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Côest Tamazight nagh Arabic aw French? Linguistic and Social Conflicts 

in Post-Colonial Algeria 

Nassiba Benferdi 
 

School of Modern Languages and Cultures, Durham University, 

Elvet Riverside, New Elvet, Durham, United Kingdom 

nassiba.benferdi@durham.ac.uk 

Abstract. This paper sheds light on the multilingual community of Algeria. It highlights the social and linguistic 

contact between Tamazight, Arabic and French. The specific province under investigation is Oum El Bouaghi 

(OEB) which is situated in the north-eastern region of Algeria, 200km away from the Tunisian border. The 

Matrix Language Frame Model by Myers-Scotton (1993) is used to tackle the issue of the Matrix Language (ML) 

and the Embedded Language (EL) given the fact that it is the most elaborate up-to-date model. This analysis 

attempts to explain to what extent the concept of the ML is manifested in OEB native speakers of Algerian Arabic. 

Mainly, ideas of frequency and dominance are emphasized. There are two data sets to support the preliminary 

results of this paper: one data set was collected in a fieldwork in OEB in 2017, and data set two was recorded 

online from OEB radio station. As for the attitudes towards language use, both direct and indirect questions were 

used along with the researcherôs introspective observations. The findings, though primary, do not agree with the 

MLF paradigm especially in a social context. In addition, the so-called language hierarchy is more of a formality 

than a reality.        

Keywords: Algeria, Arabic, French, multilingual, Tamazight. 

 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Code-switching (be it alternation or insertion) between Arabic and French (and Tamazight in Tamazight regions) 

is the norm in Algeria as it is in countries such as Luxembourg (between Luxembourgish, German, French and, 

also English). In some countries, there is a whopping number of official and national languages depending on 

the area (the like of India with over eighteen official languages). The sociohistorical development of such 

multilingual communities led to language competition which ended up with the official recognition of more than 

one language. In Algeria, Modern Standard Arabic is the official language while Tamazight is the national 

language. Tamazight is ómentionedô in the constitution but does not enjoy much of a legal status. French is 

neither official nor national but widely spoken as part of Algerian Arabic. In this paper, we answer the following 

questions:  

 

- How is the sociolinguistic situation in Algeria and OEB by 2018? 

- In what ways are Tamazight, Arabic and French used and manifested in OEB in everyday 

conversations and online?  

- Does the hierarchy between the languages exist? In what form? 

- To what extent does the Matrix Language in the MLF Model apply to the linguistic and social situation 

in Algerian speech communities?   

 

 

2. Oum El Bouaghi: Historical and Social Context 

 

Oum El Bouaghi (OEB) is a province situated in the North-eastern region of Algeria. It has been inhabited since 

8000 B.C. Amazighen (Berbers) were the indigenous people in the area and it was inhabited respectively by 

Numidians, Romans (1st C.), Vandals, the Byzantine Empire, Islamic Conquests (Starting from the 7th and 8th 

C.), the Ottoman Empire (16th C.) and finally the French in the 19th Century (Stora, 2001 & Goodman, 2005). 

The province came under French control in 1842. From 1848 to 1962, French Algeria comprised three 

départements (regions): Constantine in the east, Algiers in the center and Oran in the west. Les Territoires du 

Sud (South Territory) covered the rest of the country. OEB was a part of Constantine and it was not until 1974 

that OEB became officially an independent Wilaya (province). The administrative division of 1974 recognized 

OEB as distributed in the form of 12 Daïras (cities) and 29 Baladiyahs (municipalities). OEB used to be a part of 

Aurès which historically, was the name given to the east of Algeria). Aurès, led by Amazighen, was the starting 

point towards the Algerian War of Independence. In this region settled an ethnic group of Amazighen called 
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Chaouia and they communicated using a variety called Tachawit. Nowadays, not every person in the Wilaya is 

supposed or expected to know or understand this variety but a lot of them do. Varieties of Algerian Arabic (AA) 

exist as well along with French.  

 

 

3. Languages in Conflict 

 

Algeria had its fair share of conquests from divergent and conflicting cultures. Under the control of every 

conquest, different policies were in place. With every invasion, changes penetrate the culture and the people 

resulting in a new modified set of social constructs and conflicts. This holds true for almost any ex-colonized 

country. In the case of Maghreb (Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria), ñit was the Algerian leadership who demonstrated 

ideological intransigence in recovering both language and identityò (Baldauf & Kaplan, 2007, p. 7) after the 

independence. Algeria in 2018 is far from being united at a variety of scales. What is relevant here is the 

imbalance between what languages are official and what is used in the media by both people in power and the 

rest of Algerians. The constitution does not necessarily correlate with the needs and the realities of the people it 

governs because ñlanguage conflict arises when people try to carve out a space for their own tongueò (Benrabah, 

2013, n.p.) even if it were highly unpractical in language planning and policy terms. Historically, the Algerian 

identity moulded gradually and still is in confusion. Each person wants to belong somewhere, to be identified as 

such and such, to be different yet a component of one set of unified colourful social strata. This innate need to 

gain clarity and establish rules and boundaries led to endless battles which recently, are not any less complicated. 

It is as it has been since the settlement of Arabs: ñAlgerian Arabsò vs. ñAlgerian Amazighenò. 

 

 

3.1 Tamazight In Power 

 

Tamazight is the indigenous language of North Africans and so it was the medium of communication since the 

first millennium B.C.E. After many conquests in their land, Amazighen became a minority and settled mostly in 

Morocco and Algeria. They were spread in the form of isolated tribes from the Siwa Oasis in Egypt to the 

Atlantic shores and from the Mediterranean coast to the banks of the Niger River. Because Berber tribes settled 

in different areas usually separated from one another, they developed a remarkable diversity in their language. 

Lyovin (1997) considers Tamazight a branch that is represented by ña number of languages scattered over North 

Africa from Senegal to Egyptò (p. 188), whereas for Comrie (1987), Tamazight is ña cluster of closely related 

yet not always mutually intelligible dialectsò (p. 648). It is in fact a collection of mostly spoken dialects but it 

came to develop a standardized form that is taught in Moroccan and some Algerian schools. Despite the 

confusion over where Amazighen come from before settling in North Africa, it is agreed that Tamazight belongs 

to the Afro-Asiatic language family. Nowadays, Tamazight is written using either Tifinagh, Arabic or Latin 

alphabet (the last two are more common). Scholars classify Berber dialects quite differently. According to 

Skutsch (2005), there are Kabilians in the West of Algeirs; Shawia in the Aures Mountains; Mzabit and Tuareg 

in the Saharan regions (p. 211). Skutsch also mentioned ñBerber Hebrewsò communities who migrated to Israel 

after 1956 but before that, they settled for probably thousands of years in the Shleuh areas in Morocco. Earlier 

classifications, the like of Ruhlen (1987, p. 86), include Eastern Berber (two varieties in Libya), Northern 

Berber (four varieties in Morocco and Algeria) and Tuareg (various minor varieties in Algeria, Libya, Niger, 

Mali, and Burkina Faso).  

 

 

3.2 Tamazight Dethroned  

 

It is quite common to see that over the colonial period in North Africa, Tamazight gradually became less valued 

and less used. This attitude towards Tamazight is partly contingent upon the social status of co-existing 

languages. Adegbija (2001) compared major languages such as the ones that are made official to a óbig fish that 

deliberately swallows up smaller languagesô. The big fish being the prestige, the presence and the post-colonial 

effect of European languages (French in this case, and Arabic) that takes over and make other languages 

insignificant in comparison. In a more recent work, Mart² et. al. (2005) referred to the ñmarginalisation of the 

culture and language of the Berber people in the countries of North Africaò as ñcultural genocideò (p. 80-81). 

This marginalization and ñlanguage hegemony and attacks on minorized languages can produce ideological 

minority views that allow dominated groups to elevate their tongue as a we-group-building mechanismò 

(Benrabah, 2013, n.p.). Though Tamazight gained an official status in 2016, it was not manifested across the 

country and it is only in the Kabyle region that the language is appreciated the most. 
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 Tamazight faced fierce competition over centuries. Even with constant protests and movements, the 

language is past its prime. Such competition does resemble more than just European ex-colonies in Africa, in 

fact, it is quite similar to several territories even in the Anglophone region (post-colonial Ireland and Irish 

Gaelic) due to English political, social and economic domination. In Algeria, Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is 

the official language since 1963, therefore, its implementation over the past fifty years is far stronger than the 

newly recognized national language (Tamazight) in 2016. The unofficial status of French did not prevent it from 

having control over important educational and industrial sectors and on everyday use of AA. This language 

competition raises the concept of linguistic imperialism and dominance of certain languages over others. 

According to the Cultural Imperialism Theory by Johan Galtung (1971), the Periphery (which refers to ex-

colonized less developed countries) is always dominated by the Centre (more developed industrial countries) 

especially when a European language (in the case of Algeria) takes lead in sectors like education and technology. 

Benrabah (2013) also explained the concept of linguicism as ñthe phenomenon of hierarchizing languages and 

marginalizing speakers of minorized languages, in similar ways to racism and sexismò (Benrabah, n.p.) 

especially in previously colonized communities.    

 

 

4 The Drama Triangle and Language Policy 

4.1 The Three Drama Triangle 

The competition between the three languages in Algeria and OEB in specific has been exercised in various 

forms. Stora (2004) refers to this situation as a crisis that was ñnot only linguistic but cultural, and even political 

in the broad sense of the term [and that] was clear at the time of the eruption of the Berber Spring of 1980ò (p. 

170). This situation can be understood via Karpmanôs Triangle (1968) of Victim, Persecutor and Rescuer. The 

Triangle was widely used in psychotherapy to deal with conflicts between people but it can be generalized, to 

some extent, to the language situation in Algeria. All three languages can take up any of those roles depending 

on the geographical region. For the most part in OEB, Tamazight is the Victim (oppressed and unhappy), AA is 

the Persecutor (controlling and dominating) and French is the Rescuer (saves the day). To quickly clarify, 

French is the Rescuer because the Rescuersô job is to take on work they are not responsible for, they attract 

attention, assist and please. In regions such as Tizi-Ouzou, we might see AA as the Victim, Tamazight as the 

Prosecutor and French stands as the Rescuer. Also, based on Horneyôs (1992) strategies of humansô inner 

conflicts, most Algerians are moving towards Arabic, moving away from French, and moving against Tamazight.   

 

 

4.2. Language Policy and Language Planning (LPLP) 

 

It is quite obvious how ñmany analysts stress anguish associated with its [Algeriaôs] language politics ïusing 

words like ópsychic painô, ótraumaô, óhumiliationô, óintoleranceô, and ócastrationô ïto describe its postcolonial 

historyò (Sharkey, 2012, pp. 439-440). It is interesting that the fight against colonialism and the language issue 

in post-colonial Algeria has been considered so unique that it happened ñnowhere else in Africaò (Djit®, 1992, p. 

16). Myers-Scotton (1996) discussed the struggle of official languages in Africa as a whole and in Kenya and 

Zimbabwe in specific pointing out similar issues to Algeria. It was clear that making indigenous languages 

official is uneasy, unpractical, sometimes emotional and considered unacceptable for many. A lot of African 

countries such as Senegal assigned the former colonial language (in this case French) as official though Wolof 

(West Atlantic language of the Niger-Congo family) is widely spoken and understood by Senegalese. Similarly, 

during the French presence on Algerian soil, ñFrench law declared that Algeria was part of FranceéArabic was 

to be considered a foreign language in Algeriaò (Abdulrazak, 1982, p. 25). The French controlled the education 

system by shutting down the Qurôanic schools, which were the main source of learning Arabic back then. 

Shortly before and during the independence, the attempt was to discard French as a national language and focus 

on implementing a language policy that establishes Arabic as the official language of the country. This process 

was called Arabization. The proceedings of this policy targeted the language in particular, opposing a 

ñlinguistically diverse societyò, but it also aimed at spreading Islam all over the country. It was not strictly 

implemented until the 80s but the process was not straightforward, if anything it evolved at a snailôs pace and 

eventually turned out unsuccessful (the same happened in Tunisia).  

The conflict between the three languages can happen at any stage of LPLP. It might happen mostly 

when deciding which language to choose and why (Status Planning), or when a corpus of the language is 

collected and structured (Corpus Planning), or even when the implementation is in a place and it is time to 

spread the language (Acquisition Planning). In Algeria, the competition ended up by choosing MSA as a 

national language and Amazighen were never happy with that. Recently, there were open strikes across all 

schools and universities especially in the regions of Tizi Ouzou and Bejaya (El Khabar, Echorouk, Ennahar 

online newspapers 2017-2018). The majority in Parliament rejected passing the bill about developing Tamazight 
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to be taught in all private and public institutions across the country. Algerian authorities maintain that Berber 

demands can only be considered gradually depending on the budget and the resources. However, Berbers 

believe that the government keeps stalling them year after year without initiating any sound changes such as 

making Tamazight a compulsory language in schools just like they were obliged to learn Arabic. They claim 

that the whole system is discriminating against them and that ñthey feel like refugees on their own landò.  

In an attempt to minimize any rebellious movements and avoid another Amazigh Spring (1980), the 

government acted upon certain demands. Tamazight was recognized a national language in 2016, Amazigh New 

Year (12th January) was declared as a National Holiday in December 2017, and in 2018 the government issued 

the first manifesto in Tamazight. However, the situation is not getting any easier because most Algerians in 

different regions consider this issue the least of their concerns. They claim that the economy of the country 

nationally and internationally and how it is affecting all the sectors is a priority that renders Amazigh demands 

insignificant in comparison. This, in turn, led to further conflicts between Algerians themselves over what 

language is to be more appreciated. It does not stop here. A glimpse over the Algerian society and over all forms 

of social media, displays non-stop rivalry. A rivalry which gave birth to hatred and hostile comments and 

(verbal or physical) clashes between Algerians advocating for Arabic, Algerians advocating for Tamazight, 

Algerians regarding the conflict as pointless, and the Algerian government.  

 

 

5 The Matrix Language in Algerian Arabic 

5.1 Code Switching 

Language contact phenomena including Code Switching (CS) have been extensively defined and differentiated 

by many scholars (Weinreich, 1953; Clyne, 1967, Mahootian, 1993; Poplack, 1980; Hoffmann, 1977, & others). 

