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Abstract

Canonical Tag Questions are important hedging devices in the English 

language and are used very often by native speakers. Almost all languages have tag 

questions; however, Canonical Tag Questions are unique to the English language 

(Bublitz, 1979) and mastering them requires a high level of proficiency in English 

(Holmes, 1982). This study investigates the difficulties that adult Arabic-speaking ESL 

learners have in the formation and use of English canonical tag question. Two groups of 

participants were recruited: thirty-two adult Arabic-speaking participants and ten adult 

native speakers of English. The results of the study reveal that non-native speakers cannot 

use Canonical Tag Questions appropriately not because of the syntactic complexity of 

these kinds of questions, but because of their pragmatic requirements. The results also 

show the importance of incorporating a pragmatic theory and the social contexts in which 

discourses take place in ESL curricula.
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The Syntax and Pragmatics o f English Tag Questions: A 

Study of Adult Arabic Learners o f English

Chapter One: Introduction

1.1. Tag Questions in English

The tag question in the English language is a grammatical structure 

which can be added to the clause in conversation or in written representations of speech. 

The tag question is mainly added to a declarative sentence (see 1 .a-c), but it can also be 

added to imperative sentences (see l.d). In die case of adding a tag question to an 

imperative sentence, however, the formation rule may not follow the canonical 

convention.

1) a. The weather is hot today, isn’t it?

b. Mary will come tomorrow, won’t she?

c. The little boy doesn’t like sleeping early, does he?

d. Switch on the lights, could you?

Tag questions are important linguistic devices in the English language 

which require “considerable conversational skills” to be used and interpreted accurately 

(Holmes, 1982, p. 61). They are syntactically, prosodically and semantically complicated 

(Bennett, 1989; Holmes, 1982; Bublitz, 1979; Armagost, 1972). Tag questions vary in 

form and they serve different functions; in addition, intonation has a major role in



classifying them as tag questions (Bublitz, 1979). The level o f acceptability of an 

utterance as a tag question also varies among native speakers.

The host sentence is used to express the speaker’s view, while die tag 

question indicates that this view needs to be acknowledged. Most languages have tag 

questions that serve different purposes. However, canonical tag questions in the English 

language are complex and have a form that is unique to the English language (Bublitz, 

1979; Algeo, 1988; Culicover, 1992)

The form of canonical tag questions requires the implementation of 

various syntactic and pragmatic rules. In spoken English these rules are implemented 

automatically and unconsciously by native speakers of English. Because of the 

complexity of English canonical tag questions, second language learners, on the other 

hand, tend to avoid using these tag questions when they speak English. They find it 

difficult to apply the syntactic rules of tag questions and keep the flow of their speech at 

the same time. Non-native speakers of English use them incorrectly, avoid using them, or 

replace the canonical form with stereotyped words, which are also called invariant tag 

questions, such as right and okay.

Canonical tag questions are unique to the English language and using 

them appropriately requires a high level of conversational skills. Bublitz (1979) argues 

that the English tag question is “a typical and characteristic feature of the English 

language differing from added questions in a number of related languages” (p. 5). 

Various studies have been conducted on the difficulties that speakers of other languages 

have in using English canonical tag questions when learning English as a second

language (Beaidsmore, 1979; Cheng, K,, 1995; Cheng, W. & Warren, 2001). The results

2



of these studies show that ESL learners use tag questions far less frequently than native 

speakers.

Most languages have stereotyped tag words that go almost with every 

sentence. French, for example, uses n ’est-ce pas, German favours nicht wakr, Spanish 

uses no es verdad, and Italian non e ’ vero. The Arabic language is similar to these 

languages in that it has one form of a fixed or stereotyped tag question, which is a form 

of constant or unchanging tag question that goes with almost every sentence in the Arabic 

language “alaysa kathaleka”. Based on my observations as an adult ESL instructor, 

Arabic-speaking ESL learners have difficulties in forming and using English canonical 

tag questions appropriately because of the syntactic and pragmatic requirements of 

canonical tag questions.

Mastering and using tag questions requires a high level of proficiency in 

the English language and high level of proficiency doesn’t only mean proficiency in 

English syntax and English grammar. Approaching tag questions in an ESL class from a 

syntactic point of view is not enough and will not help ESL students use them properly. 

Therefore, there should be an alternative approach to teach tag questions to adult ESL 

learners. This approach should include, besides syntax, a pragmatic theory that explains 

the real use of tag questions in social contexts (Bublitz, 1979).

This research study aims at investigating the difficulties in both the 

formation and the use of English canonical tag questions that adult Arabic-speakcrs who 

learn English as a second language have regardless of their level of proficiency in the 

English language. The findings of this study will help ESL instructors adopt new 

techniques and methods for handling tag questions in the ESL class. The findings also



show the importance of including the pragmatics of the language and the social contexts 

in which discourses take place in ESL curricula in order to improve the proficiency and 

the conversational abilities of ESL students. Learning a second language does not only 

mean learning its syntax. It is the pragmatics of the language and the social contexts that 

enable second language learners to use the target language appropriately.

1 .2 . R esearch  Q u estion s

Although tag questions appear to be simple and easy to form and use, 

adult Arabic-speaking ESL learners rarely use tag questions or they use them incorrectly. 

Based on my observation, even highly educated Arabic-speakers who have considerable 

command of English language avoid using tag questions in everyday conversational 

English, or they make mistakes when they attempt to use them. After exam ining some of 

the studies related to tag questions, it was found that not only adult Arabic-speaking ESL 

learners have difficulty in using English tag questions appropriately, but also adult 

learners who speak other languages have the same problem regardless of their level in the 

English language (Beardsmore, 1979; Cheng, K., 1995; Cheng, W. & Warren, 2001).

Using English canonical tag questions appropriately requires

manipulating syntactic, pragmatic, and semantic knowledge o f the English language

which requires a high level of proficiency in the English language. Tag questions require

considerable conversational skills because of the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic

requirements of forming and using tag questions adequately. The difficulty of tag

questions, according to Beardsmore (1970), comes at three levels: form, meaning and

intonation and a fourth level might be that of the irregularities. A fifth level of difficulty
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is also expected in regard to contrasting polarity, such as “He is your friend, isn’t he?” 

and vice versa. The form or the syntactic properties of canonical tag questions cause 

difficulty for non-native speakers because they have to apply the three syntactic rules: 

auxiliary, pronominalization and polarity; in addition to using the right intonation. The 

meaning of the tag question depends mainly on its intonation. The intonation, whether 

rising or falling, determines the meaning o f the tag questions as a real question that seeks 

information or as a polite way to invite the listener to agree with what the speaker has 

said and get engaged in the conversation. Irregularities refer to imperative sentences, such 

as “Open the door, please, could you?” or suggestions, such as “Let’s go shopping, shall 

we?”. These kinds of sentences do not follow the conventional rules of forming canonical 

tag questions and that is why non-native speakers are expected to have problems with 

them.

Therefore, we hypothesize adult Arabic-speakers who learn English as a 

second language have difficulties in the use and formation o f English canonical tag 

questions regardless of their level of proficiency in English. More specifically, this 

research study aims to find answers to the following questions:

1. Syntax

What are the syntactic difficulties that adult Arabic-speakers have in the formation of 

canonical tag questions?

This study will test the participants’ abilities in the following syntactic aspects of tag 

questions:

5



1. Polarity: The host sentence and the tag question should have contrasting polarity. 

If the host sentence in positive, then die tag question is negative and vice versa, e.g.,

“It is hot in here, isn’t it?”

“It isa 7 hot in hoe, is it?

2. Auxiliaries: the auxiliary in the tag question should match the auxiliary in the host 

sentence. If there is no auxiliary in the host sentence, then Do-support is 

implemented in the tag question, e.g.,

“She has left, hasn’t she?”

“She left, didn’t she?”

3. Tense: The tense of the tag question should match the tense of the host sentence,

e.g.,

“She left, didn’t she?”

“She gets up early, doesn’t she?”

4. Pronominalization: The tag question always uses a pronoun that replaces the 

subject of die host sentence. The pronoun in the tag question agrees with the subject 

in person, number and gender, e.g.,

“The bay is happy, isn’t he?”

“The little bays are having fun, aren’t theyT’

“Peter’s sister is a student, isn’t she?”

6



5. Imperative sentences: Forming canonical tag questions on imperative sentences 

does not follow the conventional rule which makes it a difficulty that Arabic- 

speaking ESL learners are expected to have, e.g.,

“Open the door, could youT’

2. Pragmatics

Can adult Arabic-speakers use die pragmatic functions of English canonical tag 

questions appropriately? Tag questions have many meanings and their pragmatic 

functions are complicated; however, this study focuses on two pragmatic functions: 

asking for information and seeking confirmation. Intonation, falling or rising, 

determines the pragmatic function of the tag question. El-Hassan (1988) argues that 

question intonations in English are different from question intonations in Arabic. 

Therefore, it is expected that there will be no variation in intonation and the flat 

intonation will be the dominant one. As a result, Arabic-speaking participants are 

expected to have many difficulties in the pragmatic functions o f tag questions.

3. L2 Proficiency

Does the level of the learners’ proficiency in the English  language affect forming and 

using English canonical tag questions? Based on my observations, the level of 

proficiency may affect the learners’ abilities to form correct canonical tag questions, 

but not the learners’ abilities to use tag questions correctly.
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Chapter Two: The Syntactic and Pragmatic Properties of Canonical 

Tag Questions

Section 2.1 will review some studies that define tag questions and how 

they are categorized. Categorizing tag question is difficult and a controversial issue 

among scholars who have investigated this topic. Then, section 2.2 will review the 

syntactic properties of canonical tag questions, e.g., die syntactic rules to be implemented 

in order to form a canonical tag questions. There is general agreement on the copying rule 

for forming tag questions; however, some irregularities may cause confusion to second 

language learners.

Section 2.3 will review the meanings and pragmatic functions of tag 

questions. There is a lot of debate and controversy in this area of tag questions and it is 

difficult to find agreement on the pragmatic functions of tag questions. The m inings of 

tag questions mainly depend on the social context in which the tag question is used. The 

different pragmatic functions and the different social contexts o f tag questions make it 

difficult for adult ESL learners to use them appropriately or to decide the right pragmatic 

function and the right social context for using tag questions.

After that, section 2.4 will review some studies that investigate the 

intonation and the polarity of tag questions. Tag questions mainly have two different 

intonations: rising and falling. Using the right intonation determines the m eaning and the 

pragmatic function of the tag question. If the intonation is rising, then the tag question is 

used to ask for information, but if the intonation is felling, then the tag question is used to 

seek confirmation. Polarity is another controversial issue. Some researchers believe the
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polarity of the tag question should contrast the polarity o f the host sentence. Chi die other 

hand, some other researchers believe it is possible to use tag questions with consistent 

positive polarity; however, the pragmatic function and the meaning of die tag question in 

such cases will be different

These are some of the areas of tag questions that I expect adult ESL 

learners to have problems with. The studies revised in this chapter and chapter three will 

provide the theoretical background for this research study.

2.1. Categorizing Tag Questions Syntactically

The different varieties of tag questions make it difficult to set up a clear 

and systematic categorization of them; however, there is a sort of agreement among 

scholars who dealt with tag questions on dividing them into two categories: canonical tag 

questions and invariant tag questions.

Bublitz (1979) mentions that there are two kinds of tag questions in the 

English language: lexical tag questions such as “right, okay”; and the intonational tag 

“eh”. Cheng and Warren (2001), on the other hand, adopt a different definition that 

classifies tag questions into two categories: canonical tag questions, with both m atching 

and contrasting polarity, e.g., “It is hot, is it?” and “It is hot, isn’t it?” and invariant tag 

questions, e.g., “right”. The canonical tag question with contrastive polarity is referred to 

as a “checking tag” and the one with matching polarity is referred to as a copy tag. “Word 

tags”, according to Cheng and Warren (2001), refer to invariant tags.

Holmes (1982) also argues that tag questions in the English language can

be classified into two categories. One is “the grammatically complex tag forms” (Holmes,

9



1982, p. 41) which also can be referred to as canonical tag questions, e.g., “It is going to 

rain tomorrow, isn’t it?” and the other type is “grammatically simple tags” (Holmes, 

1982, p. 41) which can be refereed to as invariant tag questions such as “right and okay”.

The syntactic form of canonical tag questions involves an auxiliary verb 

that agrees with the host sentence in tense and number, a pronoun, and matching or 

contrasting polarity. The form of the canonical tag question should agree with the subject 

and the auxiliary of the preceding host sentence in number, gender and tense. On the 

other hand, the invariant tag question involves words, such as “right”, “eh”, “okay” and 

“yeah” and does not have to change its form to agree with gender, number or tense of the 

host sentence. The invariant tag question is less formal than the canonical tag question. 

Sometimes these invariant tag questions are referred to as response elicitors or response 

getters because they aim to elicit a response from the listener or promote interaction in 

the conversation (Biber et al., 2002).

This study adopts Holmes’s (1982) categorization of tag questions. So, in 

this study canonical tag question will be used to refer to the grammatically complex tag 

forms and invariant tag question will be used to refer to tag words such as “right and 

okay”.

2.2. The Syntactic Properties o f Tag Questions

In order to form a canonical tag question, according to Quirk et al., 

(1985, p. 810) four rules have to be implemented:

2) a. The operator (auxiliary) of the statement is repealed in the tag; if  there is no

operator in the main clause, the dummy auxiliary do is used in the tag:

10



i. “She has gone, hasn’t she?”

ii. “They finished, didn't they?”

b. Following the operator is the subject of the tag, which is a pronoun that 

repeats the subject of the host clause, if the subject is a pronoun (see b.i), or 

agrees with it in person, number, and gender, if it is a full noun phrase (see 

b.ii):

i. “She has gone, hasn’t sheT

ii. “The man finished, didn’t heT*

c. If the statement is affirmative, the tag is typically negative, and vice versa, as 

in (c.i and c.iii). The tag may be negated by the enclitic n ’t attached to the 

operator (see c.i) or by the full-form not following the subject pronoun, as in

Cc-ii):

i. “She has gone, hasn't she?”

ii. “She has gone, has she not?"

iii. “She hasn’t gone, has she?”

d. The nuclear tone of the tag may be either rising or falling, and occurs on the

operator, as in (<Li) and (d.ii), or on a full form not when it is present, as in

(d.iii) and (d.iv):

i. “She’s gone, h&sn V she?”

ii. “She’s gone, hasn’t she?”

iii. “She’s gone, has she ndtT

iv. “She’s gone, has she not?”

