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This study compared and explored the differences and similarities in the production of 
conventional expressions between native English speakers and non-native English 
speakers represented by the Saudi EFL learners. It also examined the pragma-linguistic 
differences in the production of conventional expressions. Forty-seven native English 
speakers and forty-seven non-native English speakers participated in this study. The 
questionnaire consisted of nineteen scenarios representing different speech acts. 
Students were requested to reply to these scenarios as if they were real-life situations. 
The findings established that almost half of the comparisons between Saudi EFL 
learners and native English speakers presented similarities in the production of 
conventional expressions. However, there were some pragma-linguistic differences 
between the native English speakers and some of the Saudi EFL learners, such as 
misunderstandings due to the misuse of expected expressions, verbosity, the use of 
expressions that formal speakers considered rude, and transferred from their first 
language. These findings provide an empirical vision to the status of Saudi EFL 
learners conventional expressions. Future research could investigate conventional EFL 
expressions locally and globally.  
 

Contribution/ Originality: This study is one of very few studies which have investigated language learning 

apart from language skills teaching. It explores sociolinguistic competence as an important aspect in foreign 

language fluency. It also sheds the light on the importance of pragmatic competence awareness acquaintance in 

enhancing the fluency levels.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The language processing by native and non-native speakers has been of great interest to linguists. An 

important part of this process is the acquisition and comprehension of conventional expressions. Wujiabudula 

(2018) states that “Conventional expressions include strings of words (e.g., I am joking, I am sorry, no problem. etc.), 

which are predominantly applied in spoken language and often used by native speakers of English within the same 

speech community.” Tateyama (2001) stressed the importance of conventional expressions for second language and 

interlanguage pragmatics. The conventional expressions play an important role in the acquisition of learners’ 

second language. The comprehension of the second language is also affected by it. However, Schmitt and Carter 

(2004) argue that non-native speakers of English underuse these expressions. Even with high proficiency levels, 

EFL learners tend to face difficulties when using these expressions, as previous studies claim (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig 

and Vellenga (2012)). One of the reasons for language learners facing difficulties in learning conventional 

expressions is that it is not easy to link these expressions to their native language. Wray and Perkins (2000), on the 
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other hand, consider conventional expressions as “survival phrases to achieve basic socio-economic interactional 

functions” for language learners with low proficiency levels (p. 23).  

When investigating conventional expressions, sociolinguistic and pragmatic aspects arise. Wujiabudula (2018) 

points out that these expressions are important to learn as they help learners improve their everyday verbal 

communication. They also include society-sharing knowledge. The pragmatic success of a learner should reflect 

positively on their meaning production that is accepted by society (Wujiabudula, 2018). Considering the 

conventional expressions from sociolinguistic aspects, House (1996) says that “it is important to learn routines at 

any learning stage because they embody the societal knowledge that members of a given community share.” House 

(1996) also adds that they are considered crucial in everyday verbal handling. Fairchild, Mathis, and Papafragou 

(2020) mention in their findings of a study on understanding the under-informativeness in the non-native and 

native speakers, which focused on pragmatics and social meaning, that non-native speech strongly affected the 

inferences of social-pragmatics. They add that this emphasizes theories concerning non-native comprehension and 

the effect of expectations. Their findings also confirm their hypothesis in which the identity of the speaker had an 

effect on how native learners treated utterances that were under-informative. They added that this would cause 

implications on the learning process. 

This study aimed to explore the production of these expressions by Saudi students who study English as a 

foreign language (EFL), in relation to the similarities and differences as compared to native English speakers. It 

also examined the pragma-linguistic differences in the production of conventional expressions. This study is one of 

the few studies that examine language learning aside from teaching language skills. This study examines the 

importance of sociolinguistic competence in gaining foreign language fluency. It will also explore the importance of 

having learners acquainted with pragmatic competence to enhance learners’ fluency levels.  

 

2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This research attempted to answer the following questions: 

1- What are the similarities between Saudi EFL students’ and native English speakers’ productions of conventional 

expressions? 

2- Are there any pragma-linguistic features in the productions of conventional expressions by Saudi EFL learners 

that differ from those of native speakers? 

 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1. Conventional Expressions 

According to Bardovi-Harlig (2009) the term “conventional expressions” is beyond other terminologies as it 

focuses on social aspects. They are “a speech community’s preference for a particular string and avoid the 

psycholinguistic claim regarding storage and retrieval.” (Bardovi-Harlig, 2009). A conventional expression is 

described as “a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other meaning elements, which is, or appears to 

be, prefabricated. They are stored and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being subject to 

generation or analysis by the language grammar” (Wray & Perkins, 2000).  Coulmas (1981) states that these 

expressions are shared by members of a community.  

The aim of sharing these expressions is to maintain interaction and facilitate communication and conversation 

(Coulmas, 1981; Kasper & Schmidt, 1996; Wray, 1999). Conventional expressions have been classified into three 

functions that are considered main and interactional (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992). The first classification is ‘social 

interactions.’ This comprises both the maintenance and the purpose of the conversation. The second is ‘necessary 

topics.’ This refers to the things that users of a language talk about the most, such as the weather and names. The 

third classification is ‘discourse devices.’ These devices include summarizers, exemplifiers, and temporal connectors. 

Other identifications of conventional expression functions are presented by Schmitt and Carter (2004). The first of 
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the three functions that they presented is such conventional expressions that act as organizers of oral and written 

discourse. The next function was the maintenance of continuous conversation. The last function that they presented 

was to avoid confusion by making conversations more efficient.  

After identifying the conventional expressions, presenting their different functions, and shedding light on 

their different aspects, it is important to note, as mentioned in the introductory section, that foreign language 

learners are viewed differently (Edmondson & House, 1991). Bardovi-Harlig and Vellenga (2012) clarify this in 

their statement that language learners may not be able to link expressions to the context of the language they are 

learning and might instead link it to the target language function, thereby, not controlling their form and not being 

comfortable with using some of these expressions. This applies not only to low-and intermediate-level language 

learners but “even advanced learners who have learned a great many words and ‘grammar rules’ often fail to 

combine words the way native speakers do” (Boers and Lindstromberg (2009)(p. 1). 

