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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN  

 

In this chapter, the research design will be discussed in detail. The organization 

of this chapter is as follows. Section 3.1 introduces the subjects, who include the 

native American speakers (NS-A), native Chinese speakers (NS-C), the Chinese 

learners of American English at higher proficiency level (NNS-H) and the Chinese 

learners of American English at lower proficiency level (NNS-L). Section 3.2 

introduces the instruments, which include the pre-instructional DCT and role plays, 

interview questions, teaching materials, post-instructional DCT and role plays, and 

learners’ self-reports on explicit instruction. Section 3.3 introduces the procedures, 

which is divided into three phases—elicitation of complaint behaviors before 

instruction, explicit teaching of complaint behaviors and elicitation of complaint 

behaviors after instruction. Section 3.4 describes how the data was analyzed for each 

research question. Finally, section 3.5 summarizes the entire chapter. 

3.1 Subjects 

     There were four groups of subjects in this study: native American speakers 

(NS-A), native Chinese speakers (NS-C), Chinese learners of American English at 

high proficiency level (NNS-H) and Chinese learners of American English at low 

proficiency level (NNS-L). Each group was composed of twenty subjects, so a total of 

eighty subjects participated in this study. Their ages ranged from 16-21 years old. 

     Subjects of the two L1 groups (native speakers of American English and 

Chinese) were selected from their native countries. The American subjects were 

undergraduate students from Gonzaga University in the state of Washington in the 

United States. All the Americans were Caucasians, not immigrants from other 

countries to avoid possible influence from their L1.The Chinese subjects were 
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students selected from Ling Tung University in Taiwan. Since English education is 

compulsory in junior high school in Taiwan, the Chinese group was restricted to those 

students who had limited English proficiency to avoid possible influences from the 

target language. 

     The two EFL groups were selected from the two classes of Applied Foreign 

Languages Department of Ling Tung University. The researcher taught these two 

classes in the academic year 2004-2005, one of which belonged to the day program, 

and the other of which the night program. There were a total of seventy-three students 

in these two classes. The course taught was entitled “Speech and Communication”. At 

the very beginning of the academic year, these EFL students were given an 

intermediate level General English Proficiency Test (GEPT), which is designed to 

examine learners' overall language abilities including listening, reading, writing and 

speaking. The listening and reading sections were composed of multiple choice items 

with standard answers, so the researcher scored these two sections herself. For the 

writing and speaking sections, the researcher invited four experienced English 

teachers to be the raters. Two of them were responsible for the writing sections, while 

the other two were responsible for the speaking sections. Each speaking/writing 

sample was rated twice based on the criteria originally established for GEPT 

(Appendix A). The interrater reliability for the learners’ writing was .92, and the 

interrater reliability for the learners’ speaking was .90. Each student's scores in the 

four sections were then added and averaged. Of the seventy-three students, the top 

twenty students were classified as the high-proficiency group, while the bottom 

twenty students were classified as the low-proficiency group. These forty students’ 

average GEPT scores can be seen in Appendix B. Table 3.1 summarizes the 

characteristics of the four subject groups in the present study. 
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Table 3.1 Summary table of the characteristics of the four subject groups  

Characteristics Americans Chinese Learners (H) Learners (L) 

Number  20 20 20 20 
Male 8 10 9 11 
Female 12 10 11 9 
Average age 19.83 18.41 19.54 19.61 
GEPT range N/A N/A 73.25-86.25 48.75-62.20 
GEPT mean N/A N/A 78.11 54.88 
Note. Learners (H) refer to the high-proficiency learners, and learners (L) refer to the low-proficiency 

learners. 

 

3.2 Instruments 

     There were seven instruments used in the present study. They included the 

pre-instructional DCT, pre-instructional role plays, interview protocols, teaching 

materials, post-instructional DCT, post-instructional role plays and learners’ 

self-reports. Each instrument will be introduced respectively in this section. 

3.2.1 Rationales for Using Elicited Data  

     The data of this study was primarily collected through a written questionnaire in 

the format of Discourse Completion Test (DCT), supplemented with open role plays. 

Both the DCT and role plays are elicitation methods, whose validity relates to the 

extent to which they represent what the subjects would actually say in naturalistic 

interactions. To answer this question, it is important to discuss ethnomethodology and 

elicitation, which are two methodological trends used to study speech act behaviors. 

In terms of ethnomethodology, the researcher observes and records everyday 

conversations among interlocutors. Wolfson (1983) and Wolfson, Marmor & Jones 

(1989) strongly advocated the use of ethnographic fieldwork because data collected 

by this method is the most reliable. Beebe & Cummings (1996) also point out that 

naturalistic data may contain actual wording used in real interaction, the range of 

formulas and strategies used, the length of response or the number of turns it takes, 
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the depth of emotion expressed, the number of repetitions and elaborations that occur, 

and actual rate of occurrence of a speech act, which, cannot be observed from elicited 

data. 

However, in ILP research, there have been far fewer studies using ethnographic 

data than those using elicited data. Beebe & Takahashi (1989) used natural data in 

notebooks to investigate chastisement and disagreement strategies employed by 

Japanese learners of English and native speakers of English. They clearly pointed out 

the limitations of using natural data in cross-cultural pragmatics studies. First, natural 

data is generally collected from friends, relatives and associates, which may create 

biases. Situations often vary from one another, which make generalizations 

impossible. Second, there appears to be hardly any situational control in natural data, 

which increases the difficulties in cross-cultural comparisons. Beebe & Cummings 

(1995) also argue that the greatest advantage of ethnographic data is its naturalness, 

but it has disadvantages as well. First, naturalistic data may contain a large amount of 

unsystematic and unanalyzable information. The social parameters, which are 

influential in speech act performance, cannot be controlled. Furthermore, 

ethnographic data is usually collected through a small sample of the population, 

which may not be able to represent the sociolinguistic norms of a speech community.  

Finally, ethnographic approach requires tape-recording and transcribing, which are 

very time-consuming. Therefore, it is not difficult to understand why there have been 

so few studies employing ethnographic approach in ILP research (Bardovi-Harlig & 

Hartford, 1990, 1993, 1996; Golato, 2003; Wolfson, 1981).  

Therefore, elicited data have the advantage over authentic conversations 

because they retain control of social variables which allow replicability and 

cross-cultural comparisons (Golato, 2003; Kasper & Dahl, 1991; Rintell & Mitchell, 

1989). Since the present study compares the complaint behaviors produced by native 
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and non-native groups, elicitation seems to be a more effective approach than 

ethnomethodology. 

As far as elicitation techniques are concerned, the first and most widely used in 

ILP research is the DCT, a written questionnaire containing descriptions of 

hypothetical scenarios. It was first adopted to study speech act performances of 

Hebrew learners of English (Blum-Kulka, 1982). The studies that followed have used 

the DCT extensively to examine the speech act behaviors of native and non-native 

speakers of the target language (Banerjee & Carrell, 1988; Beebe & Takahashi, 1989; 

Beebe, Takahashi, Uliss-Weltz, 1990; Bergman & Kasper, 1993; Eisenstein & 

Bodman, 1986; Fukushima, 1990; Olshtain & Weinbach, 1987, 1993; Takahashi & 

Beebe, 1993; Yu, 1999a, 1999b). Beebe & Cummings (1995) acknowledge that the 

advantages of the DCT include gathering a large amount of data quickly, being able to 

classify stereotypical semantic formulas and strategies, and acquiring insights into the 

social and psychological elements which may affect speech act performance. 

The other elicitation method which has been used is role play. In this method, 

the scenarios are generally described orally by the researcher and the subject has to 

play the appointed role by saying what the person he/she is playing would respond in 

a naturalistic setting. The subject's interlocutor may be native or non-native speakers 

of the target language (e.g. Cohen & Olshtain, 1993; Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993; 

Trosborg, 1987). In addition, the subject's degree of freedom to interact with the 

interlocutor leads to two types of role plays: open and closed. In open role plays, more 

conversational turns are produced. But in closed role plays, the content of the 

conversation is more easily controlled (Sasaki, 1998).   

