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Abstract

This study investigated Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) learners’ pragmatic
competence in making requests and refusals, specifically concerning the influence of
cultural backgrounds on these learners’ speech act performance. The participants were 29
CFL learners, including 21 easterners and 8 westerners. Data collected from a 42-item
Written Discourse Completion Task revealed potential transfer from participants’ native
cultures to the use of target language. The major findings showed that eastern learners
outperformed westerners in making requests but not in refusals, referring to the rubrics
of directness, politeness, and Grice’s maxims. Generally, both groups of CFL learners
attended to different social statuses when delivering these two speech acts. Yet, the extent
to which eastern learners used polite utterance was more significant, compared to their
counterparts. Pedagogical implications for Chinese language education and suggestions
for future researchers are offered.

Keywords: Pragmatics, Speech acts, Cultural background, Chinese as a foreign language,
Chinese request, Chinese refusal
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Introduction

The promotion of Chinese as a foreign language (CFL) education is a worldwide
effort (Orton, 2008; Starr, 2009; Taguchi, 2015). This trend draws many researchers’
attention to document CFL learners’ language acquisition and performance in terms of
phonology, vocabulary, grammar, or learning strategies (e.g., Bassetti, 2006; Liu, 2009;
Wang, Spencer, & Xing, 2009; Xing, 2006). As noted by foreign language educators,
learners’ ability to communicate appropriately in the target language is not only
determined by their familiarity with vocabulary and linguistics structures but also
pragmatic competence (Alcon & Martinez-Flor, 2008; Jorda, 2005). Interlanguage
pragmatic research documented that successful foreign language learners are equipped
with both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic competence (Kasper & Rose, 2001). The
former refers to one’s linguistic competence for formulating particular speech acts; the
latter represents one’s ability to determine appropriate pragmalinguistic choices based on
one’s judgements on social and contextual variables (Leech, 2016).

In the extant literature, researchers mainly investigated CFL learners’ pragmatic
development in a study abroad context, documented heritage learners’ pragmatic
performance, or examined the effectiveness of pragmatic-focused instruction (see a
review in Taguchi, 2015). Some studies further compared speech act behaviors between
or among native Chinese speakers, heritage Chinese leaners, and/or nonnative Chinese
speakers mostly recruited from North America (e.g., Hong, 2011; Li, 2014; Wen, 2014;
Zhang, 2012). A few Taiwanese researchers investigated the pragmatic performance of
CFL learners from France, Australia, or Japan (Hu, 2015; Lai, 2012; Osaki, 2011). Yet,
very limited research has conducted comparisons between CFL learners from eastern and
western cultural backgrounds, except for Shu (2007) investigating Chinese learners
whose mother tongue was either Japanese or English. According to Association for
Psychological Science (2011), the differences embedded in Asian and Caucasian cultural
backgrounds influence how people perceive and interact with others, which might in turn
determine their pragmatic performance in daily speech acts. Previous research depicted
that cultural backgrounds may lead to second/foreign language learners’ success or failure
in interlanguage pragmatic transfer into the appropriateness, politeness, and (in)directness
of speech acts in the target language (e.g., Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989; Jiang,
2015; Lee, 2013; Zhang, 2012). This conclusion raises a research issue that eastern and
western foreign language learners might or might not have different pragmatic
performance in speech acts. Regarding the appropriateness of pragmatic interaction in
target languages, four maxims relating to Grice’s cooperative principles in conversation

are the major indicators, including quantity, quality, relation, and manner (Yule, 2008).



The levels of politeness and directness are both related to language learners’ speech act
delivery under the latent influence of different cultural norms or values (Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Spencer-Oatey & Zegarac, 2010).

Mindful of the above reasons, the current study fills the literature gaps by addressing
the following research questions concerning eastern and western CFL learners’ requests
and refusals, which are the most common speech acts in daily life (Austin, 1975; Searle,
1969). It aims to examine the influence, if any, of different cultural backgrounds on CFL
learners’ request and refusal utterances. Also included are these learners’ pragmatic
performance in the two speech acts delivered to various interlocutors as well as the
relationship between appropriateness and directness/politeness revealing in these learners’
speech acts.

1. Do eastern and western cultural backgrounds influence CFL learners’ request and
refusal performance?

2. Is there any significant difference in these CFL learners’ requests and refusals
delivered to interlocutors with various social statuses?

3. Isthere any significant correlation between the appropriateness of these CFL learners’

pragmatic performance and the directness or politeness of their language usage?

Related Literature

As noted by Taguchi (2015), a scarcity of studies documented CFL learners’
pragmatic behaviors in speech acts. This review section will hence primarily cover the
studies in relation to refusals and requests performed by general language learners after
presenting a brief introduction of speech acts®. The essence of these research findings
may serve as the baseline for investigating the pragmatic performance of eastern and

western non-native speakers of Chinese.

