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Abstract. Tag questions frequently occur in both everyday conversations and edu-
cational settings (Wei et al. 2023). Due to cross-linguistic differences, Chinese ESL
learners often produce confusing responses to English tag questions under the influ-
ence of their first language (L1), even after living or studying in English-speaking
environments for a lengthy period. Results from 66 participants show that extended
time in the U.S. assists Chinese ESL learners in significantly reducing L1 trans-
fer when answering English tag questions. However, analysis of the participants’
metalinguistic (self-)awareness reveals that the duration of stay does not markedly
diminish the cognitive influence of L1 on L2.
Keywords. English tag questions; length of stay; L1 influence; cross-cultural com-
munication

1. Introduction. Tag questions, defined as utterances with an interrogative tag (Huddleston &
Pullum 2002), are a common occurrence in English. Allerton (2009) defined tag questions as
appendages to a sentence, typically a statement, that seek confirmation of the listeners’ under-
standing and, in some cases, agreement with the content of the preceding sentence. They com-
monly appear not only in daily conversations but also in educational contexts. Chinese and En-
glish are typologically distinct languages, belonging to two language families. English belongs to
the Indo-European language family, whereas Chinese belongs to the Sino-Tibetan language fam-
ily. These two languages are different in various aspects, such as those of their phonetic system,
word formation, and syntactic rules. The formation of tag questions differs between Chinese and
English, as does the way speakers respond to tag questions containing Negation In their Proposi-
tion (NIP). For example, for the NIP tag question below:

(1a) You don’t need to come today, do you?
an English native speaker would typically respond:

No, (I don’t),
given the fact that they do not need to come. In contrast, a native Chinese speaker in the same
situation encountering the equivalent question:

(1b) Ni jintian buyong lai, shiba?
‘You don’t need to come today, is it?’

would likely respond:
Shide, wo buyong lai.
‘Yes, I don’t need to come.’

In this Chinese response, the word ‘Shide’ (‘Yes’) agrees with the overall meaning of the proposi-
tion in the tag question—that the speaker does not need to come—rather than matching the neg-
ative grammatical form of the proposition. When Chinese English-as-a-second-language (ESL)
speakers respond to English tag questions of this type, they often transfer this strategy of their
first language (L1). As a result, a Chinese ESL speaker may answer ‘Yes, I don’t need to come’
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to an English tag question as in (1b). This reflects a deeper cross-linguistic difference in how tag
questions are processed and answered across the two languages.

Applying the L1’s distinct answering system to the second language (L2) may lead to neg-
ative L1 influence (Holmberg 2013). Negative L1 influence in answering English NIP tag ques-
tions happens to most Chinese ESL speakers even to those who have studied or lived in an English-
speaking country for some time. The current study examines whether the length of stay (LoS) in
the U.S. is effective in reducing the negative L1 influence on L2 among Chinese ESL speakers
with respect to verbally answering English NIP tag questions.

Our study primarily enhances the understanding of how Chinese ESL speakers respond to
English NIP tag questions. The findings also provide a robust foundation for subsequent research
into how the LoS in an immersion environment affects the mitigation of L1 transfer with respect
to the response to English NIP tag questions.

2. Background. Tag questions are a common occurrence in English (Huddleston & Pullum
2002). Tottie & Hoffmann (2006) also argued that tag questions are a conspicuous linguistic
phenomenon of spoken language. According to Huddleston & Pullum (2002), tag questions are
‘utterances with an interrogative tag’, including two components, ‘anchor’ and ‘tag’. The anchor,
a term used by Huddleston & Pullum (2002), refers to the main clause that provides the proposi-
tional content of the sentence. While Huddleston & Pullum (2002) used ‘anchor’, various other
terms have been employed in the literature to describe this component, including host clause
(Cattell 1973), main clause (Biber 1999), basic clause (Östman 1981), matrix clause (Quirk
& Crystal 2010), stem clause (McGregor 1995), and reference clause (Nässlin 1984). The tag,
by contrast, is the interrogative element that follows the anchor and seeks confirmation or dis-
confirmation. This component is consistently referred to as the ‘tag’ across most sources. Holm-
berg (2015) interpreted tag questions as presenting an assertion among two alternatives offered
to the listener, with the entire construction falling under the scope of question force, that is to
say, the whole sentence of a tag question functions as a yes/no question (also referred to as po-
lar questions). So, NIP tag questions, the primary focus of our study, function as negative yes/no
questions. These definitions focus on the syntactic form of tag questions.