     The major methodological distinction between the DCT and role play is that the 

former is in the written form, while the latter in the spoken form. A number of studies 

have been conducted to compare the effectiveness of the DCT and role plays used in 
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ILP research. Rintell & Mitchell (1989) compared the DCT and closed role plays, and 

elicited requests and apologies from native and non-native speakers of English. With 

regard to the length of utterance, the results have shown that non-native speakers 

produced longer utterances in oral data than in written data. However, this difference 

does not exist in the native corpus. Within the range of linguistic strategies to make 

requests and apologies, the results have shown that there is a great similarity between 

oral and written responses collected from native and non-native corpora. Therefore, 

Rintell & Mitchell conclude that the elicited language in oral and written formats is 

quite similar. They argue that it is because spoken and written languages are not two 

absolute extremes, but may overlap to some degree. The DCT, although in written 

form, can be used to elicit forms of spoken language.   

     Eisenstein & Bodman (1993) employed four research methods to investigate 

native and non-native performances in expressing gratitudes in American English.  

These four methods included natural observation, written questionnaire, oral 

questionnaire and role play. The findings have revealed that all the natural, oral and 

written data share a similar range of wording and semantic formulas. In other words, 

the DCT data reflect certain aspects of actual language use. However, Eisenstein & 

Bodman claim that the difference between the DCT responses and natural/oral 

responses lies in the degree of interactions. 

     Sasaki (1998) examined the production of Japanese learners of English in the 

expressions of request and refusal. In order to compare the DCT and closed role plays, 

twelve Japanese university students were asked to respond to eight scenarios (four 

requests and four refusals) in both written and oral forms. The results have revealed 

that the DCT and role plays elicit different responses in terms of length and content.  

With regard to utterance length, role play responses tended to be longer than written 

ones. The difference in length was caused by more repetitions and hesitations in the 
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data, which are representative of the spoken language. As for response content, there 

was a greater variety of alerters (e.g. “Excuse me”) and semantic formulas in spoken 

responses than written ones. Sasaki concludes that role plays elicit more authentic 

spoken data than the DCT, and that the difference is caused by the interactive nature 

of role plays. Therefore, she suggests that the DCT is sufficient if the researcher 

attempts to know whether the subjects can produce the most critical part of required 

speech acts. On the other hand, if the researcher intends to investigate whether the 

subject interacts with the interlocutor in an appropriate manner, then role plays are a 

better choice. However, Sasaki also claims that the distinctive functions of role plays 

and the DCT might have been changed if the production questionnaire had required 

the participants to write a more interactive exchange instead of the traditional form, 

which requires the subjects to write their responses within one conversational turn.  

     Sasaki's claim has been supported by another empirical study conducted by 

Kuha (1999). In this study, two instruments were used to elicit data on complaints 

from 177 university students. Some students completed a traditional DCT, where they 

were asked to write down what they would say for each particular scenario. Other 

students responded to an interactive, computerized DCT (IDCT), in which they were 

allowed to take three turns. The results suggest that IDCT elicits a form of data which 

is intermediate between the traditional DCT and role plays. The opportunity to take 

three turns in IDCT has resulted in a wider range of semantic formulas. Kuha's study 

has again demonstrated that the difference between the DCT and role plays can be 

bridged if the interactive aspect is incorporated into the DCT design.    

     The above discussion clearly indicates that DCT and role play tasks elicit 

somewhat different samples. The DCT tends to elicit the typical speech act strategies 

used, while role plays produce more conversational characteristics (Sasaki, 1998). 

The difference results from the interactive nature of spoken data (Eisenstein & 
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Bodman, 1993; Kuha, 1999; Sasaki, 1998). Role plays allow speech act behaviors 

examined in a complete discourse context. They provide a richer repertoire of data 

than the DCT because they reflect full operation of oral production in terms of 

turn-taking, impromptu planning and meaning negotiation (Kasper & Dahl, 1991).  

Yuan (2001) had similar findings as well. By studying compliment and compliment 

responses, the author investigated four data-gathering methods including written 

DCTs, oral DCTs (=closed role plays), field notes and recorded conversations.  It has 

been found that oral DCTs have significantly longer responses, exclamation particles, 

repetitions, inversions and omissions than written DCTs.  In other words, oral DCT 

responses have more conversational features than written DCT responses.   

      In this study, the two elicitation methods were employed. The major purpose 

of the DCT was to elicit the most critical complaint behaviors under investigation.  

The major purpose of the open role plays, on the other hand, was to provide a clearer 

picture of how interlocutors interacted with each other through audio-visual 

information.   

3.2.2 Pre-instructional DCT 

   A pre-instructional DCT was designed to examine how the Americans, Chinese, 

high-proficiency learners and low-proficiency learners reacted to given complaint 

scenarios. The eight scenarios were designed based on two variables—social power 

and social distance. Since complaining is a face-threatening act, the two variables are 

considered the most important because they can highly influence the ways the speaker 

reacts to a given context (Brown & Levinson, 1987). The social power variable has 

two dimensions: whether the speaker or the hearer is higher in status. The social 

distance variable also has two dimensions: whether the interlocutors know (-distance) 

or do not know (+distance) each other. The 2x2 dimensions result in the following 

four situations.  
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Table 3.2 The four situations denoting the combinations of social power and 

social distance variables 

Situation Variables  Descriptions  

1 +distance, high to low The speaker does not know the hearer and the 
speaker is higher in status. 

2 -distance, high to low The speaker knows the hearer and the speaker is 
higher in status. 

3 +distance, low to high The speaker does not know the hearer and the 
speaker is lower in status. 

4 -distance, low to high The speaker knows the hearer and the speaker is 
lower in status. 

     

Table 3.2 shows that there are four situations, which include [+distance, high to 

low], [-distance, high to low], [+distance, low to high] and [-distance, low to high]. To 

obtain more reliable data, each situation was tested with two scenarios. Since research 

has shown that situational familiarity would affect learners’ speech act performances 

(Eisenstein & Bodman, 1993; Takahashi, 1996, Tateyama, 2001), all the eight 

scenarios were designed to reflect subjects’ daily lives as closely as possible. For 

example, 

(1) 

Scenario: You ordered a drink at a restaurant. When the waiter brings you the drink, 

he spills it all over you. Your new shirt got wet.  (Drink ordering) 

 

Waiter: Oh, I’m sorry about that! 

You: ____________________________________________________________ 

 

The scenarios in the pre-instructional DCT were randomly rearranged so that the 

subjects would not detect the social variables. Table 3.3 summarizes these scenarios. 

The complete English version of the actual pre-instructional DCT can be seen in 

Appendix C, and the Chinese version of the actual pre-instructional DCT can be seen 
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in Appendix D. 

Table 3.3 Arrangement of scenarios in the pre-instructional DCT 

Description Scenario 

1 

Scenario 

2 

Scenario 

3 

Scenario 

4 

Scenario 

5 

Scenario 

6 

Scenario 

7 

Scenario 

8 

Topic Drink 

ordering 

Part-time job Phone 

talking 

Movie ticket T-shirt return Tutoring  Appointment  Privacy  

Setting Restaurant Gas station Home  Movie 

theater  

Store  Neighbor's 

house 

School  Home  

Interlocutor Customer vs. 

waiter 

Employee vs. 

employer 

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling 

Young man 

vs. old man 

 

Customer  

vs. clerk 

 

Teacher vs.  

student  

Student vs.   

teacher  

Child vs.   

mother  

Social power High to low Low to high High to low Low to high High to low High to low Low to high  Low to high 

Social 

distance 

+ - - + + - + - 

Note. “+” refers to a situation when the interlocutors do not know each other. “-“ refers to the situation when the 

interlocutors know each other. 

 

3.2.3 Pre-instructional Role Plays 

     The role play tasks were composed of four situations. Like the DCT, each of the 

situations contained a combination of social power and social distance. These eight 

scenarios were carefully designed to correspond to the DCT scenarios as much as 

possible. For example, 

(2)  

Scenario: You ordered a hamburger at a fast food restaurant. But when you bit into 

the burger, you found that there was no meat inside. You say: (Hamburger)  

 

The scenarios in the pre-instructional role plays were randomly rearranged so 

that the subjects would not detect the social variables. Table 3.4 summarizes these 

scenarios. The actual pre-instructional role plays can be seen in Appendix E. 
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Table 3.4 Arrangement of scenarios in the pre-instructional role plays 

Description Scenario 

1 

Scenario 

2 

Scenario 

3 

Scenario 

4 

Scenario 

5 

Scenario 

6 

Scenario 

7 

Scenario 

8 

Topic Hamburger Extra work  Housework Noise  Sour milk Newspaper  Watching 

movie  

Room 

cleaning 

Setting Restaurant  Workplace  Apartment  Computer 

center  

supermarket Home  Theater Home  

Interlocutor Customer vs. 

waiter 

Employee vs. 

employer 

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling 

Student vs. 

teacher 

Customer vs. 

clerk 

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling 

Young 

people vs. 

old people 

Child vs. 

mother  

Social power High to low Low to high High to low Low to high High to low High to low Low to high  Low to high 

Social 

distance 

+ - - + + - + - 

Note. “+” refers to a situation when the interlocutors do not know each other. “-“ refers to the situation when the 

interlocutors know each other. 

