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Abstract 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching should not only aim at providing learners with 
the linguistic resources to communicate in English, but also develop learners’ pragmatic 
competence in order for them to be able to use language efficiently and appropriately for 
different purposes. The present study examines what pragmatic input learners receive from 
two Swedish EFL textbook series regarding the speech act of request. The analysis was 
conducted by identifying all instances of requests and all metapragmatic information about 
the specific speech act. In addition, the present study also focused on finding exercises that 
provide learners with the opportunity to practice making requests. The findings show that the 
two examined EFL textbook series differ in terms of which directness levels are most 
frequently used, and both series lack explicit information about requests that may increase 
students' understanding of this speech act. Moreover, request exercises are few and practicing 
requests is rarely the main learning objective. Consequently, teachers will need to use 
supplemental material and exercises in order for learners to develop their pragmatic 
competence in the case of requests. 

Keywords: requests, EFL textbooks, speech acts, pragmatic input, pragmatic competence  

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Engelskundervisning bör inte bara syfta till att ge elever de språkliga resurser som krävs för 
att kommunicera på engelska, utan även utveckla elevernas pragmatiska kompetens så att de 
lär sig att använda språket effektivt och lämpligt för olika ändamål. Det som undersöks i den 
här studien är i vilken utsträckning språkhandlingen uppmaning förekommer och lärs ut i två 
olika läromedel i engelska för högstadiet. Analysen utfördes genom att identifiera alla 
exempel av uppmaningar och all metapragmatisk information om den specifika 
språkhandlingen. Utöver detta fokuserade den här studien även på att hitta övningsuppgifter 
som ger eleverna möjlighet att öva på språkhandlingen uppmaning. Resultaten visar att de 
två läromedlen skiljer sig åt vad gäller fördelningen av direkta och indirekta uppmaningar. 
Dessutom saknar båda läromedlen explicit information som kan öka elevers förståelse för 
denna språkhandling. Övningsuppgifterna är få och fokuserar inte på att utveckla elevers 
förmåga att formulera uppmaningar i första hand. Följaktligen behöver lärare använda 
kompletterande material och övningsuppgifter för att elever ska kunna utveckla sin 
pragmatiska kompetens vid uppmaningar. 

Nyckelord: uppmaningar, engelska läromedel, språkhandlingar, pragmatik, pragmatisk 
kompetens 
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1. Introduction and aims 
There is not always a clear connection between what we say and what we mean. Instead of 
interpreting an utterance in a literal sense, we often need to pay attention to the context in 
order to interpret the utterance correctly. As an example, if a woman says “we’re out of milk” 
when talking to her husband on the phone, her intention is probably not to simply acknowledge 
the fact that there is no milk left. What is more likely is that she wants her husband to stop on 
his way home to buy some. Even though the meaning is negotiable, the husband will probably 
still be able to understand the message. This can be explained by the fact that they both share 
a mutual understanding of how “we’re out of milk” ought to be interpreted in this situation; 
namely, as a request to buy milk.  
 
Making a request is something that most of us do on a daily basis, and we can choose between 
a range of strategies to do so. We can be indirect and make hints about what we want, such as 
in the example above, or we can be very direct and say it exactly like we mean it: “Buy milk!”. 
Depending on what situation we are in, the different strategies can be more or less appropriate. 
Using a direct strategy may be justified in certain situations, but it can also be considered 
offensive and impolite in others. These are things that we need to keep in mind when choosing 
a strategy. 
 
Even though most people know how to make requests appropriately in their first language (L1), 
this does not necessarily mean that they know how to do it in a second language (L2). According 
to Barron (2016, p. 2173), there are cross-cultural differences, which means that native 
speakers and non-native speakers of a language may have different ways of realizing requests. 
Even though many request strategies have proven to be roughly the same around the world, 
learners will still need the right resources in order to be able to use these strategies in their L2. 
If the L1 has similar forms, this will of course facilitate the process. 
 
For Swedish learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), this means that they may be 
unequipped to make requests in English. That is why EFL teaching needs to focus on this 
matter. In order for learners to develop their ability to realize requests, they will need input 
and practice (Usó-Juan 2010, p. 252). A common source of input in EFL teaching is textbooks. 
Many teachers use them as a resource in their teaching, and apart from providing learners with 
input, such textbooks also contain different exercises for students to practice.  
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Previous studies have examined the input that learners receive from English as a 
Foreign/Second language (EFL/ESL) textbooks regarding the communicative purposes of 
utterances. Limberg (2016) analyzed what input learners receive on apologizing in German 
EFL textbooks. Barron (2016) and Petraki and Bayes (2013) examined what input EFL and 
ESL textbooks used in Germany and Australia offer on requests. Inspired by previous research, 
this paper will add to this field by providing a Swedish perspective on requests in EFL 
textbooks.  
 
The present paper examines Swedish EFL textbooks used in Swedish lower secondary schools. 
The aim is to find out what input learners receive from the textbooks in terms of requests, both 
implicitly and explicitly. Another aim is to find out to what extent the input offered in such 
textbooks agrees with native speakers’ use of English and research about teaching L2 
pragmatics. The study seeks to answer the following questions:  
 
RQ:s  

• What strategies of requesting are represented in Swedish EFL textbooks? 

• What metapragmatic information and exercises are offered in the textbooks in order 
for students to learn how to make appropriate choices about request strategies?  

• How does this data compare with research about the realization of requests by native 
speakers and research about teaching students L2 pragmatics?  

 
These questions are answered by examining two textbook series aimed at lower secondary 
school. The present study comprises six textbooks, six workbooks and one student web, in 
which all instances of requests are identified. In addition, request exercises and metapragmatic 
information are also extracted and compared with research of authentic requests and teaching 
recommendations. 

2. Background 
One of the objectives of EFL teaching in Sweden is to equip students for their future in a 
globalized world. However, in order for learners to be able to communicate successfully in 
different sociocultural contexts, EFL teaching must help them develop all aspects of their 
communicative competence in their L2. According to Niezgoda and Röver (2001, p. 63–64), 
definitions of communicative competence generally involve the following components: “a code 
component, which describes a language user’s knowledge of syntax, morphology, semantics, 
lexis, and phonology; and a use component, which describes a language user’s ability to use 
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language appropriately for a purpose within a given context”. As stated by Blum-Kulka and 
Olshtain (1984, p. 196), highly developed grammatical and lexical knowledge is no guarantee 
for learners to be able to communicate effectively, since they will also need the use component 
in order to be able to do so. 
 
In this paper, the focus will be on the use component of communicative competence, or more 
specifically, the pragmatic aspect of communication. 

2.1 Pragmatics  
Pragmatics was established as a discipline during the 1970’s. It developed as a reaction to 
previous linguistic research, which had paid too little attention to how language is actually used 
in communication (Martínes-Flor & Usó-Juan 2010, p. 4–5). The definitions of pragmatics 
are many, but the one that has been chosen for the present study is the following: “pragmatics 
is the study of language from the point of view of users, especially of the choices they make, the 
constraints they encounter in using language in social interaction and the effects their use of 
language has on other participants in the act of communication” (Crystal 1997, p. 301). As this 
definition suggests, speakers need to make choices about how to use language appropriately in 
different contexts in order to achieve the intended effect. From a speaker perspective, 
pragmatic competence can be explained as the ability to make good choices about language 
use, whereas from a hearer perspective, it is the ability to understand a message based on the 
context (Thomas 1983, p. 92).   
 
According to Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984, p. 197), the choices that speakers make about 
language use are affected by situational variables, cross-cultural variables and individual 
variables. For example: on a situational level, a speaker may make different choices depending 
on what the hearer’s rank is (e.g. a classmate, a teacher or the principal). On a cross-cultural 
level, however, these ranks may be considered more or less important in different cultures, 
which in turn will have an effect on the choices made. Lastly, speakers’ choices can also be 
affected by individual variables, such as speakers’ age or sex.  

