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 Abstract 

This study explored the effect of cognitive styles of field dependence (FD) 

and field-independence (FI) on Iranian EFL learners’ performance in the 

speech act of apology. Additionally, the investigation also focused on the 

effect of these cognitive styles on individual differences (IDs) like 

proficiency, age, and gender of the participants. To this end, 80 EFL learners, 

studying at two English language institutes in Maybod, were selected 

through convenient sampling. This study was conducted in three phases by 

using a variety of instruments, like Oxford Quick Placement Test (OPT), 

Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT), and Multiple Choice Discourse 

Completion Tasks (MCDCTs). With respect to the GEFT, students were 

divided into two groups, FD/FI. The MCDCTs were administered to measure 

students’ pragmatic comprehension and restructuring ability of the apology 

situations. The obtained data were analyzed using SPSS 21 statistical 

software. The results revealed that FI participants outperformed the FD ones 

in apology contexts. Individual differences like gender and age had a 

significant effect on the performance of the participants in both cognitive 

groups. Although the proficiency level demonstrated some variations, but it 

did not have any statistically significant impact on the performance of the 

participants in these two groups. The major pedagogical implication of the 

present study is that when assessing the interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) of 

EFL learners, teachers and other teaching administrations should take not 

only cognitive styles but also individual differences into consideration so that 

they could adopt and apply teaching methods in line with the learners’ 

various cognitive styles. 

Keywords: cognitive styles, field independence, field dependence, 

individual differences, speech act of apology 
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1. Introduction  

Pragmatics, in second language studies, commonly known as interlanguage pragmatics (ILP), refers to the 

comprehension and production of action by non-native speakers (NNSs) of a language (Kasper & Rose, 2002). Kasper 

and Schmidt (1996) believed that, “the focus is given to the ways NNSs’ pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic 

knowledge differs from that of native speakers (NSs) and among learners with different linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds” (p.150). In a simple and comprehensive definition, Ishihara and Cohen (2010) defined it as “being able 

to go beyond the literal meaning of what is said or written, in order to interpret the intended meanings, assumptions, 

purposes or goals, and the kinds of actions that are being performed” (p.5). 

In the area of discourse analysis, speech acts by definition are not only linguistic expressions, but also linguistic actions 

that carry out communicative purposes. They refer to the acts we perform when we speak: giving reports, giving advice, 

agreeing, complaining, apologizing and are defined in terms of discourse functions. Under the category of expressives, 

apology (Afghari, 2007; Bergman & Kasper, 1993; Dalmau & Gotor, 2007; Haji Maibodi, 2016; Holmes, 1995; 

Trosborg, 1995), as one of the main speech acts, is frequently used in human interactions. As a face saving, remedial 

act of speech, apologies are required when the social norms of politeness demand the mending of a behavior. One of 

the central research questions in the field of ILP is how learners produce apologies in a second/foreign language and 

the extent to which their mitigating strategies deviate from or approximate the strategies that native speakers use. 

Human beings have their own commonalities and variances, which distinguish them from other creatures in general 

and from one another in particular. ILP (Kasper & Rose, 2002; Kasper & Schmidt, 1996; Kuriscak, 2010; Taguchi, 

2013) can be affected by some factors like cognitive styles and individual differences (IDs). Studying the effect of 

learner characteristics (IDs) like proficiency level (Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011; Taguchi, 2013; Takahashi, 2005), 

gender (Holmes, 2008), and age (Kasper & Rose, 2002; Marinova-Todd, Marshall, & Snow, 2000) on L2 learning 

(Bayat, 2013; Davies & Skilton-Sylvester, 2004; Taguchi, 2013) is not a new issue. However, the interaction between 

such factors and pragmatic development has only recently been addressed. 

As another area of research in L2 pedagogical contexts, investigations of IDs have led to the determination that there 

are styles of thinking called cognitive styles. Field Dependency (FD) and Field Independency (FI) is one of the 

dichotomies of a more broad term ”cognitive style” which embraces the “thinking style” and involves the way 

individuals think, perceive, and remember information. Salmani-Nodoushan (2007) defined these cognitive styles as 

“the link between personality and cognition that influences how we learn things in general and the particular approach 

we adopt when dealing with problems” (p.83). 

The FD/FI model, invented by Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, and Cox (1977), identified an individual’s perceptive 

behavior while he/she is distinguishing figures from the surrounding field in which the objects are set. That is, a FI 

learning style is defined as a tendency to separate details from the surrounding context, while a FD learning style is 

defined as a relative inability to distinguish detail from other information around it. However, the potential effect of 

these cognitive styles has not been studied broadly in ILP.  

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

Pragmatic competence is considered as one of the most complex and challenging areas for L2 learners as people from 

different societies and cultures seem to be interacting with greater and greater frequency. L2 learners lack pragmatic 

knowledge on how to interpret discourse by relating utterances to their meanings, understanding the intention of 

language users and how language is used in specific settings (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). In addition, speech acts are 

difficult to perform in L2 because learners may not know the idiomatic expressions or cultural norms in the second 

language or they may transfer their first language rules and conventions into the second language, assuming that such 

rules are universal. Learners’ pragmatic behavior tends to be interpreted as manifestation of their character and 

personality.  

In the Iranian English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context, very little attention has been paid to communicative 

abilities such as pragmatic competence, which includes both receptive and productive skills like ability to understand 

meaning as intended and to vary one’s language use appropriately to the particular sociocultural context. Many EFL 

students do not have the necessary opportunities to practice English in authentic ways and when language is not 

practiced outside the classroom, students quite naturally develop limited perceptions of pragmatic knowledge. The 

problem arises when L2 learners’ grammatically accurate but pragmatically inappropriate utterances may be negatively 

viewed not because of their limited communicative competence but as an indication of their ill intentions or faulty 
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personalities. The language classroom is a setting where the target language is taught as a subject only and is not 

commonly used as a medium of communication outside the classrooms and pragmatic competence is not a high priority 

(Ellis, 2008).  