Tottie & Hoffmann (2006) compared (a) the frequency, (b) sentence pattern, (c) the choice
of auxiliaries or modal verbs in tags, and (d) the users age group of tag questions in British En-
glish and American English and found that there were nine times more tag questions in British
English than in American English. Bonsignori (2007) discussed all possible syntactic forms of
the tag questions in English and its varieties (e.g. Scottish, Irish, and Geordie) in a study of En-
glish tag questions. Wong (2007) investigated the form of tag questions in Hong Kong English
based on a corpus study. Cuenca (2011) compared the forms of tag questions across English,
German, and some Romance languages, and found that these western languages shared similar
tag markers, which confirmed her hypothesis that the form and use of tag questions are interde-
pendent. Later, Barron et al. (2015) conducted a corpus analysis of the form and function of tag
questions across Irish English and British English. Westphal (2021) compared the similarities and
differences across Philippine and Trinidadian English in terms of tag question forms and func-
tions through a corpus-based study and concluded that cross-variety studies should move beyond
surface-form comparisons and recognize that invariant question tags exhibit complex, function-
ally distinct patterns across text types and contexts.

Tag questions are commonly seen in daily conversations, and they have been determined to
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play a significant role in interactions within an educational context (Wei et al. 2023), in which
not only native English speakers but also international ESL speakers might participate. Barbieri’s
(2015) investigation of discourse features revealed that tag questions were particularly frequent in
smaller student classes. Consequently, the analysis of question-and-answer communication for-
mats in educational context interactions has gained increasing attention (Wei et al. 2023). Those
analyses examined a variety of dimensions, such as interactional structures, conversation analy-
sis and corpus linguistics, as well as a systemic functional approach (Sinclair & Coulthard 1975;
Long et al. 1983; Walsh 2013; Yang 2021; Yang & Yin 2022). However, there are only a handful
of studies focusing on the way ESL speakers answer English tag questions, especially the NIP tag
questions.

Chinese ESL speakers form and respond to tag questions differently from native English
speakers. A comparative study on the structure and function of tag questions in Chinese and En-
glish concluded that most English tags are declarative tags, which require strict and complicated,
but regular, syntactic formation (Hsin 2016). Specifically, the subject, auxiliary, and verb tense
in the tag must match those in the main statement. In contrast, Chinese tags are semantically and
syntactically easier than English tags. They can be formed by simply appending particles such
as ‘Bushi ma’ (‘isnt it’), ‘Shi ma/Shi ba’ (‘is it’) or ‘Dui ma/Dui ba’ (‘right?’) to the end of any
statements, without requiring syntactic alignment or verb agreement between the statement and
the tag.

Regarding the manner of answering tag questions, in English, responses to NIP tag questions
are aligned with the grammatical form of the proposition part. For instance, when asked:

(2a) You don’t like coffee, do you?
a native English speaker would respond:

‘No, (I don’t)’,
if they indeed do not like coffee. In contrast, a native Chinese speaker faced with the equivalent
question:

(2b) Ni bu xihuan kafei, shiba?
‘You don’t like coffee, is it?’

in the same situation would likely answer:
Shide, wo bu xihuan.
‘Yes, I don’t like (coffee).’