2.1.1 Speech act theory  
Speech act theory is a sub-area within pragmatics. It was first introduced by Austin in 1962 
and later developed by Searle (1969, 1976). Austin (1976, p. 94, 98–101) recognized the fact 
that by performing the act of speaking, we also perform the act of something else, such as 
requesting, apologizing or complaining. He established the three different levels of a speech 
act: the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary acts. The locutionary act concerns what 
is literally being said in an utterance; the illocutionary act concerns the communicative 
intention of the utterance; and the perlocutionary act concerns the consequences that the 
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utterance has for the hearer. In the example Can I have the keys? (author’s example), the 
illocutionary act is a request, even though the locutionary act is asking whether it is in fact 
possible for the speaker to have them. The perlocutionary act is the effect that this request has 
on the hearer; in other words, whether the request persuades the hearer to comply with the 
speaker’s wishes or not.   
 
Searle (1976, p. 10–12) further developed speech act theory by classifying the illocutionary acts 
based on their different functions. The five categories are called representatives, directives, 
commissives, expressives and declarations. Representatives are speech acts that express the 
speaker’s beliefs about the world, such as hypothesizing, insisting or swearing. They have the 
purpose of expressing something that the speaker believes to be true and can be assessed as 
either accurate or inaccurate. The second category, directives, is the category that is relevant 
to the present study. They express the speaker’s desire for the hearer to perform a future action. 
Requests do, not surprisingly, belong to this category. The third category, commissives, are 
verbal representations of the speaker’s intention and have the purpose of stating something 
that the speaker will do in the future, such as when making a promise. Expressives are speech 
acts that express the speaker’s state of mind, such as when apologizing or giving thanks. By 
giving thanks, the speaker expresses gratefulness, and an apology is an expression of the 
speaker’s regret. Lastly, declarations are utterances that somehow change reality, or using 
Searle’s (1976, p. 13) words, utterances where “'saying makes it so'. Examples of these cases are 
'I resign', 'You're fired', 'I excommunicate you', 'I christen this ship, the battleship Missouri', 'I 
appoint you chairman', and 'War is hereby declared’”.  

2.1.2 Defining requests  
As stated above, requests belong to the category of directives. However, how to distinguish 
requests from the other speech acts in the category of directives is not entirely obvious. As an 
example, it may be difficult to draw the line between requests, suggestions, warnings and 
advice. A solution offered by Trosborg (1995, p. 189) is to consider whether it is the speaker or 
the hearer who will benefit the most from the illocutionary act. Both may benefit from 
suggestions, whereas advice and warnings are mainly beneficial for the hearer. Requests, 
however, will benefit the speaker, since their purpose is “to involve the hearer in some future 
action which has positive consequences for the speaker and may imply costs to the hearer” 
(Trosborg 1995, p. 15).  
 
Another issue that arises is whether or not to distinguish between the speech act of request and 
speech acts that fulfill the same functional criteria but differ in terms of intensity. As an 
example, begging, ordering and commanding do all imply that the speaker wants the hearer to 
do something that is in the interest of the speaker, but they are marked with a different force. 
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Flöck (2016, p. 80–81) makes a distinction between these speech acts, as she finds that 
commanding, ordering and begging are speech acts used between interlocutors of unequal 
power. Requests must therefore be characterized by equal power between interlocutors. As a 
result, all directives that agree to the condition of equal power are considered to be requests in 
Flöck’s study. However, Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, p. 15), does not make this distinction. Instead, 
commanding, ordering and begging would be considered subtypes of requests. As an example, 
a situation in which a driver is asked by a policeman to move her car is considered to represent 
a request in their study, even though the power relations are unequal. This latter 
understanding of requests has been chosen for the present study (see Section 3.2.1). 

2.1.3 Politeness  
Speech act theory and politeness are closely related, since many speech acts will need to be 
performed with the use of politeness strategies. This has to do with the fact that many speech 
acts can potentially be face-threatening acts (FTA’s). Face can be defined as “the public self-
image that every member wants to claim for himself” (Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 311) and 
occurs in two different versions: negative and positive face. Negative face emphasizes a 
person’s individual rights and freedom of action, whereas positive face stresses a person’s want 
of being approved and appreciated by others. Which face is subjected to the FTA has to do with 
the type of speech act performed. As an example, directives (speech acts with the purpose of 
making the hearer do something) pose a threat to negative face, whereas expressions of 
criticism pose a threat to positive face (Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 311, 314). 
 
Similar to the notion of face, Brown & Levinson (1999, p. 317) also categorize politeness 
strategies as being either positive or negative. Positive politeness aims at saving the positive 
face of a hearer, which can be done by showing approval of the hearer, e.g. by using 
compliments: Since you’re so good at English, I would really appreciate your help with my 
homework (author’s example). Another way is for the speaker to show the hearer that they 
have things in common and to try to reduce the social distance between them. Negative 
politeness, on the other hand, satisfies the negative face of a hearer, and is achieved by 
respecting the hearer’s personal space and wishes to be unimpeded, as can be seen in the 
following example: I know that you’re probably very busy, but I would really appreciate your 
help with my homework (author’s example).  
 
According to Brown & Levinson (1999, p. 319–321), the severity of an FTA is determined by 
the degree of imposition, the social distance between the interlocutors and the relative power 
of the interlocutors. The degree of imposition can be understood in terms of how much an act 
will interfere with the hearer’s positive- and negative-face wants. Social distance is usually, but 
not always, linked to the frequency of interaction and other types of exchanges between the 
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speaker and the hearer. The social distance can be considered greater if the hearer is not a 
friend or a relative, does not speak the same dialect or language, or is from another 
neighborhood or country. Relative power can be understood in terms of whose face is 
considered to be the most important to save: the speaker’s or the hearer’s. An individual’s 
power can be both official or unofficial and usually stems from two different sources: material 
control and metaphysical control. Material control is, for example, control by economic and/or 
physical means, and metaphysical control is the ability to control “the action of others, by 
virtue of metaphysical forces subscribed to by those others” (Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 321). 
That is, people can be powerful because others have agreed to them being powerful. However, 
factors determining the social distance and relative power of the interlocutors are often 
culture-specific. This is also true for the degree of imposition, as cultures may have a higher or 
lower acceptance for interference with positive- and/or negative-face wants. (Brown & 
Levinson 1999, p. 320–321).  
 
Trosborg (1995, p. 31) points out that politeness is not always required. In fact, non-politeness 
can actually be perfectly normal and standardized in particular situations. The need for 
politeness can be determined by looking at the purpose of the communication. If the main 
purpose is the interaction itself, as in a normal conversation, participants are supposed to make 
use of politeness strategies. However, if the purpose is to communicate information, as in a 
lecture, it is not as necessary to be polite. 

2.1.4 Requests as face-threatening acts 
In a situation where a speaker makes a request, it is not clear whether the hearer would have 
done what is requested, had the speaker not asked the hearer to do so (Searle 1969, p. 66). This 
has to do with the fact that the speaker is to some extent trying to take control of the hearer 
(Trosborg 1995, p. 188). By doing so, the speaker is impeding the hearer’s freedom of action, 
which in turn poses a threat to the hearer’s negative face (people’s right to do whatever they 
want) (Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 313). The degree of imposition can vary, since the request 
can demand the hearer to do something that requires more or less effort (Trosborg 1995, p. 
188). However, making a request also threatens the speaker’s positive face, since this involves 
the exposure of a need that the hearer may refuse to fulfill (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 11).  
 
Since requests are face-threatening acts, speakers will need to consider hearers’ feelings by 
choosing a polite way of presenting the request. The main purpose of being polite in this 
instance is to satisfy the negative face of the hearer, and to make the hearer feel that there is 
no coercion involved. This can be done by apologizing for the interference or using 
impersonalized language, such as the passive voice, which will “distance S[peakers] and 
H[earers] from the act” (Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 317). Compare I’m sorry, but this table 
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needs to be vacated, in which the above strategies are used, and You need to vacate the table 
(author’s examples). By not explicitly stating that it is the hearer who should  perform the 
requested act, the speaker can reduce the hearer’s sense of being coerced (Blum-Kulka et al. 
1989, p. 59).  

2.2 Request strategies 
Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, p. 18) have identified nine different strategies to realize requests (see 
Table 1). The nine strategies span from the most direct strategy to the most indirect strategy 
and can be divided into three levels: direct strategies, conventionally indirect strategies and 
non-conventionally indirect strategies. The level of directness affects the transparency of the 
utterance; the more direct the request is, the easier it is for the hearer to identify the speaker’s 
intention. 
 