 

3.2. Conventional Expressions and Second Language Pragmatics 

Conventional expressions are socially related. Pawley and Syder (1983) state that second language learners go 

through what they described as a ‘puzzle’ in which learners get confused when choosing a conventional native-like 

expression. They add that these learners must choose from what they refer to as range phrases that are 

grammatical and correct. This is difficult for them because, unlike native speakers, “they do not have easy access to 

standardized routines and, therefore, do not make use of them for meeting social impositions’ (Edmondson & House, 

1991). Taguchi (2007) emphasizes that it is beneficial for language learners to understand the meaning of 

conventional expressions and be able to interpret direct or indirect statements depending on the context. Language 

learners tend to excel in the grammatical production of these expressions, but not pragmatically, as pragmatics do 

not mirror what native speakers produce, as Bardovi-Harlig (2009) concluded in his research on Asian participants. 

 

3.3. Related Previous Studies 

Conventional expressions and interlanguage pragmatics have attracted the interest of linguists and language 

researchers since the 1970s. One of the studies that examined the development of pragmatic comprehension was 

conducted by Taguchi (2008). It focused on cognition and language contact and its role in the development of 

pragmatic comprehension in the study-abroad context. It studied two issues. The first was to investigate whether 

there were gains in accurate and speedy second language comprehension of pragmatic meaning over time. The 

second was to explore whether there was a relationship between the ability to engage in cognitive processing and 

the amount of language contact in the environment of a second language. A total of 44 college students from an 

institution in the US participated in the study.  

The participants underwent three different measurements three times each. This occurred over a four-month 

period. The first was a pragmatic listening test that aimed to measure whether the participant was able to 

comprehend the intentions of the speaker. The second was a lexical test that measured the participants’ ability to 

make fast semantic judgments. The last measurement was a language contact survey that aimed to determine how 

much time the participants spent communicating in their second language outside of class. The researcher tested 

the pragmatic comprehension of the participants by analyzing their comprehension speed and accuracy. The 

findings revealed an improvement in the speed of comprehension but the accuracy of comprehension did not 

improve. There was also a correlation between comprehension speed and lexical speed. In addition, the results 

revealed that there was a correlation between the amount of reading and speaking outside of the class, and the speed 

of comprehension. None of the correlations included comprehension accuracy.  

Bardovi-Harlig (2009) conducted another research study that investigated conventional expressions as a 

pragma linguistic resource.  In her study, she investigated why second language learners are not able to have a 

higher level of use of conventional expressions that relate to pragma-linguistic competence. This was done by 
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examining the connection between conventional expression production and recognition in second language 

pragmatics.  A total of 122 English language learners from different backgrounds and 49 native English language 

speakers participated in this study. The study employed two different tasks, namely the recognition task and oral 

production task. The recognition task had 60 expressions and asked participants to respond to them by choosing an 

option that best reflected their level of familiarity with the subject. The choices were: I often, sometimes, or never 

hear this. The answers for the production task were delivered by a computer. Participants were presented with 32 

scenarios and asked to give their responses orally. The findings of the study revealed that the causes of low usage of 

conventional expressions by second language learners may be related to the following: not being familiar with 

certain expressions, development level, knowledge of socio-pragmatics, and the overuse of expressions that are 

familiar to them. The researcher also found that it was necessary to recognize conventional expressions for 

production, however, this alone was not enough.  

Another study that investigated conventional expressions was presented by Bardovi-Harlig and Vellenga 

(2012). It aimed to investigate the effects of instructions on particular conventional expressions that have certain 

pragmatic functions in oral production in the English language. A total of 36 university students participated in the 

study. They belonged to six intact and intensive English classes. A pre-test -instruction- post-test instrument was 

used to determine whether metapragmatic guidance noticing activities helped second language learners to produce 

more conventional expressions. It also aimed to investigate whether the findings could be generalized to include 

other conventional expressions. The participants were divided into two groups. Each group consisted of three 

classes. Two of the three groups received instructions on different expressions. The findings were significant in 

both groups that received instructions. One set of conventional expressions showed significance but not the other. 

This indicated that they needed clear instructions and transparent expressions. It also pointed out that it was 

constrained to the linguistic development level of the learner. 

An investigation on the pragmatics and processing of conventional expressions was held by Edmonds (2014). 

In her study, the researcher focused on the multiword units. It was applied on 20 French natives, 20 long-stay and 

20 short-stay Anglophone non-native speakers of French. Participants were administered a contextualized 

naturalness judgment task online. Findings of the study revealed that participants had similar judgment towards 

the conventional expressions given. It also revealed that the groups had significant differences from the matched 

conditions. These were related to grammar and not the conventional strings. Edmonds (2014) also states that 

natives’ and non-natives’ reaction time revealed that conventional expressions do have a mental correlate. She also 

states that it was the most consistent, as argued, with the pragmatic competence model related to conventional 

expression processing.   

DeBoer (2015) investigated the production and recognition of second language learners’ conventional 

expressions according to their proficiency, intensity of interaction, and length of stay. This study included three 

tasks. The first was the aural recognition task, which comprised 60 modified and conventional expressions. The 

second was the oral production task, which aimed to elicit conventional expressions, and was constructed to form 32 

scenarios. The third was a questionnaire that aimed to measure the different factors that added to the intensity of 

environmental interaction in the second language. A total of 23 native English speakers and 52 second language 

learners participated in the study. The three one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests revealed that second 

language proficiency had a clear effect on the production of conventional expressions. There was also a slightly 

significant effect on the recognition of conventional expressions. There was a clear influence of the intensity of the 

interaction on the production of conventional expressions in the initiating scenarios. The researcher also pointed 

out that the length of stay did not show significant effects on either conventional expression recognition or 

production.  