 

3.2.4 Interviews with Learners about the DCT and Role Plays 

     To understand the learners’ perceptions of the DCT and role plays, four 

interview questions were designed as follows3. The eight learners participating in both 

the pre-instructional DCT and role play tasks were asked to respond to these 

questions.  

1. What do you think are the difficult and easy parts in the DCT task? Please explain 

with example(s). 

2. What do you think are the difficult and easy parts in the role play task? Please 

explain with example(s). 

3. Which method do you think best reflects what you would say in real-life situations? 

The DCT or role plays? Please explain with examples. 

4. Which method do you like better? The DCT or role plays? Why? 

     The first two questions asked the learners about the difficult and easy parts of 

                                                
3 These questions were asked in English, but the learners were free to respond in either English or 
Chinese. 
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the DCT and role play tasks. These questions were asked because the two tasks are 

different in nature. The DCT is a writing task, in which subjects have time to plan and 

monitor their productions. Role plays are spoken tasks, in which subjects conduct 

impromptu planning and require immediate responses. Therefore, it was assumed that 

the two kinds of tasks would cause different degree of difficulty for the learners. The 

third question addresses the extent to which the DCT and role plays reflect what 

subjects would say in real-life situations. As Kasper (2000) pointed out, production 

questionnaires are useful to inform about speakers’ pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic knowledge, but it is not certain if speakers would use the same 

strategies and forms in actual discourse. Golato (2003) also found that the occurrences 

of appreciation tokens produced by native speakers of German in the DCT data 

demonstrated what they believed they should say as responses to compliments. Since 

role plays are face-to-face interactions, it was hypothesized that the learner 

performances would approximate more closely to what they would say in actual 

discourse than the DCT. Finally, question 4 addresses learners’ preferences for these 

two tasks.  

3.2.5 Teaching Materials 

The primary teaching material used in this study was entitled Say It Naturally: 

Verbal Strategies for Authentic Communication (Level 2) (Wall, 1988). Chapter 4 of 

this book specifically addresses how to make complaints. The chapter starts with an 

introduction of American complaints and discusses the social contexts in which 

complaints are most likely to be employed. In the section of Verbal Strategies, the 

author arranged the complaint strategies from formal to informal with regard to 

setting, audience, speakers and gender. Learners may also listen to Situational 

Dialogues, which provide native speaker models demonstrating how these verbal 

strategies are used in natural, true-to-life situations. There are three questions 
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following each conversation, with which learners may discuss the language as well as 

the cultural aspects of dialogues. Practices, Dialog Completions, and Role Plays are 

exercises to help reinforce newly learned strategies. They are arranged from easy to 

difficult, and from controlled to open-ended (see Appendix F).   

In addition to the textbook, supplementary handouts were designed to 

compensate for the lack of metapragmatic information in the book. There were two 

major topics on the handouts (see Appendix G), which were closely related to the 

steps described in the procedure section later. The first topic introduces the notions of 

power, distance and degree of imposition as well as the effect of these social 

parameters on strategy choice. The second topic addresses a series of decision making 

procedures after evaluating social context and the corresponding strategies are also 

introduced. It deals with linguistic realizations of each strategy and concerns how 

strategies may be combined together to make complaints more complete. 

3.2.6 Post-instructional DCT 

     The purpose of the post-instructional DCT was to assess if the learners’ 

pragmatic competence in making complaints improved over time. Like the 

pre-instructional DCT, the production questionnaire after instruction consisted of four 

situations, each of which contained two scenarios. The eight scenarios were designed 

based on the combinations of power and distance, which were similar to those in the 

pre-instructional DCT. For example, 

(3) 

Scenario: You bought a pair of red shoes at a store. When you got home and opened 

the shoe box, you found that the clerk gave you black shoes instead. You went back 

to the store and told the clerk that she gave you the wrong shoes. (Wrong shoes) 

 

Clerk: Oh, I’m sorry. 

You: __________________________________________________________ 
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The scenarios in the post-instructional DCT were randomly rearranged so that 

the subjects would not detect the social variables. Table 3.5 summarizes these 

scenarios. For an actual version of post-instructional DCT, please see Appendix H.  

Table 3.5 Arrangement of scenarios in the post-instructional DCT 

Descriptions Scenario 

1 

Scenario 

2 

Scenario 

3 

Scenario 

4 

Scenario 

5 

Scenario 

6 

Scenario 

7 

Scenario 

8 

Topic Wrong shoes Food 

ordering 

Home- 

work 

Smoking 

 

Extra pay Grand- 

children  

Lost 

pen 

Final  

paper  

Setting Store Restaurant Classroom  Restaurant  Restaurant  Apartment Home  School 

Interlocutor Customer vs. 

clerk 

Customer 

vs. 

waiter 

Leader vs. 

classmate 

Waiter vs. 

customer 

employee  

vs. 

employer  

Young man  

vs. 

Old man  

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling  

Student vs.  

teacher  

Social power High to low High to low High to low Low to high Low to high Low to high High to low Low to high 

Social 

distance 

+ + - + - + - - 

Note. “+” refers to a situation when the interlocutors do not know each other. “-“ refers to the situation when the 

interlocutors know each other. 

 

3.2.7 Post-instructional role plays 

     Like the pre-instructional role plays, post-instructional role plays were 

composed of four situations, each of which contained two scenarios and reflected one 

combination of social power and social distance. For example, 

(4) 

Scenario: You ordered salad and corn soup at a restaurant, but the waiter brought 

you fish and bacon instead. You say: (Wrong food) 

 

The scenarios in the post-instructional role plays were randomly rearranged so 

that the subjects would not detect the social variables. Table 3.6 summarizes these 

scenarios. The actual role play tasks can be seen in Appendix I.  
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Table 3.6 Arrangement of scenarios in the post-instructional role plays 

Descriptions Scenario 

1 

Scenario 

2 

Scenario 

3 

Scenario 

4 

Scenario 

5 

Scenario 

6 

Scenario 

7 

Scenario 

8 

Topic Wrong food Wrong pants  Computer  Lunch  Book  Dinner  Sleepless Paper  

Setting Restaurant  Store  Home  Restaurant  Home  Restaurant  Home  School  

Interlocutor Customer vs. 

waiter 

Customer vs. 

clerk 

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling  

Waiter vs. 

customer 

Nephew vs. 

uncle  

Waiter vs. 

customer 

Older sibling 

vs. younger 

sibling 

Student vs. 

teacher 

Social power High to low High to low High to low Low to high Low to high Low to high High to low Low to high 

Social 

distance 

+ + - + - + - - 

Note. “+” refers to a situation when the interlocutors do not know each other. “-“ refers to the situation when the 

interlocutors know each other. 

 

3.2.8 Learners’ Self-reports on Explicit Instruction  

     After instruction, the forty learners were asked to write self reports concerning 

their perceptions of explicit instruction. The three questions are described below. 

1. Do you think you benefited from instruction in making complaints in American 

English? Why or why not? Please state your reasons. 

2. Do you think the teaching materials are suitable? Why or why not? Please state 

your reasons. 

3. During instruction, what difficulties did you encounter? Please state your reasons. 

The first question deals with the learners’ general impression on explicit 

instruction to see if it was helpful to the learners. The second question asks the 

learners how they felt about the teaching materials, which included the textbook and 

the supplementary handouts. The third question addresses the difficulties the learners 

may have encountered during instructional period. Because of the learners’ English 

proficiency, these questions were written in Chinese and the learners were asked to 

respond in Chinese. The actual self-report questions can be seen in Appendix J.  