Table 1. Overview of request strategies and degree of directness, as proposed by 
Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) 
Direct  Example1 
1. Mood derivable Be quiet 

2. Performatives I’m asking you to be quiet 

3. Hedged performatives I would like to ask you to be quiet 

4. Obligation statements You’ll have to be quiet  

5. Want statements I  would like for you to be quiet 

Conventionally indirect  Example 

6. Suggestory formulae Why don’t you be quiet? 

7. Query preparatory Could you be quiet? Do you mind being 

quiet? 

Non-conventionally indirect  Example 

8. Strong hints You’re talking too loudly 

9. Mild hints I can’t focus in here 

 
As can be seen in Table 1, the direct level consists of five different strategies. In the first one, 
mood derivable, the communicative intention is mediated by using the imperative mood. In 
performatives, the illocutionary act is made explicit by stating the intention in the act. Hedged 
performatives are much like performatives, but with addition of modifiers that reduce the 
impact of the request (as can be seen when comparing examples 2 and 3 in Table 1). Obligation 

                                                
1 Author’s examples 
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statements point out that the hearer is obligated to do what is requested, whereas want 
statements express the speaker’s wish for the hearer to comply with the request. The next level 
of directness, which is the conventionally indirect strategies, consist of suggestory formulae 
and query preparatory. In the former strategy, the speaker presents the request as a 
suggestion, whereas the latter makes use of preparatory conditions, such as the hearer’s ability 
or willingness to perform the requested act. Lastly, there is also the non-conventionally indirect 
level, which is made up by two types of hints. Strong hints are hints that make some kind of 
reference to the target action or its elements. In mild hints, however, there is no such reference, 
which means that the intention can only be inferred by the context (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 
18).  
 
All requests have a head act. The head act is the smallest unit that realizes the request in an 
utterance. In the example I’m so hungry. Could I have a bite of your sandwich? (author’s 
example), the second sentence is the head act, whereas the first sentence is a grounder; a 
supportive move that gives a reason for the request. However, if the grounder had occurred 
alone, it could have been considered as a hint strategy; thus, it would have taken the position 
of head act (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 275–276).  
 
A speaker using the most direct strategy, such as Be quiet, risks being perceived as impolite by 
the hearer (Thomas 1983, p.144), since the act is performed baldly. This means that the request 
is made “in the most direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way possible” (Brown & Levinson 
1999, p. 316). From a learner perspective, it is easier to produce grammatical forms which are 
more direct, such as Be quiet, as opposed to using a conventionally indirect strategy such as 
Could you be quiet? Consequently, L2 learners who primarily use indirect strategies in their 
L1, may go for a more direct strategy in their L2 when they are beginners (Myers 2018, p. 18). 
This is simply because they will lack the linguistic skill required in order to be able to use the 
appropriate strategies. As may be expected, learners tend to use more complex request 
strategies as they progress in their L2 (Francis 1997, p. 35, 38).  
 
Using conventionally indirect strategies is a way of acknowledging hearers’ freedom of action 
(Brown & Levinson 1999, p. 311), either by presenting the request as a mere suggestion or by 
emphasizing the hearers’ willingness and ability to perform the requested act. As Barron (2016, 
p. 2172) suggests, a request such as Could you be quiet? gives hearers the impression that it is 
up to them to decide whether being quiet is an option. In addition, if hearers reply that they 
cannot, this request strategy enables speakers to dodge the effects of the refusal, since the 
question was really only whether being quiet was a possibility.  
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2.3 Cross-cultural differences in realizing requests 
According to Ogiermann (2009, p. 191), the notions of indirectness as polite and directness as 
impolite may be explained by an ethnocentric perception of politeness. Blum-Kulka et al. 
(1989, p. 138) further explain this by stating that the western world emphasizes the need to 
satisfy negative face by not assuming that the hearer will comply, and by letting the hearer 
know that compliance is optional, which is what characterizes indirectness. However, 
imposition may not be the most important norm in all cultures. Instead, the most valued norms 
may be “clarity in expressing intentions and a show of sincerity” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 
138-39). In that case, directness would be considered honest instead of impolite. In this line of 
thinking, indirectness would also “make the speaker sound devious and manipulative, and 
force the listener to do a lot of mental spadework to figure out what he [the speaker] was trying 
to say” (Pinker 2007, p. 442). Consequently, what is considered to be polite and impolite 
behavior may differ across cultures. 
 
The Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP) by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) is 
one of the most influential studies on cross-cultural differences in realizing requests. Requests 
were studied in several languages and cultures in order to see whether the realization of this 
speech act is culture- and/or language-specific. The method employed was a Discourse 
Completion Test (DCT), in which the participants were to complete dialogues in a way that 
they found appropriate. The dialogues took place in different situations with varying social 
constraints (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 13, 22, 24). The results showed that, out of all the 
languages studied (English, French, German, Hebrew and Spanish) Australians were the most 
indirect and preferred the conventionally indirect strategies (e.g. Could you…/Would you…). 
Only 10 % of their requests were direct strategies, compared to 40 % of the Argentinians’ 
strategies. Consequently, direct requests seem to be more accepted by Argentinians than by 
Australians (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 133–135). In addition, the CCSAR project also found 
that Australians prefer conventional indirectness in all contexts examined in the project. That 
is, Australians tend to use this strategy no matter the social distance or relative power between 
the interlocutors. Americans, however, tend to shift directness level depending on context, and 
are usually more direct to people they consider close than to strangers (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, 
p. 137, 150). A similar study conducted by Barron (2008), examining Irish and English people’s 
requestive behavior, showed similar results to the Australians’ behavior in the CSSAR project. 
Speakers from both England and Ireland preferred indirect strategies in all of the investigated 
contexts, with query preparatory strategies being the most popular strategies in both speech 
communities. This suggests that speakers from Ireland, England and Australia would choose 
different strategies than speakers from the USA.  
 



10 
 

A recent study that partially contradicts previously mentioned research is Flöck’s (2016, p. 83, 
87–88, 122, 183) multi-method study of requests in American and British English, in which 
DCT’s and spoken corpus data from both national varieties were analyzed. Since the corpus 
data only contained recordings of informal conversations, mainly between friends and family, 
the situational variables in the DCT were adapted to correspond with the corpus data. Whereas 
the results only showed minor differences between the national varieties within the two data 
sets, there were significant differences between the results of the DCT and the spoken corpora 
data. In the DCT, about 90 % of the strategies were conventionally indirect in both American 
and British English. However, in the corpus data, the majority of the strategies were direct 
(61,5 % in AmE and 56,2 % in BrE). This suggests that the kind of data used greatly influences 
the results. However, this study only shows request realizations in informal conversation 
between interlocutors of low social distance. The conclusion that can be drawn from this is 
therefore that the results from this study show that American and British speakers of English 
tend to use more direct strategies with people that they consider close, such as friends and 
family. 

2.4 Pragmatic failure in a second language 
According to Thomas (1983), pragmatic failure occurs when the hearer perceives an utterance 
differently from what the speaker had intended. Pragmatic failure can occur for two different 
reasons. A request such as Can you close the window? can lead to pragmalinguistic or 
sociopragmatic failure. Pragmalinguistic failure occurs if the hearer does not recognize that 
the speaker wants the hearer to close the window, as this may not be a conventionalized form 
of making requests in the hearer’s L1. In other words, pragmalinguistic failure is language-
based, and can be explained by the fact that different languages may have different ways of 
encoding requests linguistically. Sociopragmatic failure, on the other hand, is culture-based, 
and has to do with what is considered “appropriate linguistic behaviour” (Thomas 1983, p. 
109). That is, different cultures may not share the same opinion on which strategy is the most 
appropriate. According to Kasper (1997, p. 11), pragmatic failure will often result in the vague 
perception of speakers as impolite, since hearers will find it difficult to locate the source of their 
irritation.  
 