Park (2016) conducted an interesting study on pragma-linguistic differences that Korean EFL learners had in 

producing conventional expressions. This study explored the differences between Korean EFL learners and native 
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English speakers. This was done by applying an audio-visual production task. The findings of the study revealed 

that the results of Korean EFL learners were different from those of native speakers. This was apparent in almost 

half of the scenarios that involved conventional expression production. Park (2016) also mentioned that EFL 

learners tended to produce what was referred to as ‘infelicitous utterances’, from a pragma-linguistic perspective. 

The researcher also added that these expressions were acceptable from a grammatical perspective. EFL learners’ 

production of conventional expressions was higher than that of native English speakers. The research findings also 

established that failure in communication may accrue in real-life situations. This was established in the research 

through expressions that were described as ‘less target-like’ in the scenarios that included thanks deflection and the 

display of gratitude.  

The production of conventional expressions in L2 pragmatics under second language learners were also 

investigated in a study by Wujiabudula (2018). This study comprised a questionnaire that asked students to write 

down the oral responses that they would use in the 19 scenarios given to them. This production task had various 

speech acts for deflecting gratitude, declining invitations, agreements, accepting invitations, accepting requests, 

accepting offers, declining offers, requests, leave-taking, condolences, warning, gratitude expressions, apologies, etc. 

The participants of the study were second grade students in the Translation and Interpretation department at a 

private university. The findings of the study revealed that conventional expressions and second language 

pragmatics need to emphasize second language acquisition. The researcher also added that having second language 

learners interpret contexts given to them was a unique way to provide them the opportunity to develop accurate use 

of conventional expressions. It was also concluded that pragmatic knowledge of the second language was the key to 

improving communication, understanding, and accurate usage of everyday speech acts.  

The current research will add to the body of literature concerning conventional expression production and 

second language pragmatics. It examines the aspects that Saudi EFL learners share with native English speakers 

when producing these expressions. It also presents features discovered during this research concerning the pragma-

linguistic aspects where the two groups differ. This is the first study that focuses on Saudis and their production of 

conventional expressions from a pragmatic perspective of a second language. The findings will be of benefit to 

linguists, researchers, language instructors, and students. It will equip them with an empirical investigation of the 

status of conventional expressions among Saudi female EFL learners. It will shed lights on the needs of EFL 

learners based on the analyzed data. It will also assist foreign language curriculum developers by underlining the 

areas and materials that needs further consideration for language learners. 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

4.1. Participants 

This study comprised a total of 105 participants and included both native and non-native English speakers. 

Their ages ranged from 19 to 23 years. A total of 47 female students of Saudi English as a foreign language 

participated in this study. They were enrolled at Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University and studied at its 

Applied Linguistics Department. They demonstrated an upper-intermediate English proficiency. In addition, 47 

native English speakers also participated in this study. Eleven questionnaires were discarded for being incomplete. 

This study was approved by the institutional review board at Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University. The 

participants were informed that their participation was voluntary, before data collection started. The researcher also 

confirmed that participation would be anonymized, and this was clearly stated in the information sheet provided to 

the students.  

 

4.2. Instruments 

A questionnaire consisting of 19 scenarios was used (Bardovi-Harlig, 2009) with slight modifications. These 

scenarios consisted of different speech acts such as accepting offers and requests, warning, declining an invitation, 
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condolence, appreciation, etc. Students were requested to reply to these scenarios as if they were in real-life 

situations. 

 

4.4. Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted with 18 English major students to validate the feasibility of the study. The 

findings confirmed that the instrument was clear and easy to understand. This also confirmed that the 

questionnaire was feasible and reliable.  

 

4.5. Data Analysis 

In order to investigate the similarities in the production of conventional expressions between Saudi EFL 

students and native English speakers and to identify the pragma-linguistic features of production that differed from 

those of native speakers, 1786 responses were elicited. The responses were coded to specify the frequency of 

conventional expressions provided by participants in the situational dialogs. The expressions with the highest 

frequency were selected as the final accepted expressions.  

 

5. RESULTS 

The data is presented in two tables in this section. Each table includes the scenario, expressions that were 

produced, frequency, and the final accepted expression. Table 1 presents Saudi EFL learners’ production of 

conventional expressions.  

 

Table-1. Non-native speakers’ (Saudi EFL learners) conventional expression production. 

Final accepted 
expression 

Frequency (%) Expression produced (non-native English speakers) Scenario No. 

I’m sorry to hear 
that. (n=24) 

51.06% 
29.78% 
8.51% 
6.38% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

I’m sorry to hear that. (n=24) 
Oh, is he OK? (n=14) 
I’m sorry for that. (n=4) 
OMG, that’s bad news. (n=3) 
Ooh! that's so sad, did you take it to the veterinarian? 
(n=1) 
Do not worry he will be better soon. (n=1) 

Dog was 
hit by a 
car 

1 

Thank you, I 
appreciate it 
(n=14) 

 

29.78% 
21.27% 
17.02% 
12.76% 
10.63% 
8.51% 

Thank you, I appreciate it (n=14) 
Thank you so much (n=10) 
That would be great, thank you. (n=8) 
Thank you (n=6) 
That’d be so helpful, thank you. (n=5) 
Really! Thank you. (n=4) 

Picking-
up a book 
for 
someone 

2 

Thank you for 
inviting me. 
(n=17) 

 

36.17% 
31.91% 
21.27% 
10.63% 

Thank you for inviting me. (n=17) 
You’re welcome, it was fun. (n=15) 
My pleasure. (n=10) 
No problem. (n=5) 

Thanking 
for 
coming 

3 

Yes, please (n=35) 

 

74.46% 
10.63% 
8.51% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

Yes, please. (n=35) 
Yes, thank you I’m looking for... (n=5) 
No, thanks. (n=4) 
I would appreciate that. (n=2) 
Yes, I need help. (n=1) 

Helping 
someone 

4 

Yeah, sure. (n=28) 

 

59.57% 
19.14% 
36.17% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

Yeah, sure. (n=28) 
OK, no problem. (n=9) 
Yes, of course. (n=7) 
Sure, don’t be late please. (n=2) 
Ok. (n=1) 

Holding a 
line for 
someone 

5 



International Journal of English Language and Literature Studies, 2021, 10(4): 260-274 

 

 
266 

© 2021 AESS Publications. All Rights Reserved. 