where ‘Shide’ (‘Yes’) reflects agreement with the overall meaning of the proposition part that the
speaker indeed does not like coffee—rather than mirroring the negative grammatical structure
of the proposition. Answers to negative yes/no questions (e.g., Doesn’t she like cats?) likewise
exhibit this sharp distinction (Zhang & Vanek 2021). In English, the yes/no part of the answer is
typically of the same polarity as the verb in the answer (e.g., Yes, she does/No, she doesn’t). In
Mandarin, however, shi/shi de (yes) and bu/bu shi/bu shi de (no) typically oppose the polarity of
the verb in the answer (e.g., Yes, she doesn’t/No, she does) (Holmberg 2015). These two distinct
approaches of answering—whether NIP tag questions or negative yes/no questions—are com-
monly referred to as the truth-based system and the polarity-based system. According to Holm-
berg (2015), Mandarin speakers follow a truth-based system, whereas English speakers mostly
use a polarity-based system. Therefore, when Chinese ESL speakers respond to the English NIP
tag questions, they often transfer the answering ‘system’ from their L1 Chinese, which can be
confusing or incorrect from an English perspective.

NIP tag questions pose the same answering challenge as negative polarity questions, which
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have long been studied. Beyond distinguishing between truth-based and polarity-based answer-
ing systems, scholars have proposed different explanations for this contrast. One influential ac-
count is syntactic: Holmberg (2013) argued that the distinction arises from the interaction be-
tween the syntax of negation and the syntax of polar questions. Other work emphasizes cognitive
mechanisms. For example, Zhang & Vanek (2021) compared responses to negative questions
among Mandarin monolinguals, English monolinguals, and Chinese ESL bilinguals using a com-
prehension task measuring reaction times. Their results showed that negative questions impose
greater processing demands on speakers of truth-based languages such as Mandarin than on En-
glish speakers. Evidence from Chinese ESL participants further suggested cognitive restructur-
ing, indicating a gradual shift from the L1 truth-based system toward the polarity-based system
of English. So, existing explanations for the contrast between truth-based and polarity-based an-
swering systems may be syntactic, cognitive, or a combination of both.

Recently, there is a growing body of literature on the negative influence of L1 Chinese on
L2 English. Huang (2010) pointed out identified potential L1 Chinese influences on L2 English
communication across the word, sentence, and discourse levels. Yuan (2014) conducted a corpus-
based study on the influence of L1 Chinese on ESL speakers’ use of English prepositions. Wu
(2014) investigated the influence of Chinese L1 thinking on use of English L2 in oral expres-
sions. Yuanhua & Xiaoling (2016) and Dipolog-Ubanan (2016) studied the effects of L1 transfer
on English writing of Chinese EFL students with different focuses: Yuanhua & Xiaoling (2016)
focused on interlanguage use, simplification or overgeneralization of the target language, while
Dipolog-Ubanan (2016) focused on grammatical errors and writing proficiency. Kim et al. (2017)
conducted an experiment to examine how Chinese L1 influence English L2 reading in brain ac-
tivity. Bai & Qin (2018) investigated the negative L1 transfer in Chinese college student’s English
writing and discovered the interference of their L1 shown in idioms, cultural terms and conven-
tions in expression. Their research mentioned that thinking mode played a part in accounting for
these interferences. Xu et al. (2024) research also investigated the interference of Chinese (L1)
thinking mode on English (L2) focused on writing instead of oral communication. Liu & Yan
(2022) analyzed the interference confronted by L1-Chinese speakers from linguistic aspects, such
as phonetics, lexical collocation, and word order, as well as cultural perspectives. Zhang (2023)
investigated the influence of L1 Chinese on L2 English writing in aspects of grammar, semantics,
and syntax, and attributed some interference on L2 writing to the L1 thinking mode and linguistic
habits. Although Zhang (2010) briefly discussed Chinese ESL speakers’ responses to English tag
questions in relation to L1 transfer, and Zhang & Vanek (2021) conducted an experiment on how
Chinese ESL speakers answered English negative questions, research specifically addressing L1
Chinese transfer in L2 English responses to tag questions remains scarce.