 In summary, section 3.2 describes the instruments used in the present study. 
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The instruments used in the first phase to elicit the subjects’ complaint behaviors 

included the pre-instructional DCT, pre-instructional role plays, and interviews with 

the learners concerning the DCT and role play comparisons. The instruments used in 

the second phase to teach the learners American complaint behaviors were various 

teaching materials. The instruments used in the third phase to see if the learners made 

progress after instruction included the post-instructional DCT and the role plays. In 

addition, the learners’ self reports examined their perceptions of instruction. Table 3.7 

shows the overview of the instruments used in each phase.  

Table 3.7 Comparisons of instruments used in Phases I, II and III 

Phase I: Elicitation of 
complaint behaviors 

Phase II: Explicit teaching Phase III: Instructional 
effects 

Pre-instructional DCT Teaching materials Post-instructional DCT 
 

Pre-instructional role 
plays 

 Post-instructional role 
plays 
 

Interview with learners on 
the comparison between 
the DCT and role plays 

 Learners’ self-reports on 
explicit teaching in 
pragmatics 

 

3.3 Procedures 

     As mentioned earlier, there were three phases in this study. The first phase 

addresses elicitation of complaint behaviors performed by the native speakers of 

American English, the native speakers of Chinese, the Chinese learners at higher 

proficiency and the Chinese learners at lower proficiency. Based on the results from 

Phase I, instruction was designed for Phase II to improve the learners’ pragmatic 

competence in the act of complaining. After instruction, Phase III was to identify if 

they benefited from the treatment session. The procedures of each phase are discussed 

in detail as follows. 
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3.3.1 Phase I: Elicitation of Complaint Behaviors Before Instruction   

The pre-instructional production questionnaires were distributed to the subjects.  

The English version (Appendix C) was given to the native speakers of American 

English (NS-A) and the learners (NNS-H and NNS-L). The Chinese version 

(Appendix D) was given to the native speakers of Chinese (NS-C). The DCT was 

administered during subjects’ normal class hours and took approximately 40 minutes. 

The DCT data were later coded and analyzed.        

    After the learners completed the questionnaires, two pairs from the 

high-proficiency group and two pairs from the low-proficiency group were randomly 

selected for role play enactments. The learners were given one minute to read each 

role play description, and were asked to imagine the roles and to act accordingly. 

They were given no time for preparation. Each role play took approximately 3-5 

minutes and was videotaped by the researcher. After the role play tasks, the eight 

learners were interviewed to compare the DCT and role play tasks.  

3.3.2. Phase II: Explicit Teaching of Complaint Behaviors  

     The instruction lasted 25.5 hours and was organized into seven major steps. The 

first step was to raise the learners’ awareness. The second step was to introduce the 

concept of social contexts to the learners. The third step was to introduce complaint 

strategies with which the learners were able to use when facing an offense. The fourth 

step was to ask the learners to practice the newly learned strategies. The fifth step was 

to ask the learners to perform communicative activities. The sixth step was to give 

feedback on learners’ performances. The last step was wrap up activities for the 

learners to reinforce the use of complaint strategies outside the classroom. The 

rationales for each step are described in detail in the following. 
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Step 1: Awareness-raising session 

     In the first class, the teacher (or the researcher) asked the learners to organize 

into groups and discussed the two questions she wrote on the board. 

1. Under what circumstances is it necessary for you to make complaints? According 

to your understanding of the American culture (e.g. contacts with Americans or 

seeing American movies), do you think Americans make complaints in similar 

situations as Chinese do? Please answer the question based on your experiences or 

observations and illustrate with example(s). 

2. When making complaints in Chinese, do personal factors such as age, gender, 

social status, and degree of intimacy of the hearer make any difference to you in the 

choice of language? If so, which factor(s) do you think would affect your speech the 

most? Please illustrate with example(s). Are the same factors determining your 

making complaints in English? Please illustrate with example(s). 

The learners were given fifteen minutes to discuss the two questions. After the 

discussion, each group selected a representative to report their conclusions. The entire 

discussion session was conducted in Chinese and lasted about thirty minutes. 

According to Rose & Ng (2001), a teaching approach starting with L1 pragmatics 

makes L2 pragmatic knowledge more accessible to learners. Therefore, the purposes 

of this brainstorming session were to ask the learners’ stereotypical impression of how 

Americans and Chinese make complaints and to activate their interests in learning 

American complaint behaviors. The following reports how learners perceived how 

Americans and Chinese react to an offensive situation. 

(5) 

T:  Now I’d like to hear from your opinions about how Americans and Chinese 

respond to a complaint situation. 

S1: We think that Americans react to a complaint situation differently from us. In 
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our impression, Americans tend to make complaints as long as that matter is 

problematic or influential. Most Americans would express their complaints 

directly. This might be the difference between Americans and Asians. Chinese 

usually express their complaints in an indirect and conservative way. It seems 

that Chinese do not complain as often as Americans. For example, if there is a 

worm in the drinks, Chinese may choose not to drink it, but Americans may 

choose to complain to the restaurant manager. 

 

Step 2: Social contexts session 

     Leech (1983) proposed a pragmatic continuum which includes 

pragmalinguistics at the linguistic end, and sociopragmatics at the sociological end. 

Bou-Franch & Carces-Conejos (2003: 2) argue that sociopragmatics should be 

introduced before pragmalinguistics because “developing L2 sociopragmatic 

knowledge will result in the improvement of the production and interpretation of L2 

pragmalinguisitc strategies” and that Brown & Levinson’s Politeness Model (1987) 

offers the best tool for learners to increase sociopragmatic proficiency. In this model, 

Brown & Levinson distinguish between external and internal contextual factors. 

External factors include power and distance, with the former referring to the degree of 

authority of one interlocutor over the other and the latter referring to the degree of 

intimacy between interlocutors. Internal contextual factor involves the degree of 

imposition, which implies the severity of offense a person perceives when facing an 

FTA. 

Therefore, the teacher used Handout 1 to teach the learners the concept of social 

contexts and how they influenced choice of language. The teacher started with social 

power and social distance. She explained that social power refers to the power 

relationships between interlocutors. For example,4  

                                                
4 T: teacher, S: student 
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(6)  

T:  Now I’d like to show you that there are two factors which will affect our way of 

complaining. The first one is social power. It is your power relationship with 

the other person. The person you are talking to may be higher in status than 

you, or lower in status than you. You two may also be equal in status. Can 

anyone tell me who may be higher in status than you? 

S2:  Teacher. 

T:   Very good. Who else? 

S3:  Your boss. 

T:   Right. What about the person lower than you? 

S4:  Maybe your younger brother? 

T:   That’s right. Age can be used to determine a person’s power. Normally, the 

younger a person is, the less power he/she has. That’s why we are educated to 

respect older people, not younger people. Ok, now, can anyone give me 

examples of those who have equal status as you do? 

S5:  My friends. 

S6:  My classmates. 

S7:  My coworkers. 

T:   Right, it seems that you have a very good understanding of the concept of 

social power. Now let’s move on to social distance. 

 

Next, the teacher introduced the concept of social distance. Social distance 

refers to the degree of intimacy between interlocutors and is a continuum ranging 

from the most intimate to the least intimate relationships. The most intimate 

relationship is family, and the least intimate relationship is strangers. Friends are in 

between, which may include classmates, roommates, coworkers or even neighbors. 

Similar dialogues like (6) were carried out to introduce social distance. 

Finally, the teacher (or the researcher) told the learners that except for the 

considerations of power and distance parameters, there is another factor which may 

influence choice of language—the extent to which a person feels offended when 
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facing a socially unacceptable situation.  

In addition to the three contextual factors, the teacher also attempted to make 

learners understand the weightiness of these factors is relative from culture to culture. 

According to Hofstede (1980), different cultures have different perceptions of power 

and distance. Human inequality is common across cultures, but cultures vary in the 

degree to which they view such inequality as good or bad. Cultures which prefer 

small power distances minimize the role of social or class inequality. On the other 

hand, cultures which prefer large power distances believe in authority and hierarchy. 

In general, Americans prefer small power distances. In the United States, social 

distance is no insuperable boundary and social power is never considered as great 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987). However, Chinese prefer larger power distances because 

Chinese is a hierarchical society where everybody has a position relative to others (Hu, 

1944). Degree of imposition is also culture-bound. For example, in Cohen & 

Olshtain’s (1981) study, native speakers of Hebrew tended to apologize less 

frequently than native speakers of English in two scenarios which describe “insulting 

someone at a meeting” and “forgetting to take your son shopping”. These examples 

showed to the learners that the evaluation of social contexts is dynamic, which is 

usually subject to individuals or cultures. This session lasted five hours. 