Unfortunately today, in the Iranian curriculum, all aspects of EFL instruction are limited to linguistic competence like 

grammar, syntax, and vocabulary, and EFL students in general are not socialized to the target language forms used in 

social interactions. Iranian EFL student’s linguistic behavior reveals that very few of them seem to converge to the 

target language pragmatic norms of communication (Haji-Maibodi et al., 2016).  

The main objective of the present study was to investigate the effect of cognitive styles like FD and FI on the speech 

act of apology among Iranian EFL learners. Since IDs determine a great deal of what we want to communicate, 

cognitive styles of EFL students at different proficiency levels, of different ages and gender can also affect their 

recognition and comprehension of speech act situations. Largely, this study was motivated by the gaps in previous 

research. Most of the research to date related to the study of cognitive styles in the Iranian EFL context (e.g. Ahmadi, 

2002;  Biook & Fathi, 2009; Fatemi, Vahedi, & Seyyedrezaie, 2014; Hashemian & Farhang Ju, 2018; Hashemian, 

Jafarpour, & Adibpour, 2015; Khodadady, Bagheri, & Charbgoo, 2016; Khodadady & Zeynali, 2012; Nilforooshan & 

Afghari, 2007; Roostampor & Niroomand, 2014; Sabet & Mohammadi, 2013; Salmani-Nodoushan, 2006, 2007; 

Shalbafan, 1996; Sheorey & Mokhtari, 2001; Yaghoubi, 1994) to name a few have been limited to acquisition of 

language skills only. So far, no research in the Iranian EFL context has been exclusively devoted to the study of 

cognitive styles and pragmatics especially on the effect of FD/FI styles on IDs and the speech act of apology in second 

language acquisition.  

1.2 Research Questions 

Based on the above perceptions, the following research questions were proposed: 

1. Is there any significant difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic competence in 

apology context? 

2. Does proficiency level make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic 

competence in apology context? 

3. Does age make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic competence in 

apology context? 

4. Does gender make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic competence in 

apology context? 

1.3 Research Hypotheses 

The hypotheses of this study are as follows: 

H1: There is no significant difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic competence in 

apology context. 

H2: Proficiency level does not make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic 

competence in apology context. 

H3: Age does not make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic competence in 

apology context. 

H4: Gender does not make any difference between FD/FI Iranian EFL learners regarding their pragmatic   competence 

in apology context. 

2. Review of the Literature  

2.1 Cognitive Styles 

In the field of information processing, cognitive styles have emerged as a new dimension within IDs through cognitive 

psychology studies. It has a particular importance as it determines the way information is processed when solving 

problems or making decisions or interpretation of stimuli and response (Hansen, 1981). Students with different types 

of cognitive styles may have challenges in various aspects of language learning and, therefore, they may need different 
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instructional strategies to suit their information processing needs and preferences (Luk, 2002). FD/FI can be considered 

as one of these cognitive styles that may affect language learning (Fajen, 1999). FD is defined as a cognitive style in 

which a person looks at the whole of a learning task that contains many items. These learners may have problems 

studying a specific item as a part of the whole. They have a personal orientation to their environment, are more holistic 

and dependent i.e., their self-view is derived from others. In interpersonal and social interactions they are less skilled 

and not so socially aware (Reid, 2002). On the other hand, FI is defined as a cognitive style in which the learner can 

identify or focus on particular items, and is not distracted by other items in the background or context (Brown, 2007).  

Reid (2002) believed that such individuals are more analytic, socially sensitive, and independent. In processing 

information they have a strong reliance on their own internal frame of reference. 

An important question for language researchers is the effect of cognitive styles on the efficacy of language learning. 

Carroll and Sapon (1988) were the first applied linguists who showed FI is significantly related to foreign language 

aptitude, as measured by the Modern Language Aptitude Test. Griffin and Franklins (1996) indicated that FI students 

performed significantly better on course tests and suggested that these students had higher academic potential than 

their FD counterparts did. Fajen (1999) conducted two experiments on listening and reading, concerning FD/FI 

cognitive styles. Results showed that FI participants seemed to use a tacit structure strategy, whereas FD participants 

appeared to display structuring skills while note taking. Tinajero and Paramo (1997) investigated the relationship 

between cognitive styles and student achievement in several subject domains (English, mathematics, natural science, 

social science, Spanish, and Galician). Results showed that FI subjects outperformed their FD counterparts. Luk (2002) 

reported in two studies the relationship between FD and academic learning in the context of distance learning with 

Bachelor of Health nursing students in Hong Kong. In both studies FI nurses performed significantly better than FD 

ones. 

In the Iranian EFL context, Yaghoubi (1994) conducted a pioneering research to examine to what extent there was a 

relationship between FD/FI cognitive styles and foreign language proficiency of Iranian EFL students. Findings 

revealed that FI learners outperformed FD ones in language classes and language learning. Shalbafan (1996) 

investigated whether the findings of earlier researches on the relation between FD/FI and EFL learners’ achievement 

could be extrapolated to Iranian EFL learners’ writing ability. Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001) studied the relationship 

between FD/FI cognitive style and performance on global and local questions in listening comprehension. He 

concluded that there was no relationship between FD/FI and the students’ performance on global questions. However, 

FI students answered local questions better than their FD counterparts did. On the other hand, Salmani-Nodoushan 

(2006) provided evidence that FD subjects, compared to their FI counterparts, performed much better on 

communicative tests and concluded that test takers’ cognitive styles may be viewed as a source of systematic variance 

in test performance. Salmani-Nodoushan (2007) also examined the relationship between FD/FI on EFL reading 

performance. He found that FD individuals outperformed FI participants on tasks that required holistic skills, whereas 

FI participants outperformed FD participants on tasks that required analytic skills. 