Because the main model of analysis in this paper is the Matrix Language Frame (MLF) Model, the definition of 

CS also follows this model by Myers-Scotton (1993, 1997). She acknowledged the involvement of two or more 

languages during CS and one of her first examples in Duelling Languages was CS between Swahili, English and 

Luyia. As she phrased it, ñcodeswitching is the selection by bilinguals or multilinguals of forms from an 

embedded variety (or varieties) in utterances of a matrix variety during the same conversationò (1993, p. 3). The 

MLF Model cannot possibly be explained in detail within the limits of this paper but the concepts of Matrix 

Language (ML) and Embedded Language (s) (EL) (s) will be explained and discussed gradually during the 

analysis.     

 

 

5.2 OEB Dialect under Analysis 

 

Data Collection: this paper is built around two sets of data: 

 

First Data Set (DS1) 

Collection of this data took place between the 20th of August and mid-September 2017. Recordings were made 

in different settings (cafés, houses, university) in the cities of Souk Naamane and OEB. Total recording time is 

47 minutes and 15 seconds. There are thirteen participants in total and four focus groups. All participants are 

male between thirty and sixty-one years of age. They all have different levels of education beyond 

Baccalaureate (A Levels).  

 

Second Data Set (DS2) 

This data was collected online mainly from OEB radio station. Audio recordings targeted radio programs where 

people tend to speak more spontaneously. That includes programs where random calls are received from the 

public or when a group of people tackle several issues on the spot without much of a ready-made script. 

Participants were both male and female of different ages and educational backgrounds. Because the recording 

was online, participantsô criteria could not be controlled.  

 

Discussion 

 

One interesting observation about the two data sets is the frequency of use of the three languages. In DS1, 

participants were asked to speak comfortably in whatever language they choose. What turned out to be most 

comfortable and natural for them is Tamazight (Tachawit) and that is what they mainly used together with few 

Arabic elements and very few French switches. In DS2, French was used almost as equally as Arabic with very 

few Tamazight words. Also, language attitudes were collected via online research and informal interviews with 

participants. It was mainly observation but it was also in the form of direct and indirect questions (this technique 

can be seen in Belazi 1991).  
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The Matrix Language Redefined: Social Implications   

 

One of the main characteristics of the ML according to Myers-Scotton (1993) is frequency and dominance. The 

concept of one language dominating appears to be relative and dependent on a number of factors including 

frequency. These factors contribute to how frequent one language is used. Frequency of use of system 

morphemes from language X under the MLF Model tells us that Language X is the ML. The EL would only 

supply content morphemes. That means that even if the EL is more frequent (i.e. more content morphemes), it is 

still less dominant and secondary to the ML. Observe the following examples from DS2:  

     

une route, ma-tkun-sh dédoublée óand-ha un dévers de deux virgule cinq pour cent 

a road,   NEG-is-NEG  two-way  has-it  a slope estimate of 2.5 per cent  

(When a road is not two-way, it has a slope estimate of 2.5 per cent) 

 

ki -ddir   dédoublement, lôaxe de la route il  est translaté, raya  y-walli f i terre-plein 

when-you do two-way,  the axis of the road it changes,   it-become in terrace 

(When you do the two-way, the axis of the road changes, itôs going to be placed in the terrace) 

 

bassa  lamma t-kun un terrain plat côest très difficile   dôassurer lôassainissement 

but    when   3SG  a ground flat  it is very difficult  to ensure the sanitation 

(But when the ground is flat, it is very difficult to ensure the sanitation) 

 

In all three examples, French morphemes are more frequent. However, according to the MLF Model, the system 

morphemes and the morphosyntactic frame of the sentences define what the ML is (the morphemes were further 

classified under the 4M Model by Myers-Scotton and Jake, 2000). One point to note here is that when we deal 

with morphosyntactic frames in this research, we are addressing Arabic as a dialect (not MSA grammar), and 

French in spoken form (which can be grammatically different from Standard French). The MLF Model tells us 

that the ML is French in the 1st example but it is AA in the 2nd and the 3rd. This Matrix characteristic of 

frequency and dominance raises some issues. Dominance in linguistic terms is not dominance in social terms. 

The question here is not what morphosyntactic frame is respected because speakers do not consciously assess 

the grammaticality of all the utterances they produce. Using more Tamazight morphemes in an Arabic sentence 

structure would not mean that Arabic is dominating. Speakersô language repertoires supply morphemes in a 

certain grammatical frame and linguistically, the concept of the ML mostly stands true. However, from a social 

point of view, the frequency of use of one language or more has an impact over what language stands dominant 

and more prestigious even if the embedded linguistic frames show otherwise. Observe the following 

conversation from DS1 (AA is in italics in the examples): 

 

- Fsabóa w xamsa w óashrin, Ȋtakkersh bekri. (at 7:25, you donôt wake up early) 

- Ȋttekrexsh zik? (I donôt wake up early?) 

- Max mani hatro ath a ben óammi? (why? Where do you go man?) 

- Thamurth thawsaó a din Allah! (The world is large for Godôs sake!) 

- Ihih badal ttamurth ha sidi! (so move out of this world man!) 

- Nbadal thamurth ha mani harro? (move out of this world? Where do we go?) 

- Annrg s lkora lôarỈiya? (do we leave the earth?) 

- Natsh brabi nshallah a-llangliz (if God will, I go to England) 

 

The AA bekri and Tamazight zik both mean óearlyô. Also, Tamazight thamurth and AA lkora lôarỈiya refer to 

óthe earthô or óthe worldô in this context. In DS1, Tamazight and AA are used interchangeably in a more flexible 

and less noticed manner then French and AA. The reason can be that Arabic and Tamazight belong to the same 

language family (and in some instances, they sound similar) whereas French has a Latin origin and it stands out 

during CS. The expressions a ben óammi/a sidi, a din Allah, uỠaq rabi and brabi nshallah refer to the same 

meanings and usage of expressions such as ñman /mateò ñfor Godôs sake/oh my Godò ñI swearò and ñif God 

willò respectively. These can be referred to as fillers and they seem to be used in Arabic within data that is 

mostly in Tamazight. However, to account for Tamazight (in DS1) or AA or French (in DS2) as ML or ELs, 

content and system morphemes need to be counted. The system morphemes, as few as they can be, signal the 

dominance and therefore determine the ML. This process, apart from being a laborious undertaking, does not 

necessarily reflect the societal aspect of language use. One main issue is that in analyzing one utterance at a time, 

the morphosyntactic frames can be of any of the participating languages, or can correspond to more than one 

grammar, or in other cases, a decision cannot be made until all the morphemes are counted.  
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    The problem of the ML dominance has been the subject of criticism. Bentahila (1995) noted that 

Myers-Scotton (1993) was in fact counting words instead of morphemes claiming that it was better suitable for 

certain agglutinative languages. In his Moroccan Arabic/French data, Bentahila concluded that both languages 

exist in near-similar frequency (and that is the case in DS2) which means that the frequency criterion seems to 

fail. Muysken and de Rooij (1995) point out a similar issue in Myers-Scotton Swahili/English data arguing that 

ñit is hard to see what purpose is gained and what criteria can be used to assume that Swahili is the ML 

throughout.ò (p. 1047). In addition, Myers-Scotton (1995) utilized evidence from Kamwangamalu and Lee 

(1991) concerning the credibility of speakers to judge upon the matrix language. As straightforward as this 

might seem, speakers do not always agree on what the ML is in different test sentences and the overall 

judgement turns out inconsistent. Also, in an attempt to make the process of identifying the ML more specific, 

Myers-Scotton (1995) discussed what she calls óthe ML turnoverô where the ML shifts from one language to 

another in the middle of a conversation. In quantitative terms in DS1, Tamazight is more frequent and stands 

clearly as the ML. In DS2, French and AA are distributed almost equally and Tamazight is the EL. The analysis 

of single utterances however confirms this ML turnover which means that any of the participating languages can 

be the ML and the EL at the same time. If any language can be the ML and the EL, the concept of 

morphosyntactic dominance becomes moot. Also, this frequency and óturnoverô reveal that languages are not in 

a traditional top-down pyramid hierarchy where the chain of command (dominance) always starts at the top and 

flows to the rest ólayers of subordinatesô. The languages move up and down a flexible hierarchy ïthat resembles 

a team-based structure and allows simultaneous participation of all languages depending on the context of 

conversation, the setting, the topic, the speakers and the speakersô personal choices. 

 It is interesting to see the huge difference of the languages used depending only on the setting and 

context of conversation between the two data sets. This raises the question of formality and social prestige: is 

using Tamazight as the ML sounds informal and less prestigious compared to using Arabic as the ML? Does 

formality and prestige share such correlation as numeric variables (the more X, the more Y and/or the less X the 

more Y, etc.)? The answer is unclear. In OEB, there is a specific Tamazight (Tachawit) radio station where 

Tamazight is the ML with very few Arabic and French insertions. On the station we recorded from however, the 

ML is Arabic (fluctuating with French for some speakers), while Tamazight is hardly used. Interestingly, 

speakers assign prestige to different languages. For instance, though mixing French with AA in certain contexts 

sounds informal, it does display more prestige. The majority of participants (80%) in the study also assigned the 

most formality and prestige to Standard Arabic (not the dialect) and described French as óinevitableô in AA (this 

was achieved by direct questions to the participants). Tamazight, in turn, is agreed by all participants to be the 

ólanguage of the tribeô, a symbol of solidarity, and a precious heritage they are proud of. In this context, they 

explained that they can use both Tamazight and AA in informal comfortable settings.  

 Tamazight (along with Latin and Phoenician) was also spoken in Tunisia around the 2nd century B.C. 

However similarly to Algeria, what dominated eventually is Arabic and French. In a study of CS by Belazi 

(1991), both Tunisian Arabic and MSA were associated with conservatism, religiosity and nationalism. He 

continues ñpolitical leaders in Tunisia as well as in Algeria and Morocco always insisted on the danger of losing 

the Islamic religion and the Arabic language, if the French were not vigorously opposedò (pp. 109-111). The 

results from the study also show that ñusing French as opposed to Arabic makes the speaker sound somehow 

more modern, intelligent, serious, important, elegant, educated and ambitiousò (p. 111). Therefore, traits like 

education, success, technology, modernism and elegance were associated with using French. On the contrary, 

Bentahila (1983) reported that more than 75% of participants who were directly asked disapproved mixing 

French with Moroccan Arabic and considered it as ñlack of education, carelessness, affectation and lack of 

identityò (p. 233).  

 

Results from Online Research and Informal  Interviews 

 

One interesting point to cover was the use of Arabic and Tamazight in OEB. Participants explained that a lot of 

Amazighen in OEB do not speak Tamazight because they were Arabized (like the researcher herself). Lawless 

(1995) argues that in fact most Algerians are Arabized Berbers and so the difference between Arabs and Berbers 

is linguistic, not ethnic. Therefore, those who speak Tamazight tend to use Arabic when the person they are 

talking to does not speak Tamazight. Also, Tamazight is more comfortable and intimate as they relate it with 

their heritage and identity. They also explained that they were not aware most of the time that they are switching. 

Resorting to French and Arabic depends on the topic of conversation. They pointed out for example that 

Tamazight does not have all the words they want to use so Arabic (or French) words come in handy to fill that 

gap. This issue of vocabulary availability was also discussed in Lance (1975). Speakers have the first say on 

what language to use and with whom to use it. In Algerian speech communities, there are endless possibilities of 

scenarios where the three languages can stand as the ML and the EL in one conversation. One speaker can 

choose to switch differently with different people.  Speakersô choices of these languages may in fact be 

intentional or unintentional. In an online research across social media platforms, it was clear that Algerian 
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younger generations make more conscious decisions about using French and consider it to be more prestigious 

and elegant. Peers with poor levels in spoken French (mainly pronunciation but also vocabulary) are laughed at 

and considered óless civilizedô or óless educatedô in many cases. Also, CS between AA and French seems to be 

more prestigious and encouraged than borrowing (in the sense of phonologically integrating a French word to 

sound ñmore Arabicò or confine to Arabic phonology).   

 

 

6. Conclusion: Languages as Partners-in-Crime 

 

In so many ways, languages can be humanized or thought of in terms of actual beings or powers or spirits. There 

are famous languages, discrimination against languages, languages that are born and dead, languages with 

different characteristics depending on the geographical region while some sound and look similar. Some 

languages become official and some are neglected as secondary. Some languages are more powerful than others, 

some are assigned more elegance and prestige, some sound violent and harsh, some sound romantic or funny. 

There are complicated languages and easier, more relaxed languages. Languages change due to many factors 

and sometimes we cannot explain how and why certain features evolve the way they do. Languages can co-exist 

(in peace or at war) even if the competition goes for centuries on end. Just like psychology books and holy 

manuscripts describe human behavior, dictionaries and linguistics books tell us about language behavior. We as 

humans enjoy entertaining the idea that we are in control of everything including the language we use. Little do 

we consider how the languages we speak or try to learn control us more often than we care to admit. In most 

cases, the use of language is unconscious and we attribute that to our mind selecting forms from the linguistic 

repertoire we built over the years. What if a language ówantsô or ódoes not wantô to be selected and then it does 

or does not get selected?  

 This analogy might seem as complete hokum but it does tell us something about language as a form of 

communication. There is a continuum of relationships between co-existing languages. There is no ódominantô or 

ómatrixô language. There is no language hierarchy and if there is, it allows for flexible exchange of roles. At 

least this is the case in Algeria. Tamazight, AA and French in OEB are not peers but partners. They regularly 

help and depend on one another to enable communication, they co-existed for centuries and even with all the 

trouble and battles they are going through, they still share the same goal. Though many scholars disproved the 

switching between languages (associating it with terms like Tex-Mex, Japlish, linguistic decay, semilingualism, 

etc.), that did not stop the phenomenon of language contact (be it switching, mixing, borrowing, etc.). 

Languages collaborate, cooperate, work in teams but always make sure that each one is unique. The way 

languages behave defines what is informally and colloquially referred to as partners-in-crime (with crime 

meaning ósomething goodô in philosophical terms).  

