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Abstract 
The multi-faceted nature of requestive speech acts turns their learning by students of English as an L2 
into a difficult task (Fujimori 2004, Houck & Tatsuki 2010). Additionally, speech acts are often taught 
unsystematically by asking students to memorize a limited number of conventional formulae, which 
are often unmotivated as to their pragmatic use in L2. In most cases, no attention is given to the 
specific differences in use between L1 and L2 as regards the production of requests. This paper 
argues in favor of a Lexical-Constructional approach to the teaching of requests to students of English 
as an L2 (Pérez-Hernández y Ruiz de Mendoza, 2011). The present proposal makes use of the 
theoretical notions of Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM, Lakoff 1987), in order to account for the 
semantic properties of requests, and of (multiple source)-in-target metonymies (Pérez-Hernández, 
2013), in order to provide an explanation of the kaleidoscopic nature of requestive illocutions. The 
metonymic activation of a variable number of the semantic attributes of the requestive ICM, by means 
of the relevant linguistics realization procedures, allows speakers to build up an inventory of formal 
realizations with varying degrees of explicitness and pragmatic adjustment to their communicative 
needs in different contexts. As opposed to the traditional teaching of a limited number of fixed 
linguistic formulae (e.g. use of the adverb please plus an imperative sentence, interrogative sentences 
of the Can/could you…? type, expressions like Would you mind…?, etc.), this paper offers an 
alternative methodology for the teaching of requests to students of English as an L2 which includes 
the explicit teaching of (1) the semantic/pragmatic attributes of the request ICM, and (2) the linguistic 
realizations procedures associated with each one of the latter. The aim is to endow students with the 
necessary conceptual and linguistic tools to build their requestive speech acts in a manner flexible 
enough to adapt to the context of use and to their communicative needs.  

Keywords: speech acts, requests, explicit instruction, illocutionary constructions, Lexical-
Constructional Model.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
The complex nature of requests turns their teaching and learning by students of English as an L2 into 
a difficult task (Fujimori 2004, Houck & Tatsuki 2010). Students need to be aware of all the pragmatic 
scales and variables that are involved in the production of a correct instance of request in a given 
context (e.g. social distance, power, cost-benefit, optionality, politeness, etc.) Additionally, speech acts 
are often taught unsystematically, by asking students to memorize a limited number of conventional 
formulae. Thus, textbooks do not usually provide an explanation of the factors that motivate the 
request formulas they include as to their pragmatic use in L2. In most cases, no attention is given to 
the specific differences in use between L1 and L2 as regards the production of requests.  

This paper argues in favor of a Lexical-Constructional approach to the teaching of requests in English 
(Pérez-Hernández and Ruiz de Mendoza, 2011). In particular, the present proposal makes use of the 
theoretical notions of Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM, Lakoff 1987), in order to account for the 
semantics of requests, and of (multiple source)-in-target metonymies (Pérez-Hernández, 2013), in 
order to provide an explanation of the multi-faceted nature of requestive speech acts. It will be argued 
that the metonymic activation of a variable number of the semantic attributes of the requestive ICM, by 
means of the relevant linguistic realization procedures, allows speakers to build up an inventory of 
formal realizations with varying degrees of explicitness and pragmatic adjustment to different 
communicative purposes in diverse contexts. The conventional teaching of a limited number of fixed 
linguistic formulae (e.g. use of the adverb please plus an imperative sentence, interrogative sentences 
of the Can/could you…? type, expressions like Would you mind…?, etc.) is substituted by an explicit 
instruction methodology for the teaching of requests to students of English as an L2. This includes 
explicit instruction on (1) the semantic/pragmatic attributes of the request ICM, and (2) the linguistic 
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realizations procedures associated with each one of the latter. Mastering these tools will provide 
speakers of English as an L2 with the necessary conceptual and linguistic resources to build their 
requestive speech acts in a manner flexible enough to adapt to the context of use and to diverse 
communicative needs.  

2 THEORETICAL TOOLS 
This proposal of explicit instruction of requests to students of English as an L2 is grounded on three 
theoretical frameworks (i.e. Cognitive Linguistics, Lexical-Constructional Model, and Cognitive 
Pedagogical Grammar), each of which has contributed some relevant theoretical tools for the present 
investigation. In this section, the notions of illocutionary ICM, illocutionary construction, (multiple 
source)-in-target metonymy, and explicit instruction, which constitute the main foundations of the 
present proposal, will be briefly introduced. 

