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Abstract 
This study is concerned with 

revealing Iraqi EFL learners' use of 
the speech act of reprimand. It is 
composed of four sections, the first of 
which is dedicated to give an 
introduction about the study such as 
the problem, the aims and the 
hypotheses, the second is to present a 
theoretical survey about the speech act 
in question, the third is about 
collecting and analyzing data, and the 
fourth section is concerned with the 
conclusions. 

A two-part test consisting of 20 
situations in each is designed to 
measure PhD and MA learners' 
recognition and production of 
reprimand. On the recognition level, a 
model by Garcia (2004) is used, while 
on the production level, their 
performance is compared to the 
performance of four native English 
speakers.  

Key words: (reprimand, EFL 
learners’ use, native speakers’ use, 
reprimanding, reprimanding act) 
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Section One 
Introduction 

1.1. The Problem 
It has been claimed that the distinctions among some of the speech 

acts are not clear cut, that is, they are interrelated since they are realized 
in the same or similar linguistic forms or expressions. This is because 
certain factors such as the context and the intention of the speaker play a 
major role in identifying the speech act in question. One of these 
problematic speech acts, Weirzbicka (1987: 432) says, is that of 
reprimand which correlates with a number of speech acts such as rebuke, 
reproach and insult. This is due to the fact that they are expressed in 
similar expressions or formulae. She also says that these speech acts are 
assertive and central to language use because they are the tools by which 
the addresser can say how things are by presenting his beliefs. Garcia 
(2004: 347) indicates that performing the speech act of reprimand seems 
to be challenging even for the native speakers who often pre-plan on how 
to reprimand. Thus, the nature of this speech act is complicated. 

Accordingly, this speech act may cause many problems for foreign 
language learners because of its complicated nature and its overlap with 
other speech acts and because certain contextual factors have to be taken 
into consideration when producing or comprehending it. As far as Iraqi 
learners of English are concerned, their performance of the speech act of 
reprimand, at both the production and recognition levels, has not been 
empirically dealt with in detail, that is, we are unaware of their abilities 
in this concern. Hence, this study addresses the following questions: 

1. Do Iraqi university learners of English have the ability to 

distinguish the speech act of reprimand from other related speech 

acts when they are realized by similar expressions or formulae, 

and to what extent? 

2. What type of strategies are used by the learners to realize such 
act? 

1.2 Aims of the Study 
The study aims at: 
1. Investigating the ability of MA and PhD Iraqi EFL university 

learners in using the speech act of reprimand on the one hand 
and, on the other, to distinguish it from other related speech 
acts when they are realized by similar forms or expressions. 
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2. Finding out the most common strategies employed by the 
learners to issue this speech act. 

3. Investigating the influence of the contextual factors as well as 
the realizations in recognizing and issuing reprimand and 
differentiating it from other related speech acts. 

1.3 Hypotheses  
It is hypothesized that: 
1.  Iraqi MA and PhD learners will be more influenced by the 

linguistic realizations of the speech act of reprimand than by the 
contextual factors governing the choice of those realizations 
when distinguishing reprimand from other related speech acts. 

2. They face serious difficulties in recognizing the speech act of 
reprimand and misinterpret it with other relevant speech acts at 
the recognition level particularly rebuke, insult, reproof, 
reproach, abuse, admonition and scold. 

3. They tend to use certain strategies to express reprimand than 
others. 

4. PhD learners are better than MA learners at all strategies of 
reprimand whether in recognition or production. 
  

1.4 The Procedures 
The procedures adopted in this study are the following: 

1. Presenting a theoretical survey of the relevant literature on 
reprimand differentiating it from other related speech acts. 

2. A model is adopted out of the theoretical survey for the analysis 
of the speech act strategies. 

3. A sample of Iraqi EFL learners is involved in the form of a two-
part test to collect data about their recognition of reprimand as 
well as the strategies adopted by them. 