 In social terms, the MLF Model paints the ML as some sort of óauthoritarian language villainô that 

controls the rest of the ELs even if the latter outnumber the former. OEB in 2018 displays a variety of language 

use with innumerable possibilities of switching at sentence boundaries (verbs, nouns, prepositions, etc.) between 

AA, French and Tachawit. Also, there seems to be a remarkable difference and frequency of language use 

depending mainly on the context. Though results are preliminary, the outcome can be interesting and open for 

further implications. The fact that many Amazighen have been successfully arabized makes for a compelling 

case of study. As Gordon (1966) says, ñAlgeriaôs future will remain a fascinating case-study for Orientalists and 

for those interested in development and modernismò (p. 246).  
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Abstract: Peter Hunt (2005) describes picture books as ña polyphonic form that embodies many codes, style, 
textual devices and intertextual reference, and which frequently pushes at the boundaries of conventionò. Maria 

Nikolajeva and Carole Scott, similarly, explain that pictures are iconic signs that describe or represent, while 

words are conventional signs that narrate. Picture books communicate through the collaboration and the 

compatibility of these two sets of signs (2006). Besides, the reading of picture books also requires the imaginative 

involvement of readers. Inter-textual knowledge is essential in decoding the signified of both verbal and visual 

texts. Nevertheless, some picture books rely on the intentional usage of ñomissionò, or the ñgapò between the two 

sets of signs. The use of omission initiates readers to fill in the absence information with their syntactic and 

semiotic knowledge, and additionally, to acknowledge the ñomissionò as the critical agent that completes the 

story. Here, Jon Klassenôs This Is Not My Hat (2012), Agnès de Lastrade and Valeria Decampoôs Phileasôs 

Fortune: a story of self-expression (2009), and Carson Ellisô Du Iz Tak? (2016) are explored. These works 

exemplify how the absence of certain information in the verbal and visual sign systems, or in the incongruence 

between them, could bring out and accentuate the messages of the stories.  

 

Keywords: picture books, iconic signs and conventional signs, omission of information 

 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Critics are well aware of the fact that picture book is comprised of visual and verbal texts. Peter Hunt (2005) 

describes picture books as ña polyphonic form that embodies many codes, style, textual devices and intertextual 

reference, and which frequently pushes at the boundaries of conventionò (p. 128). Maria Nikolajeva and Carole 

Scott (2006), similarly, define picture books as a ñcombination of two levels of communication, the visual and 

the verbalò. It communicates by ñmeans of two separate sign systems, the iconic and the conventionalò (p. 1). 

The collaborations of these two produce various forms of counterpoints that push ñthe boundaries of 

conventionò. While visual texts present the iconic codes all at once and provide little reading direction, verbal 

texts provide a schema for reading, highlight the significance of specific visual codes, and identify the visual 

weight. When it is challenging for verbal texts to narrate all details, visual texts present the descriptive 

information that is absence in the conventional sign system. It may appear that the verbal and visual languages 

are compatible with each other, nevertheless, in some picture books, some features are strategically omitted in 

their collaborations. This paper examines the use of omission in several selected picture books: Jon Klassenôs 

This Is Not My Hat (2012), Carson Ellisô Du Iz Tak? (2016), and Agnès de Lastradeôs and Valeria Decampoôs 

Phileasôs Fortune: a story of self-expression (2009). It is argued that omission brings out the counterpoints 

between visual and verbal narration, amplifies certain features of the work, while it is also a stimulus for 

readersô imagination as well as an essential component that completes a picture book. 

 

 

1.1 Critical Review  

 

Joseph Schwarcz (1991) states that picture book is based on ñcombinations and confrontations of verbal 

narrative text with series of illustrations in practically unlimited variations of content, context, and styleò (p. 5). 

Such observation is widely shared by critics who examine the dynamics between the visual and verbal elements 

of picture books (Agosto, 1999; Golden, 1999; Nikolajeva & Scott, 2001; Nodelman, 1988; Schwarcz, 1982, 

1991; Wolfenbarger & Sipe, 2007). Perry Nodelman (1988) suggests that ñtheir complementarity is a matter of 

opposites completing each other by virtue of their differencesò (p. 221). The picture shows more than words can 

say since it ñinevitably contains more visual information than necessary for the verbal message it accompaniesò; 

while the words could place a focus ñon pictures in such a way as to make them assertiveò (p. 212). In this sense, 

a picture offers not only a visual equivalence to the text, but also presents more descriptive details and adds 

information that is not mentioned in the verbal narration. Words, on the other hand, ñprovide a cognitive map, a 

schema that [the reader] can apply to inherently unassertive pictures in order to determine the varying 

significance [the reader] might find in their detailsò (p. 213). Pictures display all the codes as a whole, and 
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readers have to break down the interplays by themselves; words ñanchor the imagesò and reduce the 

significances of the images (Golden, p. 103) for the reader. Nodelman claims that the two are complementing 

each other when ñeach speaks about matters on which the other is silentò (p.221). Joanne Golden argues that 

texts and images are interdependent, and semantic significance and meanings are generated through their 

collaboration.  

Similar to Nodelman, Nikolajeva and Scott are aware of the fact that by default, visual and verbal 

narratives vary in their model of communication. Pictures are iconic signs, which ñthe signifier and the signified 

are related by common qualitiesò, and ñthe sign is a direct representation of its signifiedò (p. 1). The function of 

the picture is to describe and represent, and it offers no specific order of reading. Words, nonetheless, are 

ñconventional signsò, which have ñno direct relationship with the object signifiedò. It is based on ñan agreement 

among the bearers of a particular language, both the spoke the language and communicationsò (p. 1). The 

function of the word is to narrate and provide a direction of reading and identify a focus in a visual narration. 

Since the models of communication are fundamentally different from each other, it is inevitable that the 

interplay between them generates numerous forms of collaboration. Joseph Schwarcz (1982) identifies two 

fundamental relationships between the two communication codes: congruency and deviation. It is either that the 

visual and verbal texts are complementing and amplifying the text, or the two are served as a counterpoint to 

each other. Similar ideas could be found in Agostoôs writing, in which she suggests that the two functions of 

visual and verbal texts are augmentation and contradiction. Nikolajeva and Scott further divide the relationship 

into a few, including the complementaryðwords and pictures fills each otherôs gaps; the symmetricalðverbal 

and visual narrative are mutually redundant; the expanding or enhancingðvisual narrative supports the verbal 

narrative while the verbal one also depends on the visual one; the counterpointðthe two narratives are mutually 

dependent; and the syllepticðtwo or more narratives are independent of each other (12).  

 Regardless the relationship between the two, text-image collaboration is not a sum of their parts but an 

enrichment to the messages of a picture book. Sipe (1998) names such dynamics as ñsynergyò, meaning that 

ñthe total effect depends not only on the union of the text and illustration but also on the perceived interaction or 

transactions between these two partsò (p. 98-99). Readers need to oscillate between the two sign systems 

constantly, adjusting the interpretation of the picture in terms of the text and re-adjusting their interpretation of 

the text in terms of picture. Since reading picture books is a ñmove across sign systems, new meanings are 

producedò in an almost never-ending sequence (p.102). To Nodelman, both text and image are ñcombativeò, 

referring to an idea that they ñwork together by limiting each otherôs meaningò (p. 221). This mutual 

modification involves filling gaps, identifying the essences, adding information on each other, and ultimately, 

bringing out and elevating the messages of the picture book.  

 Besides, the dynamics of text-image collaborations is not determined only by two communication signs 

but also the imaginative involvement of readers. They have to actively impose their own imagination, 

knowledge, and experience to decode the signified denotations from the visual narrative and relate them to the 

verbal narration and vice versa. It is as stated by John A. Bateman (2014) that, 

 

The text and the image are therefore offered independently for the readers to relate, and it is very much up 

to the reader to make that connection. The spatial layout of the information on the page does not prejudge 

the issue of what kinds of relations are going to be found or even what parts of the text and image should 

be brought together. (p.79) 

 

Even if the text and the picture are capable of complementing each other and offsetting each otherôs deficiencies, 

readers are still responsible for filling in the gaps. On the one hand, it is ñup to the readerò to make the 

connections between the visual and the verbal elements. On the other hand, picture books provide a ñsemiotic 

gapò for readers, who have to fill in the semiotic gap by decoding the text-image interplay. Similar ideas could 

be found in Wolfenbargerôs and Sipeôs (2007) writing, in which states that the ñdissonanceò between words and 

pictures provides ña playing fieldò where readers ñexplore and experimentò (p. 274).  

 Critics try to examine the dynamics of the text-image collaboration and the enriched message of a 

picture book, yet, most of them focus on the compatibility between texts and images. Some authors and 

illustrators, nonetheless, find the value of the unfilled ñgapsò and ñomissionsò. Critics are aware of the 

additional enrichment provided by the text-image collaboration, but seldom do they examine the blanks and 

incongruence resulted. These planned unfilled gaps are served as the keys of conveying specify messages in a 

picture book. 
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2. Three Modes of Omission 

 

2.1 Omitted Connections   

 

The visual and verbal narration of Jon Klassenôs This Is Not My Hat (2012) are complementary to each other 

since their collaboration complete the plot and characterisation. The contradictory nature of the two language 

modes, yet, intentionally generates certain gaps between the two narrations. In Klassenôs book, the verbal 

narration is dominated by the focalisation of a small fish, while the views and the descriptions of other 

characters are entirely omitted. The verbal narration is the confession of a small fish, who has stolen a hat from 

a big sleeping fish. He explains that the theft is not entirely unethical, since he believes that the hat fits him more 

than the big fish, ñIt was too small for him anyway. It fits me just rightò (p. 20). He is planning to hide in a place 

where ñplants grow big and tall and close togetherò and where he believes that ñno one will ever find [him]ò (p. 

14). He is also certain that the crab, which has seen him and his hiding place, ñwouldnôt tell anyone which way 

[he] wentò (p. 15). The visual narration, however, presents readers the story of the big fish and the rest of the sea 

from an omniscient point of view. Though the big fish is not included in the verbal narration, readers will 

gradually figure out that the big fish notices the missing hat, the identity of the culprit, and the hiding place. 

Additionally, the crab who has witnessed the flight of the small fish, does notify the big fish the location of the 

wrongdoer. 

 The omission in the synchronising connection between the visual and verbal texts is comparatively 

more common than the omissions found in Ellisô and De Lestradeôs text, which will be discussed later 

respectively in this paper. Pat Hutchinsô Rosieôs Walk (1968) is often taken as the model that exemplifies such 

use of ñcounterpointò in a picture book. In Rosieôs Walk, the words and pictures ñcontradictò each other and 

ñthey are telling two completely different storiesò (Nikolajeva & Scott, p. 17). While the text focuses on the 

narration of Rosieôs walk, the picture includes a fox, which follows Rosie and attempts to capture her. The 

critics argue that ñvisual narrative is more complicated and excited than the verbal one, which comprises a 

single, twenty-five-word sentenceò only (p. 17). The excitements evoked in the visual narrative include the 

hilarious stumbles of the fox and its failed attacks. The omission of the fox in the verbal narration amplifies the 

centrality of Rosieôs walk. The narration of Rosieôs walk is so loud, metaphorically, that the fox would not be 

able to overthrow the dominant role of Rosie. In this case, the omission of the fox in verbal narration highlights 

its subordinating role and subsequently, foreshadows his doomed failure. Besides, the verbal narration focuses 

only on the places that Rosie goes without including any more descriptive information. The picture book 

includes only one sentence of narrative throughout: ñRosie the hen went for a walk across the yard around the 

pond over the haystack past the mill through the fence under the beehives and got back in time for dinnerò. 

Visually, the facial expression and gesture of Rosie have not changed much throughout the story, while the fox 

jumps, stumbles, and is being attacked. The humour and the tension of the story are manifested by juxtaposing 

the placidity of Rosieôs walk and the commotions caused by the fox. Also, the completion of the story is brought 

by the discrepancy between the narrations. 

 Likewise, Klassenôs work focuses on the missing connections between the two narrations and how 

indeed such omissions complete the story. Rather than being complementary to each other, the discrepancy 

between visual and the verbal narration provide additional information to the plot and characterisation. First, the 

omitted connection reflects the self-obsession and ignorance of the small fish. The verbal narration demonstrates 

how he genuinely believes that he will be lucky enough to get away from his crime. He constantly justifies his 

reason for stealing. Ironies are then resulted. The more justifications that he has made for his crime, the more 

ignorance is revealed. He makes a series of assumptions that the big fish is not going to wake up so soon and he 

may not find out that he has lost his hat. The small fish even tries to convince himself that the big fish will not 

know who has stolen his hat or where the wrongdoer will go. It appears that he is so preoccupied by his own 

narration that he is almost disconnected entirely to the visual narrative. When the small fish has no awareness of 

the approach of the big fish, readers witness the fluke believed by the small fish is merely an imagination. The 

incongruence between the verbal and the visual narration also turns the small fish into an unreliable narrator. 

This fortifies his image of unreliability even though his narration is not intended to be deceptive. It is only that 

what he narrates is incongruent to the happenings in the sea.  Lastly, the entertaining effects of the story are 

given by the gap between the omitted connections between verbal and visual narration. While the verbal 

narration does not include any description of the big fish and makes no remarks on the betrayal of the crab, the 

visual narration introduces the pursuit of the big fish. This turns the story from a confession of a thief to a 

redeem of possession. Readers witness the flaw of the small fish, and they also expect the punishment of that 

self-obsessed small fish, a restoration of order or an uphold of poetic justice.  
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2.2. Omitted Semantics  

 

Carson Ellisô Du Iz Tak (2012) introduces an invented language of insects. The first few lines of the story are as 

follows:  

Du iz tak?  

Ma nazoot.  

Ta! 

Du Iz Tak?  

Ma ebadow unk plank.  

Du kimma plonk? 

Ma nazoot.  

None of these verbal narration is comprehensible by itself. Readers have to deduced the semantics based on the 

visual presentation of the gestures and expressions of the insects as well as the context that these fictional 

characters are situated. Christina Quintiliani (2016) argues that readers would have to apply the ñmain 

conventions and rules of languages and by closely examining each illustration for subtle cluesò. Here, this 

omission of verbal information places the importance of visual languages before the verbal one. The verbal texts 

are understood because readers are formulating possible linguistic combinations, provided by the visual clues.  