Learners will need to make pragmatic adjustments between their L1 and their L2, since the 
linguistic and pragmatic systems of these languages will differ. Direct transfer, with no 
pragmatic adjustments, may result in the loss of the original intention. This can be especially 
apparent in conversations between native and non-native speakers. As an example, the 
communicative intention of why-don’t-you-utterances, i.e. suggestory formulae, can easily be 
missed by speakers with Hebrew as their native language, as this formula is not a common way 
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of making a request in Hebrew (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, p. 65). Similarly, questions referring 
to the hearer’s ability, such as can you do…, are not conventionalized ways of making requests 
in Polish (Kasper & Rose 2001, p. 7). 

2.5 Teaching requests 
One of the challenges with EFL teaching is the fact that many learners will not be able to use 
their L2 in authentic settings. The classroom context is, for many learners, the only context 
where they communicate in English. This requires teaching to focus on their pragmatic 
development (Martínes-Flor & Usó-Juan 2006, p. 40). Even though teachers may serve as role 
models in many cases, they are not very appropriate models in terms of pragmatics. Since 
teacher–learner talk is characterized by unequal status, the teacher can use strategies that 
would be considered inappropriate for the learner (Bardovi-Harlig 2001, p. 25). In addition, 
Myers (2018, p. 19) suggests that teachers often become too used to hearing learner talk, which 
makes them less able to notice pragmatic failure. As a result, learners may produce rude 
requests in the classroom without getting corrective feedback from the teacher. 
 
Learners will already have some pragmatic competence, deriving from their L1. Unfortunately, 
learners are not always able to use what they already know when facing new tasks, which is 
also true in terms of their pragmatic competence (Rose & Kasper 2001, p. 6). This is not 
surprising, considering that most speakers are only somewhat aware of their pragmatic 
knowledge since they use it intuitively (Kasper 1997, p. 11). Consequently, pragmatic 
instruction does not only aim at teaching learners about new aspects of pragmatics; it also aims 
at making their previous knowledge available and conscious to them. 
 
According to Kasper and House (2002, p. 273), explicit instruction in pragmatics, rather than 
exposure alone, has a better effect on the development of learners’ pragmatic competence. If 
learners are also offered sufficient opportunities to practice, the outcome will be even better. 
Martínez-Flor and Usó-Juan (2006) have created a pedagogical framework for teaching 
requests. This involves explaining the properties of pragmatic competence to the learners, as 
well as offering activities that focus on raising their pragmatic awareness and giving them the 
opportunity to produce requests in close to real-life situations. In short, learners will need 
realistic input, practice and feedback in order to develop pragmatic competence in their L2. 
EFL textbooks ought to be able to fulfill the first two of these demands, while teachers will need 
to take responsibility for providing learners with pragmatic feedback. However, learners are 
individuals, and to teach them how to behave ‘properly’ may be the wrong approach for both 
teachers and EFL textbooks. As Rose and Kasper (2001, p. 3) point out, “learners must be made 
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aware of the consequences of making pragmatic choices, but the choice to act in a certain way 
should be theirs alone”.  

2.6 Speech acts in EFL textbooks 
A number of studies about speech acts in English as a Foreign or Second Language (EFL/ESL) 
textbooks have been conducted (see e.g. Vellenga 2004; Nguyen 2011; Limberg 2016; Barron 
2016; Petraki & Bayes 2013). In a study of an EFL textbook series aimed for Vietnamese upper-
secondary schools, Nguyen (2011) examined the range and distribution of speech acts and the 
occurrence of metapragmatic and contextual explanations (information concerning when, 
where, how and to whom language ought to be used). The results of this study showed that the 
pragmatic input was inadequate. However, another issue was also raised in this study, having 
to do with English being a global language. According to Nguyen, writers of EFL material 
should focus on pragmatic norms from several cultures, and not only norms from native 
speaking countries, as users may need intercultural communicative competence in non-native 
speaking contexts as well. Similar to Nguyen (2011), Vellega (2004) analyzed eight EFL/ESL 
textbooks, used in many parts of the world, for metapragmatic information on speech acts. The 
findings showed that, for most speech acts, the textbooks fell short in providing enough 
metapragmatic explanations and presenting a variety of strategies. In addition, the study also 
found that teachers’ manuals were insufficient as a supplement.    
 
Other studies have focused on isolated speech acts. Limberg (2016) compared the input on 
apologies in German EFL textbooks with spoken corpus data. The results showed that the 
textbooks did not offer authentic tasks and only a limited range of apology types. Barron (2016) 
also examined German EFL textbooks, but focused on requests, to see which strategies were 
practiced in the textbook exercises. The findings showed that five of the nine request strategies 
were introduced in the grammar sections; however, only three were represented in the 
exercises. Thus, performatives, suggestory formulae, and strong and mild hints were not 
touched upon in this series at all. Similar results were found in Petraki and Bayes’ (2013) study 
on requests in Australian ESL textbooks. Their findings showed that the textbooks were 
inadequate in representing all request forms. They also fell short of providing learners with 
enough metapragmatic information. 
 

To conclude, previous research on speech act representation in EFL/ESL textbooks have found 
that textbooks frequently lack authentic input and that they are insufficient in presenting a 
variety of strategies for different speech acts. In addition, the metapragmatic information and 
exercises are also found to be inadequate for developing learners’ pragmatic competence.  
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3. Material and Methods 

3.1 Material  
For the present study, two Swedish EFL textbook series called Sparks (Taylor 2017a–f) and 
Good Stuff Gold (Coombs et al. 2012a–b, 2013a–b, 2014a–b) have been selected. Both Sparks 
and Good Stuff Gold aim at years 7–9, which are the last compulsory years in the Swedish 
school system. The proficiency levels of learners at lower secondary school corresponds to 
CEFR levels A2.2 and B1.1, and the target learners are 13 to 15 years old. The reason for 
choosing textbooks aimed at years 7–9 is because teaching starts placing higher demands on 
learners’ communicative competence at these levels. In addition, it was hypothesized that EFL 
textbooks are used more frequently in lower secondary school than in higher levels of teaching 
in Sweden. The examined textbook series are described in detail in the following sections.  

3.1.1 Sparks  
Sparks was published in 2017 and is one of the most recent additions to the Swedish EFL 
textbook market. The series is advertised as containing authentic situations with realistic 
themes which will allow students to practice their communicative skills. This is interesting, 
considering that previous studies on EFL textbooks have found a lack of realistic input.  
 
Sparks consists of one textbook and one workbook per school year, which makes six books in 
total. All three textbooks are 136 pages long, whereas the workbooks range from 136–144 
pages. In addition, each year also has a student web, which is included in the analysis. The 
student webs contain extra material, such as listening and grammar exercises, and work as 
complements to the textbooks and workbooks. However, teacher manuals have not been 
included in the present study due to limited time and space. 
 
The books are divided into 4–6 units. Each unit has its own theme, such as communication, 
adventure or feelings. The units consist of multiple texts on the same topic and concentrate on 
different text types. All texts are followed by a Talk about it!-box with questions about the text, 
which the students are to discuss orally. In the workbooks, students are supposed to answer 
reading comprehension questions, practice vocabulary and grammar, and do listening and 
writing activities. In addition, there are also ‘research’ tasks and role play/enactment activities 
for each text. In the table of contents, the regional varieties represented in each unit are stated. 
In Sparks, varieties from both native speakers (e.g. American and British English) and non-
native speakers (e.g. Peruvian English) are represented. 
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3.1.2 Good Stuff Gold 
The textbook series Good Stuff Gold has been available on the market for a little longer. It was 
published between the years 2012–2014. Its predecessor, Good Stuff (2002–2004) became 
outdated with the implementation of the new curriculum Lgr11, which resulted in the more up-
to-date Good Stuff Gold. The fact that the publishing company decided to release a new and 
updated version instead of publishing an entirely new textbook series indicates that this series 
is popular. 
 
Similar to Sparks, Good Stuff Gold  has one textbook and one workbook for each school year. 
The textbooks are 144 pages long, and the workbooks range from 164–172 pages. Good Stuff 
Gold also has a student web for each year, but the student webs do not contain any extra 
material, which is why it will not be included in the analysis. The teacher’s CD, on the other 
hand, contains some extra listening exercises which will be examined, but as with Sparks, no 
teacher manuals are included. 
 