Step 3: Strategy session 

     At this stage, the teacher told the learners that they were faced with three basic 

options after evaluating the social contexts: Do not make complaints, Make 

complaints indirectly and Make complaints directly. The teacher also analyzed the 

payoffs for the learners. If the learner decides not to make complaints, there may be 

no social friction with the hearer. He/she may be thought as tactful and polite, but also 

remain frustrated with the deplorable act because the annoyance was not expressed.   

If the learner decides to make complaints, then there are two categories of 
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choice: off record and on record. The learner who complains off record expresses 

censure only, but does not mention explicitly that the hearer is responsible for the 

offense. The advantage of off-record complaints is that the hearer’s face may be saved, 

but the disadvantage is that the hearer may not interpret them as real complaints 

(Olshtain & Weinbach, 1993). On the other hand, the hearer who complains on record 

expresses not only censure, but also charge that the hearer is responsible for the bad 

act. The advantage is that the censure is expressed clearly and leaves the hearer no 

room to interpret whether an actual complaint is issued or not. The disadvantage is 

that the speaker may cause the hearer too much embarrassment and thus risk the 

danger of losing a good relationship with the hearer. 

After the analysis, the teacher presented the learners with the complaint 

strategies for each option. The corresponding strategy of Do not Make Complaints is 

opting out. Make complaints off record includes indirect complaint and request for 

repair with I as subject. Finally, Make complaints on record includes indirect 

accusation, direct complaint, request for repair with You as subject and threat. For 

each individual strategy, the teacher (or the researcher) presented the learners with 

three kinds of information: functional information, situational information and 

linguistic information. Functional information refers to what intention the speaker 

may convey by using this particular strategy. Situational information refers to the 

social context in which a given strategy can be used appropriately. Finally, linguistic 

information refers to the pragmalinguistic aspect of a strategy, which may include 

tense, sentence patterns, or reference to speaker or hearer. Here is the dialogue 

between the teacher and the learners about the teaching of direct complaint. 
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(7) 

T:   Please look at your Handout 2. Today we are going to talk about how to make 

complaints directly. Anyone likes to tell me when making complaints directly is 

appropriate? 

S8:  When the speaker is higher in status than the hearer. 

T:   Good. Can you give me an example? 

S9:  The speaker is the teacher, and the hearer is the student. 

T:   Right. Any other situations you might think of? 

S10:  When the speaker and hearer are very close. Like brothers and sisters. 

T:   Very good. What else? 

S11:  If the speaker thinks the situation is serious or he has strong dissatisfaction, 

then he may make complaints directly. For example, if someone borrows my 

favorite CD without returning it, then I’ll be very angry. 

T:   All right. Since you all know when to make complaints directly, now I’d like 

to show you one of the strategies: direct complaint. Please look at the 

Linguistic Realizations of Complaint Strategies on the next page. Can you 

find direct complaint? 

Ss:  Yes! 

T:   Direct complaint is used to accuse somebody for the wrong doing. It is a 

statement with the subjects You or Your+ noun phrase. Actually, you may feel 

familiar with this strategy because you have used it a lot in the questionnaire I 

gave you earlier. 

Ss:  (laugh). 

T:   All right. Now let’s make some sentences using this strategy. 

S12:  You did not clean the table. 

S13:  Your room is messy. 

T:    Good. Since the tone of this strategy is very strong. It may sound very rude if 

you use it incorrectly. So be careful with its use. Any questions? 

S14:  I got confused with indirect accusation and direct complaint. Can you make 

it more clearly? 

T:   Well, both strategies start with the subjects You or Your + noun phrase, but the 

major difference is that indirect accusation is a question, and direct complaint 

is a statement. You may either question the hearer about the wrongdoing by 
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using sentences like “Why did you…” or state what he/she has done by using 

sentences like “You did not clean your room”. 

 

The entire flowchart of teaching social contexts (Step 2) and complaint 

strategies (Step 3) can be seen in Figure 3.1.
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     Finally, the teacher (or the researcher) played the tape and the learners listened 

to the Situational Dialogues on pages 60-63 in the textbook (see Appendix F). After 

listening to each dialogue, the teacher (or the researcher) asked the learners to identify 

which strategies were used in the dialogues. This activity was conducted in groups. In 

addition, each group had to discuss the questions following each conversation to 

strengthen their evaluation of the social contexts and strategy use. This session lasted 

six hours. 

Step 4: Practice session 

     At this stage, the teacher (or the researcher) asked the learners to do Practice 1 

and 2 on pages 56-58 in the textbook. Each practice is composed of five scenarios. 

The teacher demonstrated how to do the practice. The following is the teacher-student 

dialogue. 

(8)  

T:   Since you know how to use the strategies now, I’d like you to do some 

practice. But before you do the practice by yourself, I’d like to show you how 

to do it. Anyone would like to read the scenario on p. 56 in your book? 

S15: Your roommate has opened the window, and you think it’s too cold in the 

room. 

T:   Thank you. The first thing you need to consider is your relationship with the 

hearer. Can anyone tell me if the speaker is higher or lower than the hearer or 

they are equal in status? 

S16: They are equal because they are roommates. 

T:  Ok. Do you think this is a serious situation to you? 

S17: I think it’s ok. I like cold weather.  

T:  What would you say to your roommate if you were in this situation? 

S18: I might tell her “It’s cold. Can you close the window?” 

T:  Good. So when you do the practice by yourself, remember to think of your 

relationship with the hearer. You are supposed to use indirect strategies if you 

are talking to someone higher in status than you. If you are talking to someone 
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equal to or lower in status than you, then you may think how much this 

situation bothers you. When the situation is serious, you may use more direct 

strategies, but when the situation is not serious, you may want to use less direct 

strategies. If you forget the strategies or are unfamiliar with them, please look 

at the handouts. 

 

After the demonstration, the learners were asked to read the scenario, evaluate the 

social contexts in which the scenarios occur, and then write down the responses to the 

scenarios within one turn. The writing tasks have three advantages. First, research has 

shown that the written tasks like the DCT elicited representations of spoken language 

(Rintell & Mitchell, 1989). Second, the learners had more time to plan what they 

would say. According to Cohen (1996), learners who do planning before production 

are prone to follow sociocultural and sociolinguistic conventions than those who do 

not. Third, the learners could have the opportunity to focus on form in addition to 

meanings. Krashen’s Monitor Model (1988) states that there are three conditions for a 

performer to be conscious of linguistic forms—the performer has to have enough time, 

the performer has to be thinking about correctness and the performer has to know the 

rule. 

     After the learners knew how to respond to an offense within one turn, the 

teacher (or the researcher) asked them to do Dialogue Completion in the textbook on 

pages 63-65. This activity is composed of ten scenarios, each of which requires 

learners to respond within two or three turns. For example,  

(9) 

Scenario: Ahmed’s boss doesn’t like the way he’s written his report. 
Boss: ___________________________________________________________ 
Ahmed: I apologize. I know I didn’t spend as much time on it as I should have. 
Boss: ___________________________________________________________ 
Ahmed: Right away! I’ll have it rewritten and on your desk by 5:30. 
Boss: ___________________________________________________________ 
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Ahmed: Yes, sir, I understand. 
 
From Say It Naturally (Level 2): p.63 

      

Again, the learners were asked to evaluate the social contexts before writing 

down the responses. During their writing, the teacher (or the researcher) circled 

around the classroom to see if the learners had any questions about strategy use. 

Practice and Dialogue Completion provide more controlled activities and help the 

learners to extend making complaints from a single to multiple conversational turns, 

which pave the way for more open activities like role plays. This session lasted six 

hours.  

Step 5: Role play session 

     After the learners understood how the complaint strategies could be 

appropriately used, they were asked to perform the role play tasks on pages 66-67 in 

the textbook. Unlike Practice and Situational Dialogue, these role plays are open 

ended. The teacher (or the researcher) asked the learners to work in pairs, to take on 

the imaginary roles and respond to the scenarios orally. At this stage, the teacher (or 

the researcher) wanted the learners to do impromptu planning without writing down 

the responses. This session lasted six hours. The following is the teacher-student 

dialogue to show to the students how to perform the role plays. 