Thanks, you too. 
(n=25) 

 

53.19% 
36.17% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Thanks, you too. (n=25) 
You too. (n=17) 
Thanks. (n=2) 
And you also. (n=1) 
Have a nice one too. (n=1) 
That’s so sweet, thank you. (n=1) 

Have a 
nice day 

6 

Hello, I’m sorry 
for being late. 
(n=44) 

93.61% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

Hello, I’m sorry for being late. (n=44) 
Hello, I apologize for being late. (n=2) 
Hello, I apologize for being late. How are you? (n=1) 

5 minutes 
late for a 
meeting 

7 

I’m sorry. I will 
bring it to you 
after class. (n=29) 

 

61.70% 
31.91% 
 
4.25% 
 
2.12% 

I’m sorry. I will bring it to you after class. (n=29) 
Oh, I’m so sorry. I totally forgot to bring it. (n=15) 
No, sorry I forget it at home I could bring it tomorrow. 
(n=2) 
Oh, I forgot it in my home, sorry. Let me help you with 
your presentation. (n=1) 

Bring 
someone’s 
book 

8 

Anytime. (n=14) 

 

29.78% 
25.53 
23.40% 
8.51% 
8.51% 
 
2.12% 
 
2.12% 

Anytime. (n=14) 
You’re welcome. (n=12) 
No need. (n=11) 
No problem (n=4) 
My pleasure. (n=4) 
It’s okay actually I live in the next building next to yours. 
(n=1) 
Wait we’re neighbors! This is my home next to yours. 
(n=1) 

Thanking 
for a ride 

9 

I’m sorry. I 
already have plans 
on Friday. (n=32) 

 

68.08% 
19.14% 
4.25% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

I’m sorry. I already have plans on Friday. (n=32) 
Sure. Why not. (n=9) 
Yes, of course I can. Thanks for invitation. (n=2) 
I will definitely attend. (n=2) 
OK. Thank you. (n=1) 
Sure, I’ll be there. (n=1) 

Coming 
on 
Friday’s 
party 

10 

Yes. (n=15) 

 

31.91% 
23.40% 
21.27% 
19.14% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Yes. (n=15) 
Yes, it is. (n=11) 
Yes, absolutely. (n=10) 
Yes, it’s near my house. (n=9) 
Yes, it is a very suitable place. (n=1) 
Yes. It is the best; my house is near the library. (n=1) 

Studying 
in a 
library 

11 

No, thank you. 
(n=31) 

 

65.95% 
12.76% 
8.51% 
8.51% 
2.12% 
 
2.12% 

No, thank you. (n=31) 
No, I’m good. (n=6) 
No, thanks for asking. ( n=4) 
No, thanks I’m OK. (n=4) 
Yes, please. (n=1) 
No thank you so much but I’m only looking around. (n=1) 

Do not 
need help 

12 

Thank you. I just 
have a quick 
question about... 
(n=21) 

 

44.68% 
17.02% 
 
14.89% 
12.76% 
6.38% 
 
4.25% 

Thank you. I just have a quick question about... (n=21) 
Can I talk to you? (n=8) 
Good morning teacher, can I talk to you for a moment? 
(n=7) 
Hello miss, I need to talk to you. (n=6) 
May I talk to you? (n=3) 
Hi, I would like to talk to you about something. Are you 
free? ( n=2) 

Talking 
to your 
teacher 

13 

Yes, of course I 
will. (n=25) 

 

53.19% 
19.14% 
19.14% 
6.38% 
2.12% 

Yes, of course I will. (n=25) 
Of course, I’ll be there. (n=9) 
Sure, thank you for the invitation. (n=9) 
Sure, I would love to come. (n=3) 
I'd love to but unfortunately, I can't. (n=1) 

Replying 
to the 
invitation 

14 

Hi Sara, nice to 
meet you. (n=30) 

 

63.82% 
23.40% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

Hi Sara, nice to meet you. (n=30) 
Hi, my name is …. (n=11) 
Hi, how are you? (n=3) 
Pleased to meet you Sara! (n=2) 
This is a great pleasure to meet you Sara. (n=1) 

Introduci
ng 
someone 

15 
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I'm so sorry for 
your loss. (n=13) 

 

27.65% 
19.14% 
 
19.14% 
12.76% 
10.63% 
6.38% 
 
 
2.12% 
2.12% 

I'm so sorry for your loss. (n=13) 
I am sorry to hear that. (n=9) 
I’m sorry to hear this. May Allah have mercy on him. 
(n=9) 
I’m sorry. (n=6) 
My condolences. (n=5) 
May Allah bless his soul, are you okay? (n=3) 
I was deeply saddened by the news of your father’s 
passing. My heartfelt condolences to you and your family. 
(n=1) 
I’m sorry for your loss. I will talk to you later. (n=1) 

Death of 
teacher’s 
father 

16 

Thank you so 
much, I promise 
that this will not 
happen again. 
(n=27) 

57.44% 
 
21.27% 
12.76% 
4.25% 
4.25% 

Thank you so much, I promise that this will not happen 
again. (n=27) 
I won’t. Thank you so much teacher. (n=10) 
Ok, I will. Thank you so much. (n=6) 
I will be sure that it never happens again. (n=2) 
Sure, thank very much teacher. (n=2) 

Make-up 
test 

17 

Yes, please. (n=28) 

 