The books consist of 8–10 units with varying themes. In each unit, the students come across 
different text types that are color-coded according to difficulty. The green texts are basic, 
whereas the yellow texts offer students more of a challenge. At the end of each text, there are 
some questions for the students to discuss before they continue in the workbook, where they 
practice their reading comprehension, vocabulary, oral and written communication, and 
listening skills. Grammar is practiced in a separate section in the back of the workbooks.  

3.2 Methods 
The present study consists of a page-by-page analysis to examine the implicit and explicit input 
that learners receive of requests from Sparks and Good Stuff Gold. This is done by identifying 
all instances of requests in the textbooks, as well as looking for request exercises and 
metapragmatic information about requests.  

3.2.1 Identifying requests 
In the first part of the analysis, in which the requests are identified, they are also classified in 
accordance with the coding scheme established by Blum-Kulka et al. (1989, p. 278–281). That 
is, after isolating the head act, the request strategy is determined in order to see which request 
strategies and levels of directness the learners are exposed to (see Section 2.2). However, a few 
changes have been made to the different categories of request strategies (see Table 2), as the 
coding scheme by Blum-Kulka et al. does not include some of the strategies that appear in the 
textbooks. Firstly, elliptical phrases were added to the first category of mood derivable; a 
categorization suggested by Trosborg (1995). Secondly, Trosborg (1995) also suggests that 
need statements should be added to the category of want statements. Thirdly, stating 
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preparatory was added and conflated with query preparatory. This resulted in the category 
called preparatory, as suggested by Flöck (2016). Lastly, hints were made into a single category, 
partly out of convenience but also because no reason was found to separate strong and mild 
hints.  
 
Table 2. Request strategies employed in the present study 
Direct  Example2 
1. Mood derivable/elliptical 
phrases 

Lend me your phone/Your phone, please 

2. Performatives I’m asking you to lend me your phone 

3. Hedged performatives I would like to ask you to lend me your 

phone 

4. Obligation statements You’ll have to lend me your phone  

5. Want/need statements I  would like to borrow your phone/I need to 

borrow your phone 

Conventionally indirect  Example 

6. Suggestory formulae Why don’t you lend me your phone? 

7. Preparatory Could you lend me your phone?/You could 

lend me your phone 

Non-conventionally indirect  Example 

8. Hints I need to make a call, but I don’t have my 

phone 

 
As discussed in Section 2.1.2, requests can be defined in various ways. In some research, 
requests are defined as directives uttered between equals (see e.g. Flöck 2016), whereas other 
studies use the term request even when the power of the interlocutors is asymmetrical (see e.g. 
Blum-Kulka et al. 1989; Barron 2008; Trosborg 1995). As the present study is also concerned 
with what input students receive on requests between interlocutors of unequal power, no 
difference will be made between begging, requesting, ordering or commanding. As a result, a 
request may shift in intensity, as long as the intended effect of the utterance is primarily in the 
interest of the speaker. 
 
The requests identified in the textbooks are requests for goods, requests for permission and 
requests for action or cease of action. Requests for verbal action are also included, e.g. Could 

                                                
2 Author’s examples 
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you tell me how to get to the train station? However, regular questions asking for information, 
such as How do I get to the train station? (author’s examples) are not identified as requests. 
In addition, imperatives with the intention of getting the hearer’s attention are also excluded 
from the analysis, as they have a minimal requestive function and do not ask very much from 
the hearer. This can be seen in the following example: “Look, the sun is starting to come up” 
(GSG7, textbook, p. 119). ‘Attention imperatives’ were found to a similar extent in both series: 
Sparks contained 21, whereas 20 were found in Good Stuff Gold.  
 
A difficulty when identifying requests is the fact that the workbooks and the student web 
contain several requests that have little or no context. As an example, the sentence I need some 
extra cash (author’s example) could work as a request in a specific context. But with no 
contextual information, no conclusion can be drawn about the communicative intention of this 
sentence. For the cases that lack situational clues, only the instances where the sentences 
obviously represent requests are included, such as “Don’t scratch my bike!” (GSG9, workbook, 
p. 36). However, requests in Swedish that students are supposed to translate, e.g. “Stäng 
dörren tyst, tack [Shut the door quietly, please]” (GSG8, workbook, p. 121) are not included in 
the first part of the analysis, as they do not represent requestive input in the learners’ L2. 
Translation exercises are, however, included in the second part of the analysis in which request 
exercises are identified. 
 
Lastly, there is one more aspect that needs clarification. Some of the requests in the textbooks 
are re-requests. That is, paraphrased requests or repetitions of requests, which often occur 
when the hearer does not comply with the speaker’s wishes. All instances of re-requests are 
also included in the analysis.  

3.2.2 Identifying metapragmatic information and request exercises  
In this part of the analysis, metapragmatic information about requests and exercises in which 
learners are offered practice on how to make requests are extracted from the textbooks. Any 
information or practice that students may receive regarding politeness, situational/cultural 
appropriateness, conventionalized forms and other linguistic forms of requests, are looked for.  
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4. Analysis and results 

4.1 Requests in Sparks and Good Stuff Gold 
Examples of requests were identified in all textbooks, and occurred in different text types, such 
as dialogues, narrative texts, e-mails and listening exercises. Table 3 shows the number of 
requests found in Sparks (S) and Good Stuff Gold (GSG) and how these were distributed across 
the textbooks aimed at years 7–9. 
 
Table 3. Number of requests found in textbooks  

S7 S8 S9 Tot. S  GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. GSG  
n (%) n (%)  n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

94 (44.1) 54 (25.4) 65 (30.5) 213 (100)  147 (46.2) 65 (20.4) 106 (33.3) 318 (100) 

 
In total, 213 requests were identified in S and 318 in GSG. The average number of identified 
requests in each textbook is 71 in S and 106 in GSG. Even though the total number of requests 
differ quite substantially between the series, they both follow the same pattern in terms of 
which years contain the most and the least requests. As can be seen in Table 3, S7 had the 
biggest share of requests (44.1 % [n = 94]) and S8 the smallest share (25.4 % [n = 54]) in the 
Sparks series, just as GSG7 had the most requests (46.2 % [n = 147]) and GSG8 had the least 
requests (20.4 % [n = 65]) in the Good Stuff Gold series.  

4.2 Directness levels and request strategies  
As can be seen in Figure 1, the distribution of directness levels in the two textbook series shows 
both similarities and differences.  
 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of directness levels in textbook series 
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The two series have similar shares of the non-conventionally indirect strategies (4.2 % [n = 9] 
in S and 3.8 % [n = 12] in GSG), which is also the least frequent level. Interestingly, a 
comparison with authentic requests produced by native speakers of English shows that the 
non-conventionally indirect level is the least frequent level in such studies as well. In 
Australian English, Blum Kulka et al. (1989, p. 134) found that this level constitutes 7.8 % of 
the strategy types found in their data. In Flöck’s (2016, p. 183) data of requests in American 
and British English, the non-conventionally indirect level ranges from 4.2–6.2 %.  
 
However, the distribution of conventionally indirect and direct strategies looks markedly 
different in the two textbook series. Even though direct strategies are the most frequent 
strategies found in both series (49.8 % [n = 106] in S and 73.3 % [n = 233] in GSG), S has a 
much more even distribution of direct and conventionally indirect strategies than GSG does. 
The conventionally indirect strategies do not even make up a quarter in GSG (23.0 % [n = 73]), 
whereas in S, they constitute almost half of the strategies found (46.0 % [n = 98]).  
 
As discussed in Section 2.3, research on authentic requests do not show consistency in terms 
of which directness level is the most frequent among native speakers of English. Whereas some 
studies show that native speakers have a clear preference for conventionally indirect strategies 
(see Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Barron 2008), others show a tendency towards more direct 
strategies (see Flöck 2016). Consequently, it is not possible to determine which of the two 
textbook series that has a distribution of directness levels that more resembles authentic 
request. However, it is clear that learners using different series will be exposed to different 
levels of directness. This may give learners different views on how to realize requests. 
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Table 4 shows an overview of the identified request strategies in the two series. 
 