1.5. The Limits 
The study will be restricted to the speech act of reprimand. The 

sample of the study will be limited to university MA and PhD learners. 
They are chosen because they are supposed to be advanced learners of 
English and they are acquainted with such speech act more than BA 
students. 
1.6. The Value 

It is hoped that this study will be of value to those interested in 
studying the pragmatic performance of EFL university learners. It is also 
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hoped that the conclusions and recommendations will have pedagogical 
value for the syllabus designers since they draw attention to weak and 
strong areas of the students' performance. 
 

Section Two 
Theoretical Survey 

2.1 Introduction 
2.2. Definitions and Characteristics  

Mullholand (1991: 201) defines reprimand as "to offer formally an 
adverse judgment to another about a serious matter." He also explains 
that a reprimand is a "formal or official" speech act in which the 
addresser declares or reveals a negative judgment about the addresser. 
This process is usually done in face to face interaction, but occasionally 
by other means of communication because it is considered one of the 
most face-threatening acts since it requires the interlocutor to refrain 
acting in a particular way. When this act is done efficiently, it can cause 
humiliation or resentment to the addressee.  

Vanderveken (1990: 169) identifies the reprimand as one of the 
assertive verbs. He (Ibid: 179) defines reprimand as an accusation with 
the special mode of achievement of adding personal displeasure as a 
punishment for the wrongdoing which is done by the addresser. This act 
generally comes out of a person who has a high position of authority and 
this is a feature of the mode of achievement, although this may a 
presumed sense of moral authority.  

Wierzbicka (1987: 139) points out that reprimanding cannot be done 
in a neutral, totally emotionless tone. Instead, it requires either a frown or 
some extra-segmental equivalent of a frown. This frown indicates the 
displeasure caused by the thought of what the addressee has done.  

2.3. Felicity Conditions  
Mulholand (1991: 201) says that there are two kinds of conditions that 
must be met in order for a reprimand to be made. The first is on the 
addresser's part and the second is on the addressee's part. 
2.4. On the Addresser's Part 
The following conditions are essentially present on the addressee's part 
for a reprimand to be issued: 

a. Due to the fact that reprimanding is an official act, the addresser 
must have some sort of authority over the addressee. This might 
be by virtue of the addresser's hierarchical position or it might be 
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given in a certain situation by particular members. The 
authorization is sometimes given to the addresser to perform the 
act by the person to be reprimanded by, for example, saying (You 
have the right to be annoyed with me over this).  

b. The behaviour of the addresser should be fault-free; the addresser 
must be able to take the moral ground in the matter. If the 
addresser has been faulty on similar or the same matter at other 
times, the addressee is entitled to feel angry at the injustice of the 
act. 

c. The addresser must know all the issues involved in the reprimand. 
If the details he knows are wrong or the whole reprimand ( for 
example, if the reprimand is addressed to wrong person), then this 
could be a clear justification for the addresser to be criticized and 
the relationship involved could be severely damaged. 

d. The reprimand must be acceptable to any person who is 
witnessing the act. If the wrong people are present when 
reprimanding, it makes it even worse for the addressee to have 
them see his or her humiliation. Furthermore, most of the people 
may be unwilling to see the act, and if they are forced to do so, 
they may try to soften the reprimand in order to reduce their own 
awkwardness, thus spoiling its effect.   (Ibid) 

2.4.1. On the Addressee's Part 
The following conditions should be met in order for the addressee to see 

the reprimand as acceptable and proper: 

a. The addressee must see the reprimander as an acceptable person 
to perform the act. 

b. The addressee must have done something bad deserving of a 
reprimand and some evidence must be available. 

e. The wrongdoing for which the addressee is to be reprimanded 
must have been done in a fairly recent time. There are no exact 
limitations for such things. For example, a reprimand could be 
quite reasonable in a meeting for something done in a previous 
meeting even if the meetings take place once a year, but a 
reprimand for something done six months previously when the 
addresser and the addressee meet every day, could be seen as 
unreasonable, unless something bad has just been discovered or 
was extremely serious and has had continuing repercussions into 
the present (Ibid: 202).  