(10) 

T: Now I’d like to have a pair to do the third role play on page 66 in your book. Any 

volunteers? 

(S19 and S20 raised their hands). 

T: Good. I’d like you to come to the front. First, I’ll read the situation for you, and 

then you act out the situation. Is that ok? 

S19 & S20: OK. 

T: Sarah has been standing in line at a movie theater for 20 minutes. A teenager cuts 
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(breaks) in line and starts talking to the person in front of her. All right. Your turn 

to start the role play. 

(S19 and S20 started the role play) 

S19: Hey, you cut in line. Can you wait in line? 

S20: Sorry, I’ll go to the back. 

S19: You know what? Cutting in line is not right. 

S20: Ok. I won’t do it again. 

 

Step 6: Feedback session 

     The teacher (or the researcher) nominated several pairs to come to the front to 

perform the role plays. The whole class watched the role play performances. After 

each role play, feedback was given either by the teacher or by the class, which 

included the appropriateness of language use, norms of interactions, or even body 

language. The feedback session was important since research shows that learners 

generally benefit from the comments they receive (Koike & Pearson, 2005; Yoshimi, 

2001). This session lasted one hour. The following is the feedback given by the class 

about one of the role play interactions. 

(11)  

T: Now let’s go to the fourth role play on page 66 in your book. It’s about how you 

complain to a noisy party in the middle of the night. Anybody would like to do 

the role play? 

(S21 and S22 raised their hands) 

T: Good. Please come to the front. I’ll read the situation, and you do the role play, 

all right? After the role play, the others are welcomed to give feedback, ok? 

Ss: OK. 

T:  It’s 2:00 A. M., and Betty’s trying to sleep, but the people next door are having 

a wild, noisy party. 

S21: (pretend to knock on the door). Anybody home? 

S22: (pretend to open the door). Yes, what is it? 

S21: Your party is too noisy. Can you close your music? 
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S22: Oh, sorry. We didn’t know it is so late. 

S21: All right. Please don’t do that again. 

(The role play was over, and the teacher wanted the class to give feedback). 

T:   So what do you think of their role play? 

S23: I think Betty is a little bit impolite.  

T:   Why? 

S23: Because she started by saying “Your party is too noisy”. This is a direct 

complaint, and sounds a little bit rude. 

T:  Good. Then what’s your suggestion? 

S23: If I were Betty, I would have said “It’s 2:00 now. Could you turn down the 

volume please?” Don’t say “your party”. It’s rude. 

T:  Ok. Very well. Any other opinions? 

S24: I think the neighbor is polite. She said sorry and gave explanation. It’s good. It 

doesn’t sound so offensive as Betty. 

T:  Good. Now let’s go on to the next role play situation. 

  

Step 7: Wrap up 

     In order to reinforce the learners’ use of strategies, they were asked to think of 

five situations in which they could make complaints in American English as 

homework assignments. In addition, the learners had to write down why they 

responded in this way. These situations could be imaginary or real-life situations. 

Some of the assignments were selected by the teacher (or the researcher) to be shared 

and discussed with the class. The discussion lasted one hour. The following is the 

teacher-student dialogue. 

(12) 

T:   I’ve read all your assignments, and I think you did a good job. Can you tell me 

how you came up with those situations? 

S25: I wrote the privacy scenario because I had a similar experience with my 

parents. Once my classmate asked me to go to her birthday party, and my 

parents wanted me to come home before eight o’clock. I thought it was too 
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early for a party to finish, so I asked them if I could go home later than 8:00. 

But my parents are very serious and conservative countrymen, so they said no. 

I was angry at that time, but I did not say anything.  

T:   In your response, you wrote: “Why don’t you give me any freedom? I’m old 

enough!” Would you really say that to your parents? 

S25: Of course not. I think I’ll just say “Mom, can I come home later? She is my 

good friend. This is her birthday party.” 

T:  Then why did you write the response this way? 

S25: I just like to show my anger on the paper.  

(The teacher and students laughed) 

 

     Table 3.8 shows the instructional steps, accompanied by the materials used and 

time allocation. 

Table 3.8 Instructional steps, materials used and time allocation 

Steps Activities  Materials Hours 

1 Awareness raising Brainstorming questions 0.5 
2 Introducing social contexts Handout 1 5 
3 Introducing complaint strategies Handout 2 6 
4 Practicing complaint strategies Textbook 6 
5 Performing role plays Textbook 6 
6 Giving feedback Teacher/peer evaluation 1 
7 Wrapping up Learners’ assignments 1 

Total  25.5 

 

3.3.3 Phase III: Elicitation of Complaint Behaviors After Instruction 

    After 25.5 hours of instruction, the learners were given the post-instructional 

DCT (Appendix H) and self report (Appendix J) on how they felt about the instruction. 

Then, the eight learners chosen to perform pre-instructional role plays (Appendix I) 

were asked to participate in post-instructional role play enactments again. The role 

play performances were video taped and transcribed. 

     The procedures of the three phases are summarized as follows. In Phase I, the 
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researcher distributed the pre-instructional questionnaires to the native speakers of 

American English, the native speakers of Chinese, the Chinese learners of American 

English at higher proficiency and the Chinese learners of American English at lower 

proficiency. The questionnaires were completed within normal class hour, and took 

about 40 minutes to complete. Next, the researcher randomly selected two pairs from 

the high-proficiency group and two pairs from the low-proficiency group to conduct 

pre-instructional role plays. These role play performances were videotaped and later 

transcribed. Finally, the researcher interviewed the eight learners and asked their 

perceptions of the DCT and role plays. 

     In Phase II, the researcher spent 25.5 hours teaching the learners how to make 

complaints in American English. The instruction was organized into seven major steps. 

The first step was to raise the learners’ awareness of complaint behaviors and asked 

them to compare how Americans and Chinese complain under the same circumstance. 

The second step was to introduce social contexts, which include power, distance and 

severity of offense, and to inform the learners that these three social parameters 

generally affect language choices. The third step was to teach them complaint 

strategies. The learners were told to face three major options after evaluating the 

social contexts of an offense. These three options include: Do not make complaints, 

Make complaints off record and Make complaints on record. For each option, the 

researcher analyzed the pay-off considerations and introduced corresponding 

strategies. In addition, the researcher taught the learners how to combine strategies 

together to make complaints more complete. The fourth step was to ask the learners to 

practice the newly learned strategies. By using the practices in the textbook, the 

learners were encouraged to plan their complaints and write down the responses. The 

fifth step was to ask the learners to perform role play activities. The sixth step was to 

give corrective feedback to the learners on the role play performances. The last step 
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was to give the learners assignments to reinforce the newly learned strategies. In 

Phase III, after instruction, the learners were given post-instructional production 

questionnaires to see if they made any progress over time. They were also asked to 

write self reports regarding their perceptions of the pedagogical interventions. The 

eight learners who conducted pre-instructional role plays were also asked to conduct 

post-instructional role plays again. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

     In this section, data analysis is described. The coding scheme is addressed first, 

followed by the data analyses for each research question. 

3.4.1 Coding scheme 

According to Trosborg (1995), the criteria used for establishing the degree of 

directness of a complaint strategy include: propositional content (complainable), 

complainer, and the accused (complainee). The complaint utterances which contain 

both the complainable and complainee are more direct than those which contain 

complainable only. Based on Trosborg’s criteria5, six strategies can be identified 

which ranged from the least direct to the most direct, as shown in Table 3.9. 

  

Table 3.9 Composition of complaint strategies in terms of complainer, 
complainable and complainee 
Strategies Complainer  Complainable  Complainee 

Opting out (OP) - - - 

Indirect complaint (IC) + +/- - 

Indirect accusation (IA) + + + 

Direct complaint (DC) + + + 

                                                
5 Trosborg (1995: 315) pointed out the factors which determine the directness level of a complaint in 
terms of complainable, complainer and complainee. The least direct complaint occurs when the 
complainable is or is not expressed directly in the propositional content. Second, the complainer’s 
negative evaluation of the propositional content is implicitly or explicitly expressed. Third, the 
involvement of the complainee is implicitly or explicitly expressed. Fourth, the complainer’s negative 
evaluation of the complainee’s behaviors is implicitly or explicitly expressed. Finally, the most direct 
complaint occurs when the complainer’s negative evaluation of the complainee as a person is implicitly 
or explicitly expressed. 
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Request for repair (RR) + Request for 

complainable 

+ 

Threat (TH) + Sanctions against 

complainable 

+ 

Note: The symbol “+” means that the specific criterion exists in the strategy, while the symbol 
“-“ means that the specific criterion does not exist in the strategy.  

