 
 

Table 2: Continuum of politeness in Spanish 
Less polite Hable     (command) 
  Speak/Talk 
  Necesita hablar   (assertion) 
  You need to speak/talk 
  Sugiero que hable   (suggestion) 
  I suggest that you speak/talk 
  ¿Puede hablar?   (request) 
  Can you speak/talk? 
  Todo el mundo está callado  (hint) 
  Everyone is quiet 
More polite ø     (avoidance) 
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Finally, let us summarize some of what we know from research on pragmatic 
development in interlanguage. Gabriele Kasper and Kenneth Rose (2002:307) 
outline several developmental patterns. These include a tendency for beginning 
learners to “rely on pregrammaticalized productions, routine, formulae, and 
repetition, which gradually give way to an expansion of their pragmatic 
repertoire and overgeneralization of one form for a range of different functions.” 
They also note that even beginners are capable of controlling some difficult 
pragmatic areas, even though the learners’ pragmatic ability at a given stage in 
their interlanguage may not be adequately presented by a particular task or 
setting. They present a tentative developmental sequence for second language 
(L2) requests summarized as follows (2002:140): 
 

1. Pre-basic - Highly context-dependent, no syntax or relational goals. 
2. Formulaic - Reliance on unanalyzed formulas and imperatives. 
3. Unpacking - Formulas are incorporated into productive language use; 

shift to conventional indirectness. 
4. Pragmatic expansion - Addition of new forms to pragmalinguistic 

repertoire, increased use of mitigation, more complex syntax. 
5. Fine-tuning - Fine-tuning of requestive force to participants, goals, and 

contexts. 
 

Roger Andersen and Yasuhiro Shirai (1996) posit that when L2 learners 
acquire a linguistic category, they will first acquire the prototypical elements 
and eventually extend their learning to more marginal elements. Shoshana 
Blum-Kulka and Elite Olshtain (1986) present evidence of what they term the 
“waffle phenomenon;” that is, learners tend to produce longer requests than NS 
and oversupply politeness markers and syntactic downgraders. On the other 
hand, Nessa Wolfson (1989) examines sociopragmatic error in ESL learners’ 
responses to compliments. She argues that compliments are used by NS of 
American English as a means of establishing and maintaining solidarity and 
notes that many negotiating sequences among natives are long and elaborate, 
while those of NNS are typically short in comparison. Learners often fail to take 
up a compliment, preferring to give no response at all. By failing to conform to 
NS compliment norms, learners deprive themselves of the opportunities to 
establish friendships with NS and thereby of the input they need. Blum-Kulka, et 
al. (1989) also describe a pattern of development of pragmatic competence. Two 
crucial factors were the learner’s linguistic proficiency and transfer. They found 
that learners perform in accordance with the sociolinguistic rules of their native 
language, but that transfer only occurs when learners have sufficient L2 
resources to make it possible.  

Finally, with some exceptions (Bardovi-Harlig and Hardford, 2005), 
interlanguage studies of a particular discourse genre of Spanish generally refer 
to classical genres such as narrative, expository, and conversation. However I 
want to examine the array of speech acts with respect to a specific discursive 
purpose in interlanguage, that of persuasion. That is, I do not examine the 
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discourse genre per se, but rather the speech acts and pragmatic strategies 
employed to attain the goal of persuasion. 
 

3 Methodology 
 
In light of these and other studies on pragmatics in interlanguage, this 
investigation considers speech act production to ascertain how intermediate 
Spanish learners may communicate efforts “to change someone else’s behavior, 
feelings, intentions, or viewpoint” (Lakoff 1982). The study analyzes the 
illocutionary force of speech acts in closed role plays involving persuasive 
monologues of intermediate-level Spanish learners. While role plays have 
inherent limitations, they are an easy and useful way to collect spoken 
conversational data, the type of data sought in this study. The following 
questions were addressed:  
 

1. Which speech acts were most reflective of the type of persuasive 
discourse found in the students’ interlanguage?  

2. How were these speech acts realized?  
3. How did the students’ monologues in the first situation differ from those 

of natives? The comparison between NS and Spanish learners was 
not to identify how learners fell short in pragmatic competence or 
proficiency, but to identify patterns and tendencies within each 
group as separate entities. I wanted to observe what native speech 
would be like, given the same situation. 

4. Did the learners’ speech acts include persuasive goals? That is, did 
they include strategies found in Spanish persuasive discourse, to 
however varying degrees? Although the situations prompted 
persuasive devices, I wanted to see if learners in fact used such 
devices. 

