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Introduction: Linguistic research over the last two decades has uncovered a significant number of properties that identify heritage language (HL) speakers as a particular phenomenon within bilingualism. However, despite the rapid development of HL research, the sphere of HL speech act pragmatics is still in its infancy.

Methodology: The current study sought to cover part of this gap by investigating both languages of HL adult speakers for whom English is their HL and Hebrew is their dominant societal language (SL; n = 20, hereafter HS) in comparison with two other groups: Hebrew-dominant speakers who were born to Hebrew-speaking families and raised in Israel, and thus English is the language of their schooling (n = 20, hereafter HEB-D), and English-dominant speakers who were born to English-speaking families and immigrated to Israel from an English-speaking country after the age of 18, and thus Hebrew is their L2 (n = 20, hereafter ENG-D). The discourse-pragmatic tasks in English and in Hebrew consisted of the same 36 scenarios eliciting requests and apologies in each language. Each request was followed by an apology that is related.

Results: The results indicated that Hebrew-dominant speakers and English-dominant speakers, i.e., HEB-D and ENG-D, had different strategies for the realization of requests and apologies which they systematically transferred from their dominant language into their weaker one, confirming the cross-cultural and cross-linguistic differences between request and apology realizations in English and in Hebrew. However, the picture was more complex for the HL speakers in their HL-English and SL-Hebrew as in some cases their strategies paired up with the ENG-D in English, and with the HEB-D in Hebrew, while in other cases they developed a unique and hybrid linguistic style reflecting the strategies of both languages.

Discussion: The investigation of both languages of HL speakers enabled us to compare features of the two linguistic systems and make conclusions about their nature.
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Introduction

Despite the rapid development of Heritage Language (HL) research, the sphere of speech act pragmatics has remained uncharted territory. The current study is devised to investigate pragmatic abilities of HL speakers of English who have acquired their HL-English in contact with Hebrew as the dominant SL. The pragmatic abilities of the HL-English speakers are investigated via comparing their request and apology realizations in English to English-dominant speakers (L1-English, L2-Hebrew), and in Hebrew to Hebrew-dominant speakers (L1-Hebrew, L2-English). The investigation of both languages, HL-English and SL-Hebrew, is expected to provide a more comprehensive picture of the pragmatic abilities of this unique bilingual group. It is important to note that the HL-speakers in this study might be more balanced bilinguals than prototypical HL speakers due to the fact that English is a mandatory subject in the Israeli national education system.

HL speakers are bilinguals who are exposed to their HL from birth via naturalistic input at home, yet the HL is not the dominant language of the larger surrounding society (Rothman, 2009; Montrul, 2018; Polinsky, 2018). Thus, HL speakers use and acquire their HL in a socio-linguistically, socio-culturally, and socio-politically complex situation (Xiao-Desai, 2019). HL speakers are considered to be asymmetrical bilinguals since they learned their HL as a first language in childhood at home, but, as adults, they become dominant in the majority societal language (SL) spoken by the community (Elabbas et al., 2013). There are two main factors which are reported to influence the linguistic systems of HL speakers: HL input characteristics and cross-linguistic influence (Montrul, 2016; Polinsky, 2018). Input relates to the timing, amount, and content of the exposure to the languages, while cross-linguistic influence is concerned with the effect that one language has on the other.

Numerous studies have discussed connections between language, culture, and identity (Wallace, 2004; Berard, 2005; Achugar, 2006). HL speakers belong simultaneously to two socio-linguistic and socio-cultural communities. The core identity of HL speakers involves the process of constant negotiation and self-positioning within a bilingual and bicultural environment (Val and Vinogradova, 2010). Rothman (2009) claims that HL speakers feel strong pressure to assimilate to the mainstream culture, and therefore, gradually begin to use their SL more and more at home. As a result, patterns of the HL gradually change and become modified in quality. Thus, by the time HL children reach adolescence and young adulthood, their HL might resemble, in some aspects, an L2 learned in adulthood as opposed to L1 acquired in childhood.

Most studies in interlanguage pragmatics investigate influences from L1 to L2, and do not consider a bi-directional relationship between the two languages (Cenoz, 2003). However, Blum-Kulka (1990) and Blum-Kulka and Sheffer (1993) have found that the realization patterns of requests produced in English (L1) and in Hebrew (L2) by American immigrants to Israel who were fully competent in the two languages differed significantly from both the Israeli and the American patterns. Their requests presented features that can be situated in between American and Israeli requests. Blum-Kulka (1991) proposes the ‘Intercultural Style Hypothesis’ to define the development of an intercultural pattern that reflects bi-directional interactions between the languages. Cenoz (2003) found that native Spanish speakers who achieved a high level of proficiency in English developed an intercultural pattern that was reflected both in the similarity between their requests production in Spanish and in English and in the differences between these requests and those formulated by other native speakers of Spanish. These findings support the ‘Intercultural Style Hypothesis’ and show that the interaction between the languages of a proficient multilingual speaker is bi-directional. Research investigating immigrants in other countries is also compatible with this hypothesis. For example, Su (2010) investigated Chinese learners of English requesting behavior in both their L1 and L2 and found a bi-directional transfer at a pragmatic level. Kecskes and Papp (2000) also examined the influence of foreign language learning on the development of mother tongue skills from a cognitive-pragmatic perspective and found evidence that foreign language acquisition can influence different areas of L1 when exposure to the foreign language is intensive. However, as Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993) point out, more research is needed in the field of intercultural pragmatics.

Cross-linguistic transfer and shrinkage of grammatical structures have been related to economy principles under which the mind favors the least amount of effort toward a cognitive task. Therefore, humans organize knowledge in their brain by dividing it into ‘classes’ and/or match patterns to reduce cognitive load. This means that HL speakers might resort to simpler structures that overlap in both languages (Rothman, 2015; Polinsky and Scontras, 2020) and/or develop a unique and hybrid intercultural linguistic style reflecting both their SL and their HL (Pinto and Raschio, 2007; Xiao-Desai, 2019) in order to reduce the cognitive load associated with being bilinguals, e.g., inhibition costs.