This type of L1 Chinese influence in answering English NIP tag questions has also been ob-
served with Chinese ESL speakers who have studied or lived in an English-speaking country ex-
tensively. LoS—referring to the total duration an individual spends living in a foreign language
environment—has been proven to be a determining factor in second language development (Juan-
Garau 2015). Studies in this category treated the Study Abroad (SA) context as a black box or
used it as a categorical label, as opposed to at-home curricula (Taguchi 2018). There are also
many studies on the influence of the duration of SA programs on second language development.
For example, Longcope’s (2003) study revealed that SA had an immediate reflection on the learn-
ers’ fluency, but not necessarily on their grammatical accuracy or syntactic complexity. Avello
& Lara (2014) found that the length of SA failed to mitigate the foreign accent of Spanish ESL
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speakers. Juan-Garau (2015) concluded that there were several possible main benefits in the oral
domain after SA, namely, speech complexity, accuracy, oral fluency, and pronunciation. Her stud-
ies also showed that a SA setting was superior to a domestic setting when it came to both oral
accuracy and the participants’ greater approximation of native speaker norms, although differ-
ences between native speakers and non-native speakers were still significant after participating in
a SA program.

Long & Solon (2021) studied the impact of a short-term four-week SA program on L2 Span-
ish syntactic complexity development in narratives by comparing 16 learners who studied abroad
with 12 peers who received at-home instruction. They found that the SA group demonstrated a
non-significant change over the study period, however, their individual-level analyses revealed
that over half of the SA learners increased complexity in narratives in terms of clause length
(Long & Solon 2021). McManus et al. (2021) conducted a 21-month longitudinal study to track
the linguistic development of 56 advanced university students learning French and Spanish to see
how a long-term SA impacted their L2 fluency and vocabulary, accuracy, and syntactic complex-
ity. Their study challenged the narrative that long-term SA program is most beneficial for oral
fluency and lexis over accuracy, and confirmed that, for learners who already have a strong lin-
guistic foundation, a nine-month SA also provides the necessary conditions for significant and
sustained development in grammatical accuracy. Importantly, this study further established that
the length of SA programs is positively correlated with learners’ language gains. On the contrary,
an extended and prolonged domestic program does not necessarily lead to such gains.

Neff & Apple (2023) investigated the non-linguistic impacts of short-term (one month) ver-
sus long-term (one year) SA programs on Japanese learners of English by using pre- and post-SA
surveys to measure changes in intercultural communication, L2 speaking confidence, and the
sense of an L2 self. The study found that while SA of any duration boosts L2 speaking confi-
dence, a longer stay exerts a stronger effect by fostering an ‘ideal L2 self’—the learner’s envi-
sioned identity as a fluent L2 user within Dörnyei’s (2009) L2 Motivational Self System—and
increasing the willingness to engage in intercultural communication. Tseng et al. (2024) reported
that learners’ age and prior training do not appear to influence the effectiveness of SA language
programs. Notably, similar to McManus et al. (2021), their study reinforces the view that immer-
sion in an L2 environment contributes more effectively to language development than prolonged
domestic instruction. Despite the fact that there are studies on the influence of LoS in a target
language country on L2 development, most of these studies focus on short-term study abroad ex-
periences (typically lasting no more than one year), because, according to Ren (2018), short-term
study abroad programs are more popular and the observation period of the long-term program is
complex and effort-demanding. Furthermore, only a handful of studies compare different LoS to
examine the effect that they may have on similar groups of participants (Borràs & Llanes 2021).