 
The participants included ten intermediate Spanish students at a large public 

research university in the Southwest. The students responded orally to two 
situations. Situation 1 was administered at midterm to ten volunteers from an 
intermediate class but did not count as a grade. Students were recruited from the 
investigator’s intermediate Spanish classes with the caveat that there would not 
be any remuneration, effect on the student’s grade, nor obligation to participate. 
The participants’ consent was both informed and voluntary. Furthermore, they 
were self-selected from intermediate classes so there was no control for 
proficiency level. Since the researcher had listened to their spoken Spanish 
during each class for two months, the investigator was familiar with their overall 
proficiency level. Prior to speaking, participants filled out a questionnaire 
regarding their amount and degree of exposure to Spanish. Participants were 
given as much time as they needed to audio record their monologues and were 
encouraged to elaborate as much as possible. For situation 1, the instructor gave 
participants written copies of the closed role play and then the instructor left the 
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room before the students began speaking in order to encourage less inhibited 
speech. They were allowed as much time as desired to think before speaking. 
Five native volunteers who were involved in teaching college Spanish also 
participated in the same task. These volunteers were colleagues native to 
Ecuador, Colombia, Cuba, and Mexico (Mexico City) who had received all but 
their graduate education in their respective countries of origin. The investigator 
was present for these monologues, hence the contexts were not identical for NS 
and NNS. Situation 1 was presented as follows (in written form in English): 
 

Imagine that you are married and that your spouse does nothing around 
the house and is your basic “couch potato,” besides having other 
character flaws. Complaining freely, tell your spouse what you want 
him/her to do differently and give him/her suggestions for change. 

 
Situation 2 was administered to students as part of the final departmental oral 

exam for a third semester Spanish class. The exam took place in a language 
laboratory in which all students were able to record themselves talking at the 
same time. The situation was provided in written form on the test paper and was 
then read aloud by the instructor. Students were given thirty seconds to plan 
what they would say and were then given one minute to talk. They were 
allowed to look at the test paper throughout the exam. Only responses from the 
original student participants at midterm were used for the second situation, 
again after receiving informed consent. Situation 2 was presented as follows: 
 

Your friend X just told you his girlfriend left him. Talk to him about his 
situation, including: 

(a) appropriate expressions of surprise, doubt, or anger. 
(b) two or more recommendations on where to find a new girlfriend. 
(c) advice on changes in his behavior or appearance. 

 
The recorded responses to the two situations were transcribed and compared 

for similarities and differences in preference for and production of speech acts. 
The analysis consisted of an inventory of the type of speech acts present in each 
monologue and a description of the strategies employed by each speaker in 
attempting to communicate each speech act. Preferences for speech acts were 
determined, based upon the presence or absence of a particular act within a 
given response. In other words, an act might occur more than once in a given 
discourse but only be counted as one context. The students’ monologues from 
the first situation were also compared with those of five NS from Latin America 
to determine similarities and differences in their attempts at persuasion. Again, 
the intent was to see how each group communicated, rather than to highlight 
the learners’ deficiencies. Preferences for particular speech acts, pragmatic 
mismatches between the attempted speech act and actual utterance, and general 
tendencies were noted.  

Specification of speech acts in situation 2 was based upon both the 
researcher’s and a second rater’s criteria. The second rater, a doctoral candidate 
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writing a dissertation on pragmatics in Spanish, classified all directives as 
suggestions; however, these were further divided into recommendations and 
advice by the researcher. Borderia-Garcia (2006) outlines the inherent difficulty 
in distinguishing between advice, suggestions, and recommendations. For an 
analysis of the three speech acts, see table 3. 
 

4 Data analysis 
 
4.1 Situation 1  
 
Situation 1 required a minimum response containing at least three acts: a 
complaint, a request/order, and a suggestion. Since elaboration was allowed and 
encouraged, the participants’ monologues understandably tended to be longer 
and more creative than those of situation 2. Furthermore, unlike situation 2, 
situation 1 was worded in such a way that it evoked negative feelings toward 
the imaginary hearer (spouse). 

The overall preference for each type of speech act appears in table 3. 
Individual preferences are illustrated in table 4. 

 
Table 3 Preference for speech acts in situation 1 

NNS Preference  (n=10)  NS Preference (n=5) 
complaint (10)    complaint (5) 
recommendation (9)   recommendation (4) 
order (4)     order (1) 
suggestion (4)    suggestion (2) 
insult (3)     insult (4) 
ultimatum (3)    ultimatum (3) 
promise (3)     promise (0) 
plea (3)     plea (0) 
offer (2)     offer (2) 
exclamation (2)     exclamation (1) 
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Table 4 Distribution of speech acts for situation 1 

Part Com Rec Ord Pro Ins Ult Off Ex Plea Sug Tot
A X X X  X X X  6
C X X X  X X X   6
JR X X  X X X X 6
J* X X   X X X   5
L* X X X  X X   5
T X X  X X  X 5
K* X X   X X X   5
D X X   X  X 4

AD X X X   X 4
R* X X   X  X 4
M X X   X  3
JG X X  X   3
V X X   X   3

TG X  X  X   3
N* X    X  X 3

Key: Par=participant, Com=complaint, Rec=recommendation, Ord=order, 
Pro=promise, Ins=insult, Ult=ultimatum, Off=offer, Ex=exclamation, Plea=plea, 
Sug=suggestion, Tot=total, *Indicates a NS. 