59.57% 
23.40% 
8.51% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Yes, please. (n=28) 
Yes, thank you. (n=11) 
Absolutely, thanks. (n=4) 
Sure! Thanks, you’re a life saver. (n=2) 
No thank you I like walking under the rain. (n=1) 
No, I will keep walking. (n=1) 

Offering a 
ride 

18 

No thank you, I’m 
full. (n=34) 

 

72.34% 
12.76% 
8.51% 
6.38% 

No thank you, I’m full. (n=34) 
I’m full. Thanks. (n=6) 
No, thanks I’m stuffed. (n=4) 
It’s really delicious but I can’t have more. (n=3) 

Need 
more food 

19 

 

In the first scenario 24 participants, which amount to 51%, used the expression “I’m sorry to hear that”. The 

second scenario revealed that 29.78% used the expression “Thank you, I appreciate it” In scenario three, the most used 

expression was “Thank you for inviting me”, with 17 participants having used this. In the fourth scenario, “yes, please” 

was used 35 times by Saudi EFL learners. For the fifth scenario, 28 of the participants replied with the expression 

“yeah, sure” as for the sixth scenario, the expression “Thanks, you too.” was used 25 times. Scenario 7 displayed a 

notably high frequency usage of the expression “Hello, I’m sorry for being late.”, which was used 44 times. The 

expression “I’m sorry. I will bring it to you after class.’ was used 29 times in scenario eight. In scenario nine the most 

used expression was “Anytime.”, which was used by fourteen participants. “I’m sorry. I already have plans on Friday”, 

was the most used expression in scenario 10, with a frequency of 68.08%. The results in scenario 11 show that most 

popular expression was “Yes.” reaching a frequency of 31.91%. As for scenario 12, the findings revealed that the 

highest-ranking expression was “No, thank you.”, which was used a total of 31 times. The highest frequency in 

scenario 13 was 44.68% for the expression “Thank you. I just have a quick question about...”. In scenario 14, the 

expression “Yes, of course I will.” was used 25 times. The expression “Hi Sara, nice to meet you.” was used 30 in 

scenario 15 and marked the highest frequency in this category. The findings made it apparent the most popular 

expression in scenario 16 was “I’m sorry for your loss”, which was used 13 times. The most used expression among 

Saudi EFL learners in scenario 17 was “Thank you so much, I promise that this will not happen again.”, which was used 

27 times. In scenario 18, the expression “Yes, please” was used 28 times. Answers for the last scenario, scenario 19, 

show that the number one expression used was “No thank you, I’m full.” with a frequency of 72%. 

Table 2 displays all expressions used by native English speakers. In scenario one, the expression “Oh, I’m sorry.” 

was used 23 times, and was ranked as the most used expression. In scenario two, the expression used at the highest 

frequency was “Really! That would be great. Thank you so much.” which was used 18 times. The most used expression 

in scenario three was “Thank you for inviting me.” which was used 19 times. In scenario four, the expression “Yes, I’m 

looking for a new shirt.” was used 25 times by native English speakers. In scenario five, the most used expression was 

“Sure’.” with a frequency of 74%. 
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Table-2. Native speakers’ conventional expression production. 

Final accepted 
expression 

Frequency (%) Expression produced (native speakers) Scenario No. 

Oh, I’m sorry. 
(n=23) 

 

48.93% 
31.91% 
14.89% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Oh, I’m sorry. (n=23) 
Oh, no! is your dog OK? (n=15) 
Oh my God, that’s horrible! (n=7) 
That's awful! (n=1) 
Oh no! Is your pup OK? (n=1) 

Dog was hit 
by a car 

1 

Really! That 
would be great, 
thank you so 
much. (n=18) 

 

38.29% 
 

27.65% 
 

14.89% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

 
2.12% 

Really! That would be great, thank you so much. 
(n=18) 
Thank you so much. n= (13) 
Really? That would be awesome! Thanks so much. 
(n=7) 
That would be so helpful. thank you so much! (n=3) 
Alright, thanks. (n=2) 
You're a lifesaver. (n=2) 
Thanks! Where should I meet you to pick it up? (n=1) 
Oh, can you? Are you sure it won't be out of the way 
for you to do so? (n=1) 

Picking-up 
a book for 
someone 

2 

Thank you for 
inviting me. 
(n=19) 

 

40.42% 
23.40% 
12.76% 
10.63% 
4.25% 
4.25% 

 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Thank you for inviting me. (n=19) 
Thanks for having me. (n=11) 
Thank you for hosting. (n=6) 
No problem! (n=5) 
You're welcome! (n=2) 
No worries, it was fun. (n=2) 
My pleasure! Thanks a lot for the invite, I had a great 
time. (n=1) 
Of course, it was fun! (n=1) 

Thanking 
for coming 

3 

Yes, I’m looking 
for a new shirt. 
(n=25) 

 

53.19% 
34.04% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
4.25% 
4.25% 

 
4.25% 

Yes, I’m looking for a new shirt. (n=25) 
Yes, please. (n=16) 
Yes, could you help me find a new shirt? (n=3) 
Nah, I'm good. (n=2) 
Just looking right now? thank you. (n=2) 
I'm ok for now, just browsing. (n=2) 
Yes, actually, do you know where I can find a new 
shirt? (n=2) 

Helping 
someone 

4 

Sure. (n=35) 

 

74.46% 
10.63% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Sure. (n=35) 
Of course. (n=5) 
Okay… how long are you gonna be? (n=3) 
No problem, just hurry back. (n=2) 
As long as we're just standing here sure. (n=1) 
Nope. (n=1) 

Holding a 
line for 
someone 

5 

Thanks. You 
too. (n=25) 

53.19% 
44.68% 
2.12% 

Thanks. You too. (n=25) 
You too. (n=21) 
You as well. (n=1) 

Have a nice 
day 

6 

Sorry I'm late. 
(n=33) 

 