  

Investigating Iraqi EFL University Learners'...………………….    (567) 

 

  

           

 

   
 

Adab Al-Kufa Journal 
No. 49 / P2 

Muharram 1443 / Sep 2021 

 

آداب ا    
 ٢/ ج ٤٩اد :

 ١٤٤٣ /  ل٢٠٢١  ا 

2.5. Reprimand from the Semantic Viewpoint 
Wierzbicka (1987:139) says that in reprimanding the addresser 

expresses a negative judgment about an action of the addressee. 
Furthermore, reprimanding has a presumption that the addressee should 
know the reason that makes his action was "bad". She also gives the 
meaning of reprimand as follows: 

I say: you have done something bad 
I think you should that people of your kind 
shouldn't do such things 
I assume you should understand that I am 
someone who can say this to you 
I say this because I want to cause you not to do 
such things 
I assume you understand that people of your kind 
shouldn't do things that I say I don't want them to 
do 
I want you to feel something bad because of what 
I say 

From the quotation above, the reprimanding person is an official and 
hierarchical character. They are accounted of not only by referring to the 
personal authority "I assume you should understand that I am someone 
who can say this to you", but also to the category of people to whom the 
addressee belongs "I think you should that people of your kind shouldn't 
do such things". Referring to the category of people is what 
depersonalizes reprimand and gives an indication to the hierarchical 
relationship between the addresser (an individual) and the addressee (a 
member of a class of subordinates). This hierarchical relationship links 
reprimand with order which is expressed more explicitly through the 
component "I assume you understand that people of your kind shouldn't 
do things that I say I don't want them to do". Nevertheless, this 
component is less general and less personal than the assumption of the 
superior authority inherent in order which says "I assume you have to do 
what I say I want you to do". This is because the authority of the 
addresser in reprimand is restricted to one domain which is the official or 
public domain (Ibid: 139-40).  
2.6. Garcia's Model of Reprimanding 

Garcia (2004) investigates the speech act of reprimand by exploring 
the preferred communication patterns of addressers. To be more specific, 
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she analyzes the strategies used by males and females when 
reprimanding and responding to reprimands, identifies the politeness 
strategies and attempts to reveal the underlying perspectives that 
constitute their culture concerning the context examined. This model is 
based on Blum-Kulka et al.’s (1989) categorization of head acts and 
supportive moves, and Brown and Levinson’s (1987) model of politeness 
(Reiter and Placencia, 2004: 232). 
2.6.1. Strategies 

When reprimanding, addressers use a lot of strategies which are then 
categorized on Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies. Reiter and 
Placencia (2004: 237) mention that addressers, who are in the position of 
authority which gives them the right to reprimand, do not go through 
clearly defined stages when they present their reprimand. In fact, their 
whole participation is considered as a constant reprimand where they 
present their reprimand, then responded to their interlocutor's reaction 
and finally finish the encounter. All the strategies mentioned in this 
model are illustrated through examples and almost all the examples are 
based on one situation in which the reprimander is the boss of a company 
and the reprimanded is an employee whose bad behaviour is arriving late. 
Addressers use a variety of head acts strategy types to reprimand. All of 
these strategies are taken from one source which is Garcia (2004: 236- 
242). These are encoded in Brown and Levinson's politeness strategies as 
follows: 

Table1. 
Strategies of Reprimanding 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section Three  
Data Collection and Analysis 
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This chapter tries to investigate Iraqi EFL postgraduate learners' 
performance in using the speech act of reprimand at both the recognition 
and production levels. This investigation also involves their abilities to 
distinguish the speech act of reprimand from other related speech acts. In 
addition, there will be an assessment of the learners' use of the strategies 
of expressing the speech act of reprimand at the production level, and this 
assessment will be done in relation to what NESs respond in given 
situations. The chapter starts with describing the methods used in 
collecting and analyzing data. After that, the learners' performance is 
analyzed and discussed as an attempt to come out with findings that are 
related to the aims and hypotheses of this study.  
3.1. Data Collection 
3.1.1. Subjects  