 

The researcher coded every meaning unit6, each of which was specified or 

tagged through one strategy. Opting out is used when the speaker does not say 

anything in cases where issuing a complaint is a socially acceptable act.  

      Indirect complaint may occur with or without complainable.7 It consists of 

two functions. The first function is to give general remarks. The second function is for 

the speaker to show annoyance, dislike or bad consequences caused by the offense. It 

is generally expressed in the form of a simple statement beginning with “I”, “My + 

noun phrase”, “We” or “Our + noun phrase”. This strategy is similar to Trosborg’s 

expression of disapproval, which shows annoyance or consequences.8  

      Indirect accusation mentions both the complainable and the complainee. It is 

used when the speaker presupposes that the hearer is guilty of offense and questions 

the hearer about the offense. It is usually expressed in question forms, which include 

wh-questions and yes/no questions. This strategy is similar to Trosborg’s category of 

accusation.9 Direct complaint also mentions the complainable and complainee. By 

using this strategy, the speaker accuses the hearer of having committed the offense. It 

                                                
6 Each meaning unit generally corresponds syntactically to an independent clause. 
7 Form our preliminary investigation, indirect complaint may occur with or without complainable 
when giving general remarks. The expressions with complainable in English include “It’s ok”, “Don’t 
worry about it” or “Accidents happen”. In Chinese, the most typical expression to give general remarks 
is “meiguanxi”, which does not contain complainable, but it is functionally equivalent to the English 
expressions. 
8 Trosborg (1995: 319) classified two strategies for the category of expression of disapproval. The first 
strategy is annoyance, whose examples include “There’s a horrible dent in my car” and “Oh, dear, I’ve 
just bought it”. The second strategy is consequence, whose examples include “How terrible! Now I 
won’t be able to get to work tomorrow” and “Oh, damn it, I’ll lose my insurance bonus now.”  
9 In Trosborg’s study, the category of accusation includes two strategies: indirect and direct. The 
example for indirect accusation is “You borrowed my car last night, didn’t you?” The example for 
direct accusation is “Did you happen to bump into my car”? (Trosborg, 1995: 319). 
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is generally expressed in the form of a simple statement beginning with “You” or 

“Your + noun phrase”. This strategy is similar to Trosborg’s category of blame.10  

Request for repair consists of two functions. The first function is compensation, 

with which the speaker expects the hearer to make up for the offense. The second 

function is behavior change, with which the speaker expects the hearer to stop offense 

or prevent repetitions of the offense. The linguistic forms of request for repair in the 

present study were categorized according to the request forms identified in the 

CCSARP (Cross-cultural Speech Act Realization Project) (Blum-Kulka, House & 

Kapser, 1989). Finally, threat occurs when the speaker attempts to attack the hearer 

openly by stating potential consequences caused by the offense. The linguistic form is 

generally realized by an if-clause. Trosborg did not include request for repair and 

threat as major categories, but regarded them as directive acts, which appear 

subsequent to a complaint. However, the present study involved these two as major 

strategies. It is because when making complaints, the complainer may threaten the 

hearer’s positive face want by showing dissatisfaction, or may threaten the hearer’s 

negative face want by imposing a request (Brown & Levinson, 1987). In addition, 

threat was considered originally as one of the complaint strategies in Olshtain & 

Weinbach’s (1987, 1993) studies. Therefore, for the convenience of classification, 

these two strategies were included as the major strategies in the present study.    

Table 3.10 shows the complete coding scheme of complaint strategies used in 

the present study. The examples were taken from the privacy scenario in the American 

performances.  

 

 

                                                
10 Trosborg (1995) classified blame into three major strategies: modified blame (e.g. You should take 
more care with other people’s cars”, explicit blame (behavior) (e.g. How on earth did you manage to be 
so stupid?) and explicit blame (person) (e.g. You really are thoughtless.) 
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Table 3.10 The coding scheme of complaint strategies  
Complaint strategy Functions  Examples 

Opting out (OP): The 
complainer ignores the 
complainable. 

Avoiding conflict N/A 

Giving general remarks  It’s ok. 
Accidents happen. 
Don’t worry about it. 
It could happen to anybody. 

Indirect complaint (IC):  
The complainer asserts the 
complainable, but avoids 
explicit mention of the 
complainee. Describing annoyance My letter was opened. 

Indirect accusation (IA): 
The complainer questions 
the complainee about the 
offense. 

Interrogating Why did you open my 
letter? 

Direct complaint (DC):  
The complainer accuses  
the complainee of the 
complainable.  

Accusing You opened my letter. 
 

Compensating Could I have some privacy? Request for repair (RR): 
The complainer requests 
that the complainee make 
up for the complainable or 
stop the complainable 

Changing behavior Will you please stop 
opening my letter? 

Threat (TH): The 
complainer asserts 
immediate or potential 
sanctions against the 
complainee 

Stating immediate 
consequences caused by 
offense 

If you open my letter again, 
I’ll move out. 

     

In addition to the six individual strategies, two-strategy patterns were also 

identified because the subjects across the four groups tended to use more than one 

strategy within a conversational turn, as shown in Table 3.11. 
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Table 3.11 Comparisons of frequencies for one-strategy use, two strategy use, 
three strategy use and four strategy use in NS-A, NS-C, NNS-H and 
NNS-L productions 

Subjects One  
strategy 

Two 
strategies 

Three 
strategies 

Four 
strategies 

Total  

NS-A 49 

(30.06%) 

87 

(53.37%) 

20 

(12.27%) 

7 

(4.30%) 

163 

(100.00%) 

NS-C 51 

(32.08%) 

93 

(58.49%) 

14 

(8.81%) 

1 

(0.62%) 

159 

(100.00%) 

NNS-H 50 

(30.49%) 

78 

(47.56%) 

35 

(21.34%) 

1 

(0.61%) 

164 

(100.00%) 

NNS-L 48 

(30.76%) 

79 

(50.65%) 

28 

(17.95%) 

1 

(0.64%) 

156 

(100.00%) 

      

In this table, two-strategy use occupied about half of the performances across 

the four groups of subjects (NS-A: 53.37%, NS-C: 58.49%, NNS-H: 47.56%, NNS-L: 

50.65%). One-strategy use had the second highest frequency of occurrence, followed 

by three- or four-strategy use. Since two-strategy patterns had the greatest numbers in 

the subjects’ performances, the present study examined how these patterns were used 

in the subjects’ performances. Six patterns were identified, which included indirect 

complaint + request for repair (IC+RR)11, direct complaint + request for repair 

(DC+RR), indirect complaint + indirect complaint (IC+IC), indirect accusation + 

indirect complaint (IA+IC), request for repair + threat (RR+TH) and indirect 

accusation + indirect accusation (IA+IA). 

3.4.2 Analysis for Each Research Question 

     In the section, the analysis for each research question is described in detail as 

follows.  

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

behaviors between the native speakers of American English and the native speakers 
                                                
11 Since there were only three cases of RR+IC, they were included in IC+RR pattern. There was no 
reverse order found in the other patterns. 
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of Chinese? 

    The analysis for this question was twofold. The first level of analysis concerned 

the quantitative and qualitative assessments of all the tokens produced by the 

Americans and the Chinese across the eight scenarios in the pre-instructional 

production questionnaires. For the quantitative analysis, each meaning unit was coded 

and all the tokens produced by these two groups were calculated respectively. A 

frequency table and a polygon were depicted to show general tendencies. Then a 

chi-square test was run to see if the American performances differed significantly 

from the Chinese performances in terms of strategy distributions.12 If there was a 

statistically significant difference, further tests were conducted to examine which 

strategy contributed to the significance. Furthermore, the six strategies were classified 

as opting out/making complaints to see if the Americans and the Chinese reacted 

similarly when an offense occurred. Also, the strategies were classified as either 

on-record or off-record. According to Brown & Levinson (1987), the major difference 

between on-record and off-record strategies is determined by whether the 

communicative intention the speaker conveys is clear to the hearer. On-record 

strategies refer to those which express “just one unambiguous attributable intention”, 

while off-record strategies refer to those which may lead the hearer to have more than 

one interpretation. Based on this criterion, on-record complaints refer to the strategies 

with which the speaker not only mentions the complainable, but also holds the hearer 

responsible for the offensive act, while off-record complaints refer to the strategies 

with which the speaker may or may not mention the complainable, and does not relate 

the complainable to the hearer in an explicit way.  Therefore, in the present study, 

on-record strategies include indirect accusation, direct complaint and threat because 

these strategies contain not only the complainable, but also the complainee. 
                                                
12 The significance level was p<.05 
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Off-record strategy is indirect complaint because it does not contain the complainee. 