Most of the previous HL research has addressed morpho-syntactic competence of HL speakers (for an extensive overview see Montrul, 2018; Polinsky, 2018), whereas the available research on pragmatic abilities of HL speakers is still very limited and covers mainly Spanish and Russian as HLs (see Pinto and Raschio, 2007; Dubinina, 2011; Dubinina and Malamud, 2017; Xiao-Desai, 2019).


Request strategies: Differences between English and Hebrew speakers

Requests are by definition face-threatening acts. The notion of ‘face’ can be divided into two concepts: positive face and negative face. Positive face is the need to be accepted, liked by others, treated as a member of the group, and know that his/her wants are shared by others. Negative face is the need to be independent to have freedom of action, and not to be imposed upon by others. By making a request, the speaker impinges on the hearer’s right to freedom of action and from imposition. Therefore, requests are considered to be face-threating acts in which the negative face of the hearer is threatened, and when ‘face’ is threatened speakers typically act to mitigate that threat by doing ‘facework’ (Brown and Levinson, 1987).

Requests have been divided in the literature into three main segments: Alerters, head acts, and supportive moves. Alerters are opening elements that precede the actual request and are primarily used to get the hearer’s attention. They are optional to the realization of the request and can come in the form of address terms or attention-getters (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984). Head acts are the core part of the request sequence which realize a request independently of other elements. The head acts are the actual requests and serve as an integral part of any request. A request might contain more than one head act (Bella, 2012). Supportive moves are adjuncts to the head acts used to modify the impact or force of requests. However, there are cross-linguistic and cross-cultural differences in request realizations. For example, one way in which the speaker can soften the imposition is by choosing an indirect strategy over a direct one (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984).

In both English and Hebrew, head acts of requests can be grammatically realized with imperatives, interrogatives, and declaratives (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984; Curl and Drew, 2008). However, even though in English direct imperatives are usually defined as appropriate constructions for commands or instructions, they are less appropriate for making requests (Márquez-Reiter, 2000). Searle (1975) claims that the “ordinary conversational requirements of politeness normally make it awkward to issue flat imperatives, and we therefore seek to find indirect means to our illocutionary needs.” Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) explain that even though imperatives in Hebrew are considered appropriate for requesting, they are the most direct and explicit level among the syntactic structures available for making requests, and therefore the least polite constructions. Olshtain and Blum-Kulka (1985) noted that in an acceptability judgment test which they developed, English speakers who were learners of L2 Hebrew (and living in Israel for a period of less than 2 years) were reluctant to accept the direct request strategy found in Hebrew native speech. For example, the L2 learners were inclined to reject the Hebrew equivalent of the declarative ‘I hope you can take me back to town’ when asking for a ride, whereas native Hebrew speakers had no problem accepting it. The learners have responded in accordance with the politeness norms for requesting in their L1 (the most common structure to realize a request in English is to use an interrogative structure combined with a modal verb).

Modals can be used with both declarative and interrogative sentences (Walters, 1979). However, since linguistic expressions of modality convey speakers’ claims about the permission, ability, probability, possibility, etc. of beliefs and actions, and therefore have a notion of indirectness to them (Turnbull and Saxton, 1997) there are likely to be more frequent in an English speech than in Hebrew.

Although ‘please’ (and its equivalents) is a universal mitigating device (Ogiermann, 2009; Murphy and De Felice, 2018; Webman-Shafran, 2019), there are cross-cultural and cross-linguistic differences with respect to its usage. Dubinina and Malamud (2017) suggest that the marker ‘please’ in English can be used only in conventional requests, both direct (e.g., ‘Do this exercise, please!’) and indirect (‘Could you open the door please?’). However, it is not allowed in utterances that do not have the form conventionally used for requests, even when their form and propositional content are similar to conventional requests, and even if these are ultimately interpreted as requests [e.g., ‘Are you able to open the door (#please)?’]. Nonetheless, according to House (1989) this politeness marker is most appropriate in mitigating ‘standard situations’ where the request making and the fulfillment of it are self-evident and the function of the request is clear. However, when speakers prefer to disguise the function of the request in the form of a question, they tend to leave out the ‘please’ marker in order to allow the addressee to respond to the propositional content of the utterance and not reveal its conventional function.

To sum up, in English, making a request short and straightforward is considered impolite and face threatening. Therefore, in order to save ‘face’ English speakers prefer to use a longer and indirect version of a request by applying interrogatives and modals. However, mitigating a request by using an interrogative structure (i.e., a question) with a modal makes the use of ‘please’ somewhat redundant. Hebrew speakers, on the other hand, prefer a more straightforward strategy in the form of a declarative (statement). Yet, in order to mitigate ‘face threatening’, and as the intent of requesting is already visible, they apply the marker ‘bevakasha’ (‘please’).



Apology strategies: Differences between English and Hebrew speakers

Apologies are also considered face-threatening acts (Brown and Levinson, 1987), however, contrary to requests which are ‘pre-event acts’, apologies are ‘post-event acts’. In other words, while requests are made to cause an event or to change one, apologies signal an event of a social norm violation that has already taken place which the speaker holds himself/herself at least partially accountable for (Leech, 1980; Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984). Therefore, as opposed to requests, apologies are face-threating acts in which the negative face of the speaker is threatened.

The speech act of apology is universal, yet its strategies and linguistic variations differ cross-culturally to a great extent (Israa, 2017). Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) explain that a strategy for the act of apologizing can come in one of two basic forms (or a combination of both): (i) Direct realization of an apology via an explicit illocutionary force-indicating device (hereafter IFID), i.e., via performative expressions such as ‘sorry’, ‘apologize’, ‘forgive’, or ‘pardon’, and (ii) Indirect realization of an apology via the use of an utterance which contains reference to one or more elements from a closed set of four specified propositions, i.e., explaining the cause, acknowledging responsibility, offering repair, and promising forbearance.