11



Explaining the structure and formation of tag questions by using 

syntactic rules only is not enough. After a thorough analysis o f data concerning tag 

questions, Bennett (1989) concluded that “the limitations on the grammaticality of tags 

are not syntactic but semantic in origin” (p. 331); therefore, the tagging has a semantic 

origin.

2 3 . The Meanings and Pragmatic Functions o f Tag Questions

Bublitz (1979) claims that syntactic rules are not enough to explain the 

implicated meanings of tag questions unless they are accompanied by pragmatic theory. 

Bublitz (1979) also believes that “wily a grammatical theory which either includes a 

pragmatic component or is completed by a pragmatic theory has the explanatory power” 

(p. 20) to explain the meanings of tag questions.

Tag questions are characterized by complex multifunctionality and 

diversity of meaning, which can make it difficult to classify tags in terms of their 

pragmatic (Cameron et al., 1989). Algeo (1988, 1990) classifies the pragmatic functions 

of English tag questions into five categories: the informational tag, the confirmatory tag, 

the punctuational tag, the peremptory tag, and the aggressive tag.

1. The “informational tag” is often spoken with a rising intonation and makes a 

genuine polite request for information. The informational tag often expects a 

direct response from the recipient and shows an equal partnership between the 

interlocutors, e.g.,

“John is busy, isn’t he?”.

12



A negative host sentence followed by a tag signals a higher degree of politeness 

because die tag makes die negative host sentence function as a ‘petition’, 

therefore, the speaker sounds less dominant in the request made.

2. The “confirmatory tag” is usually spoken with a falling intonation and is 

considered high on the scale of politeness. It invites the addressee to agree with 

the speaker, to involve the addressee into die discourse by providing support to 

the speaker, and to elicit a response from the addressee that encourages the 

speaker to continue (Algeo, 1988, p. 181), e.g.,

“You are the new student, aren’t you?”.

3. The “punctuational tag’” usually asks die listener to pay attention to the speaker 

and is neither communicative nor friendly but merely self-centred (Algeo, 1990, 

p.446),e.g.,

“I’ve just said it, haven’t I?”

4. The ‘peremptory tag’ is used to end the discussion of a topic. When it is spoken 

with a falling intonation, the peremptory tag seeks to end a discussion or a 

conversation, e.g.,

“That’s enough, isn’t it?”

5. The ‘aggressive tag’ is spoken with a falling intonation with an intention to be 

openly hostile, and is used to accuse the hearer of a “lack of common sense, 

consideration, or good will” (Algeo, 1990, p. 449), e.g.,

“You’re such an idiot, aren’t you?”.
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The informational and confirmatory tags are signals of politeness. Whoa 

speakers use these tags they intend to defer to the listener and to involve him/her in the 

discourse. The punctuafional, peremptory and aggressive tags, on die other hand, are 

signals of impoliteness; the speaker’s intention is to establish superiority over the listener 

(Algeo, 1988, p. 188).

The pragmatic functions of tag questions is a controversial issue and we 

can hardly find agreement among researchers on these pragmatic functions which makes 

it complicated to test all these functions in one study. Therefore, the focus of this study is 

on the first two pragmatic functions: the ‘informational tag’ and the “confirmatory tag”. 

In other words, this study will test only two pragmatic functions o f tag questions: asking 

for information and seeking confirmation. However, this section reviews some of the 

studies that deal with other pragmatic functions of tag questions for the reference of 

readers who might be interested in pursuing further future investigation of the pragmatic 

functions of tag questions.

Holmes (1982) argues that tag questions aim at eliciting a response from 

the addressee and keeping the interaction going. They may also “express speaker’s 

uncertainty, appeal to the listener for reassurance, [...] and signal group identity” 

(Holmes, 1982, p. 45). In order to be able to interpret the meanings or functions of tag 

questions, it is very important to take into consideration the social factors of the context 

in which these questions occur. According to Holmes (1982, p. 44), there are three 

relevant factors that are significant and should be taken into consideration when 

analysing the meanings or the functions of tag questions:

14



1. “the relative status or power of the speaker and addressees:

2. the decree of intimacy or social distance (e.g.. the solidarity dimension! between the 

speaker and the addressee;

3. the role of the speaker and addressee in the social context”.

Tag questions are also useful linguistic devices for hedging or reducing 

the strength of the communicative effect or the illocutionary force of an utterance 

compared to untagged forms. Holmes (1982) points out that “distinguishing the 

illocutionary force of the utterance as a whole from that of the untagged utterance is a 

necessary step in clarifying the effect of the tag question” (p. 47).

This complexity of the pragmatic functions of tag questions explains why 

second language learners avoid using them. It is not only a matter of applying syntactic 

rules to get a tag question. Second language learners should be aware of the social and 

cultural contexts in which tag questions are used in order to be able to use them correctly. 

I expect to find the biggest challenge that adult ESL learners have to be in this specific 

area of tag questions.

The pragmatic functions and the meanings of tag questions can not be 

separated and they are highly interrelated. It is not only a matter of applying syntactic 

rules or being aware of the pragmatic functions that would enable second language 

learners to use tag questions appropriately, but the kind of relationship that interlocutors 

have and the social roles that they play also affect their use of tag questions.

Based on data collected from native speakers, Holmes (1982) argues that

tag questions have a kind of “AFFECTIVE MEANING” which is used to express attitude
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to addressee. This is one of the reasons that makes speakers hedge their propositions. 

Speakers almost have no doubts about the validity or the truth of their utterance; 

however, they use tag questions to express affective meaning. Holmes (1982) 

distinguishes three categories of affective meaning.

1. The first one is used to express solidarity and this kind is addressee oriented. In 

this context, tags are used to reach out to addressees and encourage them to 

respond to or continue a conversation. Tag questions in this case facilitate the 

response and the contribution to the social interaction and are used as 

“supportive linguistic devices which invite and encourage others to contribute to 

the work involved in maintaining verbal interaction” (Holmes, 1982, p. 53). 

These kinds of facilitating tags are usually used by “those whose social role in 

the situation involves taking some responsibilities for the progress of the 

discussion or conversation” (Holmes, 1982, p. 54). Some examples of speakers 

who use this kind of tag questions include teachers, hosts, and interviewers. 

Tags under this category also serve different functions and meanings. Some of 

them have prodding meanings which prod a speaker to continue his talk. Other 

tags may consider the listener as “a co-participant and seems to express a sense 

of identity with the listener” (Holmes, 1982, p. 55). Another type of tags under 

this category functions as a responsive tag and is used to indicate agreement 

with the speaker. The last type of tags under this category functions as “in

group identity marker”. Holmes (1982) found that the “invariant tag “eh”
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functions in New Zealand as an identity marker among rural children and Maori 

adolescent in particular” (p. 56).

2. The second category of affective meaning according to Holmes (1982) is 

speaker oriented and used to appeal to solidarity. The major function of this 

type of tag questions is to elicit agreement from the interlocutor. Tag questions 

of this type are used as linguistic devices to encourage the interlocutor or the 

addressee to go on in the interaction. The speaker “simply wishes to elicit 

reassurance and agreement from the addressee” (Holmes, 1982, p. 57).

3. The third category is used to protect solidarity by being tactful or polite. The 

major function of this category of tag questions is to  “reduce the force of 

utterances which could be interpreted as threatening, critical or in any way 

disagreeable to the addressee” (Holmes, 1982, p. 58). Tag questions hedge the 

utterance and by doing so they reduce its strength and make it more acceptable 

to the addressee. Tag questions that hedge and soften criticism, complaints and 

negative comments fall under this category.

Tag questions have different functions and meanings and these functions 

and meanings depend on many factors. They do not only signal acknowledgment or 

uncertainty and using them appropriately depends on many factors such as relative status, 

social role, social context and the degree of intimacy between interlocutors.
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2.4. Intonation a id  Polarity o f Tag Questions

Intonation, whether felling or rising, and polarity, whether reversed or 

consistent, are tools feat enable fee speaker “to signal what kind of speech act he is 

performing” (Bublitz, 1979, p. 6). They play important roles in the function of tag 

questions, such as the degree of certainty of an utterance (Holmes, 1982) or helping the 

hearer to recognize fee attitudes and expectations of the speaker (Bublitz, 1979).

Falling intonation, for example, usually indicates a high degree of 

certainty, as when the speaker wants the hearer to confront what s/he is saying and to 

confirm the truth of the content of the host sentence. Falling intonation also indicates that 

the speaker “wants to make sure that the hearer shares the speaker knowledge, attitudes, 

and expectations” (Bublitz, 1979, p. 7).

Also, according to Cattell (1973) intonation is an important issue that 

should be taken into consideration. In a sentence such as “John didn’t fail, did he?” wife a 

falling intonation, Cattell (1973) argues that the reading will be that “the speaker’s view 

is that John didn’t fail” and s/he is seeking confirmation. However, if fee tag question has 

a rising intonation, then the reading will involve the notion that “the speaker is not 

putting forward the preposition John didn’t fail” as his own. The speaker has heard 

something about John and s/he is asking for information.

The polarity of tag questions does not only depend on the preceding 

declarative host sentences but also depends on the pragmatic conditions of the tag 

questions use. A host sentence can have both contrasting and matching polarity, as shown 

in (3.a and b), respectively.

a. “It’s hot in here, isn’t it?”
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b. “It’s hot in here, is it?”

The example in (3.a.) refers to the “verbal and non-verbal actions 

performed by the hearer” (Bublitz, 1979 p.7). Therefore, for Bublitz (1979) the different 

polarity of tag questions for the same host declarative sentence is acceptable. The polarity 

of the tag question in these examples depends on the speaker’s “attitude and expectations 

and on the circumstances of the speech situations” (Bublitz, 1979, p. 10).

Cattell (1973) also concludes that it is possible to have tag questions with 

both matching and contrasting polarity. However, tag questions show contrasting polarity 

to the host sentence when the tag question represents die speaker’s point of view, and 

matching polarity when the tag question does not represent the speaker’s point of view. 

Furthermore, Cattell (1973) believes that there is a kind of principled semantic regularity 

governing the conditions under which contrasting and m atch ing  polarity occur. It is 

anticipated that these subtle demands of polarity and intonation of tag questions will be 

difficult for the second language learners participating in this study.

19



Chapter Three: Acquisition of Tag Questions

Based on my observations as an adult ESL instructor, Arabic -speakers 

rarely use English canonical tag questions regardless of their level of proficiency in the 

English language. In many cases where English canonical tag questions are attempted to 

be used by adult Arabic-speakers, one form “iw»7 if* is used, regardless of die subject or 

the tense of the host sentence.

To date only one empirical quantitative study, Al-Ani (2000), has been 

conducted to describe the syntactic errors made by Arabic -speakers who learn English as 

a foreign language when they use tag questions. However, to be able to understand the 

problems and the difficulties that adult Arabic-speakers have in forming and using 

English canonical tag questions more than syntax is needed.

Section 3.1 of this chapter will review some studies that draw on the 

difficulties that speakers of other languages have in mastering and using tag questions 

adequately. The similarity between these languages and the Arabic language is that all of 

them have a form of fixed or stereotyped tag words. Section 3.2 will review some studies 

conducted on children who are native speakers of English. These studies show that even 

native speakers of English acquire tag question at a late stage in the process of language 

acquisition. The findings of these studies may help explain why adult ESL learners have 

problems in forming and using tag questions appropriately.
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3.1. Tag Q uestions and Second Language Learners

Although tag questions appear to be simple and easy to teach, it seems 

that they do not easily become a part of the ESL students’ productive language 

(Beardsmore, 1970). After more than 330 hours of intensive instruction of English 

language, Beardsmore (1970) noticed that the students, who were mainly of French, 

Dutch, and Vietnamese origins, could barely use confirmation tag questions correctly 

although they could manipulate the construction of tag questions adequately when they 

were asked to do so. Thus, students know about die structure o f tag questions and their 

level of English is advanced, however, tag questions failed to become part of their 

conversational English.

Beardsmore (1970) tried to explain the reason behind this problem. She 

argues that the reason that ESL students avoid using tag questions is their complexity. 

Other languages have a kind of stereotyped phrases to express confirmation and attitudes: 

French “n ’est-ce pas”, German “nicht wahr”, Italian “’non e ’ vero”, Dutch “nicht wahr”, 

Spanish “no es verdad”. These stereotyped phrases make it difficult for speakers of other 

languages to master and adequately use the highly complex tag questions in English. The 

polarity of tag questions, negation and number, gender and tense agreement, as well as 

falling and rising intonation to express attitude make them highly complicated for ESL 

students to learn and use appropriately.

Beardsmore (1970) found that, taking into consideration that the main

function of tag questions is asking for confirmation, students tended to use less complex

structures to ask for confirmation, such as Yes/No questions. However, the problem of

expressing the speaker’s attitude cannot be conveyed through using such questions,
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therefore, students used other expressions in addition to the Yes/No questions, such as 

“think” and “suppose”. Thus, students adopted these two strategies instead of tag 

questions to ask for confirmation. Although these two strategies may seem more 

complicated than one single tag question which can convey confirmation and attitude 

simultaneously, ESL students found them easier to use than tag questions.

Cheng, K. (1995) attempted to discover the forms of tag questions and 

the functions they save when used by Malaysian speakers. Cheng’s study draws on a 

conclusion by Platt and Weber (1980) who claim that tag question used by Malaysians 

were confined to two forms “is it?” and “isn’t it?”:

a. “You check out now, is it?”

b. “You want Carlsberg, isn’t  it?”

