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CHAPTER 1   

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Motivation 

Teachers in Taiwan generally pay a great deal of attention to grammar to help 

learners internalize linguistic rules. Learners have fewer opportunities to grasp the 

illocutionary force encoded in the language they are learning. This can cause trouble 

when Chinese students go abroad to pursue advanced study in an English speaking 

country.  The following example is a real-life story I heard from a friend. A Chinese 

graduate student with 580 TOEFL scores was invited to his advisor's house for dinner. 

The professor and his wife welcomed the student, and they had a wonderful meal 

during which the student talked at length about Taiwan. Before he knew it, the 

Chinese graduate realized it was 11:00, and he thought it was time for him to leave. 

Therefore, he said to the professor, "It's very late. Thank you for the dinner. I think I 

should go now because you might need to go to bed." Though grammatically perfect, 

the Chinese graduate's utterance upset the elderly couple. The professor's wife even 

responded in unfriendly terms: "You may go home if you want to. Don't say it is 

because we want to go to bed!"  

What had the Chinese student done wrong? His mistake arose not from 

violations of grammatical rules, but from inadequate pragmatic knowledge in the 

target language. As Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991: 4) put it:  

Language learners interacting with speakers of a target language must be 

exposed to language samples which observe social, cultural, and discourse 

conventions—or in other words, which are pragmatically appropriate.  

Speakers who do not use pragmatically appropriate language run the risk of 

appearing uncooperative at the least, or, more seriously, rude or insulting. This 
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is particularly true of advanced learners whose high linguistic proficiency leads 

other speakers to expect concomitantly high pragmatic competence.  

   This assertion has the two implications that, first, learners’ pragmatic 

proficiency may not go hand in hand with their linguistic proficiency. Rather, learners 

at various proficiency levels may use inappropriate language in a given situation. 

What differentiates advanced learners and beginners is that the former are expected to 

have a better understanding of situational appropriateness in their L2 discourse. 

Second, an environment with rich, authentic language samples is important in that it 

helps learners in the acquisition of pragmatic conventions in the target language. 

Unfortunately, in a monolingual environment like Taiwan, it is not easy for learners to 

surround themselves with large amounts of L2 input, thus inhibiting pragmatic 

proficiency. 

1.2 Theoretical Background 

Learning a second language involves more than the acquisition of syntax, lexis 

and native-like pronunciation (Hall, 1999; Lee, 2000). Applied linguists and foreign 

language teachers have been aware of the interrelations between acquisition of a 

target language and its culture, because culture is integral to how that language is used 

and vice-versa (Hinkel, 1999; Hymes, 1972; Lee, 2000).  

The tensions between the culture of a learner and that of the target language 

increase the complexity and difficulty of pragmatic competence acquisition, 

especially for learners without exposure to the target language's culture such as they 

could get in a period of study in a country where it is spoken. The Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis (Sapir, 1961; Whorf, 1956) argues that the language and culture of a 

community are coextensive in such a way that language is a channel through which its 

speakers’ beliefs and values are communicated. Two illustrations below show Chinese 

and American cultural differences in terms for invitations and addressing others. Shih 
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(1994: 130) points out that the act of inviting is an “addressee-beneficial, desirable” 

act in Chinese society because the receiver would normally evaluate the psychological 

cost-benefit imbalance. The dilemma is that if the receiver accepts the invitation 

immediately, he/she appears greedy, but if he/she refuses the invitation immediately, 

the receiver is considered impolite. To resolve this conflict, the receiver initially turns 

down the invitation, then waits for the sender to show sincerity by insisting on 

acceptance. A successful invitation usually cannot be achieved in one attempt. The 

"seesaw battle" between the sender and receiver often confuses a westerner because it 

is hard to tell when a Chinese really means "yes" or "no" (Ma, 1996). 