The subjects involved in this study are forty EFL postgraduate 
students. Thirty of them are MA students and the rest are PhD students. 
They are randomly chosen from the Departments of English, (College of 
Education of University of Babylon/ College of Arts- College of 
Languages- College of Education for Women University of Baghdad). At 
this level, the age of the subjects ranges between 24-26. They are native 
speakers of Iraqi Arabic. The reason behind choosing MA and PhD 
students to be the sample of this study is that they study pragmatics, more 
specifically speech acts, in the course in which they are engaged since the 
current speech act is difficult for undergraduate students who have not 
studied pragmatics. Thus, they are considered advanced learners.  
Besides, a control group represented by four NESs is formed. The 
subjects of this group are professors in engineering in a British company 
in Najaf and range in age between (42-48). They all speak BBC accent. 
However, their role is limited to Part 2 of the test. 
3.1.2. The Test 

The test consists of two questions, the first of which is designed to 

test the learners' recognition ability, whereas the second is designed to 

test their production ability. The test consists of forty situations divided 

equally on both questions. The recognition test takes the form of multiple 

choice items in which the subjects are required to choose the correct 

choice from a variety of options.  

The second question of the test, which is the production test, is 
designed to elicit information about the production abilities of the 
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learners. This question requires them to issue the speech act of reprimand 
according to certain contextual factors.  
3.2. Methods of Analysis  
3.2.1. Analysis of Part One  
Part 1 of the test can be described as an objective one since its scoring 
scheme neither depends on the personal opinion of the subject himself / 
herself, nor on the subjective judgment of the scorer.  
To ensure an objective scoring of the test, a scoring scheme has been 
adopted. Each participant, in part 1, is required to choose only one 
correct option where each correct answer is given 5 marks. The total is 
100 marks.  
In order to measure the central tendency of the subjects, the mean score 
has been adopted as a statistical device. 
In addition to the scoring scheme which is mentioned in Table 9,  a rating 
scale of the learners' performance at part 1 has been adopted. This scale 
is based on Al-Hindawy's (1999: 136) modified version of Caroll's (1980: 
134) scale.  

Table (4) 
Assessment Scale of Learner's Recognition Ability (Al-Hindawy's, 

1999: 136, Modified Version) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.2.2. Analysis of Part Two 
The model of strategies of the speech act of reprimand in Chapter Two 
(2.10) is used for analyzing the type of strategies adopted by the subjects 
and NESs. The performance of the learners is then compared with the 
performance of the NESs after rendering the results into percentages. All 
the types of analyses are carried out in terms of the three parameters: 
status, social distance and solidarity of power.  
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3.3. Data Analysis  
3.3.1. Part One: Subject's Recognition of the Speech Act of Reprimand 
The following table shows the subjects' performance on the three 
strategies: 

Table (20) 
Subjects' Success Percentages Concerning BORSs, PPSs and NPSs  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3.2 Part 2: Analysis of the Strategies Speech Act of Reprimand  

The data obtained by Part Two situations of the test reveal that a wide 
range of strategies is employed by the learners in their attempts to issue 
the speech act of reprimand. Subjects tend to use specific types of 
strategies than others. The data elicited by the test signals some sort of 
difference between the subjects' and the NESs' performance, not only in 
types of the utterances used but also in terms of their frequencies. 
      The situations requiring the subjects to issue the speech act of 
reprimand in Part Two of the test (See Appendix) are designed to fall into 
three types in terms of the factors of solidarity, status and distance. 
These three types can be described as follows: 
A. The speaker talks to a familiar inferior with whom s/he has a solidary 

power relationship. 
B. The speaker talks to a familiar inferior with whom s/he has a non-

solidary power relationship. 
C. The speaker talks to an unfamiliar inferior with whom s/he has a non-

solidary power relationship. 
The following is the findings about the subjects' performance on the three 
types of situation:  
A. Concerning the NES's performance, it is divided equally on BORSs 

and PPSs where each type gains (50%). PhD learners' performance is 
that (60%) have used PPSs while (40%) have used BORSs. The 
performance of the MA learners shows that they manipulated all the 
three strategies, but in different percentages, where BORSs' 
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percentage is (40%) and (50% and 10%) for PPSs and NPSs 
respectively.  