The participants in her study were divided into five groups ranging from 

advanced proficient to non-proficient speakers of English. All o f the participants were 

adult native speakers of Malay and Cantonese, between 19 to 21 years of age, who were 

enrolled in local institutions of higher education and had received 10 years of instruction 

ofEFL.

According to Cheng, K. (1995), in Malay a tag question consists of a 

declarative sentence and a tag “bukan ” “not” in a sentence final position. The declarative 

sentence may be in the positive or negative, however, there is no reversal of polarity in 

the tag structure. In Cantonese a tag question is formed from a declarative sentence and a 

tag “ah” (particle) in sentence final position, and as with tag questions in Malay, there is 

no reversal of polarity.
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Cheng, K. (1995) used two tasks, one written and the other one oral. The 

oral task focused on communicating an idea or opinion rather than the forms of the 

language. Participants in the five groups were divided into two pairs, A and B. Student A 

gave instructions to student B to draw a map, and student B asked for confirmation about 

the map.

In the written task participants were asked to make tag questions in their 

mother language and then to translate these tags into English. This was a linguistic 

manipulation task that focused on the rules necessary to carry out a given task and did not 

fulfill any communicative function.

After analysing the data, Cheng, K. (1995) concluded that the level of 

proficiency played an important role in determining the ability to produce and understand 

the structure of tag questions. She also argued that native language interference was 

evident in the area of auxiliary usage and polarity reversal. Cheng, K. (1995) argued that 

the participants’ inability to reverse the polarity of the tag questions could be the result of 

the absence of the rule of polarity reversal in the formation o f tag questions in the 

participants’ native languages. Moreover, the participants had problems coping with the 

rule of auxiliary, especially DO support and there was a tendency to simplify the tag 

question structure to two forms “He likes swimming, isn’t he?” and “He likes swimming, 

is h e r

In another corpus-based study, Cheng, W. and Warren (2001) compared 

the syntactic form and pragmatic use of tag questions used by non-native speakers (NNS) 

who were Hong Kong Chinese and native speakers of English (NS).
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The data for that study were obtained from die Hong Kong Corpus of 

Conversational English (HKCCE), which consisted of naturally-occurring conversations 

between non-native speakers and native speakers who knew each other as friends or 

acquaintances. The conversations took place in a range of locations, both public and 

private, such as homes, restaurants and cafes. In this study, both tag questions and ‘word 

tags’ were examined in order to account for die similarities and differences in tag usage 

between the two groups of speakers in the data.

Cheng and Warren tried to explain where, when, and why tags were used 

by the two groups of speakers in their conversations. The usual tag in Cantonese, 

according to Cheng and Warren (2001), is “huih-mhaih ”, meaning “isn’t that so?” This 

kind of question tends to presume an affirmative answer. Similar to the English tags, the 

Cantonese tags are often contracted. As a result, “haih-mhaih ” can become “haik-maih ” 

or “haih-mai”.

Cheng and Warren (2001) found that NNS use English tag questions

much less frequently compared to native speakers of English, in a ratio of 1:4, although

NNS use of tag words was twice that of the NS. They also found that the syntactic

realization of English tag questions by NNS tended to be the use o f invariant forms of tag

questions, namely “isn't it” and “is it”, possibly influenced by the invariant tag form in

Cantonese. In terms of polarity, NNS use the negative -affirmative tag question

combination less frequently than NS. For both groups of speakers, the most common

syntactic form for tag questions was affirmative-negative, followed by affirmative-

affirmative, with the negative-affirmative having the lowest number of instances.

However, there were no examples of the use of the negative-negative combination,
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neither by NS or NNS, in any of the conversations. While NNS used tag questions less 

frequently than NS, they used word tags more frequently. Interestingly, for both NNS and 

NS die only word tag used was “right”.

Finally, the two groups of speakers used tags differently to express 

pragmatic meaning. The NNS displayed a preference for using invariant tag forms and 

used tags mostly to seek confirmation from the addressee. The tags used by native 

speakers of English were more evenly spread across a number of pragmatic functions 

such as asking for information, seeking confirmation and emphasizing what was being 

said.

Al-Ani (2000) argues that non-native speakers have problems in learning 

and formulating tag questions. In his empirical quantitative study Al-Ani (2000) tried to 

identify and describe the most frequent syntactical errors made by 150 EFL Iraqi students 

at the University of Baghdad when forming tag questions and whether die sex of the 

students influenced the frequency of those errors.

At the end of his study, Al-Ani (2000) ranked die most frequent syntactic 

errors according to their occurrence as the following: irregular form, tense agreement, 

replacement of subject, replacement of auxiliary, ami negative affirmative agreement, 

with die first one as die most frequent and the last as die least frequent. He also 

concluded that “there were no significant differences between males and females in 

m aking errors in four types. These are “irregular forms, tense agreement, replacement of 

subject and negative affirmative agreement” (p. 33). The only significant difference 

between males and females was in the replacement of auxiliary.
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Al-Ani (2000) claims that there might more than one reason behind these 

syntactic problems but these reasons are mainly due to curricula consideration such as the 

material and the method of instruction. The main reason behind these errors, though, is 

due “to the way in which tag-questions are presented in the educational settings” (Al-Ani, 

2000, p. 40).

Al-Ani (2000) dealt with die tag question problems from only a syntactic 

point of view, only the formation of tag questions. However, to be able to understand 

these problems more than syntax is needed. Mastering and using tag questions requires a 

high level of proficiency in the English language (Holmes, 1982) and high level of 

proficiency doesn’t only mean proficiency in die syntax of the target language.

The languages in die various studies investigated share a similarity with 

the Arabic language in that they all have one fixed form of invariant tag questions. 

According to these studies native language interference affects the ability of its speaker to 

produce correct canonical tag questions, in addition to the syntactic and pragmatic 

requirements of canonical tag questions. In the case of adult Arabic ESL learners, I 

expect that die influence of the Arabic language to exist because Arabic has one fixed 

form of invariant tag question, but still the main reason for the difficulties they face is 

due to the syntactic and pragmatic requirements of the canonical tag questions.

3.2. Tag Questions and Native Children

Dennis et al. (1982) argues that correctly forming a tag question is a

language skill that requires manipulation of grammatical constituents within a sentence,

therefore, is acquired later in die process of language acquisition. The production of tag
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question requires coordination of various surface structure syntactic features. “Tag 

question production involves not only that certain surface structure syntactic features of 

the sentence be known, but also that they be coordinated simultaneously into a coherent 

production” (Dennis et al., 1982, p. 1254).

Dennis et al. (1982) conducted a study on fifty normal children to test 

their ability to produce canonical tag questions. The fifty children were of five different 

age groups, six, eight, ten, twelve and fourteen years, with ten children in each group. 

Dennis et al. (1982) found that the overall tag production improved from 6-8 years but 

not thereafter. The various canonical tag question rules involving pronoun, verb, polarity 

and subject-auxiliary inversion, were acquired at different ages. The inversion rule was 

well established in half the youngest group, while pronoun and verb manipulation 

improved over the age groups tested. The polarity rule, though, was mastered by only 

half the oldest children. Dennis et al. (1982) concludes that linguistic skills involving 

simultaneous manipulation of various surface-structure syntactic features are acquired 

late in the process of language development.

In another study Weeks (1991) examined the ability of British and

American preschoolers to repeat either positive or negative polarity tag questions. The

participants of Weeks’ study were 9 children, five included in the normal language group

and four included in the lower language group. An elicited imitation task was used to

determine if the patterns of repetition by children with lower-level language skills

differed from the patterns of repetition by children with normal language skills. Weeks

(1991) differentiated between two types of tag questions: grammatically simple tag

question, which Holmes (1982) refers to as invariant tag question, and grammatically
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complex tags or canonical tags. Children acquire and use invariant tag question at an 

early stage in die process of language acquisition. For canonical tag questions, however, 

Weeks (1991) concluded her study with some interesting findings about die acquisition of 

these types of questions by pre-schoolers:

1. It was found that both British and American children made polarity-matching 

errors.

2. Errors in the production of grammatically complex tags or canonical tags are 

expected because they involve the coordination of a number of grammatically 

complex rules: DO-insertion, negation, subject-auxiliary inversion and 

pronominalization.

The study showed that preschool children with slow-to-normal language 

development produced numerous errors in an elicited imitation task with tag questions. 

Polarity matching errors occurred in almost 33% of the children’s repetitions.

Richards (1988), cited in Weeks (1991), argues that “mastering the 

syntax of tags, developing the processing capacity required for their production, and 

having an adequate supply of exemplars, while being necessary conditions, are not 

sufficient to allow acquisition. Tags form a complex system in which the interaction 

between intonation and polarity patterns corresponds with discourse role and subtle 

variations in attitudes towards propositions” (p.l 1).

The findings of Dennis ef al. (1982) and Weeks (1991) support Holmes 

(1982) assumption that using tag questions adequately requires considerable 

conversational skills. It is expected that the acquisition of tag questions will happen in a

later stage in the process of second language learning, as well.
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Chapter Four: Method of Study

4.1. Design of Ac Study

This study adopted die quantitative method approach in collecting and 

analysing data. According to Domyei (2004), quantitative research “involves data 

collection procedures that result primarily in numerical data which is then analysed 

primarily by statistical methods” (p. 24). The benefits of using this approach in applied 

linguistics are many. Quantitative method approach is “systematic, rigorous, focused and 

tightly controlled, involving precise measurement and producing reliable and replicable 

data that is generalizabte to other contexts” (Domyei, 2004, p. 34)

Data collection included answering two written tests that measured 

controlled variables. The first one was a Cloze Test with twenty-five blank spaces and the 

missing words were given to the participants. The second one was a Tag Question 

Written Test with twenty five sentences and participants were asked to make tag 

questions on these sentences. Then, participants were asked to produce twenty tag 

questions orally that measured controlled variables. Those twenty questions were 

designed in a way to measure the same syntactic properties that Tag Question Written 

Test measures. After that, participants were invited to read aloud two sets of pragmatic 

tests that included tag questions in order to measure the participants* abilities to produce 

tag questions with correct intonations. The intonations in these two tests were distributed 

evenly, 50% rising intonation and 50% Ailing intonation. In the last activity, Arabic

speaking participants were engaged in an oral conversation in order to measure their oral 

proficiency. Some questions to direct the conversation had been forehanded to the
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participants, and rubrics to measure their performance in this activity had been 

developed.

Raw data collected quantitatively wore converted into numerical data and 

then analysed primarily by statistical methods. The statistical analytical method “offers 

some in-built quality checks and indices (such as statistical significance) that help readers 

decide on the validity of the quantitative findings” (Domyei, 2004, p 34).

4.2. Participants

Two groups of participants w oe recruited: Arabic-speaking participants 

(AS) as an experimental group; and Native speaking participants (NS) as a control group.

4.2.1. Arabic Speakers (AS)

The Arabic speakers were recruited from the Ottawa Community Immigrant

Services (OCISO) School and the Arabic community in Ottawa, Canada. The Arabic-

speakers group consisted of thirty-two adult Arabic-speakers, fifteen females and

seventeen males between the ages of 20 and 50 years old (see appendix 1). The

participants were from eight Arabic countries: Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco,

Palestine, Saudi Arabia and Syria. Consequently, they spoke eight different dialects of

Arabic. They had learned English as a foreign and second language before and after

coming to Canada for periods that lasted between one to fifteen years. The participants

were of different educational backgrounds. Six of the participants held high school

diplomas, four held college diplomas, one participant was an undergraduate student in a

Canadian university, five participants held BA degrees, and eighteen were, at the time of
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study, current MA and Ph.D. candidates at Canadian universities. The participants had 

been living in Canada for periods of one to six years. After coming to Canada, some of 

the participants had been involved in the Language Instruction for New Comers (LINC) 

program. Their level of proficiency in the English language ranged between beginners to 

advanced based on two proficiency tests designed for this study. The level of proficiency 

of some of the AS participants, especially those involved in the LINC program, had been 

determined according to a placement test they had gone through before being placed in 

die relevant level, and some other AS participants had taken one of the standard English 

proficiency tests such as BELTS.

4.2.2. Native English Speakers (NS)

The native speakers were colleagues recruited from Carleton University. 

The native speakers group consisted of ten participants, seven females and three males, 

who spoke Canadian English. The age of NS participants ranged between 20 and 60 years 

old. The educational background of the NS varied between BA degrees to PhD 

candidates: one BA holder, two MA students, six MA holders, and one PhD candidate 

(see appendix 2).

4 3 . Study Tests

43 .1 . Proficiency Tests

Two tests were developed to measure the proficiency level of the AS 

participants in English. The first one was a Cloze Test and the second one was an Oral 

Proficiency Test
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43.1.1. Cloze Test

In the Cloze Test the AS participants read a story with twenty five blank 

spaces (see appendix 3). The missing words were provided in a list in alphabetical order, 

and the participants had to fill in the blanks using each word only once. The Cloze Test 

was graded out of twenty five, one point fin’ each blank, and then raw scores were 

converted to a score out of hundred. The same test was also given to the native speaking 

participants.

4 3 .1 3 . Oral Proficiency Test

The Oral Proficiency Test was an oral interview in which AS participants 

talked about their experience learning English. The oral interview was designed in a way 

that pairs of participants get engaged in a conversation to talk about their experience 

learning English before and after Canada, their goals behind learning English,...etc. Oral 

proficiency rubrics were developed following the guidelines suggested by Brown (2004) 

and based on the Foreign Service Institute Oral Interview rubrics mentioned in W.Oller 

(1979) (see appendix 4). Some questions were provided to AS participants beforehand in 

order for them to prepare for their oral interview. The oral proficiency interview was 

recorded, and based on the rubrics graded out of twenty. Their raw scores were then 

converted to scores out of one hundred.

4 3 3 . Experimental Tests

Four tests were developed to test participants’ knowledge of tag

questions: Tag Question Written Test, Tag Question Oral Test, Pragmatics Test 1, and
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Pragmatics Test 2. These tests fell under two categories: linguistic manipulation tasks and 

natural communication tasks.