70.21% 
14.89% 
6.38% 

 
6.38% 
2.12% 

Sorry I'm late. (n=33) 
Thanks, sorry for being late. (n=7) 
Sorry I’m a little late. (n=3) 
Hi! I'm so sorry I'm a bit late. Do you still have time 
to meet? (n=3) 
Sorry for the delay! (n=1) 

5 minutes 
late for a 
meeting 

7 

 51.06% 
 

21.27% 
17.02% 

 
6.38% 

 
2.12% 

 
2.12% 

I'm sorry, I forgot it at home. (n=24) 
I’m so sorry. I forgot it, but I’ll get it to you today. 
(n=10) 
I'm so sorry I forgot. I'll bring it tomorrow. (n=8) 
I'm so sorry I completely forgot! I will get it to you 
after school today. (n=3) 
Oh no! I forgot it, sorry. Let me go home and get it. 
(n=1) 
I am so sorry, I left it at home. Is there any way for 
me to get it to you later today or early tomorrow? 
(n=1) 

Bring 
someone’s 
book 

8 
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No problem. 
(n=32) 

 

68.08% 
19.14% 
4.25% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

No problem. (n=32) 
Anytime. (n=9) 
No worries. (n=2) 
You’re welcome. (n=2) 
Yeah. Have a good night! (n=1) 
No problem, see you tomorrow. (n=1) 

Thanking 
for a ride 

9 

I'm sorry, I 
already have 
plans. (n=26) 

 

55.31% 
14.89% 
10.63% 
6.38% 
6.38% 

 
4.25% 
2.12% 

I'm sorry, I already have plans. (n=26) 
I don't think I'll be able to make it. (n=7) 
Yes, I can, thank you for the invitation. (n=5) 
Yes of course. (n=3) 
I'm busy that night, but thanks for the offer. (n=3) 
I'm not sure; I'll have to check my schedule. I'll be 
sure to let you know tomorrow though. (n=2) 
Thank you, but I’m not free then. (n=1) 

Coming on 
Friday’s 
party 

10 

Yep/Yes. 
(n=26) 

 

55.31% 
14.89% 
21.27% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Yep/Yes. (n=26) 
Sounds good. (n=7) 
Works for me. (n=10) 
Good with me. (n=1) 
Perfect! It’s not far for me. (n=1) 
Yeah, I live super close to there! (n=1) 
Yeah cool that’s good for me. (n=1) 

Studying in 
a library 

11 

No, thanks. 
(n=23) 

 

48.93% 
14.89% 
8.51% 

10.63% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

No, thanks. (n=23) 
No thanks I’m good. (n=7) 
No, thank you, I'm just browsing. (n=4) 
No thanks, I'm just looking. (n=5) 
I'm okay. (n=3) 
Thank you, but I’m ok. (n=2) 
I'm alright thank you. (n=1) 
I'm fine, thank you. (n=1) 
Nope. I'm good. (n=1) 

Do not 
need help 

12 

Hi, do you have 
a moment? ( 
n=16) 

 

34.04% 
19.14% 
14.89% 
10.63% 
8.51% 
4.25% 
4.25% 

 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Hi, do you have a moment? (n=16) 
Hey. I've got questions about... (n=9) 
hey, do you have a second? (n=7) 
Excuse me, I just wanted to ask about... (n=5) 
I need to ask you about... (n=4) 
Hi are you free right now? (n=2) 
Hi, is now a good time? (n=2) 
Hi, I was hoping to speak with you for a few minutes. 
Is now a good time? (n=1) 
Do you have some time to meet with me? (n=1) 

Talking to 
your 
teacher 

13 

Yes, I'll be 
there. (n=16) 

 

34.04% 
12.76% 
10.63% 
8.51% 
8.51% 
6.38% 
6.38% 
6.38% 
4.25% 
2.12% 

Yes, I'll be there. (n=16) 
Of course. (n=6) 
Yeah, sure! (n=5) 
Absolutely! I am looking forward to it. (n=4) 
Yes! I’ll see you there. (n=4) 
Sounds great! I’ll definitely be there! (n=3) 
Definitely! (n=3) 
Sure! Sounds great. (n=3) 
Definitely! Looking forward to it. (n=2) 
Yes, I can come. (n=1) 

Replying to 
the 
invitation 

14 

Hi Sara, nice to 
meet you. 
(n=27) 

57.44% 
34.04% 
6.38% 
2.12% 

Hi Sara, nice to meet you. (n=27) 
Hi, I'm [name]. (n=16) 
Hi. (n=3) 
Hi, pleased to meet you. (n=1) 

Introducing 
someone 

15 

I'm so sorry to 
hear that. 
(n=17) 

36.17% 
34.04% 
27.65% 
2.12% 

I'm so sorry to hear that. (n=17) 
I'm so sorry. (n=16) 
I’m so sorry for your loss. (n=13) 
That's terrible. I'm sorry. (n=1) 

Death of 
teacher’s 
father 

16 

Thanks so 
much! (n=26) 

 

55.31% 
25.53% 
12.76% 

 
2.12% 

Thanks so much! (n=26) 
Thank you. (n=12) 
I won't. (n=6) 
Yes, I understand. Thank you very much for 
accommodating me this time. (n=1) 

Make-up 
test 

17 
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2.12% 
2.12% 

I won't. Thank you (n=1) 
Of course, thank you. (n=1) 

Yes please! 
(n=23) 

 

48.93% 
14.89% 
12.76% 
8.51% 
6.38% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

Yes please! (n=23) 
Yes. (n=7) 
Thank you! (n=6) 
That would be great, thank you! (n=4) 
Yeah, are you sure? Thanks. (n=3) 
Really? If you don't mind. (n=1) 
Is that alright? (n=1) 
Would you? I'd really appreciate it. (n=1) 
No thanks, I'm good. (n=1) 

Offering a 
ride 

18 

No thanks, I’m 
stuffed! (n=19) 

 

40.42% 
25.53% 
14.89% 
4.25% 
4.25% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 
2.12% 