Nilforooshan and Afghari (2007) in exploring the effect of FI/FD on second language writing performance concluded 

that the potential sources of difference between the performances of FD/FI may be attributable to the difference 

between the kind of reasoning in the two groups, their restructuring ability, use of strategies in processing information 

and in writing process, and memory retrieval. Biook and Fathi (2009) also found that their 30 intermediate level FI 

learners outperformed their 30 FD counterparts on a reading comprehension test.  

Khodadady and Zenali (2012) studied the relationship between FD/FI cognitive style and listening comprehension 

ability. The results of this study showed that FI participants outperformed FD participants in IELTS listening 

comprehension and all of the listening tasks. However, they found that FD cognitive styles compared to FI correlates 

more significantly with multiple choice and matching questions compared to FI cognitive style.  

Khalili Sabet and Mohammadi (2013) investigated the relationship between FD/FI styles and reading comprehension 

abilities of intermediate EFL readers. The results of the quantitative analysis of the data via t-test revealed that FD 

participants treated the reading text as a whole while their FI counterparts focused only on the covert message and 

parts of the reading text. Fatemi, Vahedi, and Seyyedrezaie (2014) aimed at the effect of top-down/bottom-up 

processing and FD/FI cognitive style on Iranian EFL learners’ reading comprehension.  Apparently, FI learners in the 

bottom-up group outperformed their FD counterparts. However, FD learners were more successful than FI ones when 

taught through top-down reading instruction model.  
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Considering FD/FI cognitive styles, Rostampour and Niroomand (2014) aimed at determining if they are significant 

in English vocabulary knowledge. Additionally, Hashemian, Jafarpour, and Adibpour (2015) studied the relationships 

between FI, multiple intelligences, and L2 reading performance among Iranian L2 learners. Results revealed significant 

positive relationships between FI and performance on the four reading tasks of true-false, sentence completion, 

outlining, and scanning. Khodadady, Bagheri, and Charbgoo (2016) explored the relationship between cognitive styles 

and achievement in EFL. The independent samples t-test showed that the FI primary school students’ EFL achievement 

was significantly higher than their FD counterparts were. Hashemian and Farhang-Ju (2018) examined the possible 

effects of metalinguistic feedback on FI/FD intermediate L2 learners’ writing accuracy. Although the results revealed 

that both the FI/FD learners benefited from metalinguistic feedback, the FD participants outperformed the FI ones. 

As it is revealed from the literature review, most of the studies concerned with cognitive styles are limited in their 

investigations to language skills and those exploring the effect of cognitive styles on pragmatic competence is really 

ignorable. Therefore, there is a great need to work on the effect of cognitive style and individual differences on 

pragmatic competence. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Design of the Study 

The primary purpose of the current investigation was to determine the effect of FI/FID cognitive styles on the speech 

act of apology among Iranian EFL learners. Furthermore, the purpose of this study was also to explore to what extent 

individual differences of gender, age, and students’ proficiency level together with cognitive styles of FID and FD can 

have a significant effect on the speech act of apology among Iranian EFL learners. Therefore, the independent variables 

of the study were field dependent and independent cognitive styles and three individual differences of age, gender, and 

proficiency level. Moreover, the participants’ scores on the recognition and comprehension apology situations were 

considered as the dependent variables. To this aim, all data gathered were numerical and objective. This study was 

conducted in three phases. The pool of obtained data was analyzed using SPSS (statistical package for social sciences) 

software. The detailed statistical analyses, conducted for fulfilling each objective, are presented below. 

3.2 Participants  

The participants were selected from 150 Persian speaking EFL learners of advanced levels at two English Language 

Institutes in Maybod, Yazd. Due to institutional constraints, convenient sampling was used. The advantages of this 

type of sampling are the availability and the quickness with which data can be gathered. Both males and females were 

included and their ages ranged from 17 to 34 years. Students at these language institutes were already divided according 

to the placement test administered by the institutes. The Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was administered to establish 

the proficiency level and 80 students were selected. This study as part of a larger project was piloted to evaluate the 

appropriateness of the assessment instruments. Four upper-intermediate and four advanced students from the two 

institutes who shared the same learning conditions participated in the pilot study. The participants went through the 

process of interacting with the assessment materials, and completing the modified GEFT (although the validity is 

internationally proven, but it was piloted to check it for Iranian EFL learners) test and the MCDCTs. Feedback and 

suggestions were used to improve the design of the final study. 

3.3 Instruments  

The instruments for this study were selected according to the research questions set for this study. At the outset, it must 

be mentioned that there was no intention of overloading the students with too many tests at one particular time that 

would definitely be tiring and strenuous. In order to accomplish the purposes of this study, the following three tests 

were administered.  

3.3.1 Oxford Placement Test (OPT)  

The OPT consists of 60 items, each with three alternatives from which the test takers choose the correct response. 

According to the guidelines provided by the test designers, EFL learners scoring from 45 to 60 are taken as advanced 

and those students whose scores were 30 to 45 were selected as the upper-intermediate students. Therefore, forty 

students as upper-intermediate and forty others as advanced participants were selected for this study. It is worth 

mentioning that 43 students got a score higher than 45, but in order to have equal number of participants in each 

proficiency group, only 40 EFL learners were chosen. Moreover, the same participants were divided into three age 

groups (17-22, 23-28, & 29-34). These two groups were also subdivided according to gender.  
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3.3.2 Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT)  

The Group Embedded Figures Test (GEFT) is used for determining FD/FI cognitive styles of the participants. The 

GEFT (Oltman, Raskin, & Witkin, 1971 as cited in Bosacki, Innerd, & Towson, 1997) is a group-administered test 

that requires the subject to outline a simple geometric shape within a complex design. According to this test, the 

subjects were given a booklet with simple visual figures embedded inside progressively more complicated visual 

figures. The subjects were expected to locate the hidden simple form or figure in the more complex one within a given 

time (12 minutes). It was supposed that those who tend to rely on external cues are less able to find the simple figures 

so are FD, and those who rely on internal cues are more able to find figures, hence, FI. There are 25 complex figures 

in the GEFT, each with an embedded simple figure. Based on the number of correct answers given by students, the 

scores on GEFT may range from 0 (the most FD) to 18 (the most FI). The GEFT includes 20 items. The reliability 

score calculated for the present study was α = 0. 91. In this study, the modified version of GEFT was used.  