Cohen and Olshtain (1981) investigated apologies of Hebrew speakers that learned English as an L2, and discovered that the L2-English learners with L1-Hebrew did not seem to be familiar with the accepted formulas needed for the apologies in English. To be more specific, Hebrew speakers learners of English were less likely to accept responsibility for an offense or to make an offer for repair than native English speakers. This is in line with Mills and Grainger’s (2016) claim that in Hebrew there is a tendency for directness to be evaluated positively as part of the Israeli cultural style, in contrast to Anglo-European norms which are indirect and often characterized as overly mannered. For instance, they found that Hebrew speakers were comfortable with direct statements in a way that British English speakers were not as a result of conceptual ideology about directness which Hebrew speakers perceive as signaling honesty and friendliness. Ellis and Maoz (2002) add that Hebrew speech is characterized as direct and “to the point,” and is used both within the culture and during intercultural communication. This ‘dugri’ (straightforward) style of the Israeli culture enables Hebrew speakers to use an explicitness about intentions that in other cultures could be considered offensive (Katriel, 1986). Thus, bearing in mind the directness that characterizes Hebrew, while also taking into consideration Cohen and Olshtain’s (1981) findings, it should not be surprising that Hebrew speakers prefer to use the direct strategy of expressing an explicit IFID, while English speakers prefer to use the indirect strategy of choosing one or more of the other indirect propositions.

In addition to these main strategies, which make up the speech act of the apology itself, there are ways in which the speaker can modify the apology, e.g., by performing it with different levels of intensity using intensification terms such as ‘so’, ‘very’, ‘really’, ‘terribly’, ‘extremely’, ‘totally’, ‘deeply’, and ‘highly’. Previous studies show that there are differences across speakers of different languages in the use of intensification. For example, Cohen et al. (1986) found that native Hebrew speakers who were learners of L2-English intensified their apologies significantly more than native English speakers, even though this extra intensity on the part of the Hebrew speakers was not necessarily warranted given the generally low or moderate severity of the offense. The same trend was found in Olshtain (1983) where English and Russian learners of Hebrew did not intensify apologies in a target-like manner.

To sum up, English speakers rely more on indirect strategies compared to Hebrew speakers. In regard to apologies this means that English speakers prefer the less direct strategy of propositions, while Hebrew speakers prefer the direct strategy of IFIDs. Furthermore, the few studies that have investigated the usage of adverbial intensifiers in English and in Hebrew show that Hebrew speakers tend to intensify their apologies more than English speakers.



The current study

This study aimed at providing a comprehensive overview of HL-English speakers’ linguistic behavior by comparing their realization patterns of two speech acts, requests and apologies, in both of their languages, i.e., English and Hebrew, to two groups with varying level of dominance: Hebrew-dominant speakers and English-dominant speakers. Research comparing both languages of HL speakers is limited. To the best of our knowledge, only three studies investigated both languages of HL speakers: Scontras et al. (2017) investigated the interpretation of ‘every’ in HL-Mandarin and SL-English; Kupisch et al. (2014) investigated accentedness in two different HL-SL dyads, German-French and German-Italian; and Stangen et al. (2015) investigated accentedness in HL-Turkish and SL-German. A comparison of requests and apologies in the two languages of bilingual subjects is expected to shed light on the mechanisms of cross-linguistic and cross-cultural realization of politeness under diminished input (quantitatively and qualitatively), and adds to the growing body of literature concerning politeness and speech acts in English and in Hebrew. Research on HL-English is rather limited (Polinsky, 2018), as English is mainly studied as the L2. Yet Israel offers a rare opportunity to investigate HL-English. The uniqueness of English as the HL is that it is the de facto international language of the modern world, on the one hand, but it also patterns with other HLs as it undergoes divergence in contact situations where it is a minority language (Meir et al., 2021).

The study aimed to answer to what extent request and apology strategies produced in English and in Hebrew by HL-English speakers differ from or resemble the ones produced by the English-dominant speakers (i.e., speakers who were born to English-speaking families and raised in an English-speaking country) and/or by the Hebrew-dominant speakers (i.e., speakers who were born to Hebrew-speaking families and raised in Israel).

For this objective, three hypotheses were formulated: (H1) HL speakers will show deviation in the production of realization patterns and carry over pragmatic and socio-linguistic behavior from their HL-English into their SL–Hebrew, (H2) HL speakers will show deviation in the production of realization patterns and carry over pragmatic and socio-linguistic behavior from their SL-Hebrew into their HL–English, and (H3) HL speakers will show a hybrid pragmatic competence, i.e., they will show evidence of developing new conventions for the production of realization patterns, which differ from the corresponding conventions of the other two groups.




Methodology


Participants

The study comprised three groups of adult bilingual speakers between the ages of 23–30: (i) HL-English bilinguals who were dominant in Hebrew, born to English-speaking families but raised in Israel from birth or arrived in Israel before the age of five (HS); (ii) Hebrew-dominant bilinguals, born to Hebrew-speaking families and raised in Israel, and thus English is the language of their schooling (HEB-D); and (iii) English-dominant bilinguals, born to English-speaking families and immigrated to Israel from an English-speaking country after the age of 18 (ENG-D). All groups were tested in both English and Hebrew. All three groups were balanced in regard to the number of participants and the gender, i.e., ten females and ten males were tested in each group (a total of sixty participants in the study). All participants were of medium to high socio-economic status as suggested by the level of their education. The minimum age of 23 was chosen in order to make sure that the participants in the ENG-D group would have sufficient amount of proficiency in Hebrew to complete the tasks.

All participants were asked to fill in a self-report background questionnaire eliciting the participants’ demographic information such as age, gender, level of education, occupation, birthplace, place of residence, etc., as well as language-related information such as age of onset (the age at which each language was acquired or learned), proficiency in all four domains of language (reading, writing, comprehending, and speaking), frequency of usage, and non-native accent ratings. The participants’ demographic data are shown in Table 1, and the self-evaluated language information is shown in Table 2. Tables 1 and 2 present data on the participants per group, per language, and statistics for group differences.



TABLE 1 Participants’ demographic data [Mean (SD)].
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Participants’ subjective ratings of proficiency [Mean (SD)].
[image: Table2]

In order to obtain a more direct measure of the participants’ language proficiency in English and in Hebrew, the vocabulary size in both languages was tested using the Multilingual Naming Test (hereafter MINT; Gollan et al., 2012). The MINT has been validated as an objective proficiency measure for bilingual speakers who speak any combination of English, Spanish, Mandarin, and Hebrew (Tomoschuk et al., 2019). The task included the same 68 black and white picture stimuli. In this task, the participants were asked to say out loud the name of the object they saw in the picture, once in English and once in Hebrew. Each response was coded as correct or incorrect. In line with the profile presented by the participants via the questionnaire, the results of the MINT task showed that the HS group paired up with the HEB-D group with respect to their vocabulary size in Hebrew, yet they showed lower proficiency than the ENG-D group in English (even though much higher than HEB-D). Table 3 presents data of the MINT scores of the participants per group, per language, and group comparisons using one-way ANOVAs.