432.1. Tag Question W ritten Test

The first category consisted of a Tag Question Written Test The test had 

twenty-five sentences, twenty regular sentences that tested polarity, auxiliary, tense, 

agreemen t pronominalization, and contraction e.g., “Sally is eating outside, isn't die?”, 

and five irregular sentences that included four imperatives, e.g., “Don’t come to class late 

again, would you?” and one suggestion, “Let’s have a party, shall we?” (see appendix 5). Six 

of the sentences in the regular category had direct auxiliary verbs. The auxiliary verbs were 

“have, had, is, was, were”, e.g, “My friends have never come to class on time”, “Mary was 

watching TV at noon”, “The birds were singing in the park”. Four of the sentences had the 

modal verbs will and should, e.g, “Your sister will be here soon”, “The little boy should try 

again”. Three of the sentences consisted of the copula verb “be”, e.g , “Mike is your 

friend”. The remaining seven sentences in the regular category required the insertion of 

Do-support in order to form tag questions, e.g., “The toy costs a lot of money”, “They 

didn’t eat pizza”. It should be noted that ten of the regular sentences were affirmative and 

the other ten were negative.

The participants were asked to make a correct tag question on each one 

of these sentences. The purpose behind this test was to measure the participants’ abilities 

to produce syntactically correct tag questions in writing where they were given the time 

to manipulate the tag question rules and implement them. This test was conducted on 

both the AS and the NS participants. The AS participants did the test after the researcher
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introduced and explained tag questions to them, their forms and their meanings with 

examples.

43.2.2. Tag Question Oral Test

The Tag Question Oral Test consisted of an oral activity in which 

participants were encouraged to use tag questions. Eliciting tag questions from 

participants naturally was not an easy task because, based on my observation and 

previous studies, non-native speakers tend to use canonical tag questions fro: less 

frequently than native speakers (Cheng, 1995; Beardsmore, 1979). This activity was 

designed to test the participants' abilities to produce syntactically correct oral tag 

questions. Participants were not given the time to manipulate the tag question rules, as in 

the written task (see Appendix 6), however, the participants did this test after the 

researcher had explained the syntactic rules of tag questions to them and after they had 

applied these rules in a linguistic manipulation test, the Tag Question Written Test

In the first part of this test, each participant worked with a partner to ask 

twenty Yes/No questions, such as “Is the beaver a symbol of Canada?”. Then, in the 

second part of this test, after asking the twenty Yes/No questions, and based on the 

answers provided by their partners, participants made tag questions to check information 

or seek confirmation, e.g., “The beaver is a symbol of Canada, isn’t it?” or “The beaver 

isn 't a symbol of Canada, is it?”. The Tag Question Oral Test was designed to test the 

same syntactic properties that the Tag Question Written Test tested.

The first version of the Tag Question Oral Test consisted of twenty-five wh-

questions and participants were not supposed to write down the answers of their partners.
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Also, there was a time frame, about twenty minutes, between asking the wh-questions 

and using tag questions to check information. That first version was designed to test both 

the syntactic and pragmatic properties of tag questions. However, after piloting that 

activity with both Arabic speakers and native speakers, it turned out to be too difficult for 

the participants to remember the answers provided by their partners at the beginning of 

the activity and the activity didn’t test what it was designed to  test, that is, die two 

pragmatic functions of tag questions, asking for information and seeking confirmation, in 

addition to the syntactic properties.

As a result, the wh-questions in that activity were changed to Yes/No 

questions and the number of items was reduced to twenty. Also, the participants were 

allowed to write down the answers to their partners’ questions and there was no time 

frame between asking die Yes/No questions and producing die tag questions. The new 

version of this activity was designed to test the participants’ oral abilities to produce 

syntactically correct tag questions without any focus on the pragmatic functions.

It should be noted here that the verb tenses, auxiliaries and the polarity of 

the twenty regular sentences in the two tests, the written and die oral, matched. However, 

the Tag Question Written Test had five more items to test the participants’ abilities to 

produce tag questions in writing for imperative sentences such as “Open the door, please” 

and suggestions such as “Let’s have a party”. The Tag Question Oral Test, on the other 

Hand, didn’t have such sentences due to the difficulty of creating artificial situations in 

which participants were urged to produce imperatives or suggestions and make tag 

questions on them. The major focus of these two tests was testing die abilities of die

participants to produce syntactically correct tag questions.
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43.2.3. Pragmatic Test 1

The intonation of the tag questions “rising or falling” has a major role in 

determining their pragmatic meanings. Therefore, in order to be able to test the 

participants* abilities to use die two pragmatic functions of tag questions correctly, two 

activities were designed.

Pragmatic Test 1 consisted o f twenty situations, e.g., “Peter has trouble 

reading signs when he's driving”, and each situation was followed by a comment that 

ended with a tag questions in order to check information or seek confirmation, e.g., “He 

doesn’t need new glasses, does he”. The end of tag question punctuation in this activity 

was left out in order not to influence die participant’s choice of intonation. Moreover, the 

activity had two versions of the comments where the intonation of the tag question goes 

up in the first one “He doesn’t need new glasses, dods he”, and in the second one the 

intonation of the tag question goes down “He needs new glasses, doesn’t  he”. Sixteen of 

the AS and five of the NS participants did the first version o f this test and the other 

sixteen AS and the other five NS participants did the second version of this test. The 

participants read this activity loud in order to test their abilities to use the correct 

intonation and, consequently, their abilities to use the pragmatic functions of tag 

questions correctly. The two versions of this activity had been piloted with native 

speakers and consequently amended before the final drafts had been approved (see 

appendix 7).
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43.2.4. Pragmatic Test 2

Pragmatic Test 2 consisted of a conversation between a teacher and a 

student who is always late for classes and forgets his assignments and quizzes. The 

student is unsure of his information and uses tag questions to ask for information, 

therefore, the intonation of his tag questions is supposed to go up all the time, e.g., “Pm 

not late for class today, am F . The teacher, mi dm other hand, is sure of her information 

and uses tag questions to seek confirmation from die student, therefore, the intonation of 

her tag questions is supposed to go down, e.g., “Yes, you are. In feet you’re 15 minutes 

late. You missed your bus again, didn’t you”. Participants were asked to read die 

conversation loud with the correct intonation. Again, this activity had been piloted with 

native speakers of English and amended before die final draft had been approved (see 

appendix 8).

4.4. Procedure

Consent forms were signed by participants after the purpose of the study 

and method of data collection had been explained and the participants were fully aware of 

the purpose of the study. After signing die consent forms, participants provided some 

demographic information about their sex, age, level of education, years in Canada, 

English learning before and after Canada, other languages they spoke, daily time they 

spent practicing English, Arabic dialect they spoke, and their level in the English 

language.

Then participants completed dm Cloze Test which took about 15-20

minutes. After completing the Cloze Test, tag questions were explained to the
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participants and then the participants did the Tag Question Written Test Next 

participants worked in pairs to do the first part of the Tag Question Oral Test and then 

they did the second part of the same test where they produced tag questions orally. The 

second part of the Tag Question Oral Test was audio-recorded and then transcribed (see 

appendix 17 for AS and appendix 18 for NS).

The next activity was Pragmatic Test 1. Participants read the sixteen 

situations and the comments on them aloud and the activity was audio-recorded. After 

that the participants read aloud the teacher-students conversation in Pragmatic Test 2 and, 

again, this activity was recorded. The last activity for the Arabic -speaking participants 

was the Oral Proficiency Test where pairs of participants engaged in a conversation about 

their experience learning English language. This conversation was also audio-recoded.

The same procedure of data collection was followed with all the 

participants, both AS and NS participants. It should be noted here that in some cases 

during the process of data collection there were only individual participants and, as 

mentioned earlier, some activities require pairs of participants; therefore, the researcher 

took the role of the missing partner.

The first four Arabic-speaking participants were recruited from the 

community. They had different levels of education and different levels of English 

language. The second group of Arabic-speaking participants was recruited from the 

OCISO School in Ottawa. There were eight participants who were of different levels in 

the English language. In order to be able to finish with the eight participants within the 

time frame given to meet with them and in order to cause the least disturbance and the
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least distraction from their classes, help was sought from a friend who is a graduate 

student at the school of linguistics in die process of data collection.

Although the participants from the OCISO School were placed in their 

English classes based on a placement test prior to joining their relevant classes, for the 

sake of consistency of this study, die same Cloze Test and the same Oral Proficiency Test 

were given to them at the time of data collection. The other participants were recruited 

from the community and the same procedure of data collection was followed with all the 

participants.

The other AS participants were recruited from die community. The 

researcher met with die participants in their houses or in the researcher’s house. The 

whole process of data collection from the two groups of participants took about two 

months.
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Chapter Five: Results

5.1. Proficiency Teste

5.1.1. Cloze Test

The Cloze Test was corrected out of twenty-five, one point was given to 

each correct answer, and then the overall score for each participant in the two groups was 

converted to a score out of one hundred (see Table 1). The mean score of die AS 

participants on the Cloze Test was 81.1%. The mean score of the NS participants; on the 

other hand, on die same test was 100%. The highest score for AS was 100% and the 

lowest score was 16%. Appendix 9 shows the raw scores and the scores out of one 

hundred on the Cloze Test and the Oral Proficiency Test for all AS participants and the 

same scores for NS participants on the Cloze Test.

Table 1: Mean scores o f AS and NS participants on die Close Test
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A Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the scenes of die two 

groups of participants on the Cloze Test. This test was used because all NS participants 

scored 100% on the Cloze Test; therefore, their results did not follow the normal 

distribution. The result of Mann-Whitney U test showed that the performance AS
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participants was significantly different from the performance of NS participants, U= 235, 

Z = -2.2, p  < .05.

Although fiie result of the Mann-Whitney U test showed a statistically 

significant difference which was expected since AS were being compared to a highly 

educated NS, yet seventeen of the AS participants behaved exactly the same as NS 

because they scored 100% on the Cloze Test. Seven of the AS participants scored 

between 80%-99% and the overall mean score of the AS participants on this test was

81.1. These scores of the AS participants indicate that the majority of them were of 

advanced level in the English language.

5.1.2. Oral Proficiency Test

The Oral Proficiency Test was listened to by the researcher twice for each 

participant. Then, the test was graded based on the rubrics created for this activity. The 

rubrics consisted of five categories: accuracy, vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, and 

clarity. Each category had a scale that ranged from four to one, with four as the highest 

and one as the lowest Based on the rubrics scale, each AS participant was given a score 

out of twenty and then the overall score was converted to a score out of one hundred.

For example, AS participant 19 scored 4 under the grammar category 

because gram m ar was used to communicate effectively and there were no more than two 

errors. Under the vocabulary category the same participant scored 3 because Vocabulary 

was adequate and there were a few minor difficulties arose from not using the right 

vocabulary. Under the fluency category the score of same participant was 4 because 

speech was effortless and smooth and the participant acted as a facilitator, helping the



conversation flow and develop by asking and answering the right questions. Under the 

comprehension category, the participant scored 4 because the participant understood 

everything and responded to questions with right answers, acknowledged all statements 

and incorporated them into the conversation. Under the clarity category the same 

participant scored 4 because the participant’s pronunciation was clear and expressions 

were used to enhance communication and there were no unnecessary repetitions. The 

overall score of AS participant 19 was 19/20.

AS participant 24 scored 3 under the accuracy category because there 

were few minor errors and no difficulties in communication arose from not using the 

gram m ar correctly. Under the vocabulary category the participant scored 3 because 

vocabulary was adequate and only a few minor difficulties arose from not using the right 

vocabulary. The participant scored 2 under the fluency category because speech was 

frequently hesitant and some effort was required to maintain the conversation. Some 

questions and answers were irrelevant Under the comprehension category, the participant 

scored 3 because the participant understood quite well and responded to most questions 

appropriately, acknowledged most statements, and incorporated many of them into the 

conversation. Under the clarity category the participant scored 3 because no 

communication problems arose but better expressions and pronunciation could have 

made communication more efficient and there were some unnecessary repetitions. The 

overall score of that participant was 14/20.

AS participants 5 scored 1 under the accuracy category because grammar

was almost entirely inaccurate and constant errors prevented communication. Under the

vocabulary category the participant scored 1 because the participant’s vocabulary was
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very limited and inadequate and communication was prevented due to lack of vocabulary. 

Under the fluency category, the participant also scored 1 because speech was very slow 

with many long pauses and sometimes so halting and Ac participant didn’t ask questions 

correctly or answer questions appropriately. Under the comprehension category the 

participant scored 2 because the participant understood very little, failed to answer many 

questions appropriately and foiled to acknowledge some statements. Under the clarity 

category, the participant scored 2 because there were some communication problems 

arose due to unclear pronunciation and lack of expressions and there were also frequent 

unnecessary repetitions. The overall score of AS participant 5 was 7/20.

The mean score of the AS participants on the Oral Proficiency Test was 

75%. The highest grade was 95% and the lowest was 25% (see appendix 9). The NS 

participants did not take the Oral Proficiency Test as they were highly educated native 

speakers of the language; therefore, their language abilities are presumably of a high 

level. Table2 below compares the results of the AS participants on the two proficiency 

tests, Cloze and Oral.

Table 2: Mean scores o f AS participants on the Cloze Test and the Oral Proficiency Test
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*  1 20.2 8 i.i
t i •  g

18.8 75

A paired-samples f-test was carried out to compare the mean scores of AS

participants on the proficiency tests. The results of the test showed that die semes of the
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AS participants on the Cloze Test (M = 81.09, SD = 30.63) and the Oral Proficiency Test 

(M= 75.00, SD = 17.78) did not differ significantly: t (31) = 1.9, p  — .056. The result of 

die paired samples /-test indicates a consistency in the two tests and that the majority of 

AS participants were of advanced level in the English language, as shown by their similar 

performance to the NS participants on die Cloze Test

5.2. Experimental Tests

The experimental tests, Tag Question Written, Tag Question Oral, 

Pragmatic Test 1 and Pragmatic Test 2, were corrected and converted to out of one 

hundred for all participants, both AS and NS. Appendix 10 summarizes the results and 

die means of the NS and AS on all experimental tests used to obtain data from die two 

groups of participants.