Given what has been reported by previous research (e.g. Zhang (2010)), confusion may fre-
quently emerge when Chinese ESL speakers verbally respond to English tag questions under the
influence of their L1 Chinese. However, there is no research available on how their L1 influences
their responses, nor has it been explored whether an extended immersion in an English-speaking
environment can mitigate this L1 influence. Therefore, with the aim of exploring these potential
effects, and specifically the effects of duration on the elimination or decrease of L1 transfer on
L2, the current study asks:

Does an extended stay in an English-speaking environment help Chinese ESL speak-
ers reduce L1 transfer when verbally responding to English NIP tag questions?
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Using a cross-sectional approach, this study compares the verbal responses of participants who
have stayed in the U.S. for five years or less (≤ 5) with those who have stayed for more than five
years (> 5) to determine whether LoS significantly influences L2.

Building on prior research in SA contexts, two hypotheses were formulated:
H0: It is hypothesized that LoS would not exert a significant effect on performance,
indicating no statistically significant difference between the ≤ 5-year group and > 5-
year group.
H1: Conversely, following McManus et al. (2021), it is expected that a longer LoS
in an English-speaking environment would significantly enhance the performance of
participants in the > 5-year group, resulting in significant differences between the
≤ 5-year group and > 5-year group, as well as between the ≤ 5-year group and the
native control group.

As discussed above, several theoretical accounts have been proposed to explain why L1 Chi-
nese learners experience this difficulty or difference when responding to English NIP tag ques-
tions. However, since the underlying causes of this difference—whether semantic, syntactic, or
cognitive—fall outside the scope of the present study, they will not be addressed in this work.

3. Methodology & Data Analysis. As for the cross-sectional design, this study adopted the
methodological design utilized by Simard et al. (1976). Simard et al. (1976) employed a series
of experimental conditions where participants were asked to describe a route on a map (stim-
ulus materials), then required participants to complete questionnaires assessing their percep-
tions of other participants’ language abilities and their own efforts in communication. This ex-
periment consisted of a simulated performance session followed by a self-assessment question-
naire, with analyses based on the participants’ perceived effort and self-reported language pro-
ficiency. Drawing on the framework established by Simard et al. (1976), the current study com-
prised two sessions: a performance-based questionnaire and a metalinguistic awareness survey.
The performance-based questionnaire was designed to examine the participants’ actual responses
when presented with English NIP tag questions, thereby capturing their real-time performance.
Our metalinguistic awareness survey sought to investigate participants’ self-reported perceptions
of the extent to which their responses to English NIP tag questions were influenced by their L1
Chinese.

3.1. PARTICIPANTS. Two groups of participants were recruited through convenience sampling
based on the following criteria: (1) their age (from 18 to 65), (2) being native speakers of Chinese
with English as their L2, and (3) their experience in living, studying, or working in the U.S.. Al-
though participants were recruited through convenience sampling, the majority of them were not
related to the researchers in any way. Table 1 shows the participants’ demographic information.

3.2. EXPERIMENT DESIGN. To refine the experimental design, a pilot study was conducted
prior to the current study. The pilot study involved ten Chinese ESL participants, five of whom
had resided in the U.S. for more than two years and five for less than two years. Participants
listened to ten short stories in English narrated by the researcher and, following each story, re-
sponded orally to an English NIP tag question based on the story content. Insights from the pilot
study informed several methodological refinements: an answer sheet was developed to facilitate
systematic note-taking during data collection; some story prompts were revised for greater clar-
ity; five additional distracting stories were incorporated to enhance data reliability.
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Age Range Educational Level
18–29 30–39 40–49 50–65 High school College Master’s Ph.D.

Group 1 (≤ 5) 16 6 0 0 0 6 11 5
(72.7%) (27.3%) (0.0%) (0.0%) (0.0%) (27.3%) (50.0%) (22.7%)

Group 2 (> 5) 4 6 4 8 0 1 8 13
(18.2%) (27.3%) (18.2%) (36.4%) (0.0%) (4.5%) (36.4%) (59.1%)

Group 3 (Control) 15 2 1 4 3 14 4 1
(68.2%) (9.1%) (4.5%) (18.2%) (13.6%) (63.6%) (18.2%) (4.5%)