TABLE 3 MINT task performance per group per language (Mean (SD)).
[image: Table3]



The pragmatic task

A discourse-pragmatic task was designed for this study to elicit requests and apologies. The parallel tasks in English and in Hebrew consisted of 18 scenarios eliciting requests and 18 scenarios eliciting apologies in each language (a total of 36 scenarios in each language). The scenarios were arranged in a random order with pictures showing whether the scenario addressed a female or a male. Each request was followed by an apology that is related (for similar procedure see Márquez-Reiter, 2000). In this task, the participants were asked to say out loud what they would have said if they had been one of the participants in the actual situation while being as spontaneous as possible. In order to take into account variations of the participants’ English and Hebrew literacy skills and to ensure that reading proficiency would not affect the results, the scenarios were read aloud by the experimenter (for similar procedure see Walters, 1979, 1980, 1981; Rintell, 2009 and Dubinina and Malamud, 2017). Examples of the scenarios from the task are presented in Table 4, and the entire list of stimuli is presented in Appendix A. The task manipulated ‘Social Status’ (i.e., the relative level of respect, honor, and deference) and ‘Social Distance’ (i.e., the level of familiarity between the participants), and controlled for gender.



TABLE 4 Examples of scenarios.
[image: Table4]



Coding schemata

The coding schemata adopted in the current study were developed based on several former studies (Cohen and Olshtain, 1981; Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984; Dubinina and Malamud, 2017; Israa, 2017).

There are syntactic, lexical, and structural variations in the production of requests and apologies across different languages. In the current study, the participants’ requests were analyzed for the presence of alerters, head acts, and supportive moves. Furthermore, we also noted the syntactic structure of the head act/s (interrogative/imperative/declarative/mixed-when a request contained two head acts with different syntactic structures), the use of modals, and the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’. The participants’ apologies were analyzed for expressions of apology, number of propositions added (i.e., offering explanation, taking responsibility, offering repair or compensation, and promising forbearance), and the use of adverbial intensifiers.



Procedure

The participants in the study were recruited by word of mouth through personal social networks. Prior to the data collection, all participants who agreed to volunteer were given a recruitment letter (each in his/her dominant language) explaining the general aim of the study without revealing its specific aim. Upon agreeing to take part in this research, each participant was allocated a personal participant’s code and was asked to fill in a self-report Google Form questionnaire in his/her dominant language using that code for identification. In order to obtain a broad-based sample from a variety of geographical locations some of the participants were tested via Zoom. Each participant was tested individually in both English and Hebrew. Testing in each group had been counterbalanced, i.e., ten participants completed the tasks in English followed by Hebrew, and ten participants completed the tasks in Hebrew followed by English. The elicitation tasks were audio recorded for subsequent transcription and coding purposes. The administration of all tasks took approximately an hour.




Results

In order to determine to what extent request and apology strategies of HL-English speakers differ and/or resemble those of dominant speakers in HL-English and in SL-Hebrew, we fitted mixed-effects logistic regression models (Baayen et al., 2008) with lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015) since the responses were mainly coded in a binary manner (1 = present, 0 = absent), i.e., syntactic structure, the use of modals, the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’, the use of IFIDs, and the use of adverbial intensifiers. We tested the contribution of Language (English, Hebrew) together with Group (ENG-D, HEB-D, HS); these variables and their interactions were entered as fixed effects. To account for the variability within participants and scenarios, the models included crossed random intercepts for Participant and Scenario. Fitted models were compared in terms of Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayes Information Criterion (BIC), with reduced AIC and BIC values indicating a better model fit. This was supplemented by Likelihood ratio tests conducted to determine if the inclusion of a predictor significantly improved the model fit. First, we examined whether the inclusion of the random effects was permitted. This was done by comparing a baseline generalized linear model without the random intercepts (null model) with a baseline mixed-effects model that only included the random intercepts. Next, we implemented a step-wise-step-up procedure for building the mixed-effects model. The significance level of the main fixed effects was obtained using the ANOVA function. We obtained the estimated marginal means (EMM) for all pairwise comparisons using Tukey’s HSD adjustment for multiple comparisons. In the results subsection, we report the final models which were found to provide the best and most parsimonious fit for the data. We fitted linear models for the analysis of the number of propositions in apologies in English and in Hebrew, as the data were coded in a non-binary manner (0–4). We also ran models with ‘Social Status’ and ‘Social Distance’ as fixed variables, yet the inclusion of these effects and their interactions with Group did not improve the fit of the models. In the Limitations subsection, we outline possible reasons for that.


Requests


Alerters, head acts, and supportive moves

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for the use of alerters, head acts, and supportive moves coded as 1 = response with an alerter/supportive move and 0 = response without an alerter/supportive move, and 1 = response with more than one head act and 0 = response with one head act.



TABLE 5 Alerters, head acts, and supportive moves per group per language [Mean (SD)].
[image: Table5]

Table 6 presents the final model for the use of alerters and head acts. For the use of alerters, the results showed that there was an effect of Group, yet no effect of Language and no Group*Language interaction. Follow-up pairwise Group contrasts for the use of alerters showed that there were significant differences between ENG-D and HS (β = −2.59; SE = 0.743; Z = –3.483, p = 0.0014), yet, there were no significant differences between ENG-D and HEB-D (β = −1.42; SE = 0.733; Z = –1.937, p = 0.1282) and between HEB-D and HS (β = −1.17; SE = 0.737; Z = –1.581, p = 0.2538).



TABLE 6 Final models for the use of alerters and head acts.
[image: Table6]

The results for the use of head acts indicated an effect of Group, yet no effect of Language and no Group*Language interaction. Follow-up pairwise Group contrasts for the use of head acts showed that there were significant differences between ENG-D and HS (β = −3.010; SE = 0.393; Z = –7.653, p < 0.0001), and between HEB-D and HS (β = −2.314; SE = 0.366; Z = –6.320, p < 0.0001), yet, there were no significant differences between ENG-D and HEB-D (β = −0.696; SE = 0.414; Z = –1.682, p = 0.2120).