5.2.1. Tag Question W ritten Test

The Tag Question Written test was corrected out of twenty-five. There 

were twenty-five items in the Tag Question Written test, so one point was given for each 

correct answer and then the overall raw score for each participant was converted to one 

hundred. The same procedure was followed for both groups of participants, AS and NS. 

Table3 shows the mean scores of the two groups of participants mi the Tag Question 

Written test
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Table 3: Mean scores of AS and NS participants on the Tag Question Written Test.

' I - ’'1 " a
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The mean score of the AS participants on the Tag Question Written Test 

was close to 85%. It was expected that they would perform well since tag questions were 

explained to the participants before they did the test and they had the time to manipulate 

and apply the syntactic rules of tag questions during the test The mean score of die NS 

participants on the same test was 97.6%.

Again, because the results of NS participants on the Tag Question 

Written Test did not follow the normal distribution, a Mann-Whitney U test was used to 

compare the mean scores of the two groups of participants. The result of the Mann- 

Whitney U test showed that the performance of die AS participants on the Tag Question 

Written Test was significandy different from the performance of AS participants, U -  

53.0, Z= -3.2,p  < .05.

Although the result of the Mann-Whitney U test indicates statistical 

difference between die performance of die AS and NS participants, the overall 

performance of die AS participants was still high because their mean score on die Tag 

Question Written Test was 84.68%. This was expected because, as mentioned above, tag
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questions were explained to them before doing die task and they had enough time to

manipulate and apply the syntactic rules o f tag questions.

After that, an error analysis was conducted on the twenty regular

sentences for the two groups of participants based on six categories:

1. Polarity: did the participants use the correct polarity for each of the sentences? e.g., 

“Mike is your friend, isn't he?” as a correct polarity and “Mike isn 't your friend, isn't 

he?” as incorrect polarity.

2. Auxiliary: Did the participants use the correct auxiliary when forming a tag 

question? e.g., “Jane's brother drove a nice car, didn’t he?”

3. Verb Tense: Did the participants use a correct auxiliary tense in the tag question that 

matches the tense of the host sentence? e.g., “Mary ate cereal for breakfast, didn’t 

she?

4. Subject-Verb Agreement: Did the participants use an auxiliary that agrees with the 

subject pronoun? e.g., “She never goes to school by bus, does she?”

5. Pronominalization: Did the participants use the correct subject pronoun in the tag 

question? e.g., “The birds were singing in the park, weren’t they?”

6. Contraction: Did the participants use the correct contracted form of tag question? 

e.g., “isn’t it?”. This category was added during the process o f error analysis because 

some of the AS participants did not use the right contraction, e.g., “is not it?”. 

Although this kind of error was not expected and it was not common among the 

participants, some AS participants made some mistakes in contraction especially in 

the Tag Question Oral test
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The other five irregular sentences were exempted from this analysis 

because there was disagreement among the NS participants on the correct syntactic rule 

to tag these irregular sentences. Some NS participants did not even tag some of those five 

irregular sentences because they argued that tagging imperative sentences would give the 

listener a chance to disagree with the speaker and that is something that the imperative 

sentences do not serve.

The total number of errors committed by the NS on the Tag Question 

Written Test was eight The AS participants, on the other hand, made one hundred and 

eighty-two errors in the same test When dividing the total number of errors committed 

by the AS participants (182) by the number of participants (32) the mean number of 

errors made by each AS participant on the Tag Question Written Test was 5.7 error per 

AS participant However, the mean number of errors made by each NS participant on the 

same test was 0.8 errors per NS participant Appendix 11 shows the result of error 

analysis for the AS participants on the Tag Question Written Test and Appendix 12 

shows the result of this analysis for NS participants. Table4 below shows a summary of 

the mean number of errors made by AS and NS participants for each type of error.

Table 4: Mean number o f errors made by AS and NS participants on the Tag Question 
Written Test.
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5.2.2. Tag Question Oral Test

The Tag Question Otal Test was transcribed for both AS participants (see 

appendix 17) and NS participants (see appendix 18). The number of items in the Tag 

Question Oral Test was twenty, so each correct answer was given one point and the 

overall raw score was converted to a score out of one hundred. TableS below shows the 

mean scores of the two groups of participants on this test

Table 5: Mean scores o f AS and NS participants on the Tag Question Oral Test.
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The results of NS participants on the Tag Question Oral Test did not 

follow the normal distribution, so a Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the scores 

of the two groups of participants, AS and NS, on the Tag Question Oral Test The result 

of Mann-Whitney U test showed that die two sets of semes differed significantly, l/=  15, 

Z = -4.3,/? < .05. The performance of the AS participants was significantly different from 

the performance of the NS participants and dial was expected because AS participants 

had difficulty in applying the syntactic rules o f tag questions and keep the flow of their 

speech at the same time.

Error analysis of Tag Question Oral Test was conducted in the same

manner as the Tag Question Written Test based on polarity, auxiliary, verb tense, subject-
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verb agreement, pronominalizaiion, and contraction. Appendix 13 shows die result of 

error analysis for AS participants mi the Tag Question Oral Test and appendix 14 shows 

the result of error analysis for NS participants on the same test

The AS participants made 332 errors on the Tag Question Oral Test 

When dividing the total number of errors committed by the AS participants (332) by the 

number of participants (32) die mean number of errors made by each AS participant on 

the Tag Question Oral Test was 10.38. On the other hand, the total number of errors 

made by the NS participants on the Tag Question Oral Test was 10. The mean number of 

errors made by each NS participant on the same test was 1.0 error. Table 6 below shows 

a summary of the mean number of errors made by AS and NS participants for each type 

of error on the Tag Question Oral Test.

Table 6: Mean number o f errors made by AS and NS participants on the Tag Question 
Oral Test.
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Although the Tag Question Oral Test items matched the twenty regular 

items of the Tag Question Written Test and was intended to test the participants7 abilities 

to produce tag questions that were syntactically correct, there was a difference in the AS 

participants7 performance on the two tests (see Table 7 below).
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Table 7: Scores and mean number o f errors made by AS and NS on TQ Written and Oral
Tests

21.17 84.6% 63.75%

97.6% 97.5%

The mean score of the AS participants on the Tag Question Written Test 

was 84.6% but their mean seme on the Tag Question Oral Test was almost 64%. AS 

participants made 332 errors on the Tag Question Oral Test compared to 182 in the 

Written Test The number of errors made by NS participants, on the other hand, on the 

Tag Question Oral test was 10 compared to 8 on the Tag Question Written test The mean 

scores of the NS participants on the Tag Written and Oral Tests were almost the same, 

97.6% and 97.5% respectively.

A paired-samples /-test was carried out to compare the mean scores of AS 

participants on the Tag Question Written and Oral Tests. The results of the test show that 

the scores of the AS participants on the Tag Question Written Test (AS = 84.69, SD -  

19.50) and the Tag Question Oral Test (M = 63.75, SD = 23.14) differed significantly: t 

(31) = 5.61, p  < .05. The result of the paired samples /-test showed that the same group of 

AS participants behaved differently on the Tag Question Written Tests and the Tag 

Question Oral Test although the two tests measured the same syntactic properties.
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S J J . Pragmatic Test 1

As described in Section 4.3.2 above, the Pragmatic Test 1 consisted of 16 

situations with a tag question on each one and participants w oe asked to read out loud 

these situations and the tag questions with the correct intonation. The target intonations 

consisted of 8 rising and 8 falling, depending on whether the tag question was used to 

seek information (rising intonation) or confirmation (falling intonation). The flat 

intonation was a third category added during the process of data analysis because many 

AS participants produced tag questions with this intonation.

The test was listened to by the researcher the first time and the 

intonations used by the participants were marked on their papers. Then, the recordings 

were listened to a second time by a native speaker of English and the researcher to 

confirm the right intonation for each tag question used by each participant, both AS and 

NS. Appendix 15 compares the intonations used by both NS and AS participants in this 

test

When correcting the Pragmatic Test 1, the target intonations provided by 

the native speaker judges when designing the study tests were taken as the baseline. 

Table 8 shows the mean number of ris in g, felling and flat intonations provided by AS and 

NS participants.
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Table 8: Mean number o f intonations provided by NS and AS on Pragmatic 1 Test.

8 11.41 8.4

8 0.03 7.6

0 4.46 0

s p i l r ,  \ 16 15.89* 16
'   , _______________

*One AS participant (AS 4) missed two situations

Rising intonation was toe dominant one and flat intonation was toe

second dominant intonation used by AS participants in Pragmatic Testl. Hie falling 

intonation, however, was almost absent for this group of participants. NS participants, on 

the other hand, produced a variety of rising and falling intonations on toe Pragmatic Test 

1 but none of them used a flat intonation.

While Table 8 shows the mean number of intonations produced by AS 

and NS participants, it does not compare toe intonations responses with the actual target 

rising and failing items on the test Therefore, another analysis was conducted to analyse 

die distribution of intonations responses with respect to the target rising and falling 

intonations (see tables 9 and 10).

In Table 9, toe first row shows die mean number o f rising, falling and flat 

intonations provided by AS participants on the 8 rising intonation Hems on Pragmatic 

Test 1. It also shows die mean number of correctly matching items, and then that score 

out of one hundred. The second row shows the same information for die 8 falling 

intonation hems. Table 10 presents the same results for NS participants.
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Table 9: Mean number o f AS Participants ’ intonations on Pragmatic Test 1 fo r rising and 
falling intonations.

0.03/8

•Mean number of correct intonations provided by AS participants that matched the target ones.

Table 10: Mean number o f NS Participants ’ intimations on Pragmatic Test 1 for rising 
and falling intonations.
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•Mean number cfcorrect intonations provided by NS participants that matched the target ones.

The Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the mean number of 

correct intonations of the two groups of participants, AS and NS, on the Pragmatic 1 Test. 

The result of Mann-Whitney test showed that the two sets of scores differed significantly, 

U = .000, Z  = -4.79, p  < .05. The performance of the AS participants was significantly 

lower than the performance of the NS participants on Pragmatic Test 1.

5.2.4. Pragmatic Test 2

The second pragmatic test was a conversation between a student and a

teacher. It consisted of fourteen tag questions, seven produced by the student to ask for
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information and seven used by teacher to seek information (see Appendix 8). The 

student’s tag questions were supposed to end with high intonations and die teacher’ tag 

questions were supposed to end with rising intonations. Therefore, die target intonations 

were seven rising and seven falling.

Again, the second pragmatic test was listened to by die researcher the 

first time and the intonations used by the participants were marked on their papers. Then, 

the recordings were listened to a second time by a native speaker of English and die 

researcher to confirm die right intonation for each tag question used by each participant, 

both AS and NS. Appendix 16 compares die intonations used by die two groups of 

participants on this test

When correcting the Pragmatic Test 2, the target intonations provided by 

the native speaker judges when designing the study tests were taken as the baseline. 

Table 11 shows the mean number of rising, falling and flat intonation provided by each 

group of participant on Pragmatic Test 2.

Table 11: Mean number o f intonations provided by NS and AS on Pragmatic Test 2.

. . .
. ■ ttM M n rftn  .

7 9.6 8.2

7 0.68 5.8
0 3.72 0
14 14 14

Similar to Pragmatic Test 1, for the AS participants the rising intonation

was the dominant one on the Pragmatic Test 2 and the flat intonation was the second
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dominant intonation. The falling intonation was die least used intonation by AS 

participants. NS participants, on the other hand, used a variety of rising and foiling 

intonations on this pragmatic test but none used a flat intonation.

As with Pragmatic Test 1, another analysis was conducted to analyse die 

intonation responses provided by the AS and NS participants compared to the target 

rising and foiling intonations. Table 12 shows the results of this analysis for AS 

participants and Table 13 shows the same results for NS participants.

Table 12: Mean Number o f AS Participants9 intonations on Pragmatic Test 2 that 
matched the target intonations.
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M S 431 535/14 39.7

•mean No. of correct intonations provided by AS participants that matched the target ones.

Table 13: Mean number o f NS Participants ’ intonations on Pragmatic Test 2 compared 
to the target intonations.

0.40/7

•Mean No. of correct intonations provided by NS participants that matched the target ones.
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Hie Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the mean number of 

correct intonations of the two groups of participants, AS and NS, on die Pragmatic Test 2. 

The result of Mann-Whitney U test show that the two sets of scores differed significantly, 

U -  17.00, Z = -4.27, p  < .05. The performance of the AS participants was significantly 

lower than the performance of the NS participants.

Table 14 below compares the mean scores of AS and NS participants on 

the two pragmatic tests.

Table 14: Mean scores o f AS and NS participants on the two Pragmatic tests.

: ?;? T lggjgjni

36.4 39.7
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A paired-samples Mest was carried out to compare die mean scores of AS 

participants on the two pragmatic tests. The results of the test show that the scores of the 

AS participants on the Pragmatic Test 1 (M= 36.4, SD = 19.96) and the Pragmatic Test 2 

( M - 39.7, SD = 16.63) did not differ significandy: t (31) = 1.19, p  = .240. The result of 

die paired samples Mest indicates that die performance of die AS participants on the two 

tests was similar. This indicates that if an AS participant did not do well on Pragmatic 

Test 1, s/he would not have done well on Pragmatic Test 2.
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5 3 . Proficiency and Performance

The NS participants did not take the Oral Proficiency Test; therefore, the 

Cloze Test will be used as a reference to measure the AS participants’ level of 

proficiency and their abilities to produce tag questions that are syntactically and 

pragmatically correct.

53.1 . Cloze and Experimental Tests

Table 15 below provides a summary of the paired samples Mest results 

for AS participants mean scores on the experimental tests compared to their mean scores 

on the Cloze Test. The results show that the scores o f the AS participants on the Cloze 

Test and the Tag Question Written Test did not differ significantly: t (31) = - .91, p  = .36, 

but their scores differed signi ficantly on the other three test, Tag Question Oral, 

Pragmatic 1, and Pragmatic 2.