Table 1. Participants’ demographic information with percentages

The experiment of current study consists of two sessions: the performance-based question-
naire and the metalinguistic awareness survey, lasting no more than 15 minutes, collectively. Dur-
ing the performance-based questionnaire, participants listened to 15 short stories in English (10
experimental items and 5 distractors), which were constructed and narrated by the researcher, a
native speaker of Chinese. Following each story, participants were verbally asked an English NIP
tag question based on the story’s content and were required to provide a verbal response. An ex-
ample of the experimental items is as follows:

(1) Story: Lucy and Mike have just completed their lunch, and they are feeling quite full.

Tag Question: They are not hungry at all, are they?

The researcher documented participants’ responses using a prepared score sheet that included a
list of five anticipated response types. These anticipated response types were informed by the re-
sponses collected during the pilot study. In most cases, participants’ responses fell under one of
the five predefined types. However, when a response did not fit any of these types, it was tran-
scribed verbatim, examined in detail, and then interpreted accordingly. To minimize potential
bias, the anticipated responses were not disclosed to participants under any circumstances, nor
was there any direct or indirect indication of what might constitute a correct response. On most
occasions, when the participants’ response was originally marked as differing from our five types
of anticipated responses, upon further analysis, it was determined that the response did match
the criteria of one of the five types. Then any residual responses remained in a Type 6 category
and were excluded from statistical analysis. An example of score sheet for the tag question in (1)
above is given below (see the Appendix for more information):

i. Respond ‘Yes, (they are not...)’; (Truth-based Response)
ii. A repetition of the proposition ‘They are not...’ without
explicit affirmation or negation;

(Avoidance Response)

iii. Initially answer with ‘Yes, (they are not...)’, then later
corrected to ‘No, (they are not...)’;

(Self-correction Response)

iv. Contemplate for 3 seconds and reply with ‘No,(they are
not...)’;

(Processing Response)

v. Respond with ‘No, (they are not...)’ with no more than 3
seconds;

(Polarity-based Response)

vi. Alternative Responses.
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The measurement of hesitant pauses varies widely across studies. Jefferson (1984) did not
specify a temporal threshold, and Campione et al. (2002) cautioned that fixed thresholds may
obscure meaningful shorter pauses. In studies of oral fluency, McManus et al. (2021) defined
pauses as silences of 0.25 s or longer when calculating the Mean Length of Run. Similarly, Betz
et al. (2023) avoided specifying a minimum duration, arguing that no objective detection method
exists and relying instead on annotators’ perception of hesitation. By contrast, Coulange et al.
(2024) adopted a practical threshold, defining pauses as intervals between words lasting from
180 ms to 2 s. In contrast, the present study focuses on Speech Onset Time (SOT)—the interval
between stimulus onset and articulation onset—as a measure of cognitive processing load in Type
4 Processing Responses. For analytical purposes, a cutoff of 3 s (3000 ms) was used to
distinguish Type 4 Processing Responses from Type 5 Polarity-based Responses.

This threshold is supported by both internal and external benchmarks. Annotation of ap-
proximately 11 hours of speech data showed that the highest mean SOT in our dataset was 2,321
ms, placing the 3 s cutoff safely above typical response times. At the same time, it approaches
the range associated with higher cognitive load reported by Zhang & Vanek (2021), whose data
show mean SOTs of approximately 3,250-4,250 ms for challenging negative yesno questions.
Moreover, across all response types in the present dataset (see Table 2), only Type 4 Processing
Responses exhibited mean SOTs exceeding 3 s. Together, the pilot study and the overall data dis-
tribution indicate that the 3 s threshold reliably differentiates hesitant, less automatic responses
(Type 4) from faster, more automatic polarity-based responses (Type 5).