 
The distribution of speech acts was similar for both NS and NNS, but there 

did not appear to be any correlation between the number of speech acts in a 
group (or individual’s) repertoire and the level of proficiency (among learners, C 
and V were most proficient, and A, D, and AD were least proficient).1 
Furthermore, both NS and most NNS began with attention-getting vocatives. 
Nevertheless, a number of tendencies or strategies were noted. Complaints by 
NNS contained short, repeated phrases and included expression of feelings with 
the verb gustar ‘to be pleasing to’. Lexical problems often interfered with 
effective communication of the speakers’ intent, and repetition seemed to be the 
result of transfer, as in the adverbial series in (2).2  One learner managed to 
mitigate her complaint by prefacing it with, “I love you very much, but....”  

NNS’ complaints were expressed in declarative sentences (1a, b).  
 
(1) NNS Declarative 

a. No me gusta que tú no hagas la cena o limpias--limpies la casa. (AD) 
‘It doesn’t please me that you don’t make dinner or clean [sic]—clean the 
house.’ 

b. Nunca, nunca, nunca haces la cama. Nunca cuidas las--los niños. Y nunca 
haces las vasijas. (V) 

‘You never, never, never make the bed. You never look after the [sic]—
the children. And you never do the dishes’ [sic]. 

 
                                                 
 1Letters correspond to the participants.  
 2Translations reflect what the participants actually said, not what is grammatically or lexically correct.  [Sic] is used to 
indicate ungrammaticality in Spanish when it may not be apparent in the English translation.  
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NS’ complaints did not include gustar and were conveyed via declarative 
complaints, interrogative suggestions, or hedging (2)–(4). NS also used subject 
pronouns for emphasis or contrast in short series of sentences (5). 

 
(2) NS Declarative  

a. Me parece que es injusto que tú estás solamente todo el día aquí. (L) 
‘It seems to me that it is unfair that you are just here all day.’ 

b. Entonces para mí es muy difícil tener que estar pensando en dos personas. (R) 
‘So for me it is very difficult to have to be thinking about two people.’ 

 
(3) NS Interrogative 

¡Por Dios! ¿No puedes levantarte de ese sofá y hacer algo? (K) 
‘For God’s sake! Can’t you get up from the sofa and do something?’ 

 
(4) NS Hedging / indirectness 

Ya sabes que quiero hablar contigo porque pues, yo veo que no haces nada o 
haces muy poco durante el día. (R) 
‘You already know that I want to talk with you because, well, I see that you 
don’t do anything or you do very little during the day.’ 

 
(5) NS Use of pronouns 

Yo trabajo. Yo estudio. Yo cocino. Yo limpio la casa. Yo hago todo. (L) 
‘I work. I study. I cook. I clean the house. I do everything.’ 

 
Not surprisingly, NNS relied upon formulaic phrases for recommendations 

such as quiero que ‘I want (that)’, necesitas ‘you need’, and tienes que ‘you have 
to’ (6), whereas the overall effect or force of indirect commands by NS was more 
direct and emphatic (8). Orders were problematic for NNS, because they were 
sometimes rendered ineffective or incomprehensible due to lexical and 
grammatical difficulties; nevertheless, most attempts at direct orders were 
effective (7). 
 
(6) NNS formulaic phrases 

Quiero que tú sacar los muebles y lavar los platos y hacer muchas cosas que 
yo he hecho durante el tiempo que nosotros he sido casarse—casado. (T) 
‘I want that you to take out the [sic] furniture and wash the dishes and to do 
many things that I have done during the time that we have been marry—
married.’ 

 
(7) NNS orders 

¡Levántate de la sofá y ayúdame! (TG) 
‘Get up from the [sic] sofa and help me!’ 
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(8) NS indirect commands 
Yo creo que es hora de que te levantes de ese sofá y te pongas a trabajar. (L) 
‘I think it is time for you to get up from that couch and get to work.’ 

 
NNS strategies for insults were variable according to proficiency level, as 

illustrated in (9a–c). D produced an indirect insult that was too vague for the 
situation; whereas, pragmalinguistic transfer was evident in the repetition in A’s 
insult not found in this corpus of NS Spanish. Only C was able to convey a 
pragmatically and grammatically successful insult. Based on his pre-test 
language questionnaire, he also had the most exposure to Spanish of all the 
participants. NS’ pragmatic repertoire allowed them to use analogies, figures of 
speech, humor, and embedded insults to control illocutionary force, as depicted 
in (10). 
 
(9) NNS 

a. Y cuando una persona no produce mucho...ah...este persona no es bueno 
en el mundo. (D) 

‘And when a person doesn’t produce much…ah…this [sic] person isn’t 
good in the world.’ 

b. Necesitas hacer más, más, más en la casa. (A) 
‘You need to do more, more, more at home.’ 

c. Eres bien floja y nunca haces nada más te quedas ahí en el sofá y nomás 
miras la televisión todo el [expletive] día...Todas, you know, tus novelas 
y “Dos mujeres, un camino” con Eric Estrada. (C) 

‘You are very lazy (slack) and never do anything but you stay there on the 
couch and just watch television all the [expletive] day…All, you know, 
your soap operas and “Two women, one road” with Eric Estrada.’ 