 
2.12% 

No thanks, I’m stuffed! (n=19) 
No thanks I'm full. (n=12) 
I can't, I'm full. (n=7) 
No thank you, I’m super full. (n=2) 
I'm stuffed thanks but it was delicious. (n=2) 
This was incredible, but I’m so full. (n=1) 
I'm stuffed thanks but it was delicious. (n=1) 
Just a tiny little bit please. (n=1) 
Ah, no thanks, I think I've had enough for now." 
(n=1) 
Ahhh, no thank you. I'm so stuffed, everything was so 
good. (n=1) 

Need more 
food 

19 

 

The expression “Thanks. You too.” was used 25 times in scenario six. In scenario seven, the expression “Sorry 

I’m late.” was used 33 times. Scenario eight revealed that the most popular expression was “I'm sorry, I forgot it at 

home.” at a frequency of 24%. The results established that the most used expression in scenario nine was “No 

problem.”, which was used 32 times. “I’m sorry, I already have plans.” ranked the highest used expression, with a 

frequency of 55.31% in scenario 10. The results also show that the expression “Yep/Yes.” was the most frequently 

used one in scenario 11, in which it was used 26 times. In scenario 12, the top expression used by participants was 

“No, thanks.” with a frequency of 48%. The expression “Hi, do you have a moment?’ was used 16 times in scenario 13. 

In scenario 14, the expression “Yes, I'll be there” had the highest frequency at 34.04%. In scenario 15 the expression 

“Hi Sara, nice to meet you.” was the most frequently used expression and was used 27 times. In scenario 16, the most 

used expression was “I'm so sorry to hear that.” with a frequency of 36%. In scenario 17, the most frequently used 

option was “Thanks so much!” with a frequency of 55.31%. The expression “Yes please” was used 23 times and ranked 

the highest frequency in scenario 18. In the final scenario, scenario 19, the expression “No thanks, I’m stuffed!” was 

used 19 times, and was ranked the most used expression.  

 

6. DISCUSSION 

The findings of this research are presented as answers to the research questions. The first research question 

aimed to find similarities in the production of conventional expressions between Saudi EFL students and native 

English speakers. 

The results of the study showed that the expressions used by Saudi EFL learners were 47.36% akin to those 

used by the native English speakers, which is almost half of the participant pool. The data revealed similarities in 

scenarios, 3,5,6,10, 11, 12, 14, 15, and 18.  

The first similarity was observed in scenario three. Both the Saudi EFL learners and native English speakers 

had the same highest-ranking expression, which was “Thank you for inviting me.”. This expression was used 17 times 

by Saudi EFL learners and 19 times by native English speakers, in their attempts to deflect thanks. These findings 

show the high pragmatic competence of conventional expressions in deflecting thanks where the findings of 

Wujiabudula (2018) revealed the opposite, where participants faced difficulties in recognizing the scenario of 

deflecting thanks. The second similarity appeared in the fifth scenario while replying to someone’s request, where 

the expression “Yeah, sure” was used by the Saudi EFL group 28 times and the expression “Sure” was used by the 
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native English speakers 35 times. This contradicts Gu (2011) findings, which emphasized that making a request was 

one of the challenging speech acts to be acquired (p. 105). 

There were also apparent similarities in the sixth scenario, which stimulated expressions. The expression that 

ranked the highest in both groups was “Thanks, you too.”. The frequency in both groups was 53%. Geeslin and 

Gudmestad (2010) concluded that high English proficiency learners tend to use the same forms as native speakers. 

This idea was also clear in this study, as both groups used the same expression with the exact frequency. Scenario 

10 shared similar findings for Saudi EFL learners and native English speakers in the expression used for the 

Strategy of Apology.  The expression “I’m sorry. I already have plans on Friday.” As used by the Saudi EFL learners 

and the expression “I'm sorry, I already have plans.” by the native English speakers were both in the highest ranking, 

with a frequency of 68.08% for the first and 55.31% for the second. Cedar (2017) asserts that, as the level of English 

proficiency increases, learners’ apology performance increases, which confirms the results of this study, where the 

participants represented upper intermediate English proficiency. The eleventh scenario also accepted the offer 

strategy expression used by both groups. The expression “Yes” was used by Saudi EFL learners 15 times and 

“Yep/Yes” was used by native speakers of English 26 times. Scenario 12 was the eliciting strategy of the declining 

officer. Similarities were apparent in the highest-ranking expression in both groups. The Saudi EFL learners used 

the expression “No, thank you” 31 times and the Native English speakers used the expression “No, thanks.” 23 times. 

 Ellis (2008) asserts that refusing demands a high level of non-native pragmatic competence. This is also 

stressed by Félix-Brasdefer (2003) who emphasized that having a great linguistic proficiency level does not 

necessitate that participants are socio-culturally knowledgeable in the target language. Al-Kahtani (2005) also 

declares that “saying no is difficult for non-native speakers” and that it requires special skills such as knowledge of 

the cultural linguistic values of the target language. Accepting an invitation was implemented in scenario 14. The 

expression levels produced by both groups were similar. This was also pointed by Fairchild et al. (2020) in which 

they say that “…under-informativeness is more likely to be attributed to inability (rather than unwillingness) to say 

more in non-native as compared to native speakers.” (p.1). Saudi EFL learners used the expression “Yes, of course I 

will.” 25 times and was ranked the highest expression used by them. The expression “Yes, I’ll be there.” was used 16 

times by native English speakers. This contradicts the results of Garcia (2004) study. Her study showed that 

although proficiency had a great impact on pragmatic comprehension, participants faced difficulties with offers. 