 Additionally, while the semantics are removed, only the syntax of this invented language is left. Many 

of the syntactic features of this invented language are similar to the English language. Readers are able to 

comprehend the language by interpreting the punctuation, sentence structure, and length of sentences. Several 

dictions also share similar phonological and grammatical structure with English. For example, when the 

damselflies are looking at the seedling at the beginning of the story, they have asked ñDu Iz Tak?ò for several 

times. Their look of wonder and pointing finger indicate their wonder. It could be presumed that the question is 

ñWhat is thisò since the structure between ñDu Iz Takò and ñWhat is thisò is alike. In particular, ñIzò does 

resemble the diction ñisò in terms of its length, articulation, and position in a question. Additionally, the visual 

narrative provides the context of the invented language, and hence, it becomes possible for readers to speculate 

the implications based on the various hints given, though some connotation may still not be understood 

completely. After the damselflies, more insects gather around the shoot and wonder what exactly it is. When the 

seedling grows taller, the insects turn it into a tree fort. Though a spider has invaded the tree fort for a short 

period of time, the dispute is solved when the spider is snapped by a bird. The insects enjoy their time with the 

fort until that plant withers. Eventually, readers should be able to find out that the sentence of the insects is in 

the structure of subject, verb, and object, a grammatical structure also followed by English. The line such as ñDu 

iz takò could be understood as ñwhat is thisò; ñMa nazootò refers to ñI donôt knowò; and ñSuò refers to ñYesò. A 

more complex sentence, such as ñIz tak unk glassdenbootò could also be understood as ñis this a flowerò. 

Moreover, it appears that the insects also use articles before a noun like English, and so some nouns could be 

identified, such as that ñunk ribbleò refers to a ladder; ñunk furtò refers to a fort; and ñunk gladdenbootò refers to 

a flower. Nevertheless, the exact understanding of some of the invented languages could not be deduced even 

with the help of the visual narrative. These include the lines ñMa ebadow unk plonkò and ñDu kimma plonkò. 

Since these speculations are soon dropped in the story, readers could only assume that they are the speculations 

or wild guess made by the insects upon the new seedling. Similarly, it could be surmised that the insects are 

using ñscrivadellyò to compliment the ñgladdenbootò. However, the exact meaning of ñscrivadellyò is highly 

uncertain. It could refer to the beauty, the colour, the smell or any positive quality of the flower. ñScrivadellyò is 

spoken only once in the book, and so no other references could be drawn to extract the meaning of this diction. 

 It is as Sarah Ellis (2016) observes, a neologism is not uncommon in the picture books. Still, a text like 

the one in Du Iz Tak could not ñprovide a cognitive mapò, as suggested by Nodelman on the function of verbal 

narration, since the text is almost incomprehensible without the pictorial assistance. Nonetheless, by inventing 

an entirely new language, which is incomprehensible on the surface, the author highlights the non-human nature 

of this language. Such alien language creates a sense that that literary world is exclusively owned by the insects. 

Even if readers are trying to extract the meanings and the sentence pattern of this language of insects, they will 

not be able to do so entirely. With such omission of exact semantics, as Quintiliani comments, the languages of 

insects allow ñsome individualism in interpretation of the languageò. Such individualism in interpretation may 

contribute to the entertaining quality of the story. Besides, it also consolidates the barrier between mankind and 

the insects. Thereby, with the missing function of specifying or providing a precise textual narrative, Carson 

Ellis alienates readers from the invented world. It paradoxically reminds readers that in reality, human and 

insects are different. The use of such new language of insects, on the one hand, could enhance its sense of 

fantasy by stating that insects do have their languages, and they can communicate and act like a human. While 

the characters could be read as anthropomorphic creatures, the picture book also illustrates a distinctive group of 

creatures who possesses its own language, culture, and social practices. Chole Humphreys comments that Du Iz 

Tak? ñcelebrates the beauty of discovering something new and celebrating its existenceò. Indeed, it is as if Ellis 

is celebrating the uniqueness of the insectsô community and so she gives the insects their own literary world. 
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Indeed, such alienation of the insect world from mankind and the incomprehensiveness in its language fortify 

the substantiality of that fantasised world. 

 

 

2.3. Omitted Completeness    

  

The omission is necessary to complete the messages in Agnès de Lastrade and Valeria Decampoôs Phileasôs 

Fortune: a story of self-expression. Self-expression and communication in this book are closely associated with 

consumption, financial confinement, and capitalism. All words are produced by a word factory day and night. 

The townsmen have to purchase words and swallow them before they speak. As a result, the richer a person is, 

the more expressions can he or she uses; the underprivileged, tragically, have to suffer from an incompleteness 

in their verbal expressions. For instance, there is a scene in which two gentlemen are consuming ñdiscoursesò in 

a restaurant. The discourses are illustrated in a shape of spaghetti, referring that these are indeed complete 

sentences. On another page, however, a girl and her family can only afford consuming some words and letters in 

soup. These conditions empower the rich a more comprehensive form of communication while the poor is 

incapable of articulate their thoughts and ideas fully.  

 The main plot of Phileasôs Fortune concerns the romance between Phileas and Cybele. Yet, two love 

confessions are given by Oscar and Phileas to Cybele respectively. Oscar, who appears to be wealthy enough to 

consume adequate vocabulary, says, ñI love you with all my heart, Cybele. When we grow up, I know we will 

marryò (p. 23-4). Phileas cannot afford costly words but can only express himself through the words caught by a 

butterfly net. Unlike the loud and complete declaration of Oscar, Phileas says, ñcherry, ruby, chimeò 1. Oscarôs 

expression is comprised of well-constructed sentences. Nonetheless, his accurate usage of language alludes 

more to his economic power and offsets his sincerity. His alluded wealth alienates him from Cybele, who 

appears to be living in a less privileged lifestyle. At the same time, the delivery is presented visually with block 

and bold letters, framed in rectangles and arranged in a shape of radiation. It appears more like an 

announcement than any romantic speech.  More than the literal meaning, his words are embedded with a 

marble-like pattern, which further reinforces a cold and emotionless image of his declaration. Syntactically, 

Oscarôs speech is complete, but such quality can only highlight the absence of his sincerity. 

 With reference to Phileasô usage of dictions, the connotations of ñcherryò, ñrubyò, ñchimesò are 

secondary to the allusions conveyed. On the first spread pages of Phileasô confession, Phileas on the verso says, 

ñcherry! ruby!ò. The next spread shows that last part of his line, ñchime!ò on the verso and Cybele is placed on 

the recto. The two characters are linked visually by a line formed by fragmented dictions and some petal-like 

pieces. Using two spread pages for this line slows down the pace of reading because the completion of the 

message requires a page-turning. The deceleration fortifies the fact that such confession is carefully articulated 

by Phileas. It is as Phileas claims in the previous spread that he needs to take ña deep breathò and ñfinds all the 

love he has in his heartò before he ñutters his wordsò (p. 25). The words start off with a lower case and end with 

a small exclamation mark, signifying that each word is delivered in a tender yet an affirmed manner. It is a 

deliberate effort that the confession is only presented with several content words and they are barely related to 

each other. Such fragmentation of a sentence or the absence of a full complete sentence corresponds to the 

poverty of Phileas, who could not afford sentences like Oscar does; while at the same time, highlights the effort 

of Phileas in catching these words with his butterfly net, presented in the previous pages. The manner of 

delivering these words also underlines how the sender, Phileas, and Cybele, the receiver, cherish them. Phileas 

closes his eyes and places his hands on his chest, indicating that he utters his speech wholeheartedly. Cybele, 

likewise, closes her eyes and places her hands on her chest, showing that she hears his expression and 

comprehend his sincerity. The similarities between the gestures indicate that she is able to acknowledge the 

efforts of Phileas, indicating that she also reckons that these words are selected especially for her even if the 

connotations of these words are not closely related. 

 In addition to Phileasô effort, the verbal narration is being understood with a heavy poetic sense when 

three distinct imageries are generated. ñCherryò itself may conjure up senses of sweetness, contextualising the 

taste of the confession and enriching the image of Cybele in the view of Phileas. ñRubyò formulates ideas of 

preciousness and sparkles, and thereby, corresponding to the pricelessness of Cybele to Phileas. These ideas 

could also refer to the valuable effort of Phileas, and ultimately, making reference to the pricelessness of 

Phileasô expression of love. ñChimesò could recall a sense of euphony, corresponding to the whisper-like 

expression of Phileas. While the confession is finished with ñchimeò, the illustrator is trying to stimulate the 

imagination of chime, and inspiring readers to associate and assimilate the voice of Phileas to melodious music. 

In this way, other than the contextual connotations of ñcherryò, ñrubyò, and ñchimesò, the voice of Phileas is 

                                                           
1 Phileasôs Fortune: a story of self-expression is the translated English version of a French picture book, La grande 

fabrique de mots. The original version of these three words are ñceriseò, ñpoussièreò, and ñchaiseò respectively in French. 

This study focuses on the English edition only, and it is expected that certain arguments are not applicable to the original 

French version.  
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shown through the curves of the font and a breeze-like line that connects up the words, Phileas, and Cybele. 

Though the sizes of the three keywords are bigger and lines are bolder than the rest of the curve, the font still 

follows the flow of the line and makes no abrupt disturbance. The shadows of the three keywords, in particular, 

highlight the substantiality of the context, and consequently, indicating the credibility of the message. The 

shadows could also serve as a form of echo, which states the lingering effects of Phileasô voice and the 

imageries of those words in the mind of both Phileas and Cybele. In short, ñcherryò, ñrubyò, and ñchimesò 

arouse an imagination of positive senses visually, verbally, and even audibly. Phileasô love confession, hence, is 

elevated from a mere message to a romantic communication between the sender and the receiver. Besides, both 

Phileas and Cybele are similar in size, and they have taken a similar space on a page, indicating that both of 

them are in equal terms. This refers to the fact that both Phileas and Cybele belong to the same social class, and 

they would be able to understand each other even if there are certain omissions in both the structure and content 

of the verbal narration. 

 The significance of the shape and ideas of butterfly has been included throughout the book, and the 

insignificance of this image at the beginning corresponds to the omissions in the narratives of Phileasô 

confession. It is claimed on the previous page that the words of Phileas will metaphorically ñoff they float to 

Cybele like beautiful butterflyò (25). Butterfly is the patterns on the clothes of the poor, and it is also one of the 

ñuselessò words that floats in the air. By showing that the dictions will ñfloat to Cybele like beautiful butterflyò, 

the illustrator assimilates the shape of the speech with the flight of a butterfly, presenting visually the senses of 

beauty and lightness. ñButterflyò serves as a major component in the confession of Phileas since signifies that 

the society is eradicating items like a butterfly or its associated meanings, such as romance, love, and sincerity. 

Besides, the tone of grey dominates most of the scenes in the first half of the book, but the last few pages are 

painted with a reddish tone along with the inclusion of a butterfly patterns. As well as the fact that the colour is 

one of the signs related to the difference between the rich and the poor, the words and letters imprinted on the 

clothes and the shopping bags of the rich could also concretise the differences. The colour of black and white 

generates a sense of coldness on those rich characters, showing that they are detached from emotion. A 

gentleman is illustrated with an angry glare. His dismay towards a poor girl, who is strategically dressed in red, 

in front of him, evidences how the rich looks down upon the underprivileged or in other words, those who fail to 

communicate in the socially recognised form. It is not only that it becomes obvious to the readers that the hair 

accessories of Cybele are in the shape of a butterfly and the pattern on Phileasô clothes are small butterflies, but 

the butterflies are also literally presented in the last page, forming the frame for the word ñagainò. The last 

spread pages present an idea that the completeness in the sentence structure, which associates with wealth, is not 

as prestige as the incomplete sentence that alludes to efforts and sincerity.  

 Fragmented language is encouraged and aspired for because it represents a new and powerful force that 

could overthrow townsmen. With this background which involves a predominated power and authority in the 

standard form of communication in this town, a counter-force is simultaneously introduced in the first few pages 

of the book. In the first two pages, the word factory dominates the whole page, yet, there are arrays of red 

houses located next to the factory. Although they are smaller in scale and shorter in height, their red rooftops 

show a strong contrast with the dark grey factory. It is as if there is a hidden and unrecognised power surviving 

in the town. The function of the discrepancy between the literary meaning and the real implication create the 

telepathic communication between Cybele and Phileas because it proves that intention outweighs the form of 

expression. Indeed, this message is the main idea that has been underlying all forms of the power struggle 

aforementioned and the conflict between the mainstream consuming culture and subculture. Perhaps, this also 

indicates that love is more important the form of communication, which depends heavily on the consuming 

culture. Nevertheless, this book does not only state that there are more communication forms than merely visual 

and verbal communication; but it also discusses the function of language. The completeness of communication 

depends not on the completeness of sentence structure nor the selection of vocabulary, but it depends on 

goodwill. The omission of the semantics in certain dictions, as in this case, interestingly, highlights the priority 

of sentiment to the exact content of a communication and the forms of presentation. 

 The expression of Phileas proclaims clearly that language is more than syntax or vocabulary. The 

ñaccuracyò of language use is not the prime important in the course of communication, instead, sincerity and 

endeavour are more precious and treasured. De Lestrade and Docampo associate the ñcompletenessò in language 

presentation with a series of negation such as the unbalanced social hierarchy, the haughtiness of the rich, the 

association of aloofness and apathy, and so on. They also reject the prestige of the authority in communication. 

Self-expression and interactions with others should not be confined to financial concerns. Ultimately, 

communication is not bounded by the accuracy of language usage, instead, communication should concern if a 

person is trying to making a connection with the other party trustfully. 
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3. Conclusion  

 

With the purpose of completing the messages of a picture book, omissions in the visual and verbal languages are 

filled by each other. Critics pay attention to and examine the text-image collaboration, and thus, look into the 

complementarity of text and images as well as the way they offset the deficiencies of each other. However, it 

appears that some books would like to make use of such omission and present an idea that it is not necessary for 

the visual and verbal narrative to complement or dependent on each other entirely. ñOmissionò could be served 

as one of the dynamic interplays between the visual and the verbal narratives. It could introduce additional plots 

and subplot, provide additional characterisation, affect the identification of readers with the fictional characters, 

and fantasise the literary world. On top of these, omission could also enrich the associations of text and 

complete messages. 
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Abstract. To facilitate EFL learning and teaching, the effectiveness of group work has been paid great attention 

in the field of education. This study aims to investigate the effectiveness of group work on learning English 

grammar patterns and the studentsô attitudes towards group work by conducting an experiment and a survey. 