 
(10) NS 

Es muy difícil ser romántico con una persona que luce como una ballena. 
Así que...aparte me tengo miedo de que si caes arriba me vas a partir los 
huesos... (J) 
‘It is very difficult to be romantic with a person that shines/stands out like a 
whale. So that…besides, I’m afraid that if you fall on top of me you’re going 
to break my bones.’ 

 
NNS declarations and ultimatums were less forceful often due to a lack of 

specific vocabulary or vagueness, as in (11a). This may also be why some 
learners rambled and “waffled” in (11b), an interlanguage characteristic 
according to Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986).  
 
(11) NNS 

a. ¿Y sabes qué? Vamos a esperar un mes y si no te mejoras en un mes, 
entonces vamos a hablar otra vez. ¿Está bueno? O.K. (C) 

‘And you know what? We’re going to wait a month and if you don’t improve 
in a month, then we’re going to talk again. Is that good [sic]? O.K.’ 
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b. Si tú no puedes hacer más cosas del casa—para la casa como hacer la 
cena, sacar la basura--cosas pequeñas como eso para tener una buena 
casa, voy a tener que hacer algo diferente con Ud.—con tú... (V) 

‘If you can’t do more things in the [sic] house—for the house like 
making dinner, taking out the garbage—little things like that to have a 
good house, I’m going to have to do something different with you 
[formal]—with you [informal]’… 

 
A sample of NS declarations and ultimatums is given in (12a). Among learners, C 
and V also were able to produce the ultimatums in (12b). 
 
(12) NS 

a. Vamos a ir a la corte y lo primero que voy a decir al juez es que tú estás 
fingiendo o sea que estás—o mejor dicho que estás siendo como eres un 
parásito de mí, de mi trabajo y de mi preocupación y de todo. (L) 

‘We’re going to go to court and the first thing that I’m going to say to 
the judge is that you’re pretending or rather that you’re—or better said 
that you’re being like you’re a parasite on me, on my work, and on my 
concerns and on everything.’ 

b. Si tú no puedes hacer más cosas del casa...voy a tener que hacer algo 
diferente...como no darte dinero.... 

‘If you can’t do more things in the [sic] house,...I’m going to have to do 
something different...like not giving you money.’ 

 
Pleading and promises only occurred in NNS discourse. Once again, NNS relied 

on formulas (“si-clauses,” gustar expressions, explicit verb forms, and por favor).  
Not surprisingly, NS conveyed illocutionary force at both ends of the spectrum. 

On the one hand, they provided the forceful complaints, directives, and insults, 
but they also softened complaints and directives at times. Their monologues were 
long, contained few pauses and repetitions (except for emphasis), and reflected a 
wide variety of vocabulary and expressions. Their monologues were also 
authoritative and contained few formulas or explicit expressions of feeling. In fact, 
even offers were contextually more like concessions. 
 
4.2 Situation 2  
 
Situation 2 was designed to evoke sympathy toward the hearer (friend) and 
required a minimum response of a reaction, two recommendations/suggestions, 
and a piece of advice/suggestion. Since recommendations, suggestions, and advice 
may overlap in meaning, it was difficult in some cases to distinguish between the 
three. Searle (1969) calls this group advisories and notes that advice is considered 
to be of benefit to the hearer rather than speaker and that it tells what is best for 
the hearer. The speaker may hope for a future act on the part of the hearer. Some 
synonyms for advise that do not apply to suggest or recommend include admonish, 
offer an opinion, encourage, caution, and warn. On the other hand, recommend and 
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suggest do not generally include a negative connotation and may be of benefit to 
both the hearer and speaker. Finally, a suggestion involves the expectation of a 
future act on the part of the hearer, and it may be tentative. Meanings unique to 
suggest (rather than recommend or advise) include propose, move, submit, and 
advance. So the three speech acts differ slightly in degree of intensity. 
Recommendations require the least action of the three speech acts, advice has the 
possibility of stronger negative connotations, and suggestions may be less 
assertive/forceful than advice. Unlike Ana Borderia-Garcia (2006), I propose three 
different speech acts and classify them as such. Based on Searle’s note and some 
synonymous meanings, advice, suggestions, and recommendations were classified 
according to the criteria in table 5. As previously mentioned, the three acts 
overlap in function, and therefore the classification is tentative.  
 

Table 5: Criteria for three directives 
Advice Suggestion Recommendation 

Speaker must have right to give advice  
closest to requiring hearer action furthest from requiring action

of benefit to Hearer of benefit to 
Hearer/Speaker

primarily benefit Hearer but 
may also benefit Speaker

strongest illocutionary force may be tentative  
may include negative connotation  

 
Situation 2 reflected the following overall distribution of speech acts (n=10): 

reactions (9), advice (7), consolation (6), suggestion (6), insult (4), assertion (3), 
condolence (3), recommendation (2), order (1), and request (1). The exact 
breakdown for individual participants is depicted in table 6. Note that the high 
and low ends of the distribution reflect the highest and lowest proficiency levels 
among the students. C was the most proficient speaker, whereas A had great 
difficulty and struggled with oral (and written) production. 
 