Based on the obtained scores on the GEFT, EFL learners were divided to two groups of FD and FI cognitive styles. 

Each participant’s score in the modified GEFT is obtained by adding the total number of correctly answered items. In 

the current study, participants whose scores ranged from 0-14.5 were classified as FD learners and participants whose 

scores ranged from 14.5-20 were classified as FI learners (14.5 is the median GEFT score of the subjects as stated by 

Salmani-Nodoushan, 2007). 

3.3.3 Multiple Choice Discourse Completion Task (MCDCTs)  

Ten apology situations were administered. Each situation had one stem and four responses. In the MCDCTs, distractors 

are not always incorrect, as they are on a grammar test. They were rated on the degree of appropriateness in the 

specified situation. That is, the key was based on the option that was the most appropriate both pragmatically and 

linguistically in the designated situation (Farhady, 1980 as cited in Liu, 2004). However, it must be noted that in 

pragmatics, there are no absolutely appropriate or inappropriate response. The speech act situations of apology were 

administered with the aim of investigating participants’ ability to comprehend and recognize the speech act situations. 

The reliability of this was approved by conducting Cronbach alpha analysis (α = 0. 77). The MC format is still the 

main test method used in Iran and in high-stakes tests such as the National Entrance Exams held for entrance to 

universities. The MCDCTs for this study were adapted from Birjandi and Rezaii (2010) and Haji Maibodi (2016). 

3.4 Data Collection Methods  

This study was conducted in three phases. In the first phase, 150 Persian speaking EFL candidates from two English 

language institutes in Maybod, were selected to participate in this study. Demographic survey questionnaire was 

employed to gain information about the learners’ gender, age, and learning experience. Both males and females were 

included and 54 females and 26 male EFL learners participated in this study. The age range of the participants was 

between 17 and 34 years. They were divided into three groups. 43 participants were 17 to 22 years. 21 EFL learners 

were 23 to 28 years old. Finally, the rest of the participants included in the group were between 29 to 34 years old. 

Then, in order to establish the participants’ proficiency level, the OPT was administered. Based on the scores obtained 

on the test, only those students whose scores were at upper-intermediate and advanced level were taken into 

consideration. Finally, a total number of 80 participants were found eligible for this study. Thus, forty participants 

were taken to be upper-intermediate and the other 40 students were considered advanced.  

In the second phase, the students’ degree of FD/FI was determined by the modified version Group Embedded Figures 

Test (GEFT). GEFT is globally used for FD/FI cognitive styles determination. In the third phase after students were 

divided according to age, proficiency level, and cognitive styles, the MCDCTs were administered. Participants were 

told to provide responses that they think are appropriate for the given context and situation. The focus on the speech 

act section was on the assessment of participants’ knowledge of pragmatic strategies, their linguistic implementation, 

and the appropriateness of language use. For the MCDCTs, ten apology situations were administered. Guidelines as to 

how to answer the test were given to the participants. Each apology situation had one stem with four responses. One 

response was the appropriate one and the three other inappropriate ones were taken as distracters for each scenario.  

In MCDCTs, distracters are not always incorrect, as they are on a grammar test. They are rated on the degree of 

appropriateness in the specified situation. The situations were culturally appropriate and salient to the students. The 

participants had to choose the most appropriate option among the four choices that accompany the stem (see 

Appendix). No doubt, modifications were made to make the format more like a face-to-face interaction. When, all the 

test items were administered, the researchers scored them. Of course, sample papers were provided to the supervisor 
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for further checking. Finally, the raw data were provided to the statistical analyst. Since the number of the participants 

of the age and gender groups was not equal, first, the analyst conducted some normalization and equalization processes. 

Finally, the main statistical analyses were conducted. 

3.5 Data Analysis Procedures 

The collected data were fed into SPSS 20. It is worth mentioning that all incomplete surveys were discarded from the 

analysis. First, descriptive and frequency analyses were conducted. Then, based on these results the comparative 

statistical procedures were administered. Because the students were divided to three age groups, a one-way between 

groups ANOVA was conducted. However, considering proficiency level and gender, since the students were divided 

into two groups, independent-samples t-tests were undertaken. 

4. Results 

4.1 Order of Test Administration 

Initially, the Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was administered to evaluate the proficiency levels of the participants in 

the three groups. Students were assured that this proficiency test was to tap their overall English knowledge and as 

such did not have any negative points. Explanations about the test were given orally in Persian (students’ L1). This 

test was administered with a focus on structure and vocabulary in two formats-one in the form of five cloze tests and 

the other in a multiple-choice format. The total number of items was about 60 items and the test was divided into two 

parts. Part 1 had questions from 1-40 and part two from 41-60. The time allotted was 30 minutes. The students’ scores 

on the OPT was based according to the standards (proficiency levels) set by the test itself. Those scores that ranged 

between 30 and 45 were regarded as upper intermediate and those scores that were more than 45 were labeled as 

advanced. Participants were also divided according to other individual differences such as age range and gender. The 

following table represents the division of the participants according to their individual differences. 

 

Table 1. Background information of the participants (N= 80) 

Group N Male Female Age Proficiency score 

Upper-intermediate 40 17 23 17-34 30-45 

Advanced 40 9 31 17-34 45-60 

 

4.2 Analyses for Research Objectives Concerning Individual Differences 

The first objective of the present study was concerned with the difference in the mean test scores for FD and FI 

individuals. Therefore, an independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the overall apology MDCTs scores 

for FD and FI individuals. Table 2 represents the descriptive statistics on the performances of each group of cognitive 

style. 