Table 15: Cloze Test vs. Experimental Tests
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10.68

7.59
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.000

.000
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5.3.2. Proficiency Level and Performance

Based on their results on the Cloze Test, AS participants were divided 

into three groups: advanced, intermediate and beginners. The first group consisted of 

seventeen participants who scored 100% on the Cloze Test The second group consisted 

of seven participants and their scores on the Cloze Test were between 80% and 99%. The 

third group consisted of the other eight participants who scored less than 70% on the 

Cloze Test In order to find the relationship between the level o f proficiency of the AS 

participants in English and their abilities to produce syntactically and pragmatically 

correct tag questions, a series of one way ANOVAs was conducted. Table 16 below 

summarises and compares the mean scores of die three groups of AS participants on these 

four experimental tests.

Table 16: Summary o f the mean scores o f AS participants on the experimental tests.

■1 * ' ■ 
Hi 3

.. ■ •!. i jjr ; *

*• . r  f* ' . y k . . t r !

m B t S D m m & S i
93.53 4.55 8929 8.38 61.88 27.76 Advanced > Beginners

Intermediate > Beginners

M B B h -
73.82 19.8 62.86 13.8 43.13 24.04 Advanced > Intermediate 

Advanced > Beginners
4029 16.82 40.71 8.73 15.5 22.8 Advanced > Beginners

Intermediate > Beginners
37.88 17.48 45.43 7.3 3288 19.91 No significant difference

5 3 2 1 . Proficiency and Tag Question W ritten Test

The result of the one way ANOVA test revealed that there was a

significant difference on the scores o f Tag Question Written Test amongst the advanced

group (A#=93.53, SD=4.55), intermediate group (M -  89.29, SD -  8.38), and beginners
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(M = 61.88, SD = 27.76), F= 13.30, p  < .05. Tukey post hoc test was conducted to find 

where these differences lie. The result o f this test revealed that the scores o f the advanced 

group were significantly different from the scores of the beginners group, p < .05. 

Moreover, Tukey post hoc test revealed that the scores o f the intermediate group were 

significantly different from the scores o f the beginner group on the Tag Question Written 

Test, p  < .05. The scores of the advanced group and the intermediate group, however, did 

not differ significantly, p  -  .05. The results of the one way ANOVA test indicate that the 

higher the level of proficiency of the AS participants is, the higher their scores on the Tag 

Question Written Test

53.2.2. Proficiency and Tag Question Oral Test

The result of the one way ANOVA test revealed that there was a 

significant difference on the scores of Tag Question Oral Test amongst the advanced 

group (M  -  73.82, SD= 19.80), intermediate group (M  -  62.86, SD -  13.80), and 

beginner group {M — 43.13, SD = 24.04), F  = 6.50, p  < .05. Tukey post hoc test revealed 

that the scores of the advanced group were significantly different from the scores of the 

beginners group, p  < .05, but the scores of the intermediate group and the beginner group 

did not differ significantly. This suggests that only highly advanced AS participants were 

able to orally produce syntactically correct tag questions.

5 3 3 3 . Proficiency and Pragmatic Test 1

The result of the one way ANOVA test revealed that there was a

significant difference on the scores of Pragmatic Test 1 amongst the advanced group (M

59



= 40.29, SD = 16.83), intermediate group (AS = 40.71, SD -  8.73), and beginners (AS -  

15.50, SD -  22.80), F - 6.26, p  < .05. Tukey post hoc test revealed that the semes o f die 

advanced group and the intermediate group did not differ significantly. However, the 

scores of both groups, the advanced and the intermediate, were significantly different 

from the scores of die beginner group in the Pragmatic Test 1, p  < .05. This suggests that 

advanced and intermediate AS participants behaved similarly in the Pragmatic Test 1, yet 

their performance was low (AS—40.29 and AS= 40.71, respectively).

53.2.4. Proficiency and Pragmatic Test 2

The result of the one way ANOVA test revealed that there was no 

significant difference on the scores of Pragmatic Test 2 amongst the advanced group (AS 

= 37.88, SD = 17.84), intermediate group (AS = 45.43, SD = 7.30), and beginners (AS = 

32.88, SD ~ 19.91), F = 1.08, p  = .353. The result of the one way ANOVA test showed 

the three groups of AS participants behaved similarly in die Pragmatic Test 2 which 

indicates that AS participants could not produce pragmatically correct tag questions 

regardless of their level of proficiency in the English language.
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Chapter Six: Discussion

6.1. The Syntactic Properties o f Tag Questions

The two tag question tests, the oral and tine written, were analysed in 

order to discover the syntactic difficulties that AS participants had in the formation of tag 

questions. The analysis was conducted on the six syntactic categories mentioned in the 

research questions: polarity, auxiliary, verb tenses, subject-verb agreement,

pronominalization, and contraction. The contraction category was added during the 

process of data analysis, although it was not expected, because some AS participants had 

a problem with it especially during the Tag Question Oral Test

The total number of wrong tag questions made by AS participants on the 

Tag Question Written Test was 91. Error analysis of these wrong tag questions revealed 

that the most syntactic difficulty that adult AS participants had in the formation of 

canonical tag questions was in polarity with a total number of SI errors, the second 

difficulty was in pronominalization, 39 errors, and then auxiliary with a total number of 

37 errors. The fourth difficulty was in using a tense in the tag question that matches the 

tense of the host sentence, and the least difficulty was in agreement, 22 errors. In addition 

one error in contraction was made by one AS participant in the Tag Question Written 

Test.

However, when it comes to the Tag Question Oral Test, the number and

frequency of the same errors changed drastically, although the two tests designed to test

the same syntactic properties. The total number o f wrong tag questions was 231,

compared to 91 on the written test The most difficulty was, again, in polarity but this

time with a total number of 141 compared to 91 in the written test The second difficulty
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was in auxiliary with a total number of 57 errors. The third difficulty was in 

pronominalization and tense, 53 errors each. Agreement came next with a total number o f 

19 errors. Similar to the written test, the least number of errors was in contraction but this 

time with a total number of 6 emus, compared to one error on die written test As 

expected, die major polarity problem that adult Arabic-speakers had when they used 

English canonical tag questions was in reversal polarity with negative host sentences “It 

isn’t hot, u  it?”. AS participants tended to use negative polarity most of the time even if 

the host sentence was negative. The findings of tins research support our hypothesis in 

regard to the syntactic problems that AS participants were expected to have. Table 17 

below summarises and compares die errors made by AS participants on both Tag 

Question Written and Oral Tests:

Table 17: Summary o f Errors made by AS participants on TQ Written and Oral Tests

T O  T T itn m

t o * ......■;....... .............  -..........
i

22
31
37
39
51

6
19
53
53
57
141

A very interesting and noticeable observation about the frequency of 

errors is the pattern that they take in the Tag Question Written Test and the Tag Question 

Oral Test. The ranking of the errors in the two tests is almost the same, except for 

auxiliary and pronoun in the Oral Test with a small difference. The same errors were
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made in the two tag questions tests in almost the same order of frequency. Contraction 

was the least made errors in the two tests, then agreement second in the rant. Polarity is 

the most committed error in the two tests.

I was wondering if this case can be generalized for all syntactic 

properties of the language or just happened by chance in this study. The tanking of errors 

is almost the same in the written and die oral tests but the frequency is higher in die oral 

test. The syntactic rules of tag questions had been explained to the participants with 

plenty of examples before they did the Tag Question Written Test. After knowing the 

rules and implementing them in a written test, they should have committed fewer errors 

in the oral test, but what happened was completely the opposite. This would he a very 

interesting area for future research in error analysis and for research in knowing about the 

language and knowing the language.

6.2. Pragmatics o f Tag Questions

Data analysis revealed that adult AS participants could not use the

pragmatic functions of English canonical tag questions appropriately. The focus of this

study was two pragmatic functions: asking for information and seeking confirmation.

Yet, data analysis showed that AS participants could use neither o f these functions

appropriately. The scores of AS participants in the pragmatic tests were very low. One

reason behind their inability to perform well in the pragmatic test could be their lack of

awareness of these pragmatic functions o f tag questions and the social context in which

these questions are used in. This finding supports our hypothesis and was expected

because intonation plays a major role in determining the pragmatic functions of canonical
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tag questions; nonetheless, AS participants could not use the coned intonation that 

matched the pragmatic function.

The scores of the NS participants on die two pragmatic tests were higher 

than die scores o f the AS participants, yet their semes on these two tests were lower than 

their scores on the Tag Question Written and Oral Tests. One possible explanation behind 

their lower scores could be because their understanding of the social context of the tag 

questions in the two pragmatic tests was different; as a result, they used the intonation 

that matched the tag question within that social context

6 3 . Intonation o f Tag Questions

Data analysis revealed that the dominant intonation used by AS 

participants when producing tag questions was the rising one and then the flat intonation. 

The least used intonation was the falling one. The rising intonation was the dominant one 

in the two tests and the two tests were designed with 50% rising intonations. I would like 

to claim that AS participants scored these scores on the pragmatic tests, although they 

were low, by default. The hypothesis indicated in the research question assumed that the 

flat intonation would be the dominant one; however, the finding contradicts with our 

hypothesis, the flat intonation is the second dominant one after the rising intonation.

6.4. L2 Proficiency and Tag Questions

Data analysis revealed that there was no significant difference between

the scores of the AS participants on the Cloze Test (M  = 81.1) and the Oral Proficiency

Test (M =75). This indicates that the majority of the AS participants were of an advanced
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level in English. Also, data analysis revealed that there was no significant difference 

between the level of proficiency and the AS participants’ abilities to produce 

syntactically correct tag questions in writing only.

When using tag questions orally, data analysis revealed that there was a 

significant difference between die AS participants’ level of proficiency and their abilities 

to produce syntactically correct tag questions orally. Their scores on the Tag Question 

Oral Test were lower than their scores on the Tag Question Written T est For example, 

the mean score of the advanced AS participant group on the Tag Question Written Test 

was 93.53 compared to 73.82 on the Tag Question Oral Test. The intermediate group 

scored 89.29 on the Tag Question Written Test, but they scored 62.86 on the Tag 

Question Oral Test.

When it comes to the pragmatic functions of tag questions, data analysis 

showed that there was a significant difference between the AS participants’ level of 

proficiency and their abilities to produce pragmatically correct tag questions; even 

participants who were of an advanced level in the English language could not use the 

pragmatic functions of the English canonical tag questions appropriately. This finding 

supports our hypothesis that Arabic-Speakers who learn English as a second language 

can’t use English canonical tag questions appropriately regardless of their level of 

proficiency in the English language.

Except for their scores on the Tag Question Written tests, there was a 

significant difference between AS participants’ scares on the Cloze Test on the one hand 

and their scores on the other experimental tests in the other hand. Although there was no 

significan t difference between AS level of proficiency and their abilities to produce



syntactically correct tag questions in writing, there was a significant difference between 

the AS participants’ level of proficiency and their abilities to produce syntactically and 

pragmatically correct tag questions orally.

There was a significant difference between die AS participants’ scores on 

the Cloze Test and their scores in the Tag Question Oral Test Based on the paired 

samples /-test results, the AS participants’ scores on the Close Test were 9-25 points 

larger than those of the Tag Question Oral Test. Moreover, there was a significant 

difference between die AS participants’ scores on die Tag Question Written Test and 

their scores on the Tag Question Oral Test, in spite of the fact that the two tests measured 

the same syntactic properties. The AS participants’ scores on the Tag Question Written 

Test were 13-28 points larger than those of the Tag Question Oral Test. This indicates 

that there was a weak relationship between their syntactic knowledge of the tag question 

and their abilities to implement this knowledge when producing tag questions orally.

Moreover, data analysis revealed that there was a significant difference

between the AS participants’ scores on the Cloze Test and their scores on the Pragmatic

Test 2. This significant difference indicates that they could not produce tag questions that

were pragmatically correct In addition, data analysis revealed that there was no

significant difference between the AS participants’ scores on the two pragmatic tests.

This means if an AS participant didn’t perform well on the first pragmatic test, most

probably she wouldn’t have performed well on the second pragmatic test. Compared to

their means in the Cloze Test, 81.09, the AS participants’ means in the two pragmatic

tests, 36.4 and 39.7, prove that there was a significant difference between their level of

proficiency and their abilities to produce pragmatically correct tag questions. Based cm
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the results of the paired samples /-test, the semes of the AS participants on die Cloze Test 

were 37-55 points larger than their semes mi Pragmatic Test I and 31-54 points larger 

than their scores on Pragmatic Test 2.

This difference between the AS participants’ level o f proficiency and 

their abilities to produce syntactically and pragmatically correct tag questions proves that 

there is a big difference between knowing about the language and knowing die language. 

In a written test learners have the time to manipulate and implement their knowledge 

about the language and that exactly what AS participants did in die Tag Question Written 

Test However, what matters most is the learners’ knowledge of the language, their 

ability to use the language appropriately in a given social context, which was something 

that AS participants could not achieve successfully.

When comparing the results of the AS participants on the Tag Question 

Oral Test to the NS participants’, the difference is even bigger, the mean score of NS 

participants was 97.5%, compared to 63.75% for the AS participants. Besides, it was 

difficult for AS participants to keep the flow of their speech while producing tag 

questions orally. At some points during the Tag Question Oral Test, AS participants had 

to stop and figure out the rule and then produce the tag questions. In contrast, NS 

participants spent less time in this activity with greater accuracy.

A very interesting point that some native speakers mentioned while doing

this activity was that if they had to think of the syntactic rules to apply, they would have

difficulty in producing a correct tag question. They just automatically and unconsciously

produced correct tag questions. This point is very interesting because it shows how deep

the syntactic rules of tag question are rooted in the unconscious knowledge of the native
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speakers to a degree that they were not aware o f them. The moment they consciously 

thought of the syntactic rules of tag questions, they would have made mistakes. Hus is 

true to almost every language. The rules of our native languages are deeply rooted in our 

unconscious knowledge. We speak our native languages and we apply their rules, no 

matter how complicated these rules are, unconsciously and the moment we think of these 

rules, we make mistakes.