Table 6 Distribution of speech acts for situation 2 
Part Reac Sug Rec Adv Cond Cons Ins Ass Req Ord Tot
A  X  X  2 
M   X  X X  3 
D X X   X  3 
V X   X X  3 
TG X   X X X 4 
JR X X  X X  4 
JG X   X X X X  5 
AD X X  X X X  5 
T X X X  X X  5 
C X X  X X X X X  7 

Key: Part=participant, Reac=reaction, Sug=suggestion, Rec=recommendation, 
Adv=advice, Cond=condolence, Cons=consolation, Ins=insult, Ass=assertion, 
Req=request, Ord=order, Tot=total. 
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In general, responses to situation 2 included brief and evaluative reactions of 
surprise, pity, or identification as in (13). Even though lexical errors were 
common and changed the meaning of the reactions, as in (14), so that they 
sounded semantically odd, the intent of reacting was communicated in all cases. 
 
(13) Ay, ¡qué lástima! (TG) 

‘Oh, what a pity!’ 
 
(14) ¡Me sorprende mucho que Cristina te debaje! (T) 

‘It surprises me very much that Cristina is leaving [sic] you!’ 
 

Condolences were all expressed with the fixed expression lo siento ‘I’m sorry’, 
as in José, José, ¡lo siento! “José, José! I’m sorry!” Expressions of consolation 
were offered as assertions with the verb poder ‘to be able’, as in “you can find 
another girlfriend soon,” or reminders that there were more “fish in the sea.” 
Consolation was also indicated by evaluative assertions such as (15). 
 
(15) Es más mejor que tú no estabas con ella. (JR) 

‘It is more better [sic] that you weren’t with her’. 
 

Speakers who expressed overt suggestions with the verb sugerir ‘to suggest’ or 
recommendations with the verb recomendar ‘to recommend’ demonstrated an 
awareness of mood and attempted to select the subjunctive (16). A few learners 
made impersonal recommendations without use of the explicit verb as shown in 
(17). 
 
(16) Pero sugiero que tú cambie su aparencia en la manera—en la manera... (T) 

‘But I suggest that you change [sic] your appearance in the way—in the 
way…’ 

 
(17) Primero, en las tiendas es un bueno lugar porque todos personas necesitan 

comida. (M) 
‘First, at the stores is a good place because all [sic] people need food.’ 

 
When making recommendations (as defined in this study), learners were the 

least direct. They attempted indirectness by avoiding personal reference (18). 
 
(18) Ah...buenas lugares por conocer nuevas mujeres son...el mercado y el 

bibliotec. (T) 
‘Uh…good [sic] places to [sic] meet new women are...the market and the 
library’ [sic]. 

 
One strategy for communicating advice occurred with the so-called “if 

clauses” (19). Another involved overt advice with the verb aconsejar ‘to advise’ 
(20). Again, explicit expression of the speech act seemed to trigger the speakers’ 
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awareness of mood, even though learners did not necessarily select the correct 
person or number. 
 
(19) Y si fuera tú, yo acons--yo vestería--se--te vestería más mejor. (AD) 

‘And if I were you, I would advi—I would dress [sic]—oneself—I would 
dress yourself more better.’ 

 
(20) Yo aconsejo que tú no se quedes en el...ah...te quedes en la casa por mucho 

tiempo porque es--es mal. (AD) 
‘I advise you to not stay [sic] en the…uh…stay in the house for a long time 
because it’s—it’s badly.’ 

 
Other strategies for conveying advice included necesitar ‘to need’ and tener que 

‘to have to’. These could arguably be interpreted as suggestions; however, advice 
seemed to be the intent in several cases, given the situation, the equal status of 
the speaker and imaginary hearer, and the fact that the speech acts were not 
tentative. The participants may have employed formulas for indirect commands 
because they lacked the skills necessary to express advice to a close friend. 
 
(21) Si quieres otra novia, necesitas cambiar todos tus...ahm...mandatos y todos 

tus formas. (V) 
‘If you want another girlfriend, you need to change all your…um…orders 
and all [sic] your ways.’ 

 
(22) Pero tienes que ir a—tienes que ir a las clubs... (JG) 

‘But you have to go to—you have to go to the [sic] clubs...’ 
 

As anticipated, overt expression of subject pronouns, particularly first person, 
was most common in speech acts of advice due to use of the performative verb. 
Insults of the hearer’s clothing and machismo were also substituted for advice on 
changes necessary in the hearer’s behavior or clothing, perhaps due to avoidance 
as in (23) and (24). 
 
(23) Yo creo que nada más te necesitas hacer es cambiar como te vistes 

porque…(C) 
‘I think that the only thing you need to do is change how you dress 
because…’ 

 
(24) Mira, tú—tú siempre hag—hagas—haces...ahm...algo con machí—

muchísi—con machísimo. (V) 
‘Look, you—you always d—do [sic]—do…um…something with mach—
muchis—machismo.’ 