Altogether 160 students were involved in this study, including 80 middle school students and 80 high school 

students. Within each school level, students were randomly assigned to one experimental group who participated 

in group work and one control group who worked on the same grammar task individually. Following the curricula 

of the two school levels, the middle school participants worked on the present perfect tense, while the high school 

participants focused on the subjunctive mood. All the participants were required to complete a pre-test, an 

immediate post-test and a one-week delayed post-test. Each test lasted for 10 minutes. The questionnaire survey 

was conducted in class after the immediate post-test. It was found that the students at both school levels who 

worked in groups had greater gains in the two post-tests than those who worked individually, although the gains 

were small and not significant. The survey results showed that the experimental groups at both school levels held 

more positive attitudes towards the use of group work than the control groups, in particular with regard to 

enjoyment and the effectiveness of learning grammatical patterns. In addition, middle school students had 

significantly more positive perceptions about the use of group work than the high school participants. It is 

recommended that teachers could adopt appropriate frequency of group work to facilitate and motivate learning. 

Besides, more emphasis of using group work should be put among high school students to promote collaborative 

learning.  

Keywords: group work, EFL, learner perceptions, middle and high school students 

1.  Introduction  

Cooperative learning refers to a teaching method in which students at different levels are grouped together to 

work on a certain goal (Gomleksize, 2007). According to Mc Grath (2004), learners aim to deal with their 

weaknesses by sharing knowledge via working in groups. With the trend of collaboration globally, there are 

increasing attempts of group work in more and more schools (Leonard, 2001). In China, the traditional classes 

are teacher-fronted. Teachers are the only source of knowledge. However, with the promotion of education 

system in recent years, the EFL classes in China have attached with more importance to studentsô interactions. 

Since 1980s, educational institutions began to encourage students to take active roles in learning (Hu, 2002). 

The Outline of the Reform of Basic Education Curriculum (2001) clearly put forward the student-center classes. 

Thus, as a classroom technique which provides opportunities for students to explore knowledge actively, group 

work is adopted frequently in China now (Hu, 2002). 

 Numerous studies related to studentsô achievements in group work and studentsô perceptions towards 

group work have been done before (Ahangari & Samadian, 2014; Rahaman, 2014; Afzali et al, 2015; 

Meteetham, 2001). However, few of them were conducted in China. Besides, most previous studies only chose 

college students as their participants (e.g. Taqi & Al-Nouh, 2004; Li et al, 2010.) Thus, it is important to look at 

the effectiveness of group work at different school levels in China and to complement the findings in this field. 

This report aims to investigate the effectiveness of group work and studentsô perceptions towards group work 

among Chinese EFL students in a middle school and a high school. 

1.1   Research Questions 

To be specific, the study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. For the same grammar task, do students learning through group work outperform those learning through 
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individual work? 

If yes, to what extent do students improved their performance through group work? 

2. What are studentsô perceptions towards group work in English classes? 

3. Are there any differences in the perceptions of group work between middle school and high school 

students? 

 

2.   Literature Review 

 

2. 1   Theoretical Foundations 

 

The rationale of the cooperative learning is based on several theories: Vygotskian zone of proximal development 

(ZPD), social learning theory and the constructivism. 

Zone of Proximal Development. According to Vygotsky (1978), the zone of proximal refers to the discrepancy 

between what people have the ability to do by themselves and what they cannot do without the help of others. 

Vygotsky states that learning should just beyond learnersô current capability. In order to accomplish the things 

what learners cannot do, it is necessary to get scaffolding from more competent people. Thus, the ZPD is in 

favour of learnersô interaction with other capable people. Group work, which is a common interaction in class, 

can be seen as a way to encourage learning. 

The Social Learning Theory. This theory indicates that it is not the isolated environment but the social context 

where learning occurs (Bandura, 1971). Negotiation is an important term in this theory. Bandura (1971) stated 

that social learning underlying the negotiation process. Learners negotiated and solve disputes through social 

learning. Thus, the concept of learning from social context is greatly relevant to the notion of cooperative 

learning. 

Constructivism. Constructivism and the constructivist teaching method pay much attention to the active role of 

learners in learning experience (Cheek, 1992). This theory is against the idea that learners only receive 

knowledge passively from teachers. In other words, constructivism focuses on the students-fronted classrooms. 

Based on this theory, learning is regarded as an active process, and students are encouraged to take 

responsibilities for their own learning. The cooperation between peers in classes is important, because learners 

could reconstruct their schema via the interaction with others (Cheek, 1992).  

2.2   The Effectiveness of Group Work in English Classes 

There are numerous previous studies which examined studentsô achievements in group work in English classes. 

For example, Ahangari and Samadian (2014) found that college students working on group work could improve 

their writing skills. In this study, 30 Iranian EFL college students participated in an experiment with a pre-test 

and a post-test in total, and the participants who took part in the group work achieved higher scores than those 

who worked individually. 

 According to Rahaman (2014), learnersô reading comprehension can also be improved through 

collaborative work in classes. Rahaman (2014) conducted an experimental study in a university in Dhaka. In this 

research, it showed that as compared to participants reading individually, the participants practicing reading 

within groups could help each other to better comprehend the reading text. 

 In order to investigate the effectiveness of group work on learnersô speaking ability, a study which 

aimed to examine the effectiveness of cooperative learning on speaking was conducted by Tabatabaei, Afzali 

and Mehrabi (2015). In this study, sixty Iranian EFL college learners were required to complete several tasks 

and to do an interview. The results showed that the participants who work in groups outperformed the controlled 

group. 

 Besides, the use of group work has positive effect on grammar learning. The relevant study was 

conducted by Meteetham (2001). A test, an interview as well as the classroom observation were arranged. The 

study revealed that students can achieve higher grades through working in groups. 

 Overall, the studies above showed that group work could have positive effects on learnersô writing and 

speaking abilities. Besides, group work could work on studentsô reading comprehension and increase studentsô 

grades in grammar tests.  
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2.3   Learnersô Perceptions towards Group Work in English Classes 

Learnersô perception is an important factor which would largely affect the effectiveness of group work in class. 

Er and Aksu Atac (2014) investigated the University English major studentsô perceptions of group work. One 

hundred and sixty-six students were involved and they were required to fill in a questionnaire. According to the 

results, about 67% of the students believed the effectiveness of group work in English classes, while only 33% 

of the learners preferred to work alone.  

 Taqi and Al-Nouh (2014) did a research in a college in Kuwait. Forty students from two classes 

participated and performed six phonetics transcription tasks in this study. The questionnaires were distributed 

after the tasks. It was found that although students who work in groups to complete the tasks did not achieve 

obvious improvements, all the participants enjoyed working with group members, and they preferred joining the 

group work in classes.  

 Li et al (2010) investigated learnersô attitudes of group work. In his study, thirteen Chinese students in 

Australian universities were interviewed. According to the results, it reported that there is a preference of group 

work among those students. The students who were interviewed believed working in groups can help them 

better understand and construct the knowledge. 

3.   Methodology 

3.1   The Participants 

 

One hundred and sixty students were involved in the present study. All the participants were Chinese EFL 

learners in Shangrao, Jiangxi. Among them, 80 participants were Junior-2 students from two elite classes 

(instructed by the same teacher) in a middle school. The other 80 participants were Senior-2 students a high 

school, and they are also from two elite classes taught by the same English teacher. In each school level, there 

were one control group and one experimental group. The participants were grouped as follows: (1) Middle-

school control group (40 middle school students participating individually for the tests and the exercise), (2) 

Middle-school experiential group (40 middle school students participating in groups for the tests and the 

exercise), (3) High-school control group (40 high school students participating individually for the tests and the 

exercise) and (4) High-school experiential group (40 high school students participating in groups for the tests 

and the exercise). As for the grouping criteria within the experimental groups, participants of different English 

proficiency levels were grouped randomly so as to produce heterogeneous groups for the group work. 

 

3.2   Instruments 

 

Test Papers and the Grammar Exercise. The first part of data collection was based on the test results of 

grammatical patterns. Following the curricula of the two schools, the middle school participants focused on 

present perfect tense in this experiment, while the target grammatical pattern for high school participants was 

subjunctive mood. Three tests and one grammar exercise were developed for each school level in total. The 

three tests (pre-test, immediate post-test and delayed post-test) and one exercise were in different content but at 

the similar difficulty level. A pilot study was conducted before in a non-participating class, and the difficulty 

level of the test papers was modified based on the results of the pilot study. 

The Questionnaire. Studentsô responses to questionnaires were the second source of data collection. The copies 

of an anonymous questionnaire (see Appendix) were distributed to the participants for both the control group 

and the experimental group right after the immediate post-test. The questionnaire contained five Likert-scale 

questions in total. All the questions were all related to studentsô general perceptions towards the effectiveness of 

group work in English course. After the piloting the questionnaire to a non-participating class, some questions 

were modified and rewritten in both Chinese and English to make sure the participants could understand. 

3.3   Procedures 

 

The pilot study was conducted one week before the formal experiment to fine-tune the research instruments. The 

experiment was carried out in class for each of the school levels in June, 2017. Before the experiment, the 

participants were informed about the research purpose and were ensured confidentiality. Since the participants 

have already learned certain grammar patterns, there was no teaching activity before the tests. At the beginning, 

the pre-test was given to the learners to complete individually in order to measure studentsô base-line 

competence. Then, the participants were assigned into two groups (one control group and one experimental 
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group). The control group worked individually to finish a grammar exercise, while the experimental group 

worked in small groups to accomplish the grammar exercise. After that, all the participants were asked to take 

an immediate post-test individually. After the immediate post-test, the copies of the questionnaire were 

distributed to the participants. Ten minutes were given to the students to complete the questionnaires. Finally, 

the delayed post-test was arranged one week later. Each test and exercise had a time limit (ten minutes) for 

students to complete. During the tests and grammar exercise, the researcher and the teacher walked around to 

monitor students and kept the classroom discipline. Both the researcher and the teacher would not give any 

instructions to participants during the experiment.  

3.4   Data Analysis 

The quantitative data were analyzed statistically. Firstly, there were ten grammar questions in each test. One 

point was assigned for one question. The average scores and the standard deviation of each test were calculated 

by using SPSS. To investigate studentsô improvements after the group work, the paired t-test analysis was 

adopted. Secondly, the numerical data in the likert-scale questions were also put into SPSS by using the 

independent t-test to analyze. There were five options for each Likert-scale question, and each option was 

correspondent with a score: Strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), neutral (3), agree (4), and strongly agree (5). The 

scores in the five Likert-scale questions were added up as the participantôs final score.  

4.   Results 

4.1   The Tests 

The means of the scores for the pre-test, immediate post-test and delayed post-test were compared using the 

paired-samples t-test. The results for the middle school and the high school participants are shown in Tables 1 

and 2 respectively.  

 

Table 1. Comparison of test scores for middle school participants (N = 40) 

                                        Mean            SD           P-value 

                                     Pre-test score       6.05          1.962 

Control group                          Post test score      6.2            1.86 

(pair 1)                               Gain              0.15                          0.727 

       

                                     Pre-test score        6.05          1.962     

Control group                          Delayed post-test    6.025          1.981          

(pair 2)                               Gain              -0.025                        0.943 

 

                          Pretest score        6.775          1.675 

Experimental group                     Post-test            7.425          1.591 

( pair 3)                              Gain               0.65                          0.12 

                                     Pre-test score        6.775          1.675        

Experimental group                     Delayed post-test     6.8            1.553 

(pair 4)                               Gain               0.025                        0.942 

Note. Maximum score for each test =10  
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 As can be seen from Table 1, the experimental group in the Middle school achieved higher scores than 

the control group in all tests. After the group work, the average score for experimental group raised from 6.775 

to 7.425, with 0.65 score gain. Although the control group also gained 0.15 score in the immediate post-test, it 

may result from the grammar exercise. One week after the group work, the average score of the experimental 

group was fallen back. Thus, compared to the control group, the experimental group obtained higher scores after 

group work; but the effectiveness of group work on grammar patterns learning is not obvious.  

Table 2. Comparison of test scores for high school participants (N = 40) 

                                    Mean           SD                 P-value 

                                Pre-test score        5.35           1.507        

Control group                     Post test score        5.4           1.265        

(pair 1)                          Gain               0.05                                0.878 

       

                                Pre-test score         5.35          1.507 

Control group                     Delayed post-test      5.375         1.162 

(pair 2)                          Gain                0.025                              0.922 

 

                     Pre-test score         5.30          1.641 

Experimental group                Post-test              5.85         1.2 

( pair 3)                          Gain                0.65                              0.058 

                                Pre-test score          5.30          1.641 

Experimental group                Delayed post-test       5.525         1.397 

(pair 4)                          Gain                 0.225                             0.503 

Note. Maximum score for each test =10  

 Table 2 compares the average tests score obtained by the control group and the experimental group of 

high school. After group work, the experimental group obtained higher scores than the control group in the 

subsequent two tests. The experimental group gained 0.65 score immediately after the group work. However, 

similar as the experimental group in middle school, the improvement was diminished after a period of one week. 

Considering the P-value, it was found that the improvements of the experimental group after the group work 

were also small and not significant.   

4.2   The Questionnaire 

One hundred and sixty questionnaires were distributed to all the participants immediately after the post test. The 

questionnaire contained five Likert-scale questions which were related to studentsô preference and their 

perceptions towards the effectiveness of group work in English course. 
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Table 3. Middle school participantsô responses for the question items (means and t-test results) 

Note. A five-point scale was used: 1=I strongly disagree; 3= neutral attitude; 5=I strongly agree. *Significance at 0.05 level. 

  

As can be seen in Table 3, all means are over 4.0. The results indicate that both control group and 

experimental group hold positive attitudes towards group work. B, the experimental group got higher means for 

all question items than the control group. Especially for question 1, which is related to studentsô degree of 

enjoyment towards group work, the experimental group tend to enjoy the use of group work in English classes 

more than the control group.  

 

 
Table 4. High school participantsô responses for the question items (means and t-test results) 

Note. A five-point scale was used: 1=I strongly disagree; 3= neutral attitude; 5=I strongly agree. *Significance at 0.05 level. 
 

 According to Table 4, all means were over 3.0. Neither control group nor experimental group of high 

school detested group work. Similar to the results from middle school participants, the means for all questions 

items were higher for the experimental group than those for the control group. For the first two question items, 

which come to the enjoyment and effectiveness of grammar learning through group work, the experimental 

group hold more positive attitude than the control group.  