The second example is the forms for addressing other people in Chinese and 

American cultures. Western cultures are more individualistic, placing high value on 

personal rights. Oriental cultures, by contrast, are more collective, placing great 

importance on individuals’ relative positions to each other in the society (Nakane, 

1967). In Chinese culture, deference and formality are the most important criteria in 

forms of address, while in American culture, intimacy takes precedence over 

deference and formality (Shih, 1994). Brown & Ford (1961) point out that Americans 

call acquaintances by title with last name (TLN), and intimates by first name (FN). 

However, the distance between acquaintances and intimates is very small. Normally, a 

five-minute conversation is good enough to shift the address forms from TLN to FN. 

Interlanguage pragmatics (ILP), developed since the early 1980s, has been 

regarded as a "second-generation hybrid" (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993:3) of research 

in second language acquisition and pragmatics, and it has been called "the study of 

nonnative speakers' use and acquisition of L2 pragmatic knowledge" (Kasper, 1996: 

154). Though yet in its infancy, ILP research has demonstrated that pragmatic failures 

are frequent in L2 learners' comprehension and production of certain language 

features. A few ILP studies have investigated learners' interlanguage development in 
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implicatures (cf. Bouton, 1994, 1999; Taguchi, 2002) and conversation analysis (cf. 

Wong, 2000), but the majority explore learners' comprehension and production of 

speech acts (see a complete review of Kasper, 2001). Thomas (1983) classified 

pragmatic failures into two major categories: pragmalinguisitc and sociopragmatic. 

Pragmalinguistic failures occur when the pragmatic force used by learners in a given 

utterance deviates from the force mapped by native speakers. Sociopragmatic failures, 

on the other hand, refer to the inaccurate judgments of social context by learners, and 

are basically the consequences of misunderstandings between the learner's culture and 

the L2's.   

The similarities and differences between native and non-native comprehension 

and production of certain speech acts have led ILP researchers to a better 

understanding of learners’ interlanguage development. Since plenty of evidence 

demonstrates learners' problems in pragmatics, the next question is how their 

pragmatic competence can be most effectively developed. One clue may be found in 

Vygotsky's (1978) argument that the social level of learning occurs prior to the 

individual level in the creation of cultural knowledge, and this social, or 

interpsychological, process of learning is extended in his famous concept of the "zone 

of proximal development" (ZPD), in which a less experienced interloctutor can 

enhance his/her current cultural knowledge through imitation of a more experienced 

interlocutor. In addition, Schmidt's (1990, 1993, 1995) noticing hypothesis claims that 

acquisition takes place only when learners consciously attend to the target features in 

the input. In other words, simple exposure to language samples does not suffice, and 

learners have to raise their awareness of the L2's distinguishing features through 

systematic practice to master its forms. These theories led to the development of 

interactional competence for language learners (Hall, 1999), a theory which maintains 

that learners’ pragmatic competence can be enhanced through language teachers’ 
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carefully designed instructional activities in class.  

Though the number of ILP investigations is growing, most have confined 

themselves to speech acts (e.g., apologies, requests, compliments) in several 

languages (e.g., English, Hebrew, Japanese, Korean) (Lee, 2000). Only a few have 

examined how Chinese learners of English differ from native speakers of English in 

speech acts such as refusals (Liao & Bresnahan, 1996), requests (Lii-Shih, 1999; Yu, 

1999a) and compliments (Lii-Shih, 1999; Yu, 1999b). The research on pedagogical 

intervention is even scarcer, creating a wide-open field for new studies.   

1.3 Research Questions 

     This study addresses the following five research questions: 

1. What are the similarities and differences in the performances of complaint 

behaviors between the native speakers of American English and the native speakers 

of Chinese? 

2. To what extent does pragmatic transfer affect the learners’ complaint behaviors in 

American English? 

3. What are the similarities and differences between the learners’ productions and 

perceptions of the DCT and role plays? 

4. To what extent does explicit teaching affect the learners in the acquisition of 

complaint behaviors? 