No Group and Language differences, and no Group*Language interaction were found in regard to supportive moves.



Syntactic structure choice of the head acts

To address the choice of a syntactic structure in requests, we coded participants’ head acts as declarative, interrogative, imperative, or mixed (if there were two head acts with different syntactic structures in one request scenario). Figure 1 presents the syntactic structure of the head acts used across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 The choice of syntactic structure in request formation per group per language. D = declarative, I = imperative, Q = question (interrogative), MIX = combination of two sentence types.


Table 7 presents the final models for the choice of the specific syntactic structure of head acts separately for interrogative, declarative, and mixed structures respectively, coded as 1 = present and 0 = absent. It is important to note that the usage of imperatives in all groups in both languages was virtually nonexistent and therefore responses in imperative forms were not analyzed statistically. Out of 2,160 scenarios, 15 instances of imperatives were found in the English data (13 in the HEB-D group and two in the HS group), and 18 instances of imperatives were documented in the Hebrew data (16 in the HEB-D group and two in the HS group). The ENG-D participants did not use imperatives at all in either of the languages.



TABLE 7 Final models for the syntactic structure choice.
[image: Table7]

For the use of interrogatives, the results showed that there was an effect of Group, yet no effect of Language and no Group*Language interaction. Follow-up pairwise Group contrasts for the use of interrogatives showed that there were significant differences between ENG-D and HEB-D (β = 3.554; SE = 0.298; Z = 11.924, p < 0.0001), between ENG-D and HS (β = 2.812; SE = 0.294; Z = 9.580, p < 0.0001), and between HEB-D and HS (β = 0.742; SE = 0.279; Z = 2.662, p = 0.0212).

The results for the use of declaratives indicated a significant Group*Language interaction, therefore pairwise Group comparisons within each language were conducted. The source of the interaction came from the HS group which paired up with the ENG-D group in English (β = 0.664; SE = 0.349; Z = –1.901, p = 0.1383), yet differed from the HEB-D group in Hebrew (β = 2.604; SE = 0.317; Z = 8.220, p < 0.0001). Similar to the use of interrogative, the two dominant groups differed from each other in both languages in the choice of declaratives.

For the choice of mixed strategy, the HS group differed from both dominant groups (HS vs. ENG-D: β = 2.870; SE = 0.383; Z = 7.500, p < 0.0001; HS vs. HEB-D: β = −3.448; SE = 0.409; Z = 8.423, p < 0.0001), while the two dominant groups were similarly unlikely to choose a mixed strategy as a request formation option (β = 0.578; SE = 0.409; Z = –8.423, p = 0.3754).

Thus, the results indicated differences between the two dominant groups: the most common syntactic structure for making requests among ENG-D was the interrogative structure while for HEB-D it was the declarative. Both dominant groups transferred this strategy from their dominant language into their weaker language. Interestingly, HS usage of both interrogatives and declaratives was between the two dominant groups in both English and Hebrew. Moreover, the pattern of mixed syntactic structure was the most preferred among HS and more common compared to the other two groups in both languages. In other words, HS diverged from both dominant groups in their overuse of mixed structure in both the HL-English and the SL-Hebrew. While ENG-D speakers preferred the interrogative structure and HEB-D preferred the declarative, HS relied on a mixed strategy that contained the interrogative and the declarative structures in one scenario (i.e., two head acts in one request).



The use of modals

Figure 2 presents the use of modals across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.
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FIGURE 2
 The use of modals in request formation per group per language.


Table 8 presents the final model for the use of modals on a binary scale, coded as 1 = response with a modal and 0 = response without a modal. The results indicated no effect of Language, yet an effect of Group and a significant Group*Language interaction. Therefore, pairwise Group comparisons within each language were conducted. The results showed that ENG-D usage of modals was significantly higher than HEB-D usage of modals in English (β = 2.385; SE = 0.292; Z = 8.176, p < 0.0001) and in Hebrew (β = 1.453; SE = 0.291; Z = 4.987, p < 0.0001). However, the interaction came from the HS group which behaved differently in each language. The HS group paired up with the ENG-D group in English (β = 0.436; SE = 0.308; Z = 1.417, p = 0.3322) and with the HEB-D in Hebrew (β = −0.451; SE = 0.267; Z = –1.691, p = 0.2087).



TABLE 8 Final models for the use of modals and ‘please’/‘bevakasha’.
[image: Table8]

To sum up, the two dominant groups were significantly different in their usage of modals, i.e., ENG-D usage of modals was significantly higher than that of HEB-D speakers. However, contrary to both dominant groups who mirrored their strategy to both their languages, the HS were parallel to the ENG-D when speaking English and to the HEB-D when speaking Hebrew.



The use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’

Figure 3 presents the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.
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FIGURE 3
 The use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ in request formation per group per language.


Table 8 presents the final model for the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ coded as 1 = response with ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ and 0 = response without ‘please’/‘bevakasha’. The results indicated no effect of Language, yet an effect of Group and a Group*Language interaction. The follow-up analyses showed that HEB-D usage of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ was significantly higher than that of ENG-D in both English (β = −4.343; SE = 0.405; Z = –10.730, p < 0.0001) and Hebrew (β = −4.234; SE = 0.408; Z = –10.384, p < 0.0001). However, the HS group differed from both dominant groups in both languages by being somewhere in between, i.e., HS usage of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ was higher than ENG-D (β = −0.982; SE = 0.378; Z = –2.600, p = 0.0253) and lower than HEB-D (β = −3.361; SE = 0.391; Z = –8.595, p < 0.0001) in English, as well as higher than ENG-D (β = −1.679; SE = 0.399; Z = –4.206, p = 0.0001) and lower than HEB-D (β = 2.556; SE = 0.374; Z = 6.840, p < 0.0001) in Hebrew.

To sum up, the findings for the usage of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ showed that HEB-D resorted to the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ significantly more than ENG-D in forming requests, while the HS were in between the two dominant groups in both languages.