Question items Groups Mean  SD Mean 

difference 

P-value 

1. Enjoy working in groups 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

4 

4.475 

0.922 

0.632 

 

0.475 

 

0.010* 

2. Group work can help 

students to learn grammar 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

4.125 

4.3 

0.953 

0.842 

 

0.175 

 

0.393 

3. Using group work to 

learn grammar is more 

effective than using group 

work to learn other English 

aspects 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

4.05 

4.1 

0.998 

0.888 

 

0.05 

 

0.816 

4. Group work is more 

useful than individual work 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

4.25 

4.325 

0.915 

0.685 

 

0.075 

 

0.683 

5. Prefer to have more 

group works in the future 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

4.05 

4.5 

1.023 

0.591 

 

0.45 

 

0.20 

Question items Groups Mean  SD Mean 

difference 

P-value 

1. Enjoy working in groups 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

3.425 

3.95 

1.009 

0.705 

 

 

0.525 

 

0.009* 

2. Group work can help 

students to learn grammar 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

3.325 

4.15 

0.971 

0.691 

 

0.825 

 

0.000* 

 

3. Using group work to 

learn grammar is more 

effective than using group 

work to learn other English 

aspects 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

3 

3.075 

1.109 

0.958 

 

0.075 

 

0.749 

4. Group work is more 

useful than individual work 

 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

3.35 

3.525 

0.948 

0.865 

 

0.175 

 

0.394 

5. Prefer to have more 

group works in the future 

Control group (N=40) 

Experimental group (N=40) 

3.6 

3.65 

1,057 

0.906 

 

0.05 

 

0.822 
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Table 5. Comparison between Middle school and high school participantsô responses for the question items (means and t-test 

results) 

Note. A five-point scale was used: 1=I strongly disagree; 3= neutral attitude; 5=I strongly agree. *Significance at 0.05 level. 

 Table 5 compares the responses from middle school and high school students. The middle school 

students achieved significantly higher means for all questions than the high school students. The means of 

middle school students for all questions were over 4, which indicates strong positive attitude. However, for high 

school students, they got means which were close to 3, which refers to a relative neutral attitude. Besides, the 

greatest mean difference between these two schools is shown in question 3. Compared to middle school students, 

high school students show no agreement to the statement that using group work in grammar learning is more 

effective than using group work to learn other English aspects.  

5.   Discussion 

The data from the tests and studentsô survey provided important information about the effectiveness and 

studentsô perceptions of group work. Based on the results from studentsô test scores, after group discussion, the 

experimental groups outperformed the control groups at both school levels. This finding agrees with many 

previous studies on the effectiveness of group work (Ahangari & Samadian, 2014; Rahaman, 2014; Afzali et al, 

2015; Meteetham, 2001). However, after one week, the scores of the experimental groups dropped back. It 

indicated that the effectiveness of group work in enhancing studentsô academic grades could not last long. The 

knowledge students obtained during group discussion was soon forgotten after a certain period of time.  

 Contrary to expectation, the improvement of the experimental groups after group work was not 

significant. It revealed that adopting group work on learning grammatical patterns as a technique to enhance 

studentsô achievements tended to have limited effectiveness. Besides, by comparing the extents of improvements 

between middle school and high school participants, it was found that the experimental group of high school 

achieved relatively larger improvement than the experimental group of middle school. The possible explanation 

might be the higher peer-directed learning ability and higher learning consciousness of high school students. 

Compared to the high school participants, middle school students depend more on teachersô instructions.  

 As for studentsô perceptions towards group work, the findings are also in constant with the prior 

research. As amounts of researches noted, students generally reflect enjoyment in group work, and most of them 

Question items Groups Mean SD Mean 

difference 

P-value 

1. Enjoy working in groups  Middle school (N=80) 

High school (N=80) 

4.237 

3.687 

 

0.830 

0.908 

 

0.55 

 

0.000* 

2. Group work can help 

students to learn grammar 

 

Middle school (N=80) 

High school (N=80) 

4.212 

3.737 

0.909 

0.937 

 

0.475 

 

0.001* 

3. Using group work to learn 

grammar is more effective 

than using group work to 

learn other English aspects 

Middle school (N=80) 

High school (N=80) 

4.075 

3.037 

0.951 

1.036 

 

1.038 

 

0.000* 

4. Group work is more useful 

than individual work 

 

Middle school (N=80) 

High school (N=80) 

4.287 

3.437 

0.814 

0.911 

 

0.85 

 

0.000* 

5. Prefer to have more group 

works in the future 

 

Middle school (N=80) 

High school (N=80) 

4.275 

3.625 

0.871 

0.985 

 

0.65 

 

0.000* 
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believe in the effectiveness of group work (Er & Aksu Atac, 2014; Lopez, D & Lopez, M, 2013; Taqi and Al-

Nouh, 2014; Li et al, 2010).  

 Comparing the attitudes of students from the two school levels, the significant differences can be 

observed. What is worth mentioning is the great difference between the middle and high school studentsô 

attitudes towards the effectiveness of group work on English grammar learning. From high school studentsô 

perspectives, using group work to learn other English aspects may be more effective than using group work to 

learn grammatical patterns. This difference may due to high school studentsô academic pressure. Under the high 

study pressure, Chinese high school students attach more importance on products rather than the learning 

process. From their perspectives, memorization seems to be the shortcut to learn English grammar patterns. To 

prepare for the examination, high school students might more prefer to use the traditional method to learn and 

memorize grammar patterns individually. Group work, which emphasizes learning process, seems to be 

unpopular among high school students. 

 

 

6.   Conclusion 

 

6.1   Summary of Findings 

 

This study focused on the effectiveness of group work on learning English grammatical patterns. It aimed to 

investigate the academic improvements on learning grammatical patterns after group work and studentsô 

perceptions towards group work. The participants came from two different school levels: middle school and 

high school. An experiment and a survey were conducted to accomplish the research goals. 

 According to the findings, both middle school and high school students benefited from the use of group 

work in English classes. However, the improvements of students in both school levels who participated in group 

works were not significant. As for studentsô perceptions, all the participants did not detest the use of group work 

in English class. Compared to high school students, middle school students were more easily to be motivated 

through group work. 

6.2   Pedagogical Implication 

The findings in this study would provide some implications for ELT classroom in mainland China. This research 

is especially considered useful for middle school and high school English teachers. Although the effectiveness 

of group work on English grammatical patterns learning in improving academic grades is limited, group work 

can be adopted as a classroom technique with the purpose to motivate learning. Through group work, most 

students, especially middle school students, would be strongly motivated and feel less bored. As a result, 

studentsô comprehensive language inputs would increase under the non-threatening learning atmosphere. 

Besides, in order to promote collaborative learning in high school, it is necessary to put more emphasis on 

arranging group works among high school students.   

6.3   Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the contributions, this research also has some limitations. Firstly, the results of this study may not be 

generalized. All the participants were from two schools in Shangrao, Jiangxi. Thus, the participants might not be 

representative enough. The second limitation of this study is due to the lack of observation of studentsô 

behaviors during group work. Data about studentsô attitudes and behaviors were collected through self-reported 

survey only. Therefore, it is recommended that the future research could adopt observation in methodology in 

order to perfect the investigation of studentsô actual behaviors during the process of the group work. 
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Appendix  

 

Questionnaire for middle school and high school participants 

Topic: Effects of group work on learning English grammatical patterns and studentsô perceptions: Investigation 

on Middle and High school students in China 

   

The purpose of this questionnaire aims to investigate studentsô attitudes towards group work in English classes. 

The participants do not need to write down their name on this questionnaire. The data obtained from this 

questionnaire will only be used for this research. The participation is voluntary, and the participant can refuse to 

answer any questions in this questionnaire.  

̢

̢ ̢

 

Introduction: Please circle the gender, your school level and the group you were assigned to.

 

Gender:        A. Female                  B. Male 

school level: A. Middle school          B. High school. 

Group section   A. Group1.    B. Group2.   

C.  Group3.   D.  Group4 
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For Quesitons 1 to 5, please tick in the most appropriate box.1 5:   

̢ 

 Strongly disagree 

 

(1) 

Disagree 

 

(2) 

Neutral 

 

(3) 

Agree 

 

(4) 

Strongly agree 

 

(5) 

1. I enjoy working in groups during my 

English classes. 

̢ 

     

2. Group work can help students to learn 

grammar 

̢ 

     

3. Using group work to learn grammar is more 

effective than using group work to learn 

English vocabulary, writing and other 

language aspects  

 

     

4. Compared to individual work, group work 

will be more useful for English learning. 

̢ 

     

5. I prefer to have more group work for 

learning grammar patterns in my English class 

in the future. 

̢ 
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Abstract. It is widely acknowledged that the usage of non-verbal digitals in mediated communication is gaining 

prevalence in the contemporary society since these non-verbal digitals have complemented the significant but 

absent paralinguistic cues that are essential for successful communication. Emojis, small digital icons resembling 

facial expressions and everyday objects, are believed to carry certain emotional valence per se. Different speech 

communities, however, seem to have generated different representations for the same emoji. It is suggested by 

previous studies that readers tend to phrase a sentence in a linear, left to right fashion, and that ñeach new word 

serves to add to the meaning to the words which immediately preceded itò (Scovel, 1998: 64). The current study 

explores the influences of emojis on Cantonese perception in mediated communication among native speakers. It 

is hypothesised that the valence of the emoji at sentence final position will override the valence of the whole non-

verbal statement and even alter it. For illustration, [ngo2 yau2 dak1 gaan2 me1 (face with tears of joy)], meaning 

what choice do I have, was widely rated as positive when the positive emoji (face with tears of joy) was inserted 

at the end of the statement in the experiment, even the statement itself originally carry negative valence as rated. 

40 participants among two age groups (20-25 & >40) were recruited for the experiment. The experiment focuses 

on the attitudinal changes of the participants toward non-verbal statements and statements with selected stimuli 

(face with tears of joy & smiling face with smiling eyes). The results support the hypothesis and further report 

that the alteration effect can only be found in the younger group. This effect, is noticed to be dependent on and 

determined by sociocultural and contextual knowledge available in their speech environment. Thus, this paper 

attempts to discuss and explain the underlying reasons with reference to Mortonôs logogen model of 

comprehension (1969), which the meanings and valences of emojis are stored in and can be retrieved from 

individual logogen, and require different thresholds of activation, just like how other lexical items work.      

Keywords: Emojis, non-verbal digitals, logogen model, Cantonese, language perception 

1.  Introduction  

Research on language perception in the past few decades has become a central and important topic in the study 

of Psycholinguistics. Numerous studies published and dealt with how human being processes and decodes 

written or spoken languages. Scholars have also proposed diverse models to account for the internal 

mechanisms of language perception (e.g., Morton, 1969 on Logogen model of comprehension; Rumelhart, 

McClelland, & PDP Research Group, 1987 on Parallel Distributed Processing; Dell, 1986 on Spreading 

Activation model). Studies of the significance of non-verbal digitals in language perception are gaining more 

prevalence and attention as it is widely acknowledged that the use of these non-verbal digitals, such as emojis in 

mediated communication has become an integral part of human life. While some people consider them as a set 

of paralinguistic elements, some consider them further as actual ówordsô that convey meanings. However, 

different speech communities seem to have generated different representations regarding the same emoji. In 

order to examine the relation between emojis and language perception, we need to examine the use of emojis in 

non-verbal mediated communication, such as Whatsapp, a mobile communication application commonly used 

among Hong Kongese. Nevertheless, few studies have been conducted on the influences of emojis on Cantonese 

perception. 

   It is believed that when emojis are inserted in the non-verbal sentences, a new dimension is conducted. 

It increases the complexity of language that the readers have to decode not only vocabulary, phrases, syntactic 

structures, but also the emojis themselves as a form of non-verbal cues. As emojis are being defined as ñvisual 

cues formed from ordinary typographical symbols that when read sideways represent feelings and emotionò 

(Rezabek & Cochenour, 1998, p.201), the complement of significant but absent non-verbal cues in mediated 

communication (Walther & DôAddario, 2001) and words that convey meanings (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015), it 

is intriguing to explore will emojis actually influence Cantonese Perception; if yes, how does it happen? This 

study hypothesises that as people tend to phrase a sentence in a linear fashion and accumulate meanings from 

what they have read (Scovel, 1998), the valence of the emoji at sentence final position will override the original 
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valence of the non-verbal statement and even alter it. Therefore, readersô perceptions of the same typewritten 

sentence will vary when emojis are added at the end of the sentences. Thus, the following study will discuss and 

investigate the influences of emojis on Cantonese perception based on the proposed hypothesis and with 

reference to Mortonôs logogen model of comprehension (1969), which suggests that the meanings of words are 

stored in and can be retrieved from individual logogen, and require different thresholds of activation.            

2.   Relevant Studies 

2.1   Parallel Distributed Processing 

 
McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton (1987) and Scovelôs (1998) articles reviewed on the concept of Parallel 

Distributed Processing (PDP) model and the significance of such model in language perception. It was observed 

that several separate but simultaneous and parallel processes are employed when receivers try to understand 

spoken or written language and such processes are applicable for all levels of linguistic analysis but play a 

conspicuous role in the perception of words and sentences (Scovel, 1998). It was also suggested that the PDP 

model ñassume information processing takes place through the interactions of a large number of simple 

processing elements called units, each sending excitatory and inhibitory signals to other unitsò (McClelland, 

Rumelhart, & Hinton, 1987, p. 10). That is, our comprehension of certain information is depended on the 

internal interaction between óunitsô, and no single unit is responsible for all the information processing. Thus, 

McClelland, Rumelhart and Hinton hypothesised that the identity of a word is itself distributed in the activations 

of numerous interconnected units (McClelland, Rumelhart, & Hinton, 1987). 

 
 

2.2   Logogen Model of Comprehension 

 
Morton (1969) introduced the logogen model of comprehension for the access of words stored in the mental 

lexicon. It was defined that ñthe logogen is a device which accepts information from the sensory analysis 

mechanisms concerning properties of linguistic stimuli and from context producing mechanism. When the 

logogen has accumulated more than a certain amount of information, a response (éa single word) is made 

availableò (Morton, 1969, p.165). Besides, it was believed that the relation between the logogen system and 

context system is inseparable, which continuous exchange between the two systems was found (Morton, 1969). 

Therefore, it is intriguing that how do contextual cues actually affect the meanings and valence of emojis stored 

in the mental lexicon, which is worthwhile to be studied later.   

   In his later study, Morton (1979) proposed an adaptation of the old logogen model for the analysis of 

visual words. It was argued that the adaptation or revision has replaced the old one with three crucial elements: 

visual input, auditory input and output logogens. The picture recognition system, however, is completely 

separated in the cognitive system but interactive with the input and output systems (see Appendix). Since emojis 

are a set of recently rising visual words, the new adaption is adopted for analysis in this study. 