 

Table 2. Descriptive results on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs 

 Field dependence N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Apology 

DCT 

FD 31 8.5000 3.23443 .51141 

FI 49 11.750 3.54278 .56016 

 

In response to research question 1, the findings of Table 2 show that the mean scores of FD (M=8.50, SD=3.23) and 

FI (M=11.750, SD=3.54) participants were not the same. However, the difference between these two scores needed to 

be approved statistically. Table 3 provides the statistical numbers obtained by conducting an independent sample t-test 

in order to compare FD and FI individuals. 
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Table 3. Independent Samples T-Test on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs 

  Levene's 

Test for 

Equality of 

Variances 

t-test for Equality of Means 

  F Sig. t df Sig. 

(2-

taile

d) 

Mean 

Differ

ence 

Std. 

Error 

Differ

ence 

95% Confidence Interval of 

the Difference 

  Lower Upper 

Apology 

DCT 

Equal variances 

assumed 

.210 .648 4.28 78 .000 3.2500 .75850 4.7600 1.7399 

Equal variances 

not assumed 

  4.28 77.36 .000 3.2000 .75850 4.7625 1.7395 

 

According to the numerical findings of Table 3, there was a significant difference between the test scores of FD 

(M=8.50, SD=3.23) and FI (M=11.750, SD=3.54) participants; t (78) =4.28, p=.0.000). The magnitude of the difference 

in the means was very large (Eta squared=0.86). 

The second objective of the current study was concerned with the difference in the mean test scores for FD and FI 

individuals within different proficiency groups. Therefore, two independent-samples t-test were conducted to compare 

the overall apology MDCTs scores for FD and FI individuals. Table 4 represents the descriptive statistics on the 

performances of each group.  

 

Table 4. Descriptive results on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs regarding their 

proficiency level 

Cognitive 

Style 
Proficiency  N Mean SD Std. Error of Mean 

FD 
Upper-intermediate 20 8.200 3.2379 0.7240 

Advanced 20 8.800 3.2863 0.7346 

FI  
Upper-intermediate 20 11.400 3.8443 0.8596 

Advanced 20 12.100 3.2751 0.7328 

 

The results of Table 4 show that upper-intermediate (M = 8.20, SD = 3.23) and advanced (M = 8.80, SD = 3.28) 

participants in FD group had similar performances in apology MDCTs. In the same vein, FI upper-intermediate (M = 

11.40, SD = 3.84) and advanced (M = 12.10, SD = 3.27) groups had also similar performances in apology contexts. 

The significance of the difference between these proficiency levels was explored conducting two independent samples 

t-tests. Table 5 provides the statistical numbers obtained by conducting independent samples t-test in order to compare 

the proficiency levels of FD and FI individuals. 
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Table 5. Independent samples t-test on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs regarding 

their proficiency level 

Cognitive Style T df 
sig.(2-

tailed) 
Eta squared 

FD -0.582 38 0.564 0.039 

FI -0.620 38 0.639 0.042 

 

According to the numerical findings of Tables 4 and 5, there was no significant difference between the test scores of 

FD participants in upper-intermediate (M=8.20, SD=3.23) and advanced (M=8.80, SD=3.28; t (38) = 0.582, p =.564) 

groups. The magnitude of the difference in the means was very small (Eta squared=.039).  Similarly, the results 

obtained for the FI participants revealed that there was no significant difference between the scores of upper-

intermediate participants (M=11.40, SD=3.84) and advanced participants (M=12.10, SD=3.27; t (38) =620, p=.639). 

The magnitude of the difference in the means was small (Eta squared=.042). Therefore, proficiency level did not have 

any significant effect on the performance of FD and FI participants in apology MDCTs. Table 6 and Figure 1 reveal 

the statistical findings. 

 

Table 6. Independent samples t-test on the performances of proficiency groups in apology MDCTs 

Proficiency T df sig.(2-tailed) Eta squared 

Upper-intermediate -2.847 38 0.007 0.074 

Advanced -3.181 38 0.003 0.087 

 

The results revealed that as for the upper-intermediate participants, there was a significant difference in scores for FD 

participants (M=8.20, SD=3.23) and FI participants (M=11.40, SD=3.84; t (38) =2.84, p=.007). The magnitude of the 

difference in the means was estimated and the results revealed to be moderate (Eta squared=.074). The guidelines 

(proposed by Cohen, 1988) for interpreting Eta squared values are 0.01 = small effect, 0.06 = moderate effect, and 

0.14 = large effect. Similarly, the results obtained for the advanced group revealed that there was a significant 

difference between the scores of FD participants (M=8.80, SD=3.28) and FI participants (M=12.10, SD=3.27; t (38) 

=3.18, p=.003). The magnitude of the difference in the means was moderate (Eta squared=.087).  
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                       Figure 1. Performance of the participants of FD and FI cognitive style across proficiency levels 

 

The bars of figure 1 show that upper-intermediate and advanced participants in FD group had similar performances in 

apology MDCTs.  In the same vein, FI upper-intermediate and advanced groups had also similar performances in 

apology MDCTs. 

The third research question was whether there was a significant difference in the mean scores of FD and FI individuals 

in three different age ranges. Regarding the participants’ age, they were divided into three groups. 43 participants were 

aged from 17 to 22 years. Besides, 21 EFL learners were from 23 to 28 years old. Finally, the rest of the participants 

were included in the group who were from 29 to 34 years old. Therefore, two one-way between groups ANOVA was 

conducted to compare the apology MDCTs scores of FD and FI individuals in each age group. The descriptive results 

are represented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. Descriptive results on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs regarding their Age 

Group 

Cognitive Style 
Age 

Group 
N Mean SD Std. Error of Mean 

FD 

17-22 16 7.333 4.3817 0.7196 

23-28 11 5.400 4.7680 0.7546 

29-34 4 10.830 4.9841 0.7492 

FI  

17-22 11 8.460 4.4829 0.7134 

23-28 20 9.933 4.5712 0.7328 

29-34 18 13.280 4.9210 0.7852 

 

Based on the results of Table 7, the participants in FD and FI groups gained various mean scores in apology MDCTs. 