Speech Acts and Foreign/Second Language Learning

Speech acts are utterances serving as functional units in communication, which not
only are statements or descriptions but also have performance functions to provoke
actions (Austin, 1975; Searle, 1969). In other words, utterances embrace two kinds of
meaning: 1) propositional meaning—the literal meaning of the spoken or written
utterance, and 2) illocutionary or functional meaning—the effect that the spoken or

written utterance has on the reader or listener (Yule, 2008). Accordingly, a speech act is

1 According to the article reviewer’s recommendation, there is a need to add a section of speech acts during
the revision process. To meet the urgent request, the first author attended to and composed the main issues
by referring to her recent publication (Liu, Liao, & Gauss, 2017).
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interpreted to refer to the illocutionary force of an utterance as the communicative
intention, plan, or design behind a speaker’s delivered remark (Leech, 2016). As note by
Sykes (2005), a speech act refers to “a communicative act, performed through speech,
which demonstrates how meaning and action are related to language™ (p. 403).

Searle (1985) developed Austin’s notion of speech acts and classified five major
categories of illocutionary force, including representatives (e.g., assertions, reports),
directives (e.g., requests, suggestions), commissives (e.g., promises, threats), expressives
(e.g., apologies, gratitude), and declaratives (e.g., decrees, declarations). Of which, the
current study investigated the speech act sets of directives and commissives in terms of
“request” and “refusal” because foreign language learners usually have difficulties in
performing these two acts in daily life and are likely to cause misunderstandings and
threaten their interlocutor’s face in foreign language contexts (Jalilifar, 2009; Takahashi
& Beebe, 1987). They are hence both face-threatening acts and speakers need to make
further adjustments considering social variables to deliver appropriate pragmatic
behaviors (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Trosborg (1995) defines the speech act of requests
as “an illocutionary act whereby a speaker (requester) conveys to the hearer (requestee)
that he/she wants the requestee to perform an act which is for the benefit of the speaker”
(p- 187). As Hassall (2001) noted, making requests is a complex speech act that allows
investigations on several aspects of language learners’ pragmatic performance in
interlanguage pragmatic studies. By contrast, refusals are responding acts to be delivered
in intentional responses to several initiating speech acts such as invitations, requests, offer,
or suggestions (Félix-Brasdefer & Bardovi-Harling, 2010), which may be regarded as
negative counterparts to acceptances and consents (Searle & Vandervken, 1985). Al-
Eryani (2007) found that foreign language learners in his study needed to develop a high
level of pragmatic competence when making refusals in the target language, which could
remain interlocutors’ negative face unthreatened. In addition to matching linguistic
knowledge to the intended meaning presented in request or refusal utterances, foreign
language learners need to make social judgments by referring to social variables
embedded in the target language culture (Leech, 2016). When stressing the politeness of
speech acts, Brown and Levinson (1987) indicated that the seriousness of a ‘“face-
threatening act” (such as requests and refusals investigated in this study) involves three
factors: 1) social distance between the speaker and the hearer, 2) relative power relation,
and 3) absolute ranking of imposition in the particular culture.

To some extent, foreign/second language learners’ proficiency levels may determine
their pragmalinguistic performance in speech acts, yet are not necessarily related to
sociopragmatic perspectives (Al-Gahtani & Roever, 2011; Li, 2014). It was documented

that learners with higher proficiency level in the target language had better potential to



perform specific speech acts in more native-like manner as their pragmatic competence
were equipped with more linguistic forma and structures, such as those studies on EFL
learners’ request or refusal strategies (Dendenne, 2014; Lin, 2009; Lin, 2014; Lundell &
Erman, 2012). Yet, on account of interlanguage transfer from first language (L1) to
second language (L2), language learners may not successfully deliver appropriate speech
acts in accordance with social values or norms embedded in the target language culture
(Bardovi-Harlig, 2001). Instead, the semantic formula of speech acts (e.g., requests or
refusals) the L2 learners employed was similar to what they would use in L1 discourse,
despite their various foreign/second language proficiency levels (Barron, 2003; Li, 2005;
Roever, 2009).

Making Requests by Language Learners

The speech act of request is widely investigated in the field of cross-cultural and
interlanguage pragmatics. Most of the previous studies were related to native speakers’
language behaviors and/or learning strategies. For instance, Chen, He, and Hu (2013)
found that native Chinese speakers’ request making was determined by Brown and
Levinson’s (1987) notions of power and distance between the interlocutors, which echoed
Hong’s (1996) study conducted two decades ago. Tawalbeh and Al-Oqaily (2012)
explored directness and politeness in making requests among native speakers of American
English and those of Saudi Arabic. Seemingly, Americans preferred using indirect
strategies to show their politeness in requests, while Saudi Arabic speakers’ speech
performance mostly depended on the social statuses and distance. Among the Saudi
students, directness was often defined as closeness and connectedness in intimate
situations rather than impoliteness. Such a phenomenon suggests that learners from
different cultures may define the levels of directness and politeness without a congruence
(Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).