Apologies


The use of propositions

To address the issue of the use of propositions, we coded the number of propositions used in each apology from 0 to 4 (i.e., offering explanation, taking responsibility, offering repair or compensation, and promising forbearance) giving 1 point for each proposition. Figure 4 presents the number of propositions across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.
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FIGURE 4
 The use of propositions in apology formation per group per language.


The results in Figure 4 show that while the ENG-D group had the highest frequency of propositions, the HEB-D group had the lowest. This trend was observed in both languages. The HS group was in between these two dominant groups in both English and Hebrew. This was confirmed by the statistical analysis in which we fitted linear regression models, as the data were coded in a non-binary manner (0–4), with Group, Language, and the interaction between them as fixed variables. Table 9 presents the final model for the number of propositions used, coded as 0 = response without a proposition, 1 = response with one proposition, 2 = response with two propositions, 3 = response with three propositions, and 4 = response with four propositions. The results showed an effect of Group, an effect of Language, and a significant Language*Group interaction. Follow-up pair-wise contrasts indicated that the groups differed from each other in both languages (all comparisons at p < 0.001).



TABLE 9 Estimate parameters for the use of propositions.
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To sum up, the findings for the usage of propositions showed that the ENG-D group adhered to the use of propositions significantly more than the HEB-D group in forming apologies, while the HS were in between the two dominant groups in both languages.



The use of IFIDs

Figure 5 presents the use of IFIDs across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.
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FIGURE 5
 The use of illocutionary force-indicating devices (IFIDs) in apology formation per group per language.


The results in Figure 5 show that IFIDs were frequently used by HEB-D speakers while less so by ENG-D speakers in both languages. The HS were in between these two dominant groups in both English and Hebrew. This was confirmed by the statistical analysis shown in Table 10 which presents the final model of the use of IFIDs, coded as 1 = response with an IFID and 0 = response without an IFID. The results indicated an effect of Group, yet no effect of Language and no significant Group*Language interaction. The results showed that the HEB-D’s usage of IFIDs was significantly higher than that of ENG-D (β = −3.48; SE = 0.408; Z = −8.535, p < 0.0001). The HS group differed from both dominant groups in both languages by being somewhere in between, i.e., HS usage of IFIDs was higher than ENG-D (β = −2.13; SE = 0.390; Z = −5.475, p < 0.0001) and lower than HEB-D (β = 1.35; SE = 0.406; Z = 3.317, p = 0.0026).



TABLE 10 Final models for the use of IFIDs and adverbial intensifiers.
[image: Table10]

To sum up, the findings of the usage of IFIDs showed that HEB-D adhered to the use of IFIDs significantly more than ENG-D, while the HS were in between the two dominant groups in both languages.



The use of adverbial intensifiers

Figure 6 presents the use of adverbial intensifiers across the three groups in English and in Hebrew.
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FIGURE 6
 The use of adverbial intensifiers in apology formation per group per Language.


To investigate the usage of intensifiers, we also used a binary coding scheme (1 = if an adverbial intensifier was present, and 0 = if it was absent in an apology response). The results in Figure 6 show that the use of adverbial intensifiers was the highest in the HEB-D group, while it was the lowest in the ENG-D group in both languages. As for the participants in the HS group, their usage of adverbial intensifiers was between these two dominant groups in Hebrew, yet on par with the HEB-D participants in English. This was confirmed by the statistical analysis shown in Table 10. The results indicated no effect of Language, yet an effect of Group and a significant Group*Language interaction. Therefore, pairwise Group contrasts within each language were conducted. The results showed that the HEB-D usage of adverbial intensifiers was significantly higher than that of ENG-D in English (β = −1.731; SE = 0.372; Z = –4.653, p < 0.0001) and in Hebrew (β = −2.586; SE = 0.380; Z = –6.802, p < 0.0001). The source of the Group*Language interaction came from the HS group which paired up with the HEB-D in English (β = 0.134; SE = 0.370; Z = 0.363, p = 0.9301) and differed from both dominant groups in Hebrew by being somewhere in between (both comparisons were p < 0.001).

To sum up, the findings of the usage of adverbial intensifiers showed that HEB-D adhered to the use of adverbial intensifiers significantly more than ENG-D. The HS paired up with the HEB-D group in English, while they were in between the two dominant groups in Hebrew.

Table 11 presents examples of prototypical requests and apologies produced by ENG-D, HEB-D, and HS. A prototypical request produced by an ENG-D participant had an interrogative form and included a modal, yet no ‘please’/‘bevakasha’, while a prototypical request produced by a HEB-D participant was formulated as a declarative and included ‘please’/‘bevakasha’, yet no modals. A prototypical HS request included a mixed strategy containing both the declarative and the interrogative structures, and an ‘in-between’ ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ strategy in both HL-English and SL-Hebrew. HS strategy with regard to modals paired up with the ENG-D in English and with the HEB-D in Hebrew.



TABLE 11 Examples of prototypical requests and apologies per group per language (Scenario 2).
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A prototypical apology produced by an ENG-D participant included propositions, yet no IFIDs and no adverbial intensifiers, while a prototypical apology produced by a HEB-D participant included IFID/IFIDs and adverbial intensification, yet no propositions. A prototypical HS apology reflected a mixed strategy, i.e., it included both IFIDs and propositions, and an ‘in-between’ adverbial intensification strategy in Hebrew, while on par with HEB-D in English.





Discussion

The overall aim of this study was to investigate HL-English speakers’ pragmatics via request and apology realization patterns in both of their languages, i.e., English and Hebrew, as compared to two dominant groups: Hebrew-dominant speakers (HEB-D) and English-dominant speakers (ENG-D). The results indicated that dominant speakers of Hebrew and English use different strategies in request and apology formation. Furthermore, the results showed that dominant speakers transfer strategies from their dominant language into their weaker one. As for the HL-English speakers (HS), the results showed a complex picture. In some cases, they paired with dominant speakers, yet sometimes they favored a different strategy. These novel strategies suggest that HL pragmatics is a hybrid system which embodies a mixture of the HL and the SL pointing at a bi-directional cross-linguistic transfer. This hybridity enables HL speakers to draw on pragmatic patterns from their two languages in order to accommodate both languages. Our study shows that the nature of HL pragmatics can be studied when considering the pragmatic competence in both languages of HL speakers.