Concerning the FD participants, the lowest mean score was observed in 23-28 group (M=5.40, SD=4.76), while 17-22 

group (M=7.33, SD=4.38) and 29-34 group (M=10.83, SD=4.98) gained higher scores. On the other hand, regarding 

the FI participants, the lowest mean score was observed in 17-22 group (M=8.46, SD=4.48), while 23-28 group 
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(M=9.93, SD=4.57) and 29-34 group (M=13.28, SD=4.92) gained better scores. Table 8 represents the statistical 

significance of difference between the mean scores of each cognitive group. 

 

Table 8. One-Way between group ANOVA on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs 

regarding their age group 

Cognitive Style F df sig. (2-tailed) Eta Squared 

FD 4.376 7/247 0.010 0.04 

FI 5.912 7/391 0.000 0.06 

 

The above-mentioned results indicate that there was a significant difference between different age groups of FDs and 

FIs. In the case of FD participants, a statistically significant difference was observed in the apology scores of three age 

groups, F (7,247) = 4.376, P= 0.010. Despite reaching statistical significance, the actual difference in mean scores 

between the groups was not large. The effect size calculated, using eta squared, was 0.073. Similarly, the findings 

obtained by the analysis of the apology scores of FI participants revealed that there was a statistically significant 

difference between three age groups, F (7,391) = 5.912, P= 0.000. The same as the differences in FD groups, the effect 

size calculated, using eta squared, was moderate (0.091).  

Moreover, post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean score of FD group 3 (M = 10.83, 

SD = 4.98) was significantly different from group 2 (M = 5.40, SD = 4.76) and group 1 (M = 7.33, SD = 4.38). 

Considering FI participants, it was revealed that the mean score of group 3 (M = 13.28, SD = 4.92) was significantly 

different from group 1 (M = 9.93, SD = 4.57) and group 2 (M = 13.28, SD = 4.92). However, in order to determine the 

effect of field dependency on different age groups, an independent samples t-test was conducted.  

 

Table 9. Independent samples t-test on the effect of cognitive styles on different age groups on apology MDCT 

Age Group T df 
sig. (2-

tailed) 
Eta Squared 

17-22 -0.817 71 0.639 0.019 

23-28 -0.391 71 0.612 0.027 

29-34 -0.520 71 0.473 0.011 

 

The findings of Table 9 demonstrate that field dependency did not have any significant effect on the performance of 

the same age group. Total performance of three age groups of FD and FI cognitive styles in apology MDCTs is visually 

presented in figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Performance of the participants of FD and FI cognitive style across age groups 

 

As it is apparent in this bar graph, the bars are in line with the findings obtained in the above mentioned tables. The 

field independent participants, in 17-22 and 29-34 groups, had better performance compared to the ones in the field 

dependent group. However, the ones in 23-28 showed a reverse performance. The last objective of the present study 

was concerned with the difference in the apology MDCTs mean scores of FD and FI male and female participants. 

Therefore, two independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the apology MDCTs scores for FD and FI men 

and women. The descriptive and analytic results are represented in Tables 10 and 11. 

 

Table 10. Descriptive results on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs regarding their 

gender 

Cognitive Style Gender N Mean SD Std. Error of Mean 

FD 
Male 12 6.480 4.0319 0.5927 

Female 19 10.520 5.7912 0.7611 

FID  
Male 19 10.500 5.6036 0.6049 

Female 35 13.000 5.1610 0.6359 

 

According to the numerical findings of Table 10, there was a significant difference between the test scores of FD 

participants in male (M=6.48, SD=4.03) and female (M=10.52, SD=5.79), t (45) =0.2.13, p= 0.000) groups. The 

magnitude of the difference in the means was moderate (Eta squared=.098). Similarly, the results obtained for the FI 

participants revealed that there was a significant difference between the scores of male participants (M=10.50, 

SD=5.603) and female participants (M=13.00, SD=5.16); t (45) =2.048, p = 0.000). The magnitude of the difference 

in the means was moderate (Eta squared=.072). Therefore, gender had a significant effect on the performance of FD 

and FI participants in apology MDCTs. The significance of the difference between these genders was explored 

conducting two independent samples t-tests. Tables 11 and 12 represent the related results. 
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Table 11. Independent samples t-test on the performances of FD and FI individuals in apology MDCTs regarding their 

gender 

Cognitive Style T df 
sig. (2-

tailed) 
Eta squared 

FD -2.138 45 0.000 0.098 

FID -2.048 45 0.000 0.072 

 

 

Table 12. Independent samples t-test on the effect of cognitive styles of different genders on apology MDCTs 

Gender T df 
sig. (2-

tailed) 
Eta Squared 

Male -3.817 45 0.000 0.011 

Female -3.391 45 0.000 0.090 

 

According to the numerical findings of Table 12, FD/FI cognitive styles had a significant effect on the performance of 

male (t (45) = 3.81, P = 0.000) and female t (45) = 3.39, P = 0.000) groups. Total performance of male and female 

participants in apology MDCTs is illustrated visually in figure 3. As it is apparent, the bars, in this bar graph, confirm 

the findings obtained in the above mentioned tables.  

 

Figure 3. Performance of the participants of FD and FI cognitive style regarding gender 

 

The bars, in this bar graph, confirm the findings obtained in the above mentioned tables. The male participants 

performed poorly in apology conditions, compared to their female counterparts. 