Request for repair can be on-record when the speaker directly asks the hearer to do an 

act (e.g. “Can you…”) or off-record (e.g. “Can I…”) when the speaker only mentions 

his/her desires. Chi-square tests were run to see if the Americans and the Chinese 

differed significantly in opting out/making complaints as well as on-record/off-record 

taxonomies. The qualitative analysis compared the linguistic forms of each strategy 

used by the Americans and the Chinese. The investigation was conducted because 

languages often differ from each other in form-function mapping. 

     The second level of analysis examined how the Americans and the Chinese 

used two-strategy patterns. For the quantitative analysis, the number of the patterns 

was calculated respectively for each group of productions. A frequency table and a 

polygon were diagrammed to show general tendencies. A chi-square test was run to 

see if there was a statistically significant difference between the American and the 

Chinese performances in the distribution. If there was a statistically significant 

difference, further tests were run to see which pattern contributed to the significance. 

In addition, the six patterns were classified in terms of on-record/off-record category 

and requestive/non-requestive category. On-record patterns refer to those whose first 

strategies were on-record. They included patterns such as DC+RR, IA+IC, RR+TH, 

and IA+IA. Off-record patterns refer to those whose first strategies were off-record, 

which included patterns such as IC+RR, IC+IC.13 Requestive complaints refer to 

those which contain request for repair. Patterns such as IC+RR, DC+RR and RR+TH 

belong to this category. On the other hand, non-requestive complaints refer to those 

which contain no request for repair. Patterns such as IC+IC, IA+IC and IA+IA belong 
                                                
13 Trosborg (1995) points out that native speakers of English tend to prepare for and justify their 
complaints by using less direct strategies first to pave the way for more direct ones. Therefore, in the 
successive expressions of complaints, more direct strategies followed by less direct strategies sound 
more indirect and polite than less direct strategies followed by more direct strategies. The different 
degree of politeness investment is categorized through on-record and off-record dichotomy in the 
present study.  
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to this category. Chi-square tests were conducted to see if the Americans and Chinese 

differed significantly in these two categories. The qualitative analysis compared the 

content of the same strategy pattern produced by the Americans and the Chinese 

because it generally reflects the sociocultural information between societies 

(Bardovi-Harlig & Griffin, 2005). 

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

American English? 

     Since research has shown that learners rely heavily on L1 knowledge to 

produce L2 targets (Olshtain & Cohen, 1989), the learners in the present study were 

predicted to conduct positive transfer if there were L1-L2 similarities. On the other 

hand, they were predicted to conduct negative transfer if there were L1-L2 differences. 

Like research question 1, there were two levels of analyses. The first level of analysis 

compared the total number of tokens produced by the Americans, the high-proficiency 

learners and the low-proficiency learners. Transfer predictions were made based on 

the results of research question 1. For the quantitative analysis, a chi-square test was 

conducted to see if the learner productions matched predictions. If not, further tests 

were conducted to see which group or strategy contributed to the deviations. 

Furthermore, all the tokens were classified as either on-record or off-record. Transfer 

predictions were also tested by the chi-square assessment. The qualitative analysis 

investigated the learner deviations from the American performances in terms of 

linguistic forms, and provided explanations for the deviations. 

     The second level of analysis dealt with two-strategy patterns. The learners’ 

performances were compared to the American performances. For the quantitative 

analysis, a chi-square test was conducted to see if transfer occurred as expected. These 

patterns were also classified in terms of on-record/off-record and 

requestive/non-requestive complaints. Chi-square tests were also conducted to see if 
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the learner performances matched the American performances. In addition, the 

learners were expected to transfer L1 sociocultural information to their productions, 

so a qualitative analysis was conducted to see if the content produced by the learners 

differed from that produced by the Americans. 

     In addition to the production questionnaires, the learners’ role play 

performances were also compared to the American performances. Like the DCT, 

predictions were made in terms of strategy distribution, linguistic forms and content. 

However, since role play tasks were performed by only eight learners, simple 

descriptive statistics was employed as opposed to inferential statistics, and the 

qualitative analysis played a more important role.  

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

perceptions of the DCT and role plays? 

     To answer this question, the analysis was composed of two parts. The first part 

concerned the learners’ DCT and role play productions in terms of strategy 

distribution, linguistic forms and content, which were also the major foci of research 

questions 1 and 2. The second part addressed the learners’ perceptions of the two 

elicitation methods. The learners’ interview protocols were transcribed verbatim and 

content analysis was conducted. 

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

complaint behaviors? 

     For this question, the learners’ post-instructional production questionnaires and 

role play performances were compared to those produced by the Americans. The 

quantitative analysis examined if after instruction, the learners produced native-like 

performances in terms of strategy distribution (including the overall tokens and the 

two strategy patterns), on-record/off-record strategies or patterns, and 

requestive/non-requestive complaints. A chi-square test was run to see if there was no 
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statistically significant difference between the learner and American performances. If 

the comparison across the three groups did not reach significance, it means that the 

learners approximated closely to the Americans after treatments. However, if the 

comparisons reached statistical significance, further tests were conducted to see which 

learner group contributed to the difference. Their performances before and after 

instruction were then investigated because progress could still be observable even 

though they did not produce near native performances. In addition, the qualitative 

analysis focused on whether the learners achieved native-like usage in terms of 

linguistic forms and content. 

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

     To answer this question, the learners’ self-reports completed after instruction 

were investigated. Analyses were made in terms of general impression, teaching 

materials and perceived difficulties. 

     In conclusion, details are provided in this section as to how the data collected 

from Phases I and III were analyzed. The coding scheme is presented first for the 

analysis of pre- and post-instructional DCTs and role plays. Then the steps for 

analyzing the data for each research question are described in detail. 

3.5 Summary of Chapter 3 

     Chapter 3 addresses the research design of the present study, which includes 

subjects, instruments, procedures and data analysis. There were four groups of 

subjects in the present study: the native speakers of American English, the native 

speakers of Chinese, the Chinese learners of American English at higher proficiency 

and the Chinese learners of American English at lower proficiency. Each group had 

twenty subjects, so there was a total of eighty subjects. There were seven instruments 

used in the present study: the pre-instructional DCT, the pre-instructional role plays, 

learners’ interview protocols comparing the DCT and role plays, teaching materials, 



 90 

the post-instructional DCT, the post-instructional role plays and the learners’ 

self-reports regarding explicit instruction. With regard to procedures, the present study 

consisted of three phases. Phase I was to elicit the complaint behaviors produced by 

the Americans, the Chinese and the learners. Its purpose was to understand if there 

were similarities and differences between the American and the Chinese performances. 

Based on the results, the learners’ performances were investigated to see if they 

deviated from the American norms and to provide explanations to why such 

deviations occurred. Phase II was explicit instruction, which was composed of seven 

steps: raising the learners’ awareness, introducing social contexts, introducing the 

complaint strategies, practicing the complaint strategies, conducting communicative 

activities, providing corrective feedback on role play activities, and giving assignment 

to reinforce the newly learned materials. Phase III was to test the efficacy of 

instruction. The learners were given similar production questionnaires and role plays 

to see if they made any progress after instruction. The data analysis of research 

questions 1, 2 and 4 included quantitative and qualitative assessments. Quantitative 

analysis concerned the strategy distributions of all the tokens and the two-strategy 

patterns, while qualitative analysis addressed the linguistic forms and content 

produced by the four subject groups. The analysis of questions 3 and 5 was basically 

qualitative in nature. Content analysis was conducted and major themes naturally 

emerged from the analysis. 