 
Only four assertions occurred that did not pertain to one of the above 

categories. Of these, two included the verb dudar ‘to doubt’. These could 
contextually be interpreted as reasons or support for prior advice (25). 
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(25) No dudo que es posible porque, I mean, estuvo ahí, you know, y estaban 
que—ya hace años que están...este...novia y novios. (C) 
‘I don’t doubt that it’s possible because, I mean, you were there, you know, 
and they were that—already for years that you’ve been…um...girlfriend 
and boyfriends.’ 

 
Requests were for information about what had happened and why the 

hypothetical couple had broken up and generally demonstrated positive 
politeness through identification with the hearer (26). 
 
(26) Pos, ¿qué pasó? I mean, dígame. I mean qué—yo no sé, porque estaba bien 

enojada contigo, ¿o qué? I mean, ¿Qué pasó? (C) 
‘Well, what happened? I mean tell me. I mean what—I don’t know, because 
she’s so angry with you, or what? I mean, what happened?’ 

 
Finally, some examples of orders were probably intended to be advice. 

Instead, the speaker was more direct and than was warranted by the situation 
and command forms were attempted (27). 
 
(27) Y—y gastes mucho dinero sobre ella. (TG) 

‘And—and spend [sic] a lot of money over her.’ 
 

A few individuals were unique in some way in their strategies for 
communicating particular acts. JG, for example, demonstrated more verbal 
control than other learners and was the only speaker who employed the past 
tense in her reaction. She also selected ir ‘to go’ instead of poder ‘to be able to’ in 
her expressions of consolation (despite grammatical difficulties). Finally, she was 
able to support her advice with reasons (28) and (29).  
 
(28) Me sorprendió muchísimo las noticias de—de tú...y tu novia 

‘The news of—of you...and your girlfriend surprised [sic] me a lot.’ 
 
(29) Pero, tienes que ir a—tienes que ir a las clubs, a las organizacións de 

servicio porque—por eso. Y si ella está en una organización de servicio, 
ella es muy cariñosa y muy—y muy amable. 
‘But, you have to go to—you have to go to the [sic] clubs, to the service 
organizations [sic] because—that’s why. And if she is in a service 
organization, she is very affectionate and very—and very nice.’ 

 
Another speaker with some unique strategies compared to the rest of the 

participants was C. Although he was considerably gifted at “waffling,” C also 
effectively used positive politeness to convey intimacy by means of flattery, as in 
(30), and offers.  
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(30) Hay muchos...este...mujeres aquí que, you know, que yo creo que lo gustan. 
I mean, si tienen alguien como Ud. I mean, tú eres un bien, you know, 
joven. 
‘There are many [sic]…um…women here that, you know, that I think like 
you [sic]. I mean if they have someone like you [formal]. I mean, you are a 
[sic] very you know, young.’3 

 
Learner A was at the other end of the proficiency spectrum, yet still unique in 

his strategies for communication. His message lacked content because of a low 
proficiency level and difficulty with grammar and lexical items. Instead he chose 
simple vocabulary and formulas. Nevertheless, he was able to provide a basic 
reason for his advice (31). 
 
(31) Si—si yo—si yo...ah...fuera...Si yo fue tú...ah...José, yo...ah...daría flores a 

t—a su porque ella es una--una mujer...ah...muy, muy...ah...bonita y 
..ah...me gusta mucho.  
‘If—if I—if I…uh…were…If I was you…uh…José, I…uh…would give 
flowers to y—to your [formal] because she is a—a very, very…uh…pretty 
woman and…uh…I like her a lot.’  

 
4.3 Comparison of Situations  
 
In comparing the two situations in this study, it was evident that the type of 
activity or test determined the type of discourse and repertoire of speech acts. 
Situation 1 (the couch potato spouse) allowed for greater elaboration due to the 
lack of time restraints and instructions to elaborate as much as possible. It also 
differed from situation 2 (loss of girlfriend) in that participants were volunteers 
and were not being graded on their performance. Furthermore, while both 
situations were in informal contexts, situation 1 encouraged more illocutionary 
force or directness than situation 2. Situation 2 was designed to evoke sympathy 
for the hearer and therefore less force/directness. 

Given these facts, responses to situation 1 were understandably more 
elaborate and creative overall. Nevertheless, it was surprising that four out of 
ten participants actually did better on the second situation (less hesitation and 
repetition, more information and normative grammar), in which they had only 
one minute to speak. A comparison of individuals’ performance in both 
situations appears in table 7. The first four speakers below possibly performed 
better on situation 2 due to the effect of time and practice in between mid- and 
final semester. Another possible reason is that the pressure of an actual timed 
test forced them to quickly and efficiently communicate their intent. Since the 
second task was more defined, speaker C was less prone to ramble. Speaker D 
was also unique in that his level of directness in responses was the opposite of 
what was required. Instead, he was more forceful and direct in situation 2.  
                                                 
 3Other possible interpretations for this sentence are ‘you are a very young’ or ‘you are a good [sic] young (person).’ 
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Table 7 Comparison of individual performance 