 

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

29
25

2/
ijr

ee
.5

.1
.8

5 
] 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 m

ai
l.i

jr
ee

on
lin

e.
co

m
 o

n 
20

26
-0

5-
20

 ]
 

                            13 / 19

http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/ijree.5.1.85
https://mail.ijreeonline.com/article-1-268-en.html


Haji Maibodi and Dehghani International Journal of Research in English Education  (2020) 5:1                         98 

 

 Website: www.ijreeonline.com, Email: info@ijreeonline.com                       Volume 5, Number 1, March 2020 

5. Discussion  

The major aim of this study was to investigate to what extent cognitive styles of FD/FI and IDs can influence the 

comprehension and recognition of speech act situations of apology. For measuring IDs the focus was only on 

proficiency, age, and gender. Based on the conventional assumption that acquiring native like pragmatic competence 

is the goal of all learners, investigations also explored L2 speakers’ pragmatic L2 use in relation to their IDs. No doubt, 

it is worth mentioning that the related literature stated for the current study were all primarily based on the students’ 

acquisition of  language skills. Since no established literature was found on pragmatic competence, the researchers 

tried to find positive links with the literature reviews mentioned in this study in order to find similarities and differences 

as far as reading comprehension and vocabulary competence of the apology situations. Moreover, prior to this study, 

the participants did not have any special training regarding pragmatics, or speech acts. The test items given to the 

students were in the form of MCDCTs to measure their pragmatic comprehension of the apology situations (see 

Appendix). 

The first research question of this study was concerned with the difference between cognitive styles of FD/FI of Iranian 

EFL learners and their pragmatic competence in apology contexts. Findings of Table 3 showed that, there was a 

significant difference between the test scores of FD (M=8.50, SD=3.23) and FI (M=11.750, SD=3.54) participants, t 

(78) = 4.28, p=.0.000) and FI participants outperformed the FD group. In line with the findings of Yaghoubi (1994), 

Salmanian (2001), Luk (2002), Biook and Fathi (2009), Sabet and Mohammadi (2013), Rostampour and Niroomand 

(2014), Fatemi et al. (2014), Hashemian et al. (2015), and Khodadady et al. (2016), the results of this study also 

revealed significant differences between FI students’ performance as compared to their FD counterparts. As Ahmadi 

(2002) concluded, our results also showed that FI students tend to use metacognitive strategies, which involve 

monitoring, planning, and organization, more frequently than their FD counterparts do.  

Even, Nilforooshan and Afghari (2007) in their attempt to study the impact of FD/FI on EFL learners’ writing 

performance found that the difference between the two groups could be attributed in the kind of reasoning, the way 

they understood the apology situations and the strategies they used to process information. However, this study was 

not restricted to only how the EFL learner is capable of using the language to get things done but also focused on their 

choice of linguistic expressions to use the speech act to maintain interpersonal relationships. Yet, the number of studies 

working on the effect of cognitive styles on language learning, especially pragmatics and speech acts is unavailable. 

Therefore, this study can be considered as an innovative work that has uncovered many gaps in this area. As Rickards, 

Fajen, Sullivan, and Gillespie (1997) mentioned, FI is associated with the ability to detect “the important content of a 

text and its underlying structure” (p.509). That is, FI involves structuring skills, which affect performance on a wide 

range of perceptual and cognitive tasks. As already mentioned, the MCDCTs were administered to measure the 

students’ degree of comprehension and recognition of the apology situations and how they categorize their experiences. 

However, our results were contrary to Salmani-Nodoushan (2006, 2007) whose studies based on cognitive styles found 

that FD individuals as, compared to FI ones, performed much better. In the same line, Khodady and Zenali’s (2012) 

investigations on listening comprehension found that FD cognitive style comparatively outperformed FI students more 

significantly with multiple choice and matching questions. Hashemian and Farhan-Ju (2018) reported that both the 

FI/FD participants benefited from metalinguistic feedback, whereas the FI/FD participants’ writing grammatical 

accuracy assigned into the control group did not improve over time.  Witkin et al. (1977) argued that the FI/FD 

cognitive styles now seem best conceived as tendencies to function with greater or less autonomy of external referents, 

manifested in both the cognitive and social domains. 

In response to research question two, the proficiency levels of the two groups were compared. As far as their cognitive 

styles were concerned, no significant difference in their performance was observed. The results of Table 4 show that 

FD individuals in the upper-intermediate and advanced group as compared to FI individuals in the two proficiency 

levels had similar performances. The significance of the difference between these proficiency levels was explored 

conducting two independent samples t-tests (Tables 5 & 6). The magnitude of the difference in the means was small 

(Eta squared=.042). Therefore, proficiency level did not have any significant effect on the performance of FD and FI 

participants in apology DCTs.  

The findings were not in line with most of the studies mentioned in the literature. For example, Yaghoubi (1994) 

conducted a research aimed at examining whether, and to what extent, there was a relationship between FD/FI cognitive 

styles and foreign language proficiency of Iranian EFL students. The study revealed that FI learners outperformed FD 

ones in language classes, and that FI cognitive style was conducive to language learning. However, it must be noted 
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that prior to conducting this study participants did not undergo any special treatment or have any instructions in 

pragmatics. Probably the context that the student brings to understand a message may differ among individuals because 

of their internal states and cognitive abilities. Therefore, the findings for the proficiency levels were not consistent 

with Fatemi et al. (2014), Khalili Sabet and Mohammadi (2013), Shalbafan (1996), and Salmani Nodoushan’s (2006) 

view that learners’ cognitive style (FD/FI) is crucial in benefitting from a specific teaching method.  

The next research question to be explored was related to the three age groups. In the case of FD participants, a 

statistically significant difference was observed in the apology scores of three age groups (Tables 7 & 8), F (7, 247) = 

4.376, P= 0.010. Similarly, the findings obtained by the analysis of the apology scores of FI participants revealed that 

there was a statistically significant difference between three age groups, F (7, 391) = 5. 912, P= 0.000. However, the 

FD/FI cognitive style did not have any significant effect on the performance of the same age group. For example, the 

EFL learners from 17 to 22 years old had similar performances, whether they were FD/FI. Analysis revealed that 

learners evaluated the appropriateness of linguistic strategies in response to the task. Supporting our findings based on 

what Kasper and Rose (2002) noted, the issue of age is not treated as a neuropsychological trait but as a social category. 