Requests strategies

For the analysis of request strategies, we compared the choice of a syntactic structure of head acts, the use of modals, and the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ across the three groups in both of their languages. These measures of analyses were chosen as they were hypothesized to reflect differences in request formation in English and in Hebrew (see the studies reviewed in the Introduction subsection).

Starting with the choice of the syntactic structure, differences were found between the two dominant groups (ENG-D and HEB-D) reflecting differences in the cultural perception of appropriateness of English-dominant and Hebrew-dominant speakers. However, before exploring the preferred syntactic structure in each of the languages, it is important to mention that even though requests in both English and Hebrew can be grammatically realized with imperatives, interrogatives, and declaratives (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984; Curl and Drew, 2008), imperatives were hardly ever used by Hebrew-dominant speakers, even less so by HL-English speakers, and not even once by English-dominant speakers. In a continuation to directness ideas, a request in the form of an imperative is the most direct and explicit, and therefore is considered to be the least polite (Blum-Kulka and Olshtain, 1984). This indicates that usage of imperative structure requires much effort to modify, and therefore tends to be avoided. Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) and Leech (1980) noted that since interrogatives are most often requests for permission they increase the degree of optionality, and therefore are perceived as being more polite and indirect than declaratives. As expected from the literature review summarized in the Introduction, and as can be seen from the results of the current study, the preferred structure for requests among English-dominant speakers was the interrogative, while for the Hebrew-dominant speakers it was the declarative. The HL-English speakers had at their disposal the strategies of two languages; however, they favored a mixed strategy containing the interrogative and the declarative structures in the same request. This hybrid strategy allowed the HL-English speakers to transfer the same strategy between both their languages.

Differences in the usage of modals were also found between the two dominant groups. English-dominant speakers used modals significantly more frequently than Hebrew-dominant speakers in their dominant language and in their weaker one. This is consistent with Turnbull and Saxton’s (1997) proposal that English speakers use expressions of modality to do ‘facework’ since they convey the notion of permission, ability, probability, possibility, etc., and therefore further emphasize the indirectness of the utterance. The HL-English speakers’ usage of modals was found to be on par with the English-dominant speakers in English and with the Hebrew-dominant speakers in Hebrew. Contrary to the trend shown for the choice of the syntactic structure, in the usage of modals, the HS group did not develop a unique and hybrid strategy, but rather adopted the customary behavior of each language.

Differences in the usage of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’, as predicted, were also found between the two dominant groups: Hebrew-dominant speakers resorted to the use of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ significantly more frequently than English-dominant speakers. This matches House’s (1989) idea that the politeness marker ‘please’ is most appropriate in mitigating situations where the function of the request is clear, and less so with interrogatives since it might reveal the true nature of the request. The HL-English speakers, on the other hand, were found to be in between these two dominant groups in both languages.

The results for request formation showed that HL-English speakers developed a unique and hybrid intercultural linguistic style reflecting strategies of both languages (their HL-English and their SL-Hebrew): In both languages, HL-English speakers adhered to a mixed strategy containing the interrogative and the declarative structures in the same request, and their usage of ‘please’/‘bevakasha’ was in between the two dominant groups. This is in line with Taguchi and Roever’s (2017) suggestion that HL pragmatics is a hybrid system reflecting norms of both HL and SL that develops in blended social contexts (i.e., social interactions with both languages’ communities) and is mediated by bi-directional cross-linguistic influence. Furthermore, the results were in line with Pinto and Raschio’s (2007) findings showing that when HL-Spanish speakers came into contact with English both pragmatic systems were affected. However, we also see that in some cases HL speakers adopt the customary behavior of each language, as it is the case for the use of modals.



Apology strategies

For the analysis of apology strategies, we compared usage of apology expressions, number of propositions added (i.e., offering explanation, taking responsibility, offering repair or compensation, and promising forbearance), and usage of adverbial intensifiers across the three groups in their both languages. These measures of analyses were chosen as they were hypothesized to reflect differences in apology formation in English and in Hebrew (see the studies reviewed in the Introduction subsection).

In order to interpret the results of the usage of propositions and the usage of IFIDs, it is important to consider them together, since, as we shall see, the results of the HL-English speakers’ usage of both are connected. In line with previous studies, there were significant differences between the two dominant groups (ENG-D and HEB-D) with respect to both usage of propositions and usage of IFIDs. As Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) noted there are two options for apologizing: the first one is direct and explicit and involves the use of an IFID, while the second one is indirect and involves ‘going around’ by offering one or more of four propositions. However, a speaker might also choose to incorporate both strategies within one apology. Since Hebrew is reported to be more direct and straightforward than English (Mills and Grainger, 2016), it was not surprising to find that Hebrew-dominant speakers preferred to apply the direct strategy in the form of an IFID, while English-dominant speakers tended to apply the indirect strategy in the form of propositions to their apologies. In fact, this trend was so salient that it looked as if the Hebrew-dominant speakers believed that an apology must comprise an IFID as a compulsory component, optionally followed by the other strategy, while the English-dominant speakers believed that propositions such as explaining, taking responsibility or offering repair were more appropriate than IFIDs. The HL-English speakers, however, did not replicate either one of the dominant groups’ strategies. Instead, they seemed to develop their own strategy of apologies by combining both IFIDs and propositions. This hybridity was applied by HS in both their languages. In other words, the HL-English speakers were found to be in between the two dominant groups in the use of both IFIDs and propositions.

Differences in the usage of intensifiers, again as expected, were found between the two dominant groups; Hebrew-dominant speakers favored the use of intensifiers significantly more than English-dominant speakers. However, it is important to note here that this study focused on adverbial intensifiers expressions only (lexical, and not phrasal), such as ‘so’, ‘very’, ‘really’, ‘terribly’, ‘extremely’, ‘totally’, ‘deeply’, ‘highly’ etc., and disregarded other intensifying expressions. Since English is less direct than Hebrew, and English native speakers’ usage of IFIDs is reduced as compared to native Hebrew speakers, it is logical to assume that native English speakers might choose to incorporate less direct intensifying strategies in their apologies. For example, they might choose expressions that convey concern for the hearer, which are external to the IFID or the other strategies used such as ‘Have you been waiting long?’. However, this trend was not checked in the current research. The usage of adverbial intensifiers among the HS group was between the two dominant groups in Hebrew, yet, on par with the Hebrew-dominant speakers in English. Future studies should expand the research on intensification by looking into the usage of intensifiers in all their forms.