1.
Truth-based
Response

2.
Avoidance
Response

3. Self-correction
Response

4.
Processing
Response

5. Polarity-
based

Response
Response
Interval

Group 1 (≤ 5) 1,562 1,732 779 2,798 4,151 1,096
Group 2 (> 5) 1,312 1,872 1,925 4,683 3,747 1,177
Group 3 (Control) 1,403 1,073 1,449 3,033 4,412 811

Table 2. Mean Speech Onset Time (ms) for each response type across the three groups

The entire performance-based questionnaire session for each participant was audio-recorded.
For confidentiality purposes, anonymity was ensured by using a coding system to both label au-
dio files and record the participants’ names and responses in our database. After the data col-
lection was completed, the five anticipated response types were assigned numerical values for
statistical analysis:

Type 1 = 1 point, Type 2 = 2 points, Type 3 = 3 points,

Type 4 = 4 points, Type 5 = 5 points.

Once again, we reiterate that only the researcher had access to the score sheet. The prede-
fined response categories were included solely to facilitate the efficient administration of the task.

After completing their performance-based questionnaire, participants in Group 1 and Group
2 were asked to fill out a metalinguistic awareness survey. In this survey, they self-evaluated the
extent to which they were inclined to respond with truth-based answers, such as ‘Yes, they are
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Figure 1. Response type distribution across groups

not’, to the English tag questions (following polarity-based answering system) in the first session,
using a four-point Likert scale:

1 = Strongly inclined; 2 = Moderately inclined;

3 = Slightly inclined; 4 = Not inclined at all.

Scores ranging from 1 to 4 were assigned to represent the degree of inclination, with 1 indicating
‘strongly inclined’ and 4 indicating ‘not inclined at all’.

4. Results. The one-on-one performance-based questionnaire and the metalinguistic awareness
survey were administered in quiet and publicly accessible locations. The data were systematically
entered and organized in an Excel database for analysis.

4.1. PERFORMANCE-BASED QUESTIONNAIRE. For the performance-based questionnaire, as
illustrated in Figure 1, 38.8% of participants in Group 1 produced Type 1 Truth-based Responses,
compared to 15.2% in Group 2 and 7.0% in Group 3. In contrast, only 24.8% of Group 1 partic-
ipants produced Type 5 Polarity-based Responses, whereas this response type was observed in
49.4% of Group 2 participants and 64.8% of those in Group 3.

Since higher educational level was proven to correlate with increased language proficiency
and metalinguistic awareness (Collier 1987), which may influence response patterns indepen-
dently of LoS, we first examined whether the demographic factor of educational level might act
as a confounding variable. A chi-squared test was conducted to compare the educational compo-
sition of Group 1 and Group 2, which included only three levels: college, master’s, and doctoral
level. The test confirmed a significant imbalance (χ2(2)=7.60, p=.022), indicating that the two
groups differed in their educational backgrounds.

To formally test the influence of LoS while statistically controlling for this educational im-
balance, a Cumulative Link Mixed Model (CLMM) was conducted. This approach was selected
as it is appropriate for modeling ordinal outcomes (response rating 1-5) while also accounting for
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Figure 2. Answer type distribution in Group 1 & 2

the non-independence of repeated measures (multiple response ratings nested within each par-
ticipant). The CLMM included group (LoS, with Group 1 as the reference) and edu (educational
level) as fixed effects. Due to the heterogeneous representation of educational levels across the
groups, specifically, the absence of the high school level in Groups 1 and 2, and to ensure model
stability and reliable parameter estimation, the lowest two educational levels were aggregated.
The high school and college levels were therefore combined into a single reference category,
‘College Level and Below’, for the CLMM analysis. The random intercepts were specified
after Likelihood Ratio Tests confirmed that the inclusion of both ParticipantID and QuestionID
significantly improved model fit (p< .001 for both components).

The CLMM results indicated that educational level was not a significant predictor of re-
sponse ratings (all p> .30). This suggests that the observed difference in educational composition
did not account for the differences in response ratings.