Looking at it from an implication for learning point, Fairchild et al. (2020) point that this asymmetry reveals that 

teachers who are under-informative have more chances in getting another chance when the language they are 

speaking is not their native language. They explain that it is because under informativeness used by them has less 

chances of being intentional.  The highest-ranking Introductory Strategy expression used by both groups was “Hi 

Sara, nice to meet you.” which was used 30 times. A similar expression was used by the Native English speakers, “Hi 

Sara, nice to meet you’.”. It was used 27 times. This high frequency is equivalent to the results of Wujiabudula (2018) 

where 79.16% of the non-native English speakers replied with “nice to meet you” This confirms that the 

introduction strategy can be mastered at a wide range of English proficiency levels and pragmatic competence 

levels. Another similarity was also observed in scenario 18, which was based on the Offer Strategy. The shared 

expression for both groups was “Yes please!’  which was used 23 times and “Yes, please” which was used 28 times. 

This contradicts the results of Garcia (2004) study mentioned above. 

The second research question aimed to investigate whether there were any pragma-linguistic features of Saudi 

EFL learners’ production of conventional expressions that differed from native speakers. Data analysis presented an 

interesting conclusion, that the production of ‘conventional expressions’ by Saudi EFL learners is very similar to 

native English speakers. Although there were slight differences in the frequency, the groups mostly produced the 
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same expressions. One reason for this was the English proficiency level of the participants. They represented the 

upper intermediate English proficiency level, which is considered a good English level. Another reason is the wide 

acceptance of the world the Saudi government developed and the openness it developed towards it. Yusuf and Huda 

(2016) states that the new changes happening in Saudi Arabia are the biggest economic shake up that the country is 

going through since the year of 1932 where the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was found. Just a couple of years ago, the 

Saudi government opened tourism to the rest of the world and approved the opening of cinemas in the Kingdom. 

Therefore, there was an easy access to English speakers and films. Whether at cinemas or at home through 

streaming platforms such as Netflix and so forth, access to native expressions had been easier than before. In fact, it 

is more practical than to learn them from textbooks. What Saudis are going through in learning English language 

specifically is considered an essential in coping with the spreading of technology around the world (Mukhallafi, 

2019). This similarity in the production of conventional expressions used by native English speakers and non-native 

English speakers contradicts a previous study based on investigation of Korean EFL learners (Park, 2016) , which 

emphasized that even high-proficiency students did not attain native-like use of conventional expressions. Similarly, 

Boers and Lindstromberg (2009), too, stressed that even highly proficient English learners “fail to combine words 

the way native speakers do”. On the other hand, it is worth noting that some learners produced expressions that did 

not have the efficient pragma-linguistic means to be understood by the speaker. Grice (1975) has ruled out four 

maxims of conversation to be understood by the speaker: quantity that gives sufficient information but not too 

much, quality which is based on telling the truth, relevance that is relevant to the topic, and manner which means to 

be clear and intelligible. Thus, these participants had few pragma-linguistic deviations, and some violated the 

quantity maxim by for overly wordiness. Some did not understand what expression they should use such as is seen 

in scenario 12 while replying to the salesperson where participants were supposed to decline the offer. One person 

replied with: “Yes, please.”  A similar misunderstanding occurred in scenario 10, which was about attending the 

party on Friday. 19.04% of the participants replied with “Sure. Why not?”, where they were supposed to decline the 

offer. Another Saudi participant violated the maxim of quantity in scenario 12, which led to verbosity such as “No 

thank you so much but I’m only looking around.” Situation 16 also showed wordiness “I was deeply saddened by the 

news of your father’s passing. My heartfelt condolences to you and your family.” This was not used by native 

speakers. The issue of verbosity is common in second language learners and has been stressed in recent and old 

research (Chen, 2006; Edmondson & House, 1991; Park, 2016). Another expression that was used in scenario 13 for 

the situation of talking to your teacher and being considered rude, “Can I talk to you?”. This expression was used by 

17.02% of the participants.  What is also interesting in this scenario is that most of the expressions used by the 

Saudis were somewhat different from those used by native speakers. Scenario 16 also had some pragma-linguistic 

deviation from the native English speakers, where it represented first language transfer from their native language, 

which is Arabic. 25.52% of the participants replied to death of teachers’ father with “May Allah bless his soul, are you 

okay?” and “I’m sorry to hear this. May Allah have mercy on him.” which shows the language transfer from Arabic to 

English. Another response that could be considered culturally inappropriate is the expression used in scenario 18 as 

a reply to someone offering a ride in the rain where one participant replied with: “No, I will keep walking.” This is 

considered rude. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

To conclude, the results of this study have revealed similarities in the production of conventional expressions 

between Saudi EFL learners and native English speakers. The Saudi usage of expressions was about 47.36% similar 

to that of native English speakers. It is also worth noting that Saudi learners used the same expressions as the 

natives in most of the remaining scenarios, but the difference was in their frequency number being lower than that 

of the native speakers. One reason for this similarity could be that the learners had high intermediate English 

proficiency. Other reasons may include the recent opening of the Saudi government to the outer world. Tourism is 
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now open to foreigners. Another reason behind this high pragmatic proficiency is the latest introduction of English 

cinemas in Saudi Arabia, so participants were more likely to listen to natives in authentic real-life situations. 

However, with this in mind, there were some pragma-linguistic differences between native English speakers and 

some Saudi learners. Some of the expressions produced by Saudi learners showed a misunderstanding of the 

expected expression, their answers were long-winded and the used expressions that seemed rude to formal 

speakers. They also conveyed first language transfer. One limitation of this study was the number of participants. 

Furthermore, only female participants were investigated because of the difficulties faced in reaching male 

participants. Future research may explore male participants along with other females at different places in Riyadh 

and other cities in Saudi Arabia. EFL learners from different parts of the world should also be explored to compare 

the data. Other levels of English proficiency were also assessed.The findings of the current study are of use to 

linguists, researchers, language instructors, and students. It provides them with an empirical clear vision of the 

status of conventional expressions among Saudi female EFL learners. It also calls for further investigation of 

conventional EFL expressions locally and globally. It also demands curriculum development at all English 

proficiency levels to overcome such pragma-linguistic issues and improve learners’ verbal communication by 

introducing more authentic materials in curricula. It also highlights the pragma-linguistic features of EFL speakers. 
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