Thus, the picture for apology formation in HL-English speakers was similar to that of request realization. In some aspects, HL-English speakers adhered to the strategy of dominant speakers of the languages, as is the case for the use of adverbial intensifiers in English, yet in other cases their realization patterns of apologies reflected a blended pragmatic system which suited both languages, as is the case of IFIDs and propositions.



Heritage language pragmatics: Economy principle/dual identity/intercultural style hypothesis

The results indicated that the dominant groups had different strategies for making requests and apologies which they systematically transferred from their dominant language into their weaker one, confirming the cross-cultural and cross-linguistic differences between request and apology strategies in English and in Hebrew. As for HL-English speakers, new blended conventions of request and apology were detected.

The HL-English speakers’ pragmatic hybridity might be explained in the light of the ‘cognitive economy principle’. The HL speakers’ proficiency in two languages enables them to combine their knowledge into one strategy and use it for both languages. The principle of economy has been proposed to influence the restructuring of HL grammars. We speculate that the driving source of the hybrid nature of pragmatics in HL-Speakers in their HL-English and SL-Hebrew might be related to the proposed economy principles. Blended new conventions, formed as a result of a bi-directional cross-linguistic transfer, might be less cognitively costly as compared to the storage and retrieval of two separate systems. However, we agree that ‘cognitive economy’ is an elusive concept (Westergaard, 2021), and therefore call for future studies to further investigate this possibility.

Alternatively, the HL-English speakers’ hybridity might also be connected to issues of dual identity as it fulfills not just linguistic but also identity needs. As Val and Vinogradova (2010) suggested, the core identity of HL speakers involves the process of constant negotiation and self-positioning within a bilingual and bicultural environment. Previous studies investigating the identity of HL speakers note their complex identities. For example, Kang (2013) showed that HL-Korean speakers residing in the USA perceived themselves as different from both Koreans and “mainstream Americans.” The identity perception of HL-English speakers residing in Israel was demonstrated for preschool children (see Altman et al., 2021). The authors showed that English-Hebrew bilingual children residing in Israel gave similar ratings to Societal/Israeli and Home/American identities, pointing to the existence of bicultural identity already in young children. It is highly plausible that the pragmatic competence of adult HL-English speakers residing in Israel in the current study reflects their multiple sociolinguistic identities. Future research should address how the sociolinguistic identity is related to the pragmatic competence of an HL speaker, i.e., whether there are differences between HL speakers who value their HL identity higher versus those who value their SL identity higher. Yet, our research cannot support or rule out this hypothesis, and future studies also need to incorporate data on the identity of HL-speakers to test whether linguistic hybridity reflects HL-speakers’ complex dual identity.

Our findings for the hybrid/blended pragmatic conventions highlight the importance of analyzing bi-directional interaction in pragmatic development and might also be related to the ‘Intercultural Style Hypothesis’. Intercultural style has been shown to develop when speakers master proficiency in two languages or more. Since bilinguals/multilinguals are exposed to different ways of achieving pragmatic competence in different languages, they could use an underlying conceptual base and develop an intercultural style which explains the similarities of their realization patterns in all their languages. Monolinguals do not need to use these strategies since their realizations correspond to their experience in one single language (Cenoz, 2008).




Limitations and future studies

Despite the fact that the study contributes to the understanding of the existing literature on politeness and language maintenance among adult HL speakers, it is not without limitations. The results showed no effects of Social Status and Social Distance parameters which was rather surprising. One possible explanation is that the design of this study did not control for the severity (imposition for requests, and offense for apologies) and the settings of the situations. We believe that future studies should control for situational severity and situational settings in order to detect Social Status and Social Distance effects in a more rigorous manner. Furthermore, the focus of this study regarding intensifiers was limited to adverbial intensifier expressions only (lexical, and not phrasal), and disregarded other intensifying expressions such as expressions that convey concerns for the hearer which are external to the IFID or other strategies used. This might have caused a partial picture of the usage of intensifications. In future studies, it might be worthwhile to look into the usage of intensifiers in a more comprehensive way in order to get a fuller and more accurate picture. Future studies might also want to distinguish between different types of declaratives as they behave differently with respect to pragmatics. Finally, our recommendations are to expand the investigation of requests to other linguistic categories following Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) such as strategy type (direct, conventionally indirect, non-conventionally indirect), point of view operation, downgraders, etc. as well as to other speech acts and/or languages.



Conclusions

The study adds to the existing literature on politeness and language maintenance among bilingual speakers. The design of the current study, which included the investigation of both languages of three groups of bilinguals, has provided valuable insights into the pragmatics of dominant speakers, L2 learners, and HL speakers. From a theoretical perspective, the study sheds light on the pragmatic competence of HL speakers in language contact situations by examining cross-linguistic and cross-cultural differences in order to provide a greater understanding of the mechanisms responsible for shaping speech act realizations. The results indicate that dominant speakers of Hebrew and English adhere to different strategies for making requests and apologies and that they systematically transfer these strategies from their dominant language into their weaker one, confirming the cross-cultural and cross-linguistic differences between request and apology strategies in English and in Hebrew. For the HL-English speakers, the picture was more complex: in some cases, strategies of HL-English speakers paired up with dominant speakers in HL-English and/or SL-Hebrew, while in other cases HL-English speakers developed a unique and hybrid linguistic style reflecting pragmatic conventions of both their languages, HL-English and SL-Hebrew. From a pedagogical perspective, the current study contributes to the field of teaching pragmatic skills to HL speakers and L2 learners, helping educators develop research-supported curricula that facilitate appropriate politeness strategies.

We believe that the main strength of the current study lies in its methodology: testing both languages of three groups with different levels of dominance. This design enabled us to investigate the two linguistic systems simultaneously and draw conclusions about their nature. Despite the assumption that HL speakers diverge in their HL and perform on par with dominant speakers in their SL, the current study shows that subtle differences may be observed in both languages. Thus, we highlight here the importance/advantages of investigating both languages of HL speakers in future studies in order to obtain a fuller picture of this unique bilingual group.
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