Table 4. Distribution of request strategy types in textbooks  
 S7 S8 S9 GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 
Direct n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

1. Mood derivable/elliptical 

phrases 

26 (27.7) 21  (38.9) 25 (38.5) 90 (61.2) 40 (61.5) 74 (69.8) 

2. Performatives 0 0 2 (3.1) 1 (0.7) 0 0 

3. Hedged performatives 0 0 0 0 0 0 

4. Obligation statements 3 (3.2) 1 (1.9) 4 (6.2) 4 (2.7) 4 (6.2) 6  (5.7) 

5. Want/need statements 12 (12.8) 9 (16.7) 3 (4.6) 7 (4.8) 4 (6.2) 3 (2.8) 

Conventionally indirect        

6. Suggestory formulae 0 0 0 0 0 2 (1.9) 

7. Preparatory 48 (51.1) 20 (37.0) 30 (46.2) 45 (30.6) 11 (16.9) 15 (14.1) 

Non-conventionally indirect        

8. Hints 5 (5.3) 3  (5.6) 1 (1.5) 0 6 (9.2) 6 (5.7) 

Total: 94 (100) 54 (100) 65 (100) 147 (100) 65 (100) 106 (100) 

 
As can be seen in Table 4, some strategies are more frequent than others. Mood 
derivable/elliptical phrases and preparatory strategies represent the most frequently occurring 
head act strategies in both series. GSG shows a preference for mood derivable/elliptical 
phrases, which have a similar distribution in all textbooks (GSG7: 61.2 %, GSG8: 61.5 %, and 
GSG9: 69.8 %). In S, preparatory strategies constitute the most frequent head act strategies in 
S7 (51.1 %) and in S9 (46.2 %). When comparing the distribution of head act strategies found 
in S8, the occurrence of mood derivable/elliptical phrases and preparatory strategies turns out 
to be nearly the same (cf. mood derivable/elliptical phrases 38.9 % [n = 21] and preparatory 
37.0 % [n = 20]). However, the overall preference for S is still preparatory strategies. Even 
though S contains 105 requests less than GSG, S shows a greater amount of preparatory 
strategies than GSG ([n = 98] in S, [n = 71] in GSG). 
 
Want/need statements are ranked as the third most frequent strategy found in S, after mood 
derivable/elliptical phrases. This strategy is found to a greater extent in S7 and S8, and to a 
lesser degree in S9 and the GSG series. The rest of the strategies represent those that were 
found very infrequently or not at all. Performatives, obligation statements, suggestory 
formulae and hints have frequencies below ten percent in all textbooks. The instances of the 
performative strategy are very few, but they can still be found in both series (in S9 and GSG7), 
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whereas no instances of hedged performatives were found in either of the two series. 
Suggestory formulae were only found in GSG9. Obligation statements, on the other hand, occur 
in in all textbooks to a varying degree. Hint strategies were also identified in all textbooks 
except in GSG7. The different request strategies will be discussed in more detail in the 
following sections. 

4.2.1 Direct strategies 
All request strategies have a certain amount of subtype strategies. As an example, obligation 
statements can be expressed by using multiple linguistic forms, such as you need to… and you 
should... What follows is an overview of the subtypes found for the direct request strategies. 
Neither S nor GSG contain examples of all linguistic varieties of the direct strategies. However, 
S shows a slightly greater variety of subtypes. In S, 15 out of 18 subtypes of the direct strategies 
are found, whereas GSG contain 13 out of 18 subtypes in spite of having a much larger number 
of direct requests. The subtypes of mood derivable/elliptical phrases are displayed in Table 5. 
 
Table 5. Subtypes of mood derivable/elliptical phrases 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 
Mood derivable/ 
elliptical phrases 

n n n n n n n n 

Imperatives 24 21 25 70 82 39 72 193 

Elliptical phrases 2 0 0 2 8 1 2 11 

 
In both textbook series, the imperative is the most frequent subtype of mood 
derivable/elliptical phrases, and also the most frequent subtype of all direct strategies. As seen 
in Table 5, 70 of the identified requests in S are in the imperative form, whereas GSG contain 
as many as 193 requests in the imperative form. In Trosborg’s (1995, p. 244) study of requests 
by native speakers, imperatives and elliptical phrases were typically used in re-requests. That 
is, the initial request is usually performed with another request strategy, but the hearer’s non-
compliance makes the speaker turn to more direct strategies. In both S and GSG, most 
imperatives and elliptical phrases are initial requests. There are only a few instances where 
they occur as re-requests. Example 1 shows a dialogue between Ricky and his boss and offers 
several examples of re-requests. The boss’ request strategies become more and more direct 
(from hinting strategies to imperatives) when Ricky’s response is not what the boss had wished 
for. For clarifying purposes, italics are used for the initial request and the re-requests: 
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(1)      Boss:  I’ve just signed a very important building contract. But the 
contract has to be signed by an official in the government office.  

(hint) 
Ricky: And this affects me how?  
(non-compliance) 
Boss: Contract needs to be signed by three o’clock today or we’ll lose the 

money.  
(hint) 
Ricky: But it’s half past two already, and the government office is four 

miles away! 
(non-compliance) 
Boss: Which is why we need you Ricky. Get there in time and you get a 

fifty-pound bonus.  
(need statement) 
Ricky: And if I don’t?  
(non-compliance) 
Boss: Don’t worry about that, Ricky. Just get going!  
(imperative) 

(S8, listening exercise) 

 
Elliptical phrases are actually quite uncommon in both textbook series. As shown in Table 4, 
there are only two elliptical phrases in S, whereas GSG contains eleven. According to Trosborg 
(1995, p. 204), requests in which the speaker only refers to the desired object can, for example, 
be used when the requested object is for sale. The higher amount of elliptical phrases in GSG 
could be explained by the fact that GSG shows a higher preference for this strategy in service 
encounters (e.g. purchases or a restaurant visits), as demonstrated in Example 2. In S, 
preparatory strategies and want statements are more frequent in such situations. 
 

(2)   Two cartons of semi-skimmed milk, please (GSG7, workbook, p. 132) 
 

Example 2 could be considered a conventionalized form in service encounters, and also shows 
that politeness can be maintained with the addition of the politeness marker please when using 
very direct strategies. However, GSG also presents another example of elliptical phrases in a 
service encounter where the appropriateness can be questioned. In Example 3, the waiter at a 
restaurant has just asked two guests whether they would like anything else: 
 

(3)   Yep. One order of garlic bread (GSG7, textbook, p. 20) 
 

Even though both variants appear in GSG7, there is no information about the appropriateness 
or difference between Examples 2 and 3. In addition, the dialogue from which Example 3 is 



22 
 

extracted is the only restaurant scene found in the entire GSG series, which means that it 
represents rather important input. This also implies that learners using a strategy resembling 
Example 3 may be considered unintentionally rude and/or informal. 
 
The subtypes of performatives are displayed in Table 6. 
 
Table 6. Subtypes of performatives 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 
Performatives  n n n n n n n n 

I beg you… 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 

I implore you… 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 

 
As can be seen in Table 6, only two subtypes were found for performatives: I beg you… and I 
implore you …. Both varieties can be found in S, whereas GSG only contains an example of I 
beg you …, as seen in Example 4, in which a grandmother does not want her grandson to go to 
Romania: 
 

(4) You must do what you must do. But I beg you, don’t go (GSG7, textbook, p. 110) 
 
Table 7 shows the subtypes found for obligation statements. 
 
Table 7. Subtypes of obligation statements 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 
Obligation statements n n n n n n n n 
you need to… 2 0 0 2 0 0 1 1 

you should… 0 0 2 2 1 0 1 2 

you/you’ll have to… 0 0 1 1 1 1 3 5 

you must… 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 3 

you’d better… 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 

we should… 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 

we have to… 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 

we need to… 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 

 
As can be seen in Table 7, eight subtypes of obligation statements were found in the two series. 
For this strategy, GSG shows a greater variety of subtypes, with you/you’ll have to…  being the 
most frequent linguistic form, as demonstrated in Example 5, in which a mother explains to 
her daughter that she cannot stay out too late: 
 

(5) Look, Sam. I’m sorry but you have to be home at ten. I worry about you (GSG9, textbook, 
p. 115) 
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You need to…, you should… and we should… are used to a similar extent in S. As can be seen 
in Table 7 and in Example 6, the inclusive we-perspective, in which both the speaker and the 
hearer are included in the request, is used for some of the obligation statements, even though 
the hearer-perspective is more frequent. 