2.1 Illocutionary ICMs 
The notion of Idealized Cognitive Model was first introduced by Lakoff (1987), and later on adapted to 
the description and formalization of illocutionary knowledge in Pérez-Hernandez (2001). Illocutionary 
Cognitive Models (henceforth, illocutionary ICMs) constitute conceptual domains which structure the 
speakers' knowledge about the pragmatic, semantic, and social variables which need to be considered 
in the production of a speech act in order to fit contextual needs. These illocutionary ICMs represent 
ready-to-use knowledge which speakers have stored in their long-term memories and which they can 
activate when needed. These models are culture-specific, and may vary for speakers of different 
languages. Hence the need to compare the illocutionary ICMs pertaining to both L1 and L2 in order to 
highlight the similarities and differences between them and to warn learners of an L2 about potential 
areas of difficulty in the acquisition of this type of knowledge.  

2.2 Illocutionary Constructions 
The notion of construction has been developed within the framework of Cognitive Linguistics 
(Langacker, 1987, 2008; Goldberg, 1995, 2006) and applied to the different levels of linguistic 
description in the Lexical-Constructional Model by Ruiz de Mendoza and Mairal (2008). Its application 
to the study of illocutionary meaning, however, is not without problems due to the context-dependent, 
variable meaning of speech acts. Traditional attempts (Searle, 1969, 1975) to match linguistic forms to 
specific illocutionary forces have largely failed. The imperative form, to give just one example, was 
initially matched with the illocutionary force of orders and commands. In real life interactions, however, 
an imperative may display different illocutionary forces in different co-texts and contexts (e.g. Order: 
Come here at once!; Threat: Come here or I'll kill you!; Warning: Come here, the dog may bite you!; 
Request: Come here, please!; Begging: Come here, please, please, come here!). Even in the absence 
of linguistic satellites and items which signal the illocutionary meaning (e.g. Please > request), a 
simple imperative like Come here! Will function as an order if pronounced by someone of a higher 
social power, or as a request if uttered by a speaker of equal social power to that of the hearer (e.g. a 
brother asking her sister to approach him).  

In the realm of illocution, it is virtually impossible to match full linguistic formulas with specific 
illocutionary meanings. Even conventional forms of requests, like the well-known Can/Could you do X 
for me? expressions, may be turned into a different illocutionary force given the right contextual 
situation (imagine a context in which the speaker utters the sentence Could you do X for me? while 
pointing a gun to the hearer's head, and thus performing a polite, or rather a sarcastic threatening act, 
and by no means a request for action).  

In addition, illocutionary acts are semantically rather complex, including in their conceptual make up 
an extensive number of social and pragmatic variables (social power, social distance, cost-benefit, 
optionality, politeness considerations, indirectness, etc.), which, in most cases, may display varying 
degrees of realization. A request, for example, may be more or less costly, depending on the type of 
action that is being asked for, and therefore, it may require a higher or lower degree of politeness in its 
realization. Request illocutionary constructions need be flexible enough to accommodate all this 
variability. 

The above considerations, led Pérez-Hernández (2001, 2009, 2013) to put forward a more flexible 
definition of illocutionary constructions as matches of linguistic forms and attributes of illocutionary 
ICMs with varying degrees of explicitness and/conventionality. As shall be made evident in the 
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following sections, the number of semantic attributes which get matched with linguistics realization 
procedures is variable, depending, among others, on such factors as the degree of the speakers’ 
mutual knowledge or the amount of information made available by the context of situation (e.g. if they 
are both aware of the social distance or the social power between them, these variables need not be 
made explicit linguistically). 

2.3 (Multiple source)-in-target illocutionary metonymies 
As advanced in Section 2.2, in the production of speech acts, speakers may not need to activate 
linguistically all the semantic variables that conform an illocutionary ICM, because some of those 
variables may already be contextually activated or because they are already part of the speakers’ 
mutual knowledge and, therefore, it would be unnecessary and redundant to express them also by 
linguistic means. Thus, the illocutionary ICM of requests, for example, includes the need for a high 
degree of optionality of action for the addressee. This feature of requests is often expressed through 
different means: question tags (will you?), fix expressions (if you don't mind, if you please), 
interrogative questions of the Can you/Could you do X? type. However, if the optionality of the 
addressee is already granted by contextual/social factors (such as when both speakers have the same 
social power and/or there is a small social distance between them), then a simple imperative form 
(e.g. Do X), with no overt linguistic mark for optionality, can be used in the performance of the 
requestive act without the speech act risking an imposing interpretation and without the addressee 
feeling that his/her optionality is at risk.  