   In further support of the study, Rosenbaum (1983) and Scovel (1998) provided an intensive account 

respectively for the activation of the logogen model. Scovel (1998) elaborated on Mortonôs (1969) idea in 

relation to the PDP model, stating that the meanings of words are stored in the logogens, and are likened to 

individual neuron in an immense neuronal network; it is, when people hear or see a word, they will 

simultaneous stimulate an individual logogen, or a lexical detection device for the word. While high frequency 

words are frequently fired and easily activated, low frequency words require high thresholds of activation 

(Scovel, 1998). Rosenbaum further complemented on this, and suggested that ñthere are logogens whose 

activation levels at any given time depend both on the frequency with which they are associated or the recency 

with which they were last usedò (Rosenbaum, 1983, p.837). Rosenbaumôs idea here is noteworthy because the 

meanings and representations of emojis for the decoders are always associated with how they were previously 

used and how often they were encoded with specific meanings. Therefore, the meanings of such representations 

stored in the mental lexicon may vary due to individual experience, which will also be discussed later. 

 

 

2.3   Reasons for Choosing the two Emojis as Stimuli 

 
Novak, Smailoviĺ, Sluban, & Mozetiļ (2015) studied and formed a sentiment lexicon among the 751 most 

frequently used emojis, and it was called the ñEmoji Sentiment Rankingò (Novak, Smailoviĺ, Sluban, & 

Mozetiļ, 2015). It was found that the emojis óface with tears of joyô and ósmiling face with smiling eyesô ranked 

in number one and seven respectively. The study suggested that the emojis ranked from number two to six are 
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either not facial expressions or have distinctive meanings, such as the ósmiling face with heart-shaped eyesô 

(Novak, Smailoviĺ, Sluban, & Mozetiļ, 2015). Thus, the following study will take the two emojis, óface with 

tears of joyô and ósmiling face with smiling eyesô as stimuli since these two emojis are the only two that are 

opened for interpretation in the top ten ranking of the most prevalently used emojis on twitter in 2015. 

   The ranking was further consolidated by the data retrieved from Emojitracker, a website that recorded 

the most updated emoji use on twitter around the world. It was found that the rankings of the two proposed 

stimuli are still in number one and seven, which they have received approximately 1912212960 and 502585510 

times of use as the data changes in every second (Emojitracker, 2017) (see figure 2). 

   Interestingly, Oxford Dictionaries announced that the pictograph, óface with tears of joyô was chosen as 

word of the year in 2015 and explained the reasons for it. It was found that the emoji was most frequently used 

in 2015, which ñ[it] made up 20% of all the emojis used in the UK in 2015, and 17% of those in the US: a sharp 

rise from 4% and 9% respectively in 2014ò (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015). It was also suggested that emojis in the 

contemporary world have been ñembraced as the nuanced form of expression, and one which can cross language 

barriersò (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015). 

 

 

2.4 Walther and DôAddario (2001) 

 
In Walther and DôAddarioôs (2001) article reviewing the functions of emoticons, the older version of emojis, and 

the inextricable relationship between emoticons and verbal messages in computer-mediated communication 

(CmC). It was suggested that emoticons serve to complement the absent but significant non-verbal cues in CmC, 

such as ñhead nob, smiles, eye contact, distance, tone of voice, and other non-verbal behavior [that] give 

speakers and listeners information they can use to regulate, modify and control exchangesò (Kielser, Siegal, & 

McGuire, 1984, p.1125). It was also argued that there were insufficient non-verbal exchanges in electronic 

communication. Therefore, using emoticons, suggestive of facial expressions in CmC can add a paralinguistic 

component to a message, and complement what is necessary but absent in the CmC. 

   While the above articles preliminarily summarised some of the fundamental mechanisms and related 

concepts for language perception, introduced the significance of emoticons (less developed form of emojis) in 

CmC and presented some of the results in previous studies, indicating the relation between emojis and language 

perception, the following study will base on what were suggested to further investigate how does the emoji 

placed at the end of a sentence override the valence of the non-verbal statement and foster alteration, and what 

actually determines the alteration, by presenting a new experiment.  

3   Methodology 

3.1   Participants 

 
40 Cantonese native speakers among two age groups, 20 to 25 years old and older than 40, were recruited for 

the experiment. The general age difference between the two age groups could be considered as generational 

difference, which means the subjects in the two groups were belonged to two completely separate generations. 

The younger group that being interviewed was consisted of 20 year-three students who were studying the 

English Major in Shue Yan University, including ten males and ten females, while the older group was consisted 

of 20 Hong Kong citizens who aged above 40 years old. The gender proportion in this group was the same with 

the previous group. In consideration of equality, this study corporated with the subjects from the two gender 

groups with equal sample size, and the sample size remained at 40 subjects in total. 

 

 

3.2   Materials 

 
The materials included 5 sets of Whatsapp conversation with different contexts. In each set, three identical 

pieces of conversation with same wordings but different emojis were presented. The first piece of conversation 

ended without any emoji. The óface with tears of joyô emoji was added at the end of the last sentence in the 

second piece of the conversation; and the ósmiling face with smiling eyesô emoji was added to the third piece of 

conversation. Punctuations and gender markers for the non-verbal statements (last sentence of the conversation) 

were intentionally omitted so as to avoid bias since punctuations could affect the tones and thus the valence of 

the statements, and certain gender markers might have been linked with certain linguistic behaviors or emotions 

in the society.  
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   The first set of material was a conversation between different group members in a Whatsapp group chat. 

They were discussing the division of labour in the Psycholinguistic project which included five parts. While the 

other four members had already chosen the parts that they were going to complete, Student D stated that she/he 

had no choice but only the leftover part. The group chat ended with D saying that ñò [ngo2 yau2 

dak1 gaan2 me1], meaning what choice do I have. Detailed set 1 is illustrated below (complete material is given 

in full in the Appendix):  

 

Student E: 1. part [daai6 gaa1 soeng2 zou6 bin1 pa:t] 

            (Which part would u guys select) 

          2. Intro, lit review, experiment, analysis, conclusion  

           (Introduction, literature, experiment, analysis and conclusion) 

 

Student A:  Lit Re  

           (Literature Review) 

Student B:  Conclusion 

Student C:  Analysis 

 

Student E:  D Experiment? [gam5 D zou6 ὤks῁pὑrὤmᴅnt?]  

           (Student D will choose experiment then?) 

 

Student D:   [ngo2 yau2 dak1 gaan2 me1 (face with tears of joy stimulus) or (smiling face with  

    smiling eyes stimulus)]  

            (What choice do I have)   

 

 

3.3   Procedure 

 
The subjects were interviewed and shown the visual stimuli, óface with tears of joyô and ósmiling face with 

smiling eyesô face to face. They were first asked to rate on the scale from -1 to 1 (from negative to neutral 0 to 

positive) for the non-verbal statements from the Whatsapp conversation without any stimulus. Later, they were 

asked to selected their preference from positive, negative or remain unchanged after inserting the selected 

stimuli at the sentence final position. A formula is thus formed and exemplified as follows: 

      

                           -1/0/1(P/N) .                            (1) 

 
   Attitudinal changes were recorded for the analysis and discussion. The reason of why the above 

formula was adopted is because it can explicitly show the attitudinal changes of the subjects without yielding 

any ambiguous result like 0 (if a subject rated 1, indicating positive for the non-verbal statement, rating -1 after 

inserting the stimulus would only cause a 0, which is ambiguous and unanalytical. It does not mean that the 

statement is neutral). To put it in a more readable way, a detailed procedure is demonstrated as follows: First, the 

first set of conversation ends without emoji was shown to the subjects. The subjects were responsible for rating 

on the scale from -1, 0 to 1, which indicate the subjectsô negativity, neutrality and positivity towards the last 

response in the conversation. After rating the statement, an identical Whatsapp conversation but with the ñface 

with tears of joyò stimulus added was shown. Afterwards, the same conversation but with ñsmiling face with 

smiling eyesò stimulus was shown. The subjects were asked to consider whether the meaning has become more 

positive, more negative or remained unchanged. An indicator P (positive) or N (negative) was used to mark on 

the scale if changes of feelings occurred. No indicator was marked if the subject reported no change in feeling 

towards the stimuli. For instance, if the subject has chosen -1 in the first step but he later holds a positive feeling 

after adding the emoji. ó-1Pô will be stated in the report for the first stimulus, and so on and so forth.   

4.   Results   

4.1   Attitudinal Changes towards the Stimuli 

 

4.1.1   Age above 40.  Figure 1 and 2 illustrate the attitudinal changes of the older group (aged above 40) 

towards the non-verbal statement and the two stimuli, óface with tears of joyô and ósmiling face with smiling 

eyesô. It is intriguing to find out that all the subjects from the older group rated positively (100%) after inserting 

the two emojis at sentence final positions. No matter how the subjects felt in the first piece of conversation, 
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which ended without an emoji, all of the older participants pointed out that the sentences had definitely been 

turned from negative or neutral to positive after adding the two emojis.   

 

 
 

    Fig. 1. Attitude of the subjects in the older group towards the non-verbal statements. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Attitude of the subjects in the older group towards óface with tears of joyô and ósmiling face with smiling eyesô 

  
4.1.2   Younger Group (20-25).  The younger age group, however, carried divergent opinions compared to 

that of the older group. Figure 3, 4, and 5 illustrate the attitudinal changes of the younger group (aged between 

20 and 25) towards the non-verbal statement and the two stimuli. The results showed alteration of readersô 

perception of the same typewritten content after inserting the two emojis. It seemed that as an emoji that 

originally possess positive valence, óface with tears of joyô can give a positive meaning to the non-verbal 

statement since there was constant rise in the rating of positivity (from 1 to 7 rates in set one; 4 to 7 rates in set 

two; 3 to 9 rates in set three; 0 to 9 rates in set four & 2 to 15 rates in set five) while there was constant decline 

in negativity after the óface with tears of joyô emoji was inserted. It is notable that the negativity was completely 

erased in set 3 and 5 that no one rated the statement as negative when the tears of joy emoji was added. It is also 

remarkable that there was a sharp drop in negativity in set 4, in which it plummeted from 16 rates to merely 4 

rates. 

   However, the same phenomenon could not be applied on the case of ósmiling face with smiling eyesô. It 

seems that even the emoji itself originally carries positive valence, it will only make a negative effect to the non-

verbal statement. From the results of the younger group, the rating of negativity soared remarkably after the 

ósmiling face with smiling eyesô emoji was added, no matter what their original ratings for the non-verbal 

statements were. All of the materials received the rating of negative from at least half of the subjects in this 

group and the mean number of ratings remained at 13.4 over 20, a comparatively high rating among the subjects. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Attitude of the subjects in the younger group towards the non-verbal statements. 
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Fig. 4. Attitude of the subjects in the younger group towards óface with tears of joyô. 

 

 

 
Fig. 5. Attitude of the subjects in the younger group towards ósmiling face with smiling eyesô. 

 

 

4.2   Individual Result 

 

In order to examine the variation, individual result has to be examined. Figure 6 illustrates the individual 

preference and their attitudinal changes of subjects in the younger group towards set 4 (set with most notable 

variation) by using the mentioned formula: 

 -1/0/1(P/N). It seems that no matter what their preferences were for the non-verbal statement, óface with tears 

of joyô emoji would only make a statement more positive, whereas ósmiling face with smiling eyesô would make 

a sentence more negative, even the sentence was rated as negative at the first stage. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Individual attitudinal change of the subjects in the younger group towards the stimuli. 

5.   Discussion and Conclusion 

As stated, it is hypothesised that the valence of the emoji at sentence final position will override the valence of 

the whole non-verbal statement and even alter it. This alteration, however, can only be found in the younger 

group, whereas all subjects in the older group rated positively when emojis were inserted at sentence final 

position. To explore the difference between the two groups, the accumulation and the override of meanings, and 

the significance of sociocultural and contextual cues in Cantonese perception will be discussed in the following, 

with reference to Spreading Activation and Mortonôs (1969) logogen model of comprehension, so that when 

certain emojis are inserted at the end of a sentence, meaning of that sentence will differ from the original textual 

content. 
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5.1  The Accumulation and override of meanings 

 

Emojis convey distinctive meanings in both positive and negative ways based on their original valence. As 

suggested before, emojis, as a set of visual words, can also fit in Mortonôs (1979) adaptation of the logogen 

model, in which their meanings or valence are deduced from inputs and stored in the logogens. However, the 

representations of such emojis might vary based on what readersô have perceived from the inputs, and when the 

readers constantly expose to such meanings, they might immediately activate the representations for such emojis 

without any effort or a high threshold. It turns out that when emojis are inserted at the end of the sentence and 

their meanings are retrieved from the mental lexicon, they can give new interpretation to the decoders, 

especially when it is suggested that the meanings of a sentence accumulate (Scovel, 1998). As a result, emojis 

are perceived as a whole with the statement but not as a part. The primary results of the experiment in this study 

seem to reject part of what Walther and DôAddarioôs (2001) study has found, in which it is suggested that a 

positive valenced emoji can never reduce the negativity of a sentence, which it can only enhance the positivity, 

and it is the same for a negatively valenced emoji. However, the results of this study show that the presence of 

emojis affect the meaning of the sentences. When the positive emoji óface with tears of joyô was inserted at the 

end of the sentences, negativity was being reduced, and this is shown explicitly in set 3. After inserting the óface 

with tears of joyô emoji at sentence final position, near a half of the subjects saw positive changes in rating for 

the statement which was initially rated as negative. 

   When emojis are inserted in the non-verbal statements, they serve as an important role for the readers 

to interpret the meaning of the statement. While reading a non-verbal statement, sometimes it is hard to define 

the tone of it. Adding an emoji can convey the connotation of the statement with readersô own interpretation 

according to their own sociocultural background and communicative purposes, and that may explain why the 

result in the two groups differ and even a positive valenced emoji like ósmiling face with smiling eyesô will 

causes poignantly negative feeling. 