The findings of this study are consistent with Beardsmore (1970) that toe 

reason that makes ESL students avoid using tag questions is their complexity. Similar to 

the languages of Beardsmore’s students, the Arabic language has a sort of invariant tag 

question that makes it difficult for Arabic-speakers to master and adequately use 

canonical tag questions in English. On the Tag Question Oral Test, it was difficult for AS 

participant to implement the syntactic rules of tag questions and keep toe flow of their 

speech at the same time. The polarity of tag questions, auxiliary, pronommalizarion, 

tense, agreement and contraction, as well as tolling and rising intonation make them 

highly complicated for Arabic-speaking learners to use appropriately. The findings are 

also consistent with Dennis et al (1982) that "Tag question production involves not only 

that certain surface structure syntactic features of the sentence be known, but also that 

they be coordinated rimuftaneousfy into a coherent production” (p. 1254).

When it comes to toe pragmatic functions of tag questions, the findings

of this study are consistent with Cheng and Warren (2001). The two groups of

participants used tag questions differently. Intonation plays a major role in identifying the

meaning of the tag questions. NS participants used rising and falling intonations to

express two pragmatic functions of the tag questions: asking for information and seeking
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confirmation because they were aware of these pragmatic functions. AS participants used 

tag questions with mainly rising and flat intonations because they were not aware o f the 

meanings and the social context in which tag questions are used in.

The findings of tins study contradict with Cheng (1995). The level o f 

proficiency does not play an important role in determining the ability to produce tag 

questions. The level of proficiency plays a role in producing syntactically correct tag 

questions in writing only. Nevertheless, when it comes to the pragmatic functions of tag 

questions, the level of proficiency doesn’t matter. Yet, the findings of this study arc 

consistent with Cheng (1995) in that native language interference was evident in the area 

of polarity reversal as this was the most Sequent error in the production of tag questions, 

both orally and in writing. The AS participants’ inability to reverse the polarity of the tag 

questions, as Cheng (1995) argues, could be the result of the absence o f the rule of 

polarity reversal in the formation of tag questions in the Arabic language.

The findings of this study are also consistent with At-Am (2000). The 

way in which tag questions are presented in the educational setting is one reason behind 

the difficulty that Arabic speakers have in the formation and use of tag questions. 

However, the uniqueness of the canonical tag questions to the English language beside 

the lack of awareness of their pragmatic functions and the social contexts in which they 

arc used could also be other reasons. On the other hand, the findings of this study 

contradict with Al-Ani (2000) in the frequency of the syntactic errors and their 

occurrence.

The findings of this study support Weeks (1 9 9 1 ), Dermis et al (1982),

and Holmes (1982) assumption that using tag questions adequately requires considerable
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conversational skills. There was no significant difference among the three levels of AS 

participants in using tag questions appropriately. Advanced, intermediate and beginner 

AS participants behaved almost similarly in Pragmatic Test 1 and Pragmatic Test 2.

This raises the importance of improving the proficiency and the 

automaticity of ESL learners. Some AS participants were of an advanced level in the 

English language and they were able to orally produce syntactically correct tag questions; 

however, when it came to the pragmatic functions of the tag questions they made 

mistakes and weren’t able to produce tag questions that were pragmatically correct 

Syntactic knowledge of the target language is important but not enough. When 

comparing the mean scores of the NS participants in the Pragmatic Tests 1 and 2 to those 

of the AS participants, we find a significant difference. On Pragmatic Test 1, the mean 

scores of the NS participants was 86.2%, compared to 36.4% for the AS participants. On 

the second Pragmatic Test the mean score of the NS participants was 77.1%, compared to 

39.7% for the AS participants. The differences in their means on these two tests were 

very significant, more than 100% in the first one. When it comes to tag questions, it is 

their pragmatic functions that matter m ost The syntactic rules o f tag questions are easy to 

teach and learn, although they might be difficult to apply orally. The pragmatic functions 

of the langimga and the social contexts in which certain utterances occur are major parts 

of the target language and they should be included in language courses and language text 

books in order to help learners improve their proficiency and their automaticity in that 

target language.

Tag questions are important hedging devices in the English language and

they are used very often by native speakers of English on every day conversations. They
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are signals of politeness and they invite the interlocutors to participate in the 

conversation. Although tag questions appear to he simple and easy to teach and use, they 

are highly complicated and non-native speakers of the language have difficulties in using 

them appropriately. The different pragmatic functions of tag questions make them even 

more complicated to non-native speakers of English language. Algeo (1988) argues that 

tag question pragmatic functions “runs from die most to |. . .]  the least polite ranges of 

English” (p. 187). The difficulty and the variety of these pragmatic functions raise the 

issue of adopting a different approach when introducing such structures to second 

language learners. This approach should focus more on the pragmatic functions of the 

target language rather than on the syntactic knowledge of the language, although it is 

important to raise the awareness of the second language learners, especially the adult 

ones, of the grammar of the target language, yet it is the social context in which 

utterances take place that matter most.

During the process of preparing the pragmatic tests for this study and

while seeking the native speakers’ judgment on one of the test items which was supposed

to test “asking for information”, I was told that tag question item expressed “sarcastic

meaning” rather than asking for information and, consequently the item was changed

with the help of a native speaker. That argument provided by the native speaker supports

Cameron et al.’s (1989) argument that tag questions are characterized by complex

multifunctionality and diversity o f meaning. That argument is also a good example of

how tag questions, as Algeo (1988) argues, in the process o f changing their social

functions. Since the pragmatic functions of tag questions are changing, then the method

of approaching such expressions in the ESL classroom should also be changed. This also
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supports (Bublitz, 1979) that, besides syntax, a pragmatic theory that explains the real use 

of tag questions in social contexts is needed.

Other evidence that supports the need for a pragmatic-based approach in 

the ESL classroom was when the NS participants were asked to tag the five irregular 

sentences, four imperative and one suggestive, in the Tag Question Written Test. 

Although these five irregular tag questions were analyzed in the same manner as the 

regular twenty items, they were eliminated from this study because of the disagreement 

among NS participants on the right form of tagging these types of sentences. However, 

these five irregular sentences and how to tag them provide strong evidence of the need 

for a pragmatic-based approach in the ESL classroom. Some NS participants used 

“Okay” as a tag question for the majority of the four imperative sentences, other NS 

participants mentioned that they would not tag imperative sentences because tagging such 

sentences means giving the listener a chance to disagree with the speaker, which is not 

the case when giving someone an order. Other NS participants mentioned that tagging 

these types of sentence depends on the social role of the interlocutor, whether s/he is a 

class mate, a co-worker, a spouse or a son. The suggestive sentence “Let’shave a party” 

was tagged with the invariant tag question “Okay” by seven NS participants, “can we” by 

one NS and “shall we” by two NS participants. Generally speaking tagging imperative 

and suggestive sentences according to the NS participants does not have one convention 

or one syntactic rule to follow. It depends on the social context in which the utterance 

takes place in addition to the social role of the interlocutor.

Except for one AS participant, one noticeable thing about these

imperative and suggestive sentences was the ease that AS participants had in tagging
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them by applying the rule that had beat explained to them before doing the Tag Question 

Written Test, “could/would you?” for imperative sentences and “shall we?” for the 

suggestion. I would like to argue that these kinds of tag questions “could/would we?” 

could be a form of invariant tag questions that would go with almost any imperative 

sentence. Since the Arabic language also has a fixed tag question that would go with 

almost any sentence in Arabic, the AS participants did not have a difficulty in tagging  

these imperative sentences in English and this is evidence of the mother tongue language 

interference during the process of learning a second language. Because tagging 

imperative sentences in English has almost a sort of stereotyped form, AS participants 

didn’t have a difficulty in tagging English imperative sentences.

6.5. Limitations and Recommendation

Future research in the area may focus on the other pragmatic functions of 

tag questions and how these functions are used by both native and non-native speakers of 

English. Another area for future investigation might be how tag questions are perceived 

and interpreted by non-native speakers. These areas of investigation show the importance 

of the pragmatic functions of the language and might open the doors wide for the 

necessity of incorporating a pragmatic-based approach in the ESL classroom.

One of the limitations to this study and future studies in this area is

eliciting tag questions from non-native speakers in naturally occurring situations because

non-native speakers usually don’t use canonical tag questions. Therefore, !  would like to

suggest building an English language corpus for speakers of other languages who learn

English as a second language. The benefits o f this language corpus will be limitless
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because it will help researchers analyse not only tag question errors, but also other errors 

made by second language learners and consequently develop principles to design more 

effective methods for teaching ESL in order to improve the learners* proficiency and 

automaticity in the English language.
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Appendix 1: The Demographic Information of the Arabic-Speaking Participants
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ASM M 26-30 PhD 1-2 yn NA 9-10 yra NA 2 hn/doy Joidoaion IELTS 6.5
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Appendix 2: Demographic Information o f the English Native Speakers (NS):

PartktpaM Sex

20-25 NANSl
36-40 MA PW dl/BM k: ArabicNS2

NS3 40-45 NAMA
26-30NS4 MA
26-30MSS MA

MS6
56-60NS7 BA

45-50MSP MA
31-35WS10 MA
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Appendix 3: Cloze Test

Carleton
U N I V E R S I T Y

C an ad a’s  C apital U n iversity

School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies

Read the follow ing story end f ill in  the blmnks with words from  th e WORDLIST. Each 
w ordshontd ten sed  only once. The words in  the w ordSst ere in  th e alphabeticalorder.

l .a 6. but 11. liked 16. surprised 21. transportation

2. about 7. dirty 12. next 17. the 22. us

3. all 8. first 13. paying 18. their 23. what

4. and 9. guests 14. proof 19. them 24. within

5. booked 10. immediately 15. suitable 20. told 25. witnessed

Tom, the manager of the Paradise Hotel,_______________ a couple that they would
have to leave the hotel after just one night The couple had________________a room
for eight nights.

“They wanted a super clean environment,” Tom said. “They should have rented a room in
_______________hospital, maybe an operating room. This hotel is clean, but it isn't
germ-free.”

Tom said that on the_______________ day the couple brought_______________ the
sheets and pillowcases down to _______________ main lobby and just dropped
_______________ next to die front desk. They stood there next to this pile of bedding
while other_______________ looked, pointed, and murmured. The hotel got three
cancellations_______________ the hour from people who_______________ this
strange event.

When Tom asked the couple_______________ the problem was, they said that
_____________ bedding was________________and they wanted it replaced. The
couple could not identify any specific “dirt” on the bedding. The wife just said, “We’re
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_______________ good money to stay here. How dare you doubt_______________ ?
We know the diit is there. That's all the_______________ you need.” Tom catted room
service, and the bedding was replaced________________ .

The_______________ day the couple inarched to the front desk again
_______________ demanded seven cans of spray disinfectant “We need a can for each
night. We have to spray the phone, the TV, ail die door handles, the toilet handle, die 
shower stall, the faucet, the sink, andany hotel staff entering ourroom.”

Worried_______________ what their demands might be in the following days, Tom
politely suggested that a hotel more_______________ for diem was just around the
comer. He then called ahead to reserve a “very clean” room, and gave them free 
_______________ in the hotel limousine.

“They seemed dial 1 suggested a different hotel,_______________
they liked die idea that I didn't charge them for die second day, ami they really 
_______________ the limousine service,” said Tom.
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Appendix 4: Oral Proficiency Test Grading Rubrics

C f l £ H M E M i f l N f 'v

■4 t  ^  *

J t **Y > *fv ’ V ,*£“ . ' S i . . -

*  * ‘  , *

* r  ” w r

L .

% i
■ IT 

i  S

< » 1 
**• >» V

M M M M F

•* *
*  s

Grammar was used to 
communicate 
effectively. No more 
than two errors

Few minor errors, no 
difficulties in
communication arose from 
not using the grammar 
correctly.

Frequent errors led to 
major difficulties in 
communication and 
caused
misunderstanding

Grammar was ahnoat 
entirely inaccurate. 
Constant errors 
prevented 
communication.

. , -  k  d
■ < * i '  '*•■

7
i

Vocabulary was broad 
and precise, used to 
express ideas 
appropriately.

Vocabulary was adequate. 
A few minor difficulties 
arose from not using the 
right vocabulary.

Choice o f words was 
sometimes maccinate. 
Some difficulties arose 
due to  limited 
vocabulary.

Vocabulary was very
»»— ■- -  • -----A  ? ----- *  ■i—Bwi ana ifnrquw c. 
Communication was 
prevented due to  lack o f
vocabulary.

v * i

1

Speech was effortless 
and smooth. Participant 
acted as a facilitator, 
helping the 
conversation flow and 
develop by asking and 
answering the right 
questions.

Speech was occasionally 
hesitant Some minor 
difficulties maintaining the 
conversation were evident 
(hie to not asking and/or 
answering the right 
questions.

Speech was frequently 
hesitant Some effort 
was required to 
maintain the 
conversation. Some 
questions and/or 
answers were 
irrelevant

Speech was very slow 
with many long pauses 
and sometimes so 
halting. Didn’t  ask 
questions correctly or 
answer questions 
appropriately.

’ < j  ! ,  k * t  ̂ * s 

*'**’ v  J " /  '  " 
<1 ■-.

v  r  r

Participant understood
a u a a U M U M a  M B Acvcaryuraig ana 
responded to questions 
with right answers, 
acknowledged all 
statements and 
incorporated them into 
die conversation.

Participant understood 
quite wefl and responded to 
most questions 
appropriately, 
acknowledged most 
statements, and 
incorporated many o f them 
into the conversation.

Participant understood 
very little, failed to 
mswer many 
questions 
appropriately and 
failed to  acknowledge 
some statements.

Participant understood 
almost nothing. Failed 
to understand most 
questions and 
statements.

1 ■<

-  ^   ̂ * ^ h j

■ - "  t  - -  ^  r \

Pronunciation was clear 
aid  expressions were 
used to  enhance 
communication. No 
unnecessary repetitions.

No communication 
problems arose but better 
expressions and 
pronunciation could have
mmA» rawmwmirtinm im w

efficient Some 
unnecessary repetitions.