B. NESs' performance shows that most of them have used BORSs. The 
percentages of their performance are (70%, 20% and 10%) for 
BORSs, PPSs and NPSs respectively. The percentages of the PhD 
learners' performance are (60%, 35% and 15%) for BORSs, PPSs 
and NPSs respectively, while the percentages of the MA learners 
(70%, 20% and 10%) for BORSs, PPSs and NPSs respectively. 

C. The NESs' performance in this type shows that (85%) have use 
BORSs and (15%) have used PPSs. The performance of the PhD 
learners displays that (60%) have used BORSs and (40%) have used 
PPSs, while that of the MA shows that (80%) have used BORSs, 
(15%) have used PPS and only (5%) have used NPSs.  

Section Four  
4.1. Conclusions  
4.1.1. Learners' Performance at Part 1 of the Test 

Several conclusions are introduced here to illustrate Iraqi EFL 
postgraduate informants' performance at this level:  

1. Both learner types (PhD and MA) tend to associate certain 
utterance strengths to certain speech acts, a strategy used to 
identify the speech act of reprimand from other related ones.  

2. Their awareness of the contextual factors that govern the speech 
act of reprimand is questionable.  

3. They are almost more influenced by the linguistic realizations 
than by the contextual factors governing the speech acts. 

4. As far as the learners' performance in relation to the use of the 
strategy (warning & threatening) to express reprimand, their 
central performance tendency classifies them as "extremely 
limited users" at "warning" and "intermittent users" at 
"threatening".  

5. The learners' ability to identify the speech act of reprimand 

expressed by means of "claiming authority" is exaggerated and 

can be describes, according to the mean score of their responses 

(27.5%), as "intermittent users".  

6. The identification of the speech act of reprimand by the use of the 
last two BORSs which are "presenting facts" and "rejecting 
explanation/ request/ accusation" is also unsuccessful and their 
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performance is categorized as "intermittent users" for both 
strategies. 

7. Regarding PPSs, the learners' performance in four of them is 
classified as "extremely limited users". These strategies are: 
accepting explanation/ excuse, claiming common ground, 
offering cooperation and moralizing.  

8. The only strategy in which the learners are classified as "marginal 
users" is "requesting cooperation'". Thus, they are considered 
comparatively successful.  

9. As far as their performance regarding the use of "requesting 
information" to express the speech act of reprimand, their central 
behaviour tendency classifies them as "non users" at the 
recognition level. 

10.  As for NPSs, the learners' ability to identify the speech act of 
reprimand is classified as "intermittent users" for the two NPSs 
which are "expressing gratitude" and "reluctance to impinge".  

11.  PhD learners are better than the MA learners at most of the 
strategies. However, the MA learners are better than the PhD 
learners at only three strategies and one substrategy which are 
"accepting explanation/ excuse", "requesting cooperation", " 
reluctance to impinge" and "threatening".  

12.  Both types of subjects are better in recognizing the speech act of 
reprimand when expressed by PPSs than when expressed by 
BORSs or NPSs since their success amounts to (31.2%) for PPSs, 
while it amounts to (25% and 22.5%) for the other two 
respectively. 

4.1.2. Learners' Performance at Part 2 of the Test 
The learners' performance at this level as compared with that of NESs 

leads to the following conclusions: 
1. Iraqi EFL learners have displayed insufficient awareness of using 

all types of strategies in performing the speech act of reprimand 
in various situations. 