 
(6) I’ve already ticked it off the list. Come on… We have to hurry! (GSG8, textbook, p. 7) 

 

The different subtypes of want/need statements can be seen in Table 8.  

Table 8. Subtypes of want/need statements 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 

Want/need statements n n n n n n n  

I want 2 5 1 8 2 2 2 6 

I/we* need 3 3 1 7 4 2 1 7 

I hope 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 

I’d/we’d* like 2 0 2 4 1 0 0 1 

I’d/we’d* love 3 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 

I wish 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

*Note: Differentiation between ‘I’ and ‘we’ in requests is only made when ‘we’ refers to both speaker and hearer 
(speaker and hearer-oriented requests). When ‘we’ refers to the speaker and someone other than the hearer, it is 
used the same way as ‘I’ (speaker-oriented requests). 

 

Table 8 shows that both series have a clear preference for I want… and I need…, as 
demonstrated in Examples 7 and 8.  

 
(7) It’s still a doll. I don’t want a doll! I-I want a new iPad, and a PlayStation, and a new Gopro 

camera, and a VR headset (S8, listening exercise) 
 
(8) I need some help with my homework. It’s really hard (GSG7, workbook, p. 146) 

 
S shows a greater variety of subtypes for want/need statements, and S7 actually contains 
examples of all the subtypes of want/need statements that were found in the data. 
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4.2.2 Conventionally indirect strategies 
The conventionally indirect strategies consist of suggestory formulae and preparatory 
strategies. As stated previously, suggestory formulae is one of the less frequent request 
strategies in the data. The subtypes found for suggestory formulae can be seen in Table 9. 

 
Table 9. Subtypes of suggestory formulae 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 
Suggestory formulae n n n n n n n n 
why don’t we… 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
what about… 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 

 
Table 9 shows that both examples of suggestory formulae are found in GSG9 and represent two 
different subtypes. In Example 9, one of the subtypes is demonstrated. In the example, a man 
asks his cat Ginger (who happens to have the ability of having intellectual conversations) to 
talk about a famous author, as the man has been getting very little attention from his cat lately 
and really wants them to spend some time together. 

 
(9) Why don’t we talk about the new novel by Rushdie? (GSG9, listening exercise) 

 
Table 10 shows the different subtypes found for preparatory strategies.  
 
Table 10. Subtypes of preparatory strategies 
 S7 S8 S9 Tot. GSG7 GSG8 GSG9 Tot. 
Preparatory n n n n n n n n 
can you/someone… 17 5 7 29 15 3 2 20 
can I… 14 4 7 25 10 5 3 18 
can we… 0 1 1 2 1 0 0 1 
could you/someone… 9 2 6 17 7 1 3 11 
could I… 1 1 1 3 0 1 0 1 
will you… 2 1 1 4 4 0 3 7 
would you… 2 2 1 5 0 0 0 0 
may I… 0 0 4 4 2 0 2 4 
have you/do you have… 1 1 1 3 3 0 0 3 
are you available… 0 2 0 2 0 0 0 0 
I’ll have/We’ll have… 2 0 0 2 3 0 0 3 

you can… 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 
you could… 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
you will… 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
you would… 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 

 
Table 10 shows that the category of preparatory strategies has the most subtypes out of all 
request strategies in all directness levels. Fifteen subtypes were found, the first ten being query 
preparatory and the last five being stating preparatory. As can be seen in Table 9, hearer-
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oriented requests are more common than speaker-oriented requests, even though there are 
multiple subtypes with a speaker perspective, as demonstrated in Example 10. 
 

(10) Paul, can I have the iPad for a minute? (S8, textbook, p. 74) 
 
The three most frequent subtypes of preparatory strategies are the same in both S and GSG. 
Can you/someone… is ranked first, can I… is ranked second, and could you/someone… is 
ranked third. 

4.2.3 Non-conventionally indirect strategies 
Non-conventionally indirect requests are made up by hints. In S, 9 examples of hints were 
identified, whereas GSG contained 12. Example 11 is one of the hint strategies found in the GSG 
series, in which a mother watching the Queen’s Christmas message on TV thinks that her son 
is being too loud: 

 
(11) ‘Luke’, said Mum, ‘we’re trying to listen to the Queen’ (GSG8, textbook, p. 19) 

  
This relatively large number of hints differs from the findings in the ESL textbook study by 
Petraki and Bayes (2013, p. 508). In their examination of five different ESL textbooks used in 
Australia, they only found one example of hint strategies in one of the textbooks. Consequently, 
both S and GSG prove better at exposing learners to this specific request strategy than those 
examined by Petraki and Bayes.  

4.3 Metapragmatic information 
The difference between the amount of explicit and implicit input offered in the two series is 
quite noticeable. As seen in Section 4.2, the two series offer a lot of implicit information in the 
form of different request strategies in varying linguistic forms. As discussed in Section 2.5, 
however, exposure to implicit input alone is not very sufficient. Learners benefit from explicit 
instruction as this makes their pragmatic competence develop more efficiently (Kasper & 
House 2002, p. 273). Unfortunately, the explicit treatment of requests and their 
communicative function is very limited in both textbook series. In terms of explicit 
information, both series prioritize the linguistic aspects of requests over the socio-cultural 
practice of requests. That is, whereas some of the linguistic means of realizing requests are 
introduced, practically no attention is given to factors determining the appropriateness of a 
request, such as face, the relationship between the interlocutors, or the degree of imposition.  

4.3.1 Information about politeness 
Discussions of politeness are scarce in both S and GSG, even though the information provided 
in S is a bit more extensive. In S, politeness is brought up when discussing the differences 
between some and any: “We can use ‘some’ in polite questions or if we hope the answer is yes. 
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Example: Could I have some more tea, please?” (S7, workbook, p. 72). A similar explanation is 
offered in GSG. In addition, S also explains the use of someone and somebody in requests: “In 
polite questions or questions where you expect the answer to be ‘yes’ you can use 
‘someone’/’somebody’. Example: Could someone give me a lift to the station, please?” (S7, 
workbook, p. 77).  
 
The most extensive information about requests and politeness is offered in S9 in relation to 
modal verbs. The different functions of modal verbs are discussed in a six-minute-long 
listening sequence, in which the speaker claims that requests with could are more polite than 
those with can, whereas requests with the modal verb may, as in may I have this dance?, is 
the most polite way of requesting, but can also be considered a bit snobby. However, when it 
is considered very polite and when it is considered a bit snobby is not elaborated. Although 
there is no mention of the origin of these politeness norms, British and American English are 
stated as the regional variants represented in this specific unit.  
 
As mentioned in the previous section, it is mainly the linguistic aspects of politeness that are 
discussed, such as which forms are considered to be more or less polite. S offers more 
metapragmatic information about the linguistic means of achieving politeness than GSG, but 
the socio-cultural aspects, such as when, where and to whom politeness would be expected, is 
not mentioned in either of the two series. 

4.3.2 Information about cross-cultural differences 
Even though both series do consider the fact that languages and cultures are different, there is 
not much that relates to pragmatics. Instead, the focus lies primarily on false friends and 
culture clashes resulting from different manners or customs, such as whether or not it is 
appropriate to take one’s shoes off when visiting someone’s home in a specific country. The 
most explicit information about differences in realizing requests is found in GSG9 (textbook, 
p. 163), in which the different use of the query preparatory subtypes Have you got...? and Do 
you have...? is explained. The former is said to be conventionalized form in British English, 
whereas the latter is a conventionalized form in American English.  
 
However, there are also examples where differences in realizing requests between cultures and 
languages are implied, although they are not explicitly stated. In GSG9 (workbook, p. 139) the 
following English example of a request is used for the modal could: “Could you do me a favour, 
please?” In the Swedish translation of this request, the politeness marker please has, for some 
reason, no equivalent: “Skulle du kunna göra mig en tjänst? [Could you do me a favour?]. 
Whether this is because the Swedish request is already ‘polite enough’, or because it is difficult 
to find a suitable equivalent to the politeness marker please in Swedish is not discussed. 
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Similarly, the politeness marker please is not present in the Singlish version of the English 
request Please come downstairs. Singlish is English influenced by Malay, Mandarin and 
Tamil, and is very briefly introduced in GSG8, where different sentences are used in order to 
show the similarities and differences between the varieties. One of them is a request: “You 
come down now ah3. (Please come downstairs.)” (textbook, p. 50). As with the Swedish request 
above, the lack of a politeness marker in the Singlish version is not explained any further. The 
discussion of the politeness marker please can therefore be considered to be insufficient, just 
as the overall information about cross-cultural differences in realizing requests found in the 
two series. 