As Panther and Thornburg (1998) made manifest in their scenario approach to indirect speech acts, 
this leads to a metonymical approach to illocutionary production and interpretation, where the linguistic 
explicitation of even just one of the variables of a specific illocutionary ICM may activate the 
corresponding illocutionary act in full. In fact, these authors identified several metonymies involved in 
the performance of requests, as can be illustrated by the following examples:  

1 Can you wait for a second? 
2 Wait for a second 

3 Will you wait for a second? 

As noted in Panther and Thornburg (1998: 759), examples (1)-(3) metonymically activate the before, 
core, and after components of the illocutionary scenario of requests respectively. The before 
component refers to the conditions that need to be fulfilled for the speech act to be successful (i.e. the 
capacity of the addressee to perform the requested action, for instance, as in example (1)); the core 
component, illustrated in (2) states that requests put the addressee under a (more or less strong) 
obligation to do the action; and finally, the after component specifies that the addressee will carry out 
the requested action. This latter component is metonymically hinted by means of an interrogative 
sentence in example (3) above.  

Pérez-Hernández (2001, 2013) revealed that the three components included in Panther and 
Thornburg’s illocutionary scenarios do not exhaust the semantics of illocutionary acts, and other 
pragmatic and social variables, such as those of power, cost, benefit, optionality, and politeness, 
among others, need also be included in their description (see also Huddleston and Pullum (2002), 
Pérez-Hernández and Ruiz de Mendoza (2002), Mauri and Sansò (2011), and Takahashi (2012)). 
Furthermore, as will be shown in Section 3, Pérez-Hernández (2013) provided arguments supporting 
the fact that a variable number of the semantic attributes conforming an illocutionary ICM can be 
projected simultaneously onto a target, thus giving raise to (multiple source)-in-target illocutionary 
metonymies. This notion also helps to provide an explanation for the diverse degrees of 
codification/inference of a given speech act. Thus, the higher the number of semantic variables of an 
illocutionary ICM that are metonymically activated through explicit linguistic means, the higher the 
degree of codification of the corresponding speech act. And conversely, the lower the number of 
semantic attributes that are overtly activated, the more the interpretation of the speech act will require 
of inferential efforts on the part of the addressee.  

3 PROPOSAL OF EXPLICIT INSTRUCTION FOR THE TEACHING OF 
REQUEST CONSTRUCTIONS TO STUDENTS OF ENGLISH AS L2 

This paper advocates an explicit instruction approach to the teaching of requests to students of Englis 
as an L2. The effectiveness of this approach to boost the process of learning a second language has 
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already been argued in Akakura (2012) y Ellis (2012), among others. The potentiality of explicit 
instruction techniques has also been shown to be enhanced by (1) making students aware of the 
cognitive grounding and motivation of the object of study (De Knop and De Ryker, 2008; De Knop, 
Boers and De Rycker, 2010), and (2) incorporating an exhaustive contrastive study between L1 and 
L2 (Pedersen and Cadierno, 2004; Ellis and Cadierno, 2009).  

The present proposal of explicit instruction of request follows this attested path by offering students:  

1 A thorough description of the pragmatic, social, and semantic variables involved in the 
production and understanding of requests in English, in the form of an Illocutionary ICM of 
Requests, thus making them aware of the motivation of request constructions in this language. 

2 An exhaustive inventory of the linguistic realization procedures that the English language offers 
for the overt activation of each of the variables included in the illocutionary ICM of requests. 

3 An explanation of the (multiple source)-in-target metonymic operations that underlie the 
production of requests in English. 

4 A summary of the main differences that exists between the illocutionary constructions for 
requests used in L1 and L2.  

3.1 Illocutionary icm of request  
Requests in English have been shown to display the following conceptual make up (Pérez-Hernández, 
1998, 2001), which students need to be aware of in order to succeed in learning how to perform 
requests correctly in English: 

1 Agent: the addressee is typically the agent of the proposed action. 
2 Time: the proposed action is to take place in the future. 