 

5.2   The Interaction of Sociocultural and Contextual Knowledge in the Logogen System         
 

Another main finding of the experiment was that for the student group, the positively valenced emoji ósmiling 

face with smiling eyesô had caused great negativity. That is, what they perceived as positive or neutral was 

changed to negative after the emoji was inserted, whereas there was no such change in the older group. For them, 

employing emojis will simply increase the positivity in the statements. This result can contribute to meanings 

constructed by sociocultural knowledge, which are stored in the logogens and their interaction with the context 

system as óunitsô (McClelland, Rumelhart, & Hinton, 1987). According to Emojipedia, an emoji reference that 

documents history of emojis and their meanings in the Unicode standard, and has been called óthe worldôs 

number 1 resource on emojisô, the supposed meaning of this ósmiling face with smiling eyesô (smiley emoji) is 

to show ña true sense of happinessò (Emojipedia, 2017) (See Appendix). The other website, makeuseof.com, a 

modern guide to modern gadgets and technology also states that the emoji is ñcommonly used for happiness or 

positiveò (Guinness, 2015). It seems that the two tested emojis both possess a positive valence. If it is the case, 

then adding these emojis at the end of a sentence will simply benefit the conversation. However, it is far more 

complicated than that.  

   In the today society, especially in Hong Kong, people may use this ósmiley faceô as a buffer of sarcasm 

or an insult, and that is why some people may perceive it as negative even if it is a ósmiley faceô and belonged to 

óhappy primeô originally. The idea is further accentuated and exemplified by an article talking about the 

anecdote of the usage of the ósmiley faceô emoji in the Hong Kong society from Topick, a local online 

newspaper (See Appendix), saying that how have the emoji become creepy and sarcastic when it comes to 

certain situations. For example, in the mentioned situation in the article, a boyfriend is late for his date so that he 

sends his girlfriend a text saying that he is going to be late. If she replies a ósmiley faceô, it does not necessarily 

mean that she is fine with or happy about it. It is sarcastic in a sense that she is implying her anger. In another 

mentioned situation, the girlfriend asks if her boyfriend is free tomorrow night. He replies her that he has got 

things to do, then the girl replies with óokayô and the ósmiley faceô at the end of the text. Again, the smiley emoji 

here is used as sarcasm or a way to express dissatisfaction. This function and meaning or valence of the ósmiley 

faceô emoji seem to be generalized by some of the members in Hong Kong, at least by the subjects in the 

younger group. Their judgments are more or less influenced by the sociocultural knowledge available in their 

speech environment. This is justified by the results of the experiment. For most of the materials, at least half of 

the subjects in the younger group interpreted the statements as more negative after the ósmiley faceô emoji was 

added, and that is because they were affected by their shared sociocultural understanding towards the emoji. 

Thus, it made them think that the emoji was negative in almost all situations. As for the older group, the results 

were completely different. No matter how the subjects perceived in the first piece of Whatsapp conversation, 
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which ended without an emoji, all of them reported that their feelings only altered from negative, neutral or 

positive to more positive. 

   As for the ótears of joyô emoji, according to the emojipedia.com, it is often mistaken as tear of sadness. 

In fact, the supposed meaning for this emoji is laughing too much that ñit is crying out of happinessò 

(Emojipedia, 2017). The other website, makeuseof.com notes that this tears of joy is meant to show laughter, 

and it is closely related to LOL (laugh out loud) (Guinness, 2015). 

   For further understanding of the sociocultural cues. There is a post from a writer who is called 

Bluegodzi in Hong Kong, explaining the importance of the tears of joy emoji. He overheard a guy on the phone 

with his girlfriend, saying that ñWhat is wrong with my attitude? I have already sent you a tears of joy emoji! 

What do you want from me?ò ñI have to work and do not have time to deal with your nonsense!ò, and before he 

hung up he yelled ñtears of joy!ò (Bluegodzi, 2016) (See Appendix). Even though we do not know what they 

were texting or talking about before, this situation here can still show us how people in Hong Kong see tears of 

joy emoji as a positive indicator. Also, this situation can justify our results from the experiment as well. For all 

five sets of material, almost half of the participants (younger group) perceived tears of joy emoji as an emoji to 

reduce negativity, which means that at least half of them stored this sociocultural understanding with the 

meaning of such emoji in their mental lexicon. Such sociocultural knowledge and meanings of words are stored 

in their logogens. According to Saville-Troike (2003), ñeach identity in a given context is associated with 

several appropriate verbal and nonverbal forms of expressionò (p.17). So for the older group, since they were 

not in the same speech community with the younger group, they were not exposed to the same sociocultural 

background and speech environment, and naturally these cues were not stored and activated in their logogens. 

That might be why even if ósmiley faceô emoji was added at the end of the statements, they did not see it as 

negative nor it will change the meaning of the utterance. They only perceived the original meaning of the emoji 

(positive). On the contrary, the younger group was exposed to the same speech community and they shared the 

same linguistic norms and language use. That seems to be why they have stored the original meanings, as well 

as the socioculturally constructed meanings of the emojis, and sometime the frequency and recency of 

activations make the constructed meanings so powerful that they may override the original valence of the emojis 

and even the non-verbal statements. Therefore, when the subjects saw the emojis after the statements, the 

logogen system was immediately triggered, meanings were activated (both original and constructed) and 

interacted with the context system, so that the óappropriateô meaning was selected from the mental lexicon and 

being applied. 

   Another point worth mentioning is that these two groups were from different generations, so they were 

exposed to different speech communities inevitably. For the younger group, they were all year three students 

from the same university, which means most of them had certain shared background as they were studying in the 

same school and were around the same age. As for the older group, they were all aged above 40 and were 

working in different industries. Obviously, these two groups belong to different speech communities due to their 

different exposures. As much as they are in different speech communities, they still have some shared 

background at a point. For example, they are both Hong Kong citizens whose first language is Cantonese, and 

their linguistic competence is not going to be affected because of the incomprehensibility of the emojis; it is 

only that their speech performance will differ. It is because these changes of meanings due to sociocultural cues 

are part of the speech performance instead of competence. Speech performance focuses on the complexity and 

diversity of language use, as well as the social phenomenon, while competence focuses on grammar and the 

rules of language itself. Adding an emoji at the end of a statement will not change or affect the grammar of the 

sentence, but it will increase the diversity and complexity of interpreting the statement, and people will often 

wondering ñhowò and ñwhyò the particular emoji is being used. 

 

 

5.3   Limitation 

 

5.3.1   Confounding Variables.  There are two main factors which may influence the test result, yet not able 

to be controlled. First, it is the gender difference on emoji perception among different participants. Research 

suggests that women are more capable of perceiving and responding to positive facial emotions at an automatic 

processing level, which ñ[they] showed a significantly stronger positive evaluated shift in the happy prime 

condition than menò (Uta-Susan, Kersting, & Sulsow, 2012). As the two stimuli, óface with tears of joyô and 

ósmiling face with smiling eyesô in the experiment both belong to the happy prime condition based on their 

original valence, female participants may be more aware of both the original and the socioculturally constructed 

meanings of the emoji compared to that of the male participants, so that they might respond differently in the 

experiment. This idea is further consolidated by Hwangôs (2014) article, indicating that ñfemales used emoticons 

more for expressing emotion/intimacy and managing message meaning than malesò (p.2). It is suggested that 

females are more experienced with the emoji practice and are effective in managing the meanings of those 

nonverbal cues in mediated communication. This familiarity, moreover, echoed directly with the logogen model, 
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in which the activation of an individual logogen depends solely on ñthe frequency with which they are 

associatedò (Rosenbaum, 1983, p.837). The more familiar they are with the usage of emojis, the more capable 

females are to perceive the intended meaning of them. Thus, there is gender difference in sensitivity of different 

emoji perception, including the two stimuli. 

   Second, there is individual difference in perceiving different emoji based on the past experience of the 

participants. In spite of frequency, Rosenbaum (1983) also points out that ñthe recency with which they were 

last usedò is significant for the activation of logogens. Their personal experience of using the emoji and similar 

experience with the given context in the experiment may contribute to different result. And thus, generate 

variation in perception within a single set of experiment. 

 

 

5.3.2   Limitation of Experiment Design.  This study has several limitations observed. First, the experiment 

was not carried out in an isolated and quiet environment, in which some participants got distracted in the middle 

of the test by the surroundings, including their classmates and noise outside the classroom. The environmental 

distractions might have created a pause and influenced the valence of the participants. And thus, hindered the 

perception of the stimuli. 

   In addition, there are limited resources, such as limited time and network for the experiment, which 

makes only five sets of tested material in the experiment within a short period of time. 

 

 

5.3.3   Recommendation.  Noise from the surrounding, participants not focusing, and the limited resources 

are the main distractions in the experiments. It is suggested to conduct similar experiments in a private space 

such as non-occupied classrooms or language laboratory in the research complex, so that the participants can 

stay focus on the experiment without getting distracted. 

   Furthermore, restricting the use of personal cell phones is recommended, so that the participants could 

focus themselves solely on the experiment and reduce the possibilities of getting distracted. 

 

 

5.3.4   Conclusion 

 

The results of this study support the hypothesis and report that positive emojis will enhance positivity of the 

non-verbal statements. However, not all the positive emojis have such an influence. The results suggest that they 

might be affected by the sociocultural and contextual understandings, which they are also stored in the logogen 

system and they interact constantly with the context system to generate óappropriateô representations, just like 

the óface with tears of joyô and ósmiling face with smiling eyesô emojis. The current study primarily investigates 

the influences of particular emojis on Cantonese perception and rejects part of what Walther and DôAddario 

(2001) has found. It seems that as a set of uprising paralinguistic elements, the usage and understanding of 

emojis change day by day, and its influences on languages should be further studied. 
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Appendix 

 
Full Sets of Material 

 

Set 1 

 

Student E: 1. part [daai6 gaa1 soeng2 zou6 bin1 pa:t] 

            (Which part would u guys select) 

          2. Intro, lit review, experiment, analysis, conclusion  

           (Introduction, literature, experiment, analysis and conclusion) 

 

Student A:  Lit Re  

           (Literature Review) 

Student B:  Conclusion 

Student C:  Analysis 

 

Student E:  D Experiment? [gam5 D zou6 ὤks῁pὑrὤmᴅnt?]  

           (Student D will choose experiment then?) 

 

Student D:   [ngo2 yau2 dak1 gaan2 me1 (face with tears of joy stimulus) or  

(smiling face with smiling eyes stimulus)]  

            (What choice do I have)   

 

       
Set 2 

 

A:  1. Bb  [bi: bi: jat1 zan6 sik6 me1 aa3] 

  (Babe, whatôre we gonna eat) 

  2.  [hou2 tou5 ngo6 aa1] 

  (I am so hungry) 

3.  [hou2 do1 je5 soeng2 sik6] 

  (There are many things that I want to eat) 

 

B: BB [nei5 waa6 si6 laa1 bi: bi:] 

   (up to you to decide, babe) 



 

  38 

 

A:      [mo4 so2 wai6 sik6 me1 dou1 dak1 

bat1 gwo3 ng4 hou2 jat6 bun2 je5 tung4 taai3 gwok3 je5] 

   (I am okay with everythingé except Japanese and Thai cuisines) 

 

B:  [gam2 nei2 gaan2 laa1 (face with tears of joy stimulus) or (smiling face with 

smiling eyes stimulus)] 

   (You choose then) 

 

 
 

 

Set 3 

 

A:  Fanfare  [ngo5 ngaam1 hai5 ̈͂fæ nfeᴅ maai5 zo2 gei1 piu3 

heoi3 jat6 bun2] 

(I just bought a ticket to Japan in Fanfare) 

 

B:  [jau6 heoi3? nei2 ng4 hai6 soeng6 go3 jyut6 

sin1 heoi3 jyun4 zaa3 me1??]  

   (Again? You just went there last month) 

 

A:  !!! [gam1 ci3 zan1 hai6 hou2 dai2!!!]  

   (Itôs really worth it this time) 

 

B:  [gei2 cin2 aa6] 

  (how much) 

 

A:  3000  [3000 zaa3] 

  (3000 only) 

 

B: 500  [gam2 nei2 caa1 ngo2 go5 500 gei2 si4 waan4 (face with 

tears of joy stimulus) or (smiling face with smiling eyes stimulus)] 

   (When will you return the 500 dollars that you owed me?) 
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Set 4 

A: Bb   [bi: bi: ng4 hou2 nau1 laa1 ngo2 zi1 dou3 co3 gaa3 laa3 ] 

  (Babe, donôt be angry any more. I know what I did wrong) 

 

B:  [mo4 nau1 laa1] 

   (I am not angry any more) 

 

A: 1.   [jyun4 loeng6 ngo2 laa1 mo4 haa6 ci3 gaa3 laa3] 

     (Forgive me please, I wonôt do it again) 

   2.  [hai6 mai3 zung6 nau1 gan2 ngo2 aa3] 

     (Are you still mad at me) 

 

B:  [dou1 waa6 mo4 nau1(face with tears of joy stimulus) or (smiling face with 

smiling eyes stimulus)] 

   (I said no) 

 

 
 

 

Set 5 

 

A:  1.  [wai3] 
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     (Hey) 

  2.  Universal Grammar [me1 hai6 ῄjuΈnὤ̈͂vὒΈsᴅl ῁grÞmᴅ] 

 (What is Universal Grammar)   

 

 

B:  a certain set of structural rules are innate to humans, independent of sensory 

experience [zik1 hai6 ᴅ ῁sὒΈtn sὑt ὅv ῁strᾈkᾣᴅrᴅl ruΈlz ὄΈr ὤ῁neὤt tuΈ ῁hjuΈmᴅnz, ῄὤndὤ̈͂pὑndᴅnt ὅv 

s̈͂ὑnsᴅri ὤks῁pὤᴅrὤᴅns] 

 

(It is a certain set of structural rules are innate to humans, independent of sensory experience)   

 

A:  innateness? [gam3 me1 hai6 ὤ̈͂neὤtnᴅs?] 

   (What is innateness then?) 

 

B: Pre-existence of knowledge [priΈ-ὤg῁zὤstᴅns ὅv ῁nὅlὤᾠ]  

 

A:  Hemispherectomy? [gam3 me1 hai6 Hemispherectomy] 

   (What is Hemispherectomy then?)  

 

B:  [nei2 dou3 dai2 jau5 mo4 seong5 gwo3 tong4 (face with tears of joy 

stimulus) or (smiling face with smiling eyes stimulus)] 

   (Have you ever attended classes) 

 

 
 

Complete Results for Individual Attitudinal Change in the Younger Group. 
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Set 1. 

 

 
Set 2. 

 

 
Set 3. 

 

 
Set 4. 
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Set 5. 

 

 
Morton (1979)ôs new adaptation for the logogen model of comprehension. 

  
 

Data retrieved from emojitracker.com, as at December 7 

 

 
Situation 1 as mentioned by Topick 
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Situation 2 as mentioned by Topick 