5. What are the learners’ perceptions of explicit teaching of complaint behaviors? 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This study investigates the performance of adult Chinese learners of American 

English in making complaints, and aims to determine whether they encounter 

pragmatic difficulties in their interlanguage development, and whether their pragmatic 

competence can be enhanced through explicit pedagogical interventions. It uses 

making complaints because this speech act has been far less investigated than others 
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listed above. In addition, although ILP research has demonstrated that learners tend to 

perform pragmatic transfer from L1 (Kasper, 1992), the relationship of transfer with 

L2 proficiency has been debated (Takahashi, 1996). Therefore, this study attempts to 

investigate the effect of pragmatic transfer on learners at different proficiency levels. 

Finally, since it is commonly acknowledged that explicit teaching is more useful than 

implicit in improving learners’ pragmatic competence (see Rose, 2005 for a complete 

review), this study aims to see the effects of instruction on learners of different 

proficiencies in the acquisition of complaint expressions.  

1.5 Organization of the Present Study 

     Summaries of the remaining chapters are below: 

Chapter 2 reviews three theoretical frameworks. The first addresses issues in 

pragmatics, including speech act theory, the politeness model and the act of 

complaining. The second addresses interlanguage pragmatics, which defines 

pragmatic competence and introduces speech act interlanguage in terms of choice of 

speech act, semantic content, semantic formulas, sociolinguistic forms and utterance 

length. The third addresses pragmatics in language teaching. It provides three 

rationales for instruction in pragmatics, including Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis, 

Swain’s output hypothesis and Long’s interaction hypothesis. Approaches to the 

teaching of pragmatics and its effectiveness are also discussed. 

Chapter 3 discusses this study's research design, starting with an introduction to 

the research questions and continuing with a description of the subjects. There are 

four groups of subjects, including native speakers of American English and Chinese, 

and Chinese learners of English at higher and lower proficiencies. Each group has 

twenty subjects, so there is a total of eighty. All are college students in the United 

States or Taiwan. This study was conducted in three phases. Phase I elicits subjects’ 

L1 complaint behaviors by using the DCT and role plays, and their performances are 
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coded and analyzed. Phase II concerns the explicit teaching of complaint expressions 

to Chinese learners of English. Phase III investigates whether learners achieve 

native-like competence after instruction. In Phases I and III, data analysis includes 

both quantitative and qualitative assessments. 

Chapter 4 provides answers to research question 1, which addresses the 

similarities and differences in the forms of making complaints between native 

speakers of American English and Chinese. The quantitative analysis determines 

whether Americans and Chinese differ in the number of strategies or strategy patterns 

used in complaining. The qualitative analysis provides more insights into how the 

groups of subjects differ in linguistic forms and content when using a particular 

strategy or strategy pattern. This chapter also discusses the differences in the light of 

cultural influence.  

Chapter 5 answers research questions 2 and 3. Question 2 concerns the effect of 

pragmatic transfer on the L2 performance of learners at different proficiency levels. 

Positive transfer is expected to occur if there are L1-L2 equivalencies, and negative 

transfer is expected to occur if there are L1-L2 differences. The learners’ 

performances are then compared to those of the Americans to see if the predictions 

came true. Question 3 addresses the learners’ L2 production with the DCTs and role 

plays, and their perceptions of the two elicitation instruments. Learners’ DCT and role 

play performances are then compared in terms of strategy distribution, linguistic 

forms and content. Their perceptions are discussed in terms of their difficulties and 

preference.  

     Chapter 6 answers research questions 4 and 5. Question 4 measures the extent 

to which explicit instruction affects higher and lower learners' complaint-making 

competence.  The learners’ post-instructional performances are also compared to 

their pre-instructional performances, as well as the Americans' performances, to see if 
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they have achieved native-like proficiency.  In addition, the usages to which the 

learners show resistance to instruction are discussed. Question 5 addresses learners’ 

perceptions of explicit instruction, and analyzes their self-reports in terms of general 

impressions, teaching materials and perceived difficulty. 

Chapter 7 summarizes the major findings of the study. Then, the theoretical 

implications of Chapter 4 and the pedagogical implications of Chapters 5 and 6 are 

discussed. This study closes by pointing out its limitations and suggesting future 

research.  