4.3.3 Implicit information on how social variables affect the realization of 
requests 
There is no explicit information on how to make requests appropriately with regards to the 
social distance and relative power of the interlocutors in either of the two series. There is, on 
the other hand, some implicit information. As an example, one of the texts in GSG7 shows the 
realization of requests between speakers of higher and lower status. The text is about a school 
field trip to the British Museum, in which multiple requests are made by both the teacher and 
the students (GSG7, textbook, p. 34–35). The students’ requests (Examples 12–14) to the 
teacher are all indirect: 
 

(12) Do you have a pencil, please, sir? 
 
(13) It’s really hot in here, sir. Can we open a window? 
 
(14) Can I go to the toilet, please? 
 

As shown in Examples 15–17, however, the teacher’s requests are all direct: 
 

(15) Kala – stop touching that statue 
 
(16) Well, put it right back 
 
(17)  Wait a second, Kala, I’m talking to Agatha 
 

Similar implicit information can also be found in GSG9, in which requests are uttered in court 
proceedings and military contexts, thus resulting in solely direct requests (or commands), as 
speakers have more power than the hearers.  
 

                                                
3 ah is “an exclamation used at the end of sentences to indicate admiration, 
affirmation, exhortation” (http://www.singlishdictionary.com/) 
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However, as mentioned in Section 3.2.1, many of the requests found in the textbooks lack 
contextual information. As a result, these requests do not give any clues to learners about how 
and when these request forms ought to be used. As an example, the following request is found 
in an exercise where students are supposed to practice prepositions of place: “Shut the door. 
It’s cold [outside]” (S9, student web). Consequently, students neither learn who the speaker 
nor the hearer is, which are factors that determine the appropriacy of this request. Requests 
lacking contextual information may therefore only serve as linguistic input, since they show 
learners how requests can be expressed linguistically, but not under what circumstances they 
are appropriate. 

4.4 Request exercises 
As mentioned previously, learners will not only need input to develop their pragmatic 
competence; they will also need practice. Regrettably, hardly any exercises for which the main 
learning objective is to practice making requests have been identified. However, requests are 
sometimes integrated into other activities whose main focus is not specifically for learners to 
make requests. What follows is a summary of the exercises found in the two series. 

 
Only five exercises were identified in which students were asked to produce requests. One can 
be found in GSG and four can be found in S. In GSG7 (workbook, p. 24), students are asked to 
write and perform a restaurant dialogue in which they will be able to practice standard requests 
in a restaurant context. A restaurant dialogue in the textbook serves as a model for the 
students, where the structures I’ll have… and Can I have… are introduced, together with 
elliptical phrases. According to Martínez-Flor and Usó-Juan (2006, p. 44), role-play and acting 
are actually the most widely suggested pragmatic production tasks, which means that, on that 
account, this activity is in line with teaching recommendations. 
 

In S, three of the production activities found are variants of the same exercise. Two of them 
occur in S7, whereas the third occurs in S9. Students are asked to write an e-mail, asking 
someone to come and speak at their school or to another group of people. In the exercise aimed 
for year 9 students, they are asked to “e-mail a local environmental group asking if they can 
send someone to talk to a group of young people”  (S9, workbook, p. 108). The first instruction 
for this e-mail is to “be polite”. However, no further information is offered together with this 
exercise as to how politeness can be achieved. Students are either expected to know what being 
polite implies or to find that information elsewhere. Suggestions of useful forms for making 
requests are also absent.  
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The fourth production activity found in S has the main objective of practicing uncountable 
nouns, but this exercise also allows students to practice making requests: “Now you want to 
eat some of the things from the shelf with the uncountables, but you don’t want all of it. How 
do you say it?  Write it down and show to your teacher when you are ready. For example: I’d 
like a glass of milk” (S9, student web). 
 
The following exercise found in S8 is not a production exercise, but a reflecting exercise. Even 
though the main focus is not requesting, it is the only exercise that encourages students’ 
contextual awareness: “Look at the four quotes taken from the text extract. For each quote, 
discuss the following questions: Who said it? What context is the quote taken from? What is 
meant by the quote?” (S8, textbook, p. 79). One of the quotes is “No James, you can’t have 
him”, which is an answer to the following requestive hint in the text: “Poor, chap. I think he’s 
a stray. He’s got no collar and he’s really thin” (S8, textbook, p. 78). In the text, two friends 
come across a cat that appears to be a stray, and James feels the need to take care of the cat. In 
this exercise, students will need to think about what triggered the friend’s response (“No 
James, you can’t have him”), thus, they are invited to start thinking about the requestive 
potential of hints. This is an activity that is in line with teaching recommendations, as 
consciousness-raising activities are important for learners’ pragmatic development (Martínez-
Flor & Usó-Juan 2006, p. 44). 
 
Apart from these exercises, requests were also identified in translation and sentence 
completion tasks. These were found in connection to the introduction of different parts of 
grammar that may be applicable when making requests, such as modal verbs: “Which of the 
following modal verbs could be used in the following sentence. More than one modal verb may 
be possible. Excuse me, Heidi. _________ I have your autograph please?” (S9, student web). 
However, requests are never the main focus in such exercises, as requests only represent one 
function for which e.g. modal verbs can be used. 
 
Although some exercises show potential, chances for practicing requests are very rare in both 
series. The main problem is perhaps that the request exercises offered in S and GSG do not 
cover all aspects that affect our choices when making real-life requests and that they are not 
preceded by adequate instruction. 

5. Conclusion 
The present study has tried to describe the implicit and explicit request input that Swedish 
learners of English receive from EFL textbooks aimed for lower secondary school in Sweden. 
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The results show that the textbook series Good Stuff Gold contains more examples of requests 
than Sparks, and that there is a noticeable difference in the distribution of directness levels 
between the two series. Good Stuff Gold shows a much greater preference for direct strategies 
than Sparks, which offers a more balanced distribution of direct and conventionally indirect 
strategies. Even though some research on authentic requests does suggest that direct requests 
are perfectly alright between friends and family (see e.g. Flöck 2016), other research suggests 
that native speakers of English tend to use conventionally indirect strategies in all contexts, no 
matter the social distance or the relative power of the interlocutors (see e.g. Blum-Kulka et al. 
1989; Barron 2008). Consequently, no claims can be made about which textbook series offer 
the most authentic request forms, nor about how the request input found in the data will 
influence learners’ development. However, the high frequency of direct requests in Good Stuff 
Gold may give learners a misleading impression of the usefulness and appropriacy of direct 
requests, especially as neither of the two series offer sufficient information on how socio-
cultural variables may affect the choice of request strategy. Although some of the texts do 
provide learners with implicit clues about how social variables can affect realization of 
requests, learners would benefit more from explicit information. Most of the explicit 
information is found in Sparks, but the information is far from comprehensive, as it only covers 
some of the linguistic means of achieving politeness.  
 
The present study has established that findings from previous research on speech acts in 
EFL/ESL textbooks also apply to the Swedish context. The results give reason to believe that 
the pragmatic input found in both textbook series, especially on the explicit level, is inadequate 
for learners’ pragmatic development. As opportunities to practice are few and the textbooks do 
not sufficiently foster awareness of how the realization of requests is influenced by factors such 
as face, relationship and degree of imposition, teachers will need to provide learners with 
supplemental activities and material in order for learners to improve their request competence.  
 
Since requests are not satisfactorily dealt with in EFL textbooks aimed for lower secondary 
schools in Sweden, this could imply that requests are introduced more thoroughly in textbooks 
aimed at other levels. Future research could focus on request input in Swedish EFL textbooks 
used in higher and lower levels of EFL teaching. Lastly, it would also be interesting if future 
research could investigate how Swedish EFL learners make requests in English, as compared 
to native speakers of English. 
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