Participant Situation 1 (Couch Potato) Situation 2 (Girlfriend)
JG Less information More information, animated, clear
M Same length, repetitive, less fluid More fluid, less repetition 
D Less forceful / direct, stumbling, 

repetitive, unclear
More forceful and direct, clear

C Extremely repetitive, rambling; 
long, but little information

Fewer pauses, less English, more 
comprehensible 

A Animated, variety of speech acts, 
few pauses, longer

Little information, repetition, 12 
pauses, difficulty with formulas

V More information, less repetitive Less information, more repetitive, 
more stumbling 

JR More information, fluid Fell apart at end of response.
Several long pauses 

T Same amount of information More repetitive, same amount of 
information

TG Less stumbling, otherwise the 
same

More stumbling 

AD Fewer pauses, same amount of 
information 

More pauses, same amount of 
information

 
5 Conclusions 

 
Returning to the research questions posed at the beginning of the study, the data 
suggest the following questions:  
 
1. Which speech acts were most reflective of the type of persuasive discourse found in 

the students’ interlanguage?  
 

For situation 1, complaints, recommendations, orders and suggestions were 
the preferred speech acts, in that order. In situation 2, reactions, advice, 
consolation, suggestion and insults were preferred.4  Thus, this subset of 
intermediate Spanish learners preferred the above speech acts in their attempts 
to persuade in informal contexts (with a spouse or good friend).  
 

                                                 
 4Reactions and consolation were part of the situation, but were not necessarily attempts to persuade. 
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2. How were these speech acts realized? 
 

Table 8 summarizes some principal learner strategies in forming speech acts. 
These strategies reflect various principles proposed in Second Language 
Acquisition research. Specifically, Roger Andersen’s (1984) “One to One 
Principle” may be extended to reflect learners’ selection of just one (explicit) 
verb to express a given speech act.5  Simplification may also account for this 
selection and for participants’ reliance upon formulas. Simplification and 
substitution perhaps account for the less specific vocabulary evident in NNS 
speech. Substitution or avoidance of particular speech acts may also be due to 
the learners’ lack of skill or explicit training, for example, in how to form 
appropriate advice, insults, or indirect commands. Moreover, learners tended to 
avoid or substitute for the level of directness appropriate for each context, either 
because they were unaware or because they lacked the necessary skills to do so 
(see Koike 1994). Blum-Kulka and Olshtain’s (1986) “waffle phenomenon” 
seems to be one explanation for the longer, and often rambling, speech acts of a 
few speakers. Pragmalinguistic error, for example in reactions, appeared due to 
the learners’ limited level of Spanish proficiency. Finally, some lexical transfer 
may have occurred, for instance in adverbial series like those of English, and 
direct translations of vocabulary from English to Spanish. 
 

Table 8 Learners’ overall pragmatic strategies 
Strategies Example 
One to One matching Selection of explicit speech act verbs 

Recomiendo que tú buscas--busques para un novia 
nueva. 
I recommend that you look for—look for for [sic] a 
new girlfriend. 

 
Simplification Reliance upon formulas, less specific vocabulary 

Y cuando una persona no produce mucho, este 
persona no es bueno en el mundo. 
And when a person doesn’t produce much, this [sic] 
person isn’t good [sic] in the world. 

 
Substitution Selection of more/less direct illocutionary force 

Tienes que vestir más bueno. 
You need to dress more better. 
[attempted advice; substituted conventionally 
indirect command] 

 

                                                 
 5The principle that describes the expectation on the part of learners that each verb morpheme they learn will have one 
and only one meaning and function. 
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Avoidance Omission of speech acts whose formulas were 
unfamiliar 
Tu ropa es muy viejo--vieja y todo.  
Your clothing is very old [sic]—old and everything. 
[insult instead of advice, vagueness] 

 
“Waffle Phenomenon” Longer and often rambling expression of a 

particular act 
Sí tú no puedes hacer más cosas del casa--para la 
casa como hacer la cena, sacar la basura--cosas 
pequeñas como eso para tener una buena casa, voy 
a tener que hacer algo diferente con Ud. 
If you can’t do more things for the [sic] house—for 
the house like making dinner, taking out the 
garbage—little things like that to have a good 
house, I’m going to have to do something different 
with you. 

Lexical transfer Adverbial series, direct translations 
Nunca, nunca, nunca haces la cama. 
You never, never, never make the bed. 

 
 Developmental  Stage 2 (formulas and imperatives) - most common 
 sequence    Stage 3 (conventional indirectness) - common  
 (Kasper & Rose, 2002) indirect directives, mitigation with por favor  
 Stage 4 (mitigation, more complex syntax) - 

occasional hedged complaint, impersonal 
recommendations 
topicalization, 'if clauses' 

 
Table 9 illustrates general lexical and pragmatic tendencies that NNS 

displayed in their persuasive discourse for both situations. 
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Table 9 Lexical and pragmatic realization of speech acts by NNS 
 Situation 1 Situation 2  
 Lexical  Pragmatic Lexical Pragmatic 

Assertives: 
Reaction 

 
 dudar que 

 
que + adjective 
es + adjective

 
mood 
awareness 
brief, 
evaluative 

 
Directives: 