Some communication 
problems arose due to 
unclear pronunciation 
and/or lack of 
expression. Frequent 
unnecessary 
repetitions.

Pronunciation and/or 
expression prevented 
communication.
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Appendix 5: Tag Question Written Test

f Carleton
U N I V E R S I T Y

Canada’s  Capital Univarsity 
School sfliag ria tics sad Applied I m fa tc S tn d ic s  

R eadtke follow ing sentences and fo r emdk one add  < correct tag question.

I. Mike is your friend,...............................................................................  7
2L Ssily is eating outside, _____________      *..........  7
3. Your sister will be here soon,.................................................................. 7
4. The dogs were not barking at you, .......  .— .. . .. . . .. .. . ... ... ..... 7
5. My friends have never come to class on time,....................................   7
6. Don’t come to class late again,........................... —„    „ ?
7. The birds were singing in die pork,.......................................................... ?
8. The little boy should try again,................................................................  ?
9. The computer was not fixed last week,.....................................................  7
10. The toy costs a lot of money,..................................................................  7
II. He had forgotten his homework,..............................................................  7
12. John and Mary will never go to that theatre again,.....................................  7
13. Do your homework before going out,.......................................................  7
14. You should not talk so loud,....................................................................  7
15. Jane's brother had a nice car,....................................................................  7
16. Stop shouting,........................................................................................  ?
17. My classmates woe not outside,...............................................................  7
18. May was not watching TV at noon, ......................................................  7
19. They have a big house,............................................................................  ?
20. Open the door, please,............................................................................. 7
21. Peter's sister did not have a bike last year,.................................................  7
22. She never goes to school by bus, ............      7
23. Let’s have a party,...................................................................................  7
24. They did not eat pizza for dinner today,.....................................................  7

8125. Tom’s parents went to Fiance last month,....-----------       7



Appendix 6: Tag Question Oral Test

U N I V E R S I T Y
Canada’s  Capital University

Carleton

School of linguistics and Applied Language Studies

Tag Question O ral Test P a rti:
You w ill work im pairs. F irst, Student A  w iti ask the questions and Student B wtU 
answer. Then, Student B  wiO ask the questions and Student A wiO answer.

1. Is the beaver a symbol of Canada?

2. Is it going to rain this summer?

3. Will you have a vacation this summer?

4. Were your parents living in Korea when you were bom?

5. Have you ever been to the moon?

6. Were most people sleeping at 3:00 this morning?

7. Should students try harder if they don’t  do well?

8. Was Ottawa a big city 100 years ago?

9. Does a new car cost $1000?

10. Had you studied any language before learning English?

11. Will you ever study at elementary school again?

12. Should we drive a car without snow tires in the winter?

13. Did you have a toy when you were a child?

14. Were you outside at 3:00 o’clock this morning?

15. Was it mowing last week?
16. Do you have more than two chairs at your house?

17. Did you watch the movie “Avalanche 2” last week?

18. Does the Prime Minister live in Ottawa?

19. Did you eat fried bananas for breakfast today?

20. Did you speak English last week?
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Tag Question Oral Test Pari Two

You w ill work with the sam e partner. Chock th e inform ation th a t you r partner provided 
by using tag questions.

Example:
Student A: The beaver is a symbol o f Canada, isn’t  it?
Student B: Yes, it is. OR No, it isn’t.

Student A: The beaver isn’t a symbol o f Canada, is it?
Student B: No, it isn ’t. OR Yes, it is.
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Appendix 7.1: Pragmatic Test 1 Version 1.

Carleton
U N I V E R S I T Y

Canada's Capital University 
School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies 

In the foilow m g activity you have 16 situations with comm ents on each one. Read the

He doesn't need new glasses, does he
sitMmtkm fir s t and then the com m ent

Peter has trouble reading signs when he's driving.

Sally is looking very happy today.

Frank looked panicked when he opened his 
briefcase.

You two look so much alike.

Tom never eats cheese or ice cream.

Everyone noticed that Mary wasn't at the party.

Kathy didn't attend the meeting today.

Jane looks like she is gaining weight

Peter did really well in the race today.

David took the bus to work today.

John was absent from work this afternoon.

Mike is so tired this morning, he fell asleep in 
class.

The little boy looks so angry.

Ann has a cast on her right leg.

Susan came back from shopping with a huge box.

George is looking quite depressed after his 
meeting with his boss.

She has a new boyfriend, doesn't she 

He didn’t forget to bring the report, did he

You're not twins, are you

He's allergic to dairy like his sister, isn't he

But she was invited to the party, wasn't she

She has a headache again, doesn't she

But she’s been exercising a lot, hasn’t she?

He won first prize, didn't he

But he does have a car, doesn't he

He had another doctor appointment, didn't he

He was out partying last night, wasn't he

His sister didn’t break his new toy again, did 
she
She didhi break her l eg again, did she 

She bought a new TV, didn’t she 

He just lost his job, didut he
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Appendix 7.2: Pragmatic Test 1 Version 2

Carleton
U N I V E R S I T Y

Canada’s  Capital University 
School of Linguistics and Applied U agvtge Studies 

In the follow ing activity yon have 16 situations with comments on each one. Read the 
situation fir s t and then the com m ent
Peter has trouble reading signs when he’s He really needs new glasses, doesn't he
driving.

Sally is looking very happy today. She doesn't have a new boyfriend, does she

Frank looked panicked when he opened his He forgot to bring the report, didn't he
briefcase.

You two look so much alike. You're twins, aren't you

Tom never eats cheese or ice cream. He isn’t allergic to dairy like his sister, is he

Everyone noticed that Mary wasn’t at the She wasn’t invited to the party, was she
party.

Kathy didn't attend the meeting today. She doesn’t have a headache again, does she

Jane looks like she is gaining weight. She hasn't been exercising much, has she

Peter did really well in the race today. He didn't win first prize, did he

David took the bus to work today. He doesn't have a car, does he

John was absent from work this afternoon. Buthe didn’t have another doctor’s appointment, did he

Mike is so tired this morning, he fell asleep But he wasn’t out partying last night, was he 
m class.

The little boy looks so angry. His sister broke his new toy again, didn’t she

Ann has a cast on her right leg. She broke her leg again, didn't she

Susan came back from shopping with a She didn’t buy a new TV, did she
huge box.

George is looking quite depressed after his But he didn’t lose his Job, did he 
meeting with his boss.
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Appendix 8: Pragmatic Test 2.

Carleton
U N I V E R S I T Y

Canada’s  Capital University 
School of Linguistics mad Appfied L u p a g e Stages

The follffn'inr artfrifr it a citnrcn tdiof  hrfti'ren a ftw frfr mt# nr Tfmfrirf rf*frf*J0  9 9 9 0  ̂ 9  9 9 9 9 9 9  9 "̂ ^ 9 9 0 9 9  9 ^ 9  9 9  lfw«* r ww 0̂ ^ 9 ^ 9 ^ ^ 9 9 9 9  9 ^ 9 0 9  W9 9 0 9 0 9 9  9 9  ^90090 ^9 0 0 9 0 9 0 9  9 9 9 9 9 9  990 0 9 9 9 9 9 0 9 9 9 9 9  W9  9 9 9 9  0̂ 9 0 9 ^9 9 9 9 9 ^ 9

com es to  doss late andforgets h is assignments. You w ill read th e conversation aloud. 

Stndent: I’m not late fix class today, am L
Teacher: Yes, you arc. In fact you’re 15 minutes late. You missed yot» bus again, didn’t
you.
Student: Yes, unfortunately I did. I am really sorry about that. But I can still come into class, 
can’t I.
Teacher: Yes, you can. And I assume you’ve forgotten your homework again, haven’t you. 
Student: But wedkbi’t have any homework for today, did we;
Teacher: Yes, you did. You should have done exercises 4 and S for today’s class.
Student: That’s for Thursday’s class, isn’t it 
Teacher: That’s right and today is Thursday, isn’t it
Student: Oops, I am afraid I made a mistake, I thought today was Wednesday. But I can still 
hand it in tomorrow, can’t I.
Teacher: Welt, I suppose so, but let’s agree that 2 points will be taken off for lateness. 
Student: Oh, okay. Thank you for letting me hand it in late.
Teachen But it’s not going to happen again, b  it 
Student: No, sure it isn’t

Later in class

Teacher: Okay class.. .and now it’s tune for the quiz.
The same student raises up his hand 
Teacher: Yes...
Stndent: But we don’t have a quiz today, do we.
Teacher: Yes, we do. Last week we agreed to have our second quiz today, didn’t we.
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Student: Oh, yeah! I am afraid I made another mistake.
Teacher: Sounds like you should write everything down in your agenda, shoukfci’t you. 
Student: Yes you’re right again. But we can still do it tomorrow, can’t we.
Teacher: No. I am afraid this time you’re out of luck. But it never hurts to ask, does it
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Appendix 9: The results and the mean scores o f AS and NS on the Proficiency Tests:
_______
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Appendix 10: The results and the mean scores of AS and NS on the experimental tests
SaBMMMWitM
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96 95 80 75 81 0 71 28
96 90 100 86 100 0 71 35
160 80 100 46 81 50 71 50
100 90 95 60 87 25 78 50
100 10 too 15 81 0 92 0
100 56 100 20 87 0 71 14
96 85 100 40 93 31 92 50
92 80 100 36 87 21 42 21
96 75 100 26 81 0 86 50
100 90 100 75 93 50 100 42

100 90 43 42
56 75 64 50
90 95 50 50
95 90 50 50
100 100 43 50
40 60 8 50
90 86 31 21
100 80 50 64
90 90 37 42
96 90 90 42
100 86 43 57
90 70 43 50
90 75 50 50
85 55 50 42
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85 45 50 42
92 90 50 42
80 65 37 35
92 80 25 0
98 85. Q 21
MO 90 43 42
MO 36 90 0

f i lw *  A; ‘0 y§vT*4 l i i . ;r 11 ' TtJB I is

89



Appendix 11: Error analysis of AS on the Tag Question Written Test.
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Appendix 12: Error analysis ofNS on the Tag Question Written Test.
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Appendix 13: Error analysis of AS on the Tag Question Oral Test.
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Appendix 14: Error catalysis ofNSon the Tag Question Oral Test.
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Appendix 15: Intonations provided by NS and AS on Pragmatic Test 1.
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Appendix 16: Intonations provided by both NS and AS on Pragmatic Test 2.
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Appendix 17: Samples o f the AS participants ’ responses on the Tag Question Oral Test

•• 4 j. . -vK:
i. The beaver is a symbol of Canada, isn’t  it?, is he?,

2. It is going to rain this summer, isn’t it?, is it?, won’t it?, wouldn’t 
it?, wifl it?

3. You will have a vacation this summer, won’t you?, will not you?, will 
you?, haven’t you?, wouldn’t you? 
Will it?

4. Your parents weren’t living in Korea when you were bom, weren’t they?, where were they 
are?, weren’t you?, were they?, 
wereyou?

5. You have never been to the moon, have you?, haven’t you?, were

6. Most people were sleeping at 3:00 this morning, weren’t they?, weren’t they are?, 
were they?, wwe not they?

7. Students should try harder if they don’t do well, shouldn’t they?, do they?, don’t 
well?, should you?, should they?

8. Ottawa wasn’t a big city 100 years ago, was it?, wasn’t it?,

9. A new car doesn’t coat $1000, doesn’t it?, does it?, do it?, did it?

10. You had studied another language before learning
Fnplkh|

hadn’t you?, had you?, aren’t 
you?, haven’t you?, did you?

11. You will never study at elementary school again, will you?, won’t you?, will not he?

12. We shouldn’t drive a car without snow tires in the winter, should we?, shouldn’t they?, 
shouldn’t we?,

13. You had a toy when you were a child, didn’t you?, hadn’t you?, haven’t 
you?, have you?, did you?,

14. You weren’t outside at 3:00 o’clock dm morning, were you?, weren’t you?, were 
they?

15. ft wasn’t snowing but week, was it?, wasn’t it?,

16. You have more than two chairs at your house, don’t you?, haven’t you?, didn’t 
you?, did you?, have you?

17. You didn’t watch the movie “Avalanche 2” last week dkhi’t you?, did you?, have you?, 
does you?

18. The Prime Minister lives in Ottawa, doesn’t he?, does he?, doesn’t it?, 
isn’t he?, did he?,

19. You didn’t eat fried bananas for breakfast today, did you?, didn’t you?, do you eat?, 
didn’t he?

20. You spoke English last week didn’t you?, did you?, don’t you?, 
weren’t you?, did he?
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Appendix 18: Samples o f the NS participants'  responses on the Tag Question Oral Test

Hi*

1. The beaver is a symbol of Canada, in ’t it?, is he?,

2. It is going to rain this steamer, isn’t it?

3. You will have a vacation this summer, won’t you?, don’t you?, 
aren’t you?

4. Your parents weren’t living in Korea when you were bom, weren’t they?, were they,

5. You have never been to the moon, have you?, haven’ you?

6. Most people were sleeping at 3:00 this morning, weren’t they?, were they?

7. Students should try harder If they don’t do well, shouldn’t they?, do they?, 
should you?, should they?,

8. Ottawa wasn’t a big city 100 years ago, was it?,

9. A new doesn’t car cost $1000, doesn’t it?, does it?, do they?

10. You had studied another language before learning 
English,

hadn’t you?, had you?, didn’t 
you?

11. You will never study at elementary school again, will you?, won’t you?

12. We shouldn’t <khre a car without snow tkes in the winter, should we?,

13. You had a toy when you were a child, didn’t you?

14. You weren’t outside at 3:00 o’clock this morning, were you?, weren’t you?,

15. It wasn’t snowing last week, was it?, wasn’t it?

16. You have more than two chairs at your house, don’t you?,

17. You didn’t watch the movie “Avalanche 2” last week did you?, didn’t you?

18. The Prime Minister lives in Ottawa, doesn’t he?

19. You didn’t eat fried hananas for breakfast today, did you?, didn’t you?

20. You spoke English last week didn’t you?
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