The status conferred to different age groups in the host society could have consequences for learners to develop their 

L2 pragmatic ability. 

Considering gender, statistical analysis showed that females were more pragmatically mature socialized and 

outperformed males in being cautious and showing more sensitivity to the speech act situations. EFL students, due to 

their own sociolinguistic and sociocultural differences, have different ways of establishing an apologizing relationship 

with their counterparts. As already mentioned, in order to maintain the homogeneity of the two groups as far as gender 

was concerned, equalization was undertaken. Thus, numerical findings for the effect of gender on MCDCTs according 

to Table 10, showed that FD/FI cognitive styles had a significant effect on the performance of male (t (45) = 3.81, P = 

0.000) and female (t (45) = 3.39, P = 0.000) groups.  These findings were in line with Tinajero and Paramo (1998), 

Haji Maibodi (2016), and Holmes (1995, 2008) who believed that women think apologies as being polite while men 

may avoid them where it is possible. Men will apologize only if it will cause offence. Differences in gender and age 

show an increase in EFL learners’ development of a better command of the pragmalinguistic potential of lexical and 

syntactic devices (Haji Maibodi, 2016).  

Pragmatic awareness has been described as important in the generation and negotiation of meaning. It gains importance 

when speakers evaluate context in their formulations of certain speech acts (Bergman & Kasper, 1993). In class, 

discussions with the participants from the two groups that took place after the study showed how learners create and 

test different hypotheses about the nature of the target pragmatic structure. They confessed to evaluations, assessment, 

and adjustments made in accordance with the contextual variables of social power, social distance, and severity of 

offence. Our students knew “what to say but not how to say it.”   

6. Pedagogical Implications 

This study has been driven mainly by pedagogical concerns and the findings have important implications for L2 

pedagogy and teacher development. The results provide additional evidence that FI as compared to FD is related to L2 

achievement especially in formal school settings. Language learners are more successful if they can recognize the type 

of cognitive style that is dominant in them. Though one type of cognitive style can be dominant in an individual, it 

does not mean that the other type does not exist in him. Very often students weave together their schoolwork lives with 

their personal lives. Learners are social beings with their own cultural values, beliefs, and worldview. Their cognitive 

styles and IDs are likely to influence how they present themselves in their L2 pragmatic behavior. Politeness is not 

only a general way of behaving but also an assessment about an individual in a particular situation.  

However, appropriate instruction on L2 pragmatics must be included at all levels in the curriculum through adequate 

exposure, modeling, and corrective feedback. This will ensure that learners will not only understand the illocutionary 

meaning but they will also be exposed to the perlocutionary effects of a range of L2 pragmatic norms typically used 

and preferred by NSs of the language. Hence, Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theory needs to develop a more 

textured understanding of the relationship between the language learners and the social world. No doubt, education 

has been and will continue to be an important part of our life. Its crucial role in the development of human beings 

cannot be denied. However, compared with other areas, research in the area of cognitive development and pragmatic 

competence is not as impactful as expected to be. While some of the findings on interlanguage pragmatics may simply 

reflect the state of learners’ lexical and syntactic knowledge, the issue becomes clearly a pragmalinguistic one when 
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learners demonstrably know a particular lexical item or syntactic structure yet use it in a way that does not convey the 

intended illocutionary force or politeness value (Haji Maibodi et al., 2016).  

7.  Conclusion 

Overall findings showed that although learners may not all use the same type of language or strategy to express their 

feelings but there was a strong interaction between cognitive styles and learners knowledge of  what to say and how 

to say according to their IDs. The learning and use of a language other than the L1 is bound to have an impact on the 

person as a whole. The semantic content of lexical items depends on how speakers of a language categorize their 

experiences (Haji Maibodi et al., 2016). The novelty offered to the keen EFL/ESL reader is that there are no fixed rules 

to acquire pragmatic competence. If competence (Chomsky, 1965) is taken as underlying knowledge and non-

observable ability, an issue of “idealized speaker-hearer”; the findings show that it is not so. Individual differences can 

play an important role in this concrete manifestation of language use. Findings showed that students not only produce 

utterances based on created intentions but they also do not merely repeat a sentence explicitly identified by their 

instruction. Interestingly, findings from the current study lead to the conclusion that Iranian non-native speakers’ 

pragmatic norms may not be completely based on Western patterns and norms of social interaction. Largely, these 

interactions are based on sociocultural and socio-psychological factors that govern patterns of behavior (Haji Maibodi 

et al., 2016). Apparently, a great deal of what we want to communicate is determined by our IDs and social 

relationships, and students with different types of cognitive styles may need different instructional strategies to suit 

their information processing needs and learner preferences. 
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Appendix: Multiple Choice Discourse Completion Tasks (MCDCTs) 

 

1. You borrowed a book from your teacher but you accidentally spilled a cup of coffee all over it. You 
return it to the teacher. How do you apologize to him/her? 

The Teacher: (very angry) I can’t believe it. This was the only copy I had. 

You: 

a. Sorry, it was an accident, chill out. 

b. I am deeply sorry. Please allow me to replace the copy. 

c. I’m desperately sorry but accidents happen, you know? 

d. Oh God! I couldn’t help it. 

2. Suppose that the teacher is teaching and you are talking to your classmate. The teacher gets angry 
with you. How do you express your apology? 

The Teacher: Don’t you think it is impolite to speak while I am teaching? 

  You: 

a. I beg your pardon. I won’t let it happen again. 

b. OK! OK! Alright. I guess you’re right. 

c. Excuse me. I didn’t mean to interrupt you. 

d. I know, but I had something very important to tell him/her. 
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