Order 

 
 
explicit 
commands 

 
 
probably 
intended as 
advice 

Recommendation necesitar
tener que 
 
por favor 
recomendar 
que 
querer que

assertions/
indirect  
commands 
mitigation  
mood 
awareness 

necesitar
tener que 
 
 
recomendar que 

assertions/ 
indirect 
commands 
 
mood 
awareness 

Suggestion sugerir que mood
awareness

sugerir que mood 
awareness 

Advice  aconsejar que
 
“if” clauses

mood 
awareness 
 

Request  for 
information 

Ultimatum  nonspecific,
waffling

 

 
Expressives: 

Complaint 

 
 
no gustar 
 

 
brief 
phrases, 
negative 
assertions

 

Insult nunca indirect,
vague

of clothing, 
machismo 

Consolation  poder assertions of 
ability 
“more fish 
in the sea” 

Condolence  lo siento brief,  
evaluative 

 
3. How did the students’ persuasive monologues (in the first situation) differ from 
those of natives?  
 

Aside from discourse features and the amount of information provided, 
control of illocutionary force and the level of directness were the primary 
differences between NS and NNS. Explicit speech acts were commonly employed 
by NNS whereas NS utilized a wide spectrum of strategies. The number of 
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speech acts does not necessarily indicate the level of proficiency, though, since 
some NS produced fewer speech acts than NNS. Nevertheless, in situation 2, 
speakers who produced the greatest and least number of different types of 
speech acts reflected the ends of the spectrum of proficiency. The least proficient 
NNS produced the least speech acts, and the most proficient NNS provided the 
most speech acts.  
 
4. Did the learners use persuasive language?  
 

That is, did they include strategies found in Spanish persuasive discourse, to 
however varying degrees? I found that NNS, like NS, included components of 
memorability (making the audience remember the message), force (emotional and 
logical appeals and the strength of a message), and participation (the desire for a 
response or audience/hearer involvement) in ways exemplified in table 10. 
 

Table 10 Goals of persuasion in NNS speech acts. 
 Situation 1 Situation 2 

Memorability: attention-getters, vocatives,
insults, exclamations 
(ultimatums), (offers)*

evaluative reactions 

Force: positive politeness,  

complaints, orders, suggestions, 
recommendations, advice, reasons 

for advice, ultimatums, pleas,   

insults, offers    

positive politeness, 
evaluative reactions,  
suggestions, recommendations, 
advice, (condolence, consolation) 
insults, 
assertions, order

Participation: orders, ultimatums, (suggestions), 
(recommendations), (advice),  

(offers), (pleas)   

positive politeness, 
requests for information, 
order, (suggestions), 
(recommendations),  
(advice), (consolation) 

* Parentheses indicate optionality. For example, for some speech acts it is 
felicitous for the hearer to opt not to participate. 

 
The results suggest that these intermediate learners were indeed beginning to 

understand how to persuade in Spanish. In general, they were able to 
communicate the intent of speech acts necessary in a given situation, although 
these were not always expressed in pragmatically correct ways for Spanish. The 
learners’ speech acts were reflective of persuasive discourse in that they 
appealed to the basic components of persuasion: memorability, force, and 
participation (Hardin 2001, Rank 1988, Leech, 1966).  

Much of L2 pragmalinguistic error resulted from two problems: lexical error 
and difficulty in controlling the force of the message. The data therefore suggest 
the importance of vocabulary instruction at this level so that learners have 
resources to clearly communicate their intent. In teaching college Spanish, it 
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may be useful to include pragmatic instruction, for example, regarding different 
levels of directness and how to express speech acts in ways other than overtly 
using the verb indicating the speech act. Furthermore, it is evident that the type 
of test helps determine the type of language elicited and the range of speech 
acts, and not always in ways we expect. (Contrary to expectations, some 
students actually performed better in situation 2, which was timed, than in 
situation 1.) 

Some of the limitations of this study were the relatively small number of 
participants and the fact that defining and interpreting speech acts is not an 
exact science. Ideally, an actual conversation would have transpired rather than 
just the speaker’s monologue, the negotiating sequences could also have been 
analyzed, and triangulation of data collecting methods would have been 
possible. It would also have been more revealing to compare the data with that 
of students at more advanced proficiency levels or to do individual longitudinal 
studies, but such was beyond the scope of this investigation.  

It seems necessary to stress once again the importance of realistic 
expectations for students at this level. Although the intermediate stages of 
interlanguage can be frustrating for instructors, the results are encouraging 
because intermediate learners are indeed developing pragmatic awareness and 
skills to communicate their persuasive intent. Consider, for example, these 
learners’ emerging awareness of mood with explicit speech act verbs such as 
aconsejar ‘to advise’, sugerir ‘to suggest’, and recomendar ‘to recommend’, and 
their ability to communicate basic speech acts in persuasive discourse. Although 
use of these verbs may be less common among NS, this emerging contextual 
awareness is a necessary step toward eventually learning more sophisticated and 
indirect pragmatic strategies. A few speakers even attempted indirectness and 
mitigation. Moreover, learners did in fact attempt (and often achieve) persuasive 
speech acts. It should encourage foreign language educators to recognize and 
emphasize what students are able to do rather than how far they are from 
attaining near-native proficiency. 
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