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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the strategies for the request speech act and compare them in slow-
learning and normal teenagers. The theoretical framework is based on the three-layer model
of Blum-Kulka, and Olshtain (1984) and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of linguistic
politeness. The data were collected through a discourse analysis questionnaire focusing on
eight different communicative situations, taking into account such variables as formality
level, familiarity, topic significance, power and age of the addressee. The participants
included 30 normal teenagers aging between 14 to 17 and a slow-learning teenager of 17.
Their responses were analyzed based on direct strategies, internal hedging, and external
hedging. The results of the statistical analyses indicated that the slow-learning child
significantly used the direct strategy more than other strategies, while normal children
showed a stronger tendency to use internal and external hedging more than the direct strategy.
The findings indicate that cognitive and pragmatic differences influence the choice of the
linguistic strategy in the request speech act. These results put more emphasis on the necessity
of designing pragmatic educational interventions for slow-learning students.

Keywords: Speech Act, Request, Pragmatics, Slow Learners, Hedging, Linguistic
Politeness.
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Extended Abstract

1.Introduction

This study is based on the theories of pragmatics, a field that considers language not
only as a means of conveying information but also as a tool for performing actions
in the social context. Language is not just a means of expressing words and
presenting what exists in the world. We must also learn how to ask questions, thank,
suggest, and promise. This clearly indicates that language has an active role in
human interactions at a level beyond syntactic and semantic structures. Austin’s
speech act theory and its development by Searle are the starting point of this
conceptualization, where language is divided into three levels of locutionary,
illocutionary and perlocutionary acts, and each sentence not only carries meaning,
but also carries the power to perform an action. Among these, the speech act of
“request” has a special place, because according to Brown and Levinson (1979), it
is considered a “face-threatening act” and the speaker is forced to use polite devices
and linguistic modifications to reduce this threat.

In various cultures, including Persian, requests are usually accompanied by
introductions, context setting, soft speech, and the use of honorifics. Research
conducted on the Iranian context such as Tajali (2009) and Modarresi and Tajali
(2012) show that Persian speakers naturally use a set of internal and external
modifications to reduce the force of requests, and these choices are influenced by
factors such as age, gender, social distance, status formality, and power relations. In
such a framework, examining how children with learning disabilities (e.g., slow
learners) use these tools is particularly important. Despite their ability to attend
regular schools, these children face challenges in social processing, contextual
understanding, and regulating linguistic behavior.

A slow-learning children with learning disabilities have the ability to progress in
a regular school but perform below the average for their grade level. These children
typically score lower than their peers on intelligence and academic achievement
tests, but not so low that they require special education. This borderline condition
causes them to perform differently from their peers in many language and social
skills, including pragmatics. Since the speech act of request requires understanding
power relations, recognizing formality, assessing face threat, and selecting an
appropriate strategy, it is expected that slow-learning children will face limitations
in this area.
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identifies three levels of directness of requests: direct requests, conventionally
indirect requests, and non-conventionally indirect requests. These three levels
actually represent a range from explicitness to covertness, and each level requires a
different cognitive ability. Direct requests are the simplest form and are usually
expressed with imperative structures or action verbs. Conventionally indirect
requests require an understanding of linguistic and social conventions, such as using
“Could you...?” or “Is it possible to...?”. However, unconventionally indirect
requests, expressed with very indirect nuances, are the most complex level and
require a high level of inferential ability and understanding of context.

In addition to these three levels, marginal modifiers also play an important role
in reducing the force of requests. Alc'an Soler et al. (2005) divide these modifiers
into internal and external modifiers. Internal modifiers are placed within the sentence
structure, such as softeners (“Could it be...?”), hesitation (“Um... maybe...”), Or
openers (“Excuse me...”). External modifiers are placed outside the main sentence
and include grounding, justification, promise of reward, or preparing the audience.
The use of these tools requires higher cognitive and social ability, because the
speaker must be able to assess the needs of the audience, the level of face threat, and
contextual conditions.

Based on these frameworks, this study seeks to see whether there is a significant
difference between normal and slow-learning teenagers regarding the use of request
strategies and marginal modifiers. The importance of this question lies in the fact
that pragmatic skills play an important role in academic success, social relationships,
and an individual’s adaptation to the environment. If slow-learning children are weak
in this scope, they may experience misunderstandings, conflict, or social exclusion
in everyday interactions. Therefore, accurate knowledge of these differences can
help design targeted educational programs to enhance the communication skills of
these children.

2.Method

The research method is descriptive-analytical, and data were collected through the
Discourse Completion Test (DCT). This test includes 20 communication situations,
each representing a different level of formality, social distance, topic significance,
and power relations. The participants were 30 normal teenagers and one late-learning
teenager who produced a total of 440 utterances. Each utterance was analyzed based

internal and external modifiers by Alc'an Soler et al. (2005). The chi-square test was
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used to measure statistical differences between the two groups. This method allowed
us to determine whether the observed differences in the type of strategies and the
amount of modifiers used reflect significant differences in the pragmatic abilities of
the two groups.

3.Results

The results showed that there was a significant difference between the two groups in
selecting request strategies and this difference was reported to be significant at the
95% level (p=0.014). Normal children had the highest frequency of using internal
modifiers (51.9%), followed by external modifiers (21.9%) and direct strategies
(26.19%). This pattern indicates that normal children naturally use politeness,
softeners, openers, and grounding tools to reduce pressure. These children have a
rather precise understanding of face threat and the needs of audience.

In contrast, the slow-learning student expressed more than half of her requests
directly (55%) and only a small part of them was accompanied by internal (25%) or
external (20%) modifications. The examples provided in the text also illustrate this
difference well. For example, the normal teenager says “Could you please give me
my notebook?” while the slow learner expresses the same request in the form of
“Give me my homework notebook”. This difference is visible not only at the level of
sentence structure, but also at the level of understanding the context, power relations,
and social sensitivity.

4.Discussion and Conclusions

Qualitative analysis of the data shows that the slow learner is weak in the use of
openers, softeners, hesitation, backgrounding, promising rewards, and other face-
threat reduction devices. This weakness may result from cognitive limitations in
processing multiple contextual factors simultaneously. For example, in situations
that require assessing power relations or formality, the slow learner often uses
imperative structures and pays less attention to tone regulation or the choice of an
appropriate strategy. This pattern is consistent with the findings of international
research on children with cognitive disabilities and suggests that such children need
targeted training in the area of language pragmatics.

The results of the study have important implications for education and
rehabilitation. First, pragmatic skills, contrary to popular belief, do not develop
automatically in slow learners and require direct and structured training. Second,
educational programs should focus on strengthening the ability to understand
context, recognizing power relations, using softeners, and using modifiers. Third,
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teaching these skills can help improve social relationships, reduce interpersonal
conflicts, and increase academic participation of these children. Finally, careful
analysis of speech acts can be a valuable tool for identifying cognitive and social
differences between different groups and provides the basis for designing effective

educational interventions.
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1. External Modifiers
2. Alc’an Soler

3. openers

4, softeners
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. intensifiers

. fillers

. preparators

. grounders

. disarmers

. expanders

. Promise of rewards
. please
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1. Discourse Completion Task - DCT
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