2. The learners show greater preference for using "warning & 
threatening" and "claiming authority" strategies rather than the 
other types of strategies in most of the situations. They employ 
the former in (24) situations and the latter in all (25) situations, 
while the NESs employ the former in (22) situations and the latter 
in (16) situations. 
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3. The EFL learners' performance in many situations matches that of 
the natives' and their choices of the appropriate strategy. 
Consequently, they show more preference for the strategies used 
by the natives or employ strategies which are favoured by them. 
For this reason, their performance can be described as sufficiently 
appropriate. 

4. In Part 2 situations, the learners prefer using BORSs while the 
natives vary their use of the type of strategy according to the 
context of situation. 

5. Iraqi learners, in Part 2 situations, show similar behaviour to that 
of the natives by preferring strategies employed by the natives in 
Type A situations (3), (4) and (17), in Type B situations (5), (11), 
(12), (14), (18) and (20), and in Type C situations (2), (7) and 
(13). However, their behaviour in the situations above is 
sometimes characterized by the absence of the right degree of 
politeness. In the remaining situations, Iraqi learners favour 
strategies that are not employed by the natives.  

6. In type A and B situations, the performance of both types of 
learners is similar in the way it approaches that of the natives, but 
in Type C situations the MA learners are better in approaching the 
natives' performance.  
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Appendix  
The Test 

This appendix introduces the version of the test which was submitted to 
the informants. The natives, however, were involved only in part 2 of the 
same version. 
Part One: Recognition of the Speech Act of Reprimand  

Read the following situations carefully and choose what you 
believe to be the intended speech act conveyed by the given 
utterance: 
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Part Two: Production: Strategies Used for Expressing the Speech Act of 
Reprimand  
Imagine yourself in the following situations. What would you say to 
reprimand your interlocutor(s)? 
1. You are a university professor. One of your students does not complete his 

homework. This morning, you call him in to discuss the issue. You want to 
reprimand him.  

………………………………………………………………………… 
2. You are a bus driver. One of the passengers who is sitting beside you is 

smoking a cigarette and you cannot tolerate the odour. 
………………………………………………………………………… 
3. You have been waiting for your son to come and give you a lift for 30 

minutes and it is not the first time that he comes late. 
………………………………………………………………………… 
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4. Your son has lied to you about his marks on the exam. 
………………………………………………………………………… 
5. You are a company manager and very concerned with the company's 

finances. Your accountant has forgotten to check the balance of the 
company.  

………………………………………………………………………… 
6. Catherine is a secretary in a software company. You are her boss. You 

hand her a report. You need the report typed by2.00 p.m. It is 2:00 and she 
has not completed it yet.  

………………………………………………………………………… 
7. A naughty boy that you do not know has broken the window of your car.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
8. Your younger brother is supposed to be studying because he has an exam. 

You enter his room and find him playing video games. 
………………………………………………………………………… 
9. You are a doctor. A patient who has been advised by another doctor to stop 

drinking fizzy drinks. He has come to you and you have found that he has 
not done so. Thus, he should be reprimanded.  

………………………………………………………………………… 
10. You are a mother. You have seen your daughter's room dirty. You want to 

reprimand her.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
11.   You are a minister. Your spokesman has delivered a statement without 

consulting you.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
12. You are an employer. You have noticed that your employee is coming late 

and leaving early.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
13. You are a librarian. One of the patrons in the library is talking loudly. You 

want to reprimand him.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
14.  You are the owner of a restaurant. The waitress is rude in treating the 

customers.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
15. You are a pilot. You have told the copilot to fly in a certain speed, but he 

has exceeded this limit. You want to reprimand him. 
………………………………………………………………………… 

16. You are the Pope. One of the priests has violated the rules of the church.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
17.  Your son is always annoying his sister. You want to correct his behaviour 

by reprimanding him.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
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18. You are the ship captain. You have found that one of the sailors is not 
wearing the uniform.  

………………………………………………………………………… 
19. You are the leader of a group of musicians. One of them has deviated from 

the note.  
………………………………………………………………………… 
20.  You are a professor. You have found a student cheating in the exam.  
………………………………………………………………………… 

 
 
 
 