3 Agent’s capability: the act of requesting typically presupposes that the addressee will be 
capable of performing the requested action. 

4 Cost-benefit: the proposed action typically results in a benefit for the speaker and a cost for the 
addressee. 

5 Optionality: requests typically offer a high degree of optionality to the addressee as to whether 
to perform the proposed action. 

6 Mitigation: requests are typically linguistically mitigated. 

7 Speaker’s will: the degree to which the speaker wishes the proposed action to occur is typically 
high. 

8 Addressee’s willingness: the willingness of the addressee to perform the requested action is 
typically low. 

9 Power: the relationship of power between speaker and addressee is typically neutral in the case 
of requests. Neither of them exhibits a higher social power over the other.  

10 Social distance: requests can be performed regardless of the social distance between the 
speakers, though this social variable will affect the degree of optionality and mitigation needed 
in the production of the act of requesting.   

3.2 Inventory of linguistic realization for the variables of the illocutionary icm 
of requests 

Space constraints prevent us from offering the full inventory of linguistic realizations for the variables 
of the request ICM in English captured in Section 3.1. By way of illustration, figure 1 below displays 
the linguistic realizations that activate three of the most central attributes of the semantics of requests 
(i.e. optionality, mitigation, and cost-benefit). Thus, as can be seen in Figure 1, a request base 
construction of the Can you do X? type can be further specified by adding linguistic realizations of the 
optionality, mitigation and cost-benefit variables defining the act of request in English (see linguistic 
realizations in italics in the boxes at the bottom of Figure 1):  
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Figure 1. Linguistic realizations for the optionality, mitigation, and cost-benefit variables  

of the Illocutionary ICM of requests. 

3.3 (Multiple source)-in-target metonymy operations underlyig the production 
of requests in english  

As already argued in previous sections, the number of semantic variables of the illocutionary ICM of 
requests that can be overtly activated linguistically may vary depending on how much information is 
already made available in the context, the speakers’ mutual knowledge, their desire to be more or less 
explicit in the formulation of the request, etc. Examples (4), (5), and (6) below illustrate how, as the 
number of semantic attributes that are metonymically projected increases, so does the degree of 
codification and explicitness of the act of request: 

(4) Can you hold this? 

 
Figure 2. Metonymic activation of 2 variables of the requesting ICM in example (4). 
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(5) Can you do this for me? 

 
Figure 3. Metonymic activation of 3 variables of the requesting ICM in example (5). 

(6) If you don’t mind, could you just clear up that confusion for me, please? 

 
Figure 4. Metonymic activation of 5 variables of the requesting ICM in example (6). 

3.4 Main differences between request constructions in english and spanish  
Our comparison of base constructions for requests in Spanish and English yields the following results 
(see Table 1) 
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Table 1.  Caption for the table. 

CONSTRUCTION ENGLISH  SPANISH  

Performative I request you to... Te pido que... 

Imperative + QT Wait for me, will/can you? ------------------------------ 

Imperative + mitigating 
device 

Wait for me, please 
Wait for me, ok? 
Come on, wait for me 
---------------------------------- 

Espérame, por favor 
Espérame, ¿ok? 
Anda, espérame 
Espérame, ¿vale? 

Interrogative with “Can” Can you wait for me? ¿Me puedes esperar? 

Interrogative with “Will” Will you wait for me? ¿Me esperarás? 

Interrogative *Do you wait for me? ¿Me esperas? 

Have you got X, please? Have you got a pen, please? ¿Tienes un boli, por favor? 

I need X, please I need a pen, please Necesito un boli, por favor 

Most base constructions have parallels in both languages. There are, however, a couple of 
mismatches. For example, only the English language makes use of questions tags (i.e. will/can you?) 
as a mitigating device. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The present paper offers a proposal of explicit instruction of requests for students of English as an L2. 
As has been argued in the previous sections, such instruction includes explicit teaching of both the 
semantic (i.e. illocutionary ICMs) and the formal (i.e. linguistic realization procedures) sides of 
illocutionary performance. It also involves making students aware of the metonymic nature of 
illocutionary act production.  
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