In contrast, LoS remained a highly significant predictor of participants response ratings.
Compared to Group 1, the odds of receiving a higher response rating were 5.07 times greater for
participants in Group 2 (OR= 5.07, β=1.62, SE=0.54, p=.003) and 13.16 times greater for those
in Group 3 (OR= 13.16, β=2.58, SE=0.57, p< .001), indicating a strong and increasing effect of
LoS on participants’ response ratings. A post-hoc analysis with Tukey adjustment was performed
to conduct pairwise comparisons among the three LoS groups. The results revealed that Group
1 had significantly lower response ratings than both Group 2 (p=.007) and Group 3 (p< .0001).
The difference between Group 2 and Group 3 was not statistically significant (p=.316).

4.2. THE METALINGUISTIC AWARENESS SURVEY. In the metalinguistic awareness survey,
participants—excluding those in the control group—self-assessed the extent to which they were
inclined to provide a truth-based response caused by their L1 transfer (e.g. respond with ‘Yes,
they are not hungry’ to the tag question ‘They are not hungry at all, are they?’ ) to each previ-
ously presented tag question. Figure 2 summarizes the distribution of answer types in Group 1
and Group 2.
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As shown, 27.1% of participants in Group 1 reported being strongly inclined to provide Type
1 Truth-based Response to the English tag questions provided in the performance-based section
of the study, compared to 15.5% in Group 2. We also see that fewer than half of the participants
from both groups (21.6% in Group 1 and 41% in Group 2) reported that they were not inclined to
provide a Type 1 Truth-based Response.

To compare self-awareness when answering the experimenting English tag questions
between Group 1 and Group 2, the four degrees of inclination were assigned numerical scores
from 1 to 4, with 1 representing ‘strongly inclined’ and 4 representing ‘not inclined’. Median
scores for each participant in each group were calculated. Normality was assessed for both groups
using the Shapiro-Wilk test. The results indicated significant deviations from normality for both
Group 1 (W=0.880, p=.012) and Group 2 (W=0.829, p=.001). Consequently, the non-parametric
Mann-Whitney U test (α = .05) was employed. The results revealed no statistically significant
difference in self-awareness scores between Group 1 and Group 2 (W= 184, p= .162).

5. Discussion. This study investigated whether extended exposure to an English-speaking en-
vironment reduces L1 transfer among Chinese ESL speakers when responding to English NIP
tag questions. Results from the performance-based questionnaire revealed that LoS would have
no significant effect. Participants who had resided in the U.S. for more than five years produced
significantly more target-like responses than those with five years or less of residence, while no
significant difference was observed between the longer-stay group and native English speakers.
Educational level did not emerge as a significant confounding factor. These findings suggest that
increased exposure to the target language environment reduces L1 influence on L2 performance
in responses to English NIP tag questions. This pattern is consistent with Zhang & Vanek (2021),
who propose that L2 learners initially rely on a truth-based response system but gradually shift
toward the target polarity-based system with greater exposure to English.

In contrast, the metalinguistic awareness survey revealed no significant group difference in
participants’ perceived L1 influence. Both groups reported similar levels of awareness regarding
their tendency toward truth-based responses, even when their actual performance differed. Quali-
tative feedback further indicated that some participants experienced discomfort and a strong incli-
nation toward truth-based responses despite recognizing that such responses were not appropriate
in English.

Taken together, we conclude that while the extended stay in the U.S. does not necessarily
increase the self-awareness of reduced L1 interference, it does help to mitigate the negative L1
influence in practical L2 performance when responding verbally to English NIP tag questions.

This study contributes to L2 acquisition research by clarifying how Chinese ESL speakers
respond to English NIP tag questions. It highlights the role of study-abroad experiences, show-
ing that extended exposure to an English-speaking environment can promote more target-like
responses to conflicting L1-L2 structures. The study also examines the relationship between LoS
and L1 influence on L2 in responses to NIP tag questions, an area with limited empirical atten-
tion. The findings provide a basis for future research and offer implications for improving cross-
cultural communication.
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