In the extant literature, some studies on foreign/second language learners’ request
performance were mainly conducted with English as a foreign/second language
(EFL/ESL) participants (e.g., Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2010; Jalilifar, Hashemian, &
Tabatabaee, 2011; Konakahara, 2009). As depicted in these research projects, most EFL
learners tended to overuse indirect strategies when making an English request. They
appeared to fail in performing the appropriateness of this speech act in specific contexts
where different interlocutors with various social statuses and power relationships were
involved in a conversation. Economidou-Kogetsidis (2010) investigated the effects of
social/situational factors on requests delivered by native and non-native speakers of
English. The results indicated that the Greek ESL speakers’ directness was not always
affected by power, familiarity, or imposition. Taguchi (2007) found that it was



significantly easier for Japanese EFL learners to make requests when the power difference,
social distance, and the degree of imposition were not obvious. In addition, Hassall (2003)
examined the request performance of Australian learners of Indonesian in comparison
with native Indonesian speakers. The findings revealed that both groups preferred the
same type of requests (i.e., query preparatory). It also showed that these foreign language
learners were often unsure about their ability to correctly convey their ideas; therefore,
they tended to choose more explicit expressions.

Very recently, a few researchers have started to document non-native Chinese
speakers’ pragmatic competence in making requests (e.g., Li, 2014; Li & Taguchi, 2014;
Wen, 2014). Li (2014) documented the influence of different linguistic proficiency levels
on making Chinese requests in a study abroad program. The participants were 31
American CFL learners studying in China, with 15 placed in the intermediate level (G1)
and 16 in the advanced (G2). Data were collected from a computerized-oral Discourse
Completion Task and were analyzed with appropriateness rating, planning time, and
speech rate. The outcome showed that both G1 and G2 gained significant improvement
in appropriateness ratings but not in planning time after joining this program. Only G2
performed better in the speech rate. Li and Taguchi (2014) compared the effects of
instructional interventions (i.e., input-based and output-based practice) on the language
accuracy and performance speed of CFL learners with the same linguistic proficiency.
The recruited 50 American CFL learners were randomly assigned to input-based, output-
based, or control group. The findings showed that the two experimental groups shared
across-task modalities on measures of performance accuracy, but not on performance
speed. Relying on the analysis of DCT items, Wen (2014) compared 48 CFL learners’
request strategies with baseline data collected from native Chinese speakers in America.
Compared to lower-level group (N= 24), the advanced group of CFL learners (N= 24)
employed more conventional indirect hedges and less bare imperatives. Both groups of

CFL learners were aware of the sociopragmatic differences in various request scenarios.

Making Refusals by Language Learners

In the literature, earlier studies primarily documented major differences in making
refusals between native American and Asian speakers, highlighting the directness and
indirectness in communication patterns (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1991; Ma, 1992;
Yum, 1988). Yum (1988) noted that the direct mode was common among North
Americans, while the indirect mode was often deliberately used by East Asians. Ma (1992)
elaborated that “indirectness” frequently used among native Chinese speakers’ refusals
helped people avoid the confrontation or conflicts, and “directness” on the other hand

displayed strong emotion which may deliver explicit feelings in the utterance. As stressed



by Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1991), non-native speakers of target languages may be
less capable of using “status preserving strategies” in making refusals than the native
speakers were.

The majority of research about foreign language learners’ refusal behaviors focused
on Asian EFL learners, and only very limited studies investigated this speech act in the
CFL field. When analyzing cross-culture issues in EFL learners’ refusal behaviors,
previous studies argued that L1 transfer very often occurred in their participants’ refusal
responses (e.g., Lin, 2014; Mohammad, Alireza, & Shirin, 2013; Wannaruk, 2008).
Furthermore, Chang (2011a) showed that Chinese EFL learners’ mother tongues
influenced their refusals by speaking indirectly and giving excuses, while Jiang (2015)
uncovered that American speakers were more likely to use direct refusal strategies and
express positive feelings than Chinese EFL speakers would be. Lee (2013) showed that
Korean EFL learners encountered more difficulties in making refusals as speakers with
lower statuses than those with higher or equal statuses. The lower-status situation hence
made the participants spend longer time to produce the speech act. Lin (2014) found that
EFL learners tended to perceive face-threat more often and used softeners better than
native speakers of English did.

A few researchers have depicted the aforementioned phenomena appearing in
western and/or eastern learners of Chinese (e.g., Chen, Ye, & Zhang, 1995; Hong, 2011;
Hu, 2015; Shu, 2007; Zhang, 2012). Chen et al. (1995) revealed that “giving a reason”
was the strategy most frequently used by Americans when making Chinese rejections,
which was transferred from the participants’ L1 culture. Hong (2011) investigated the
refusal performance of 30 native and 30 nonnative speakers of Chinese, solely relying on
the data collected from one written DCT item. When asked to make a refusal to their
professor’s invitation to a party, the American CFL learners tended to use direct refusal
strategies. Yet, their counterparts were proficient in providing alternative solutions and
making exclamation when receiving such an invitation. Zhang (2012) compared 37 CFL
learners’ production of refusals in English and Chinese contexts. Data analysis of DCT
items showed that the cultural awareness of different norms, customs and beliefs had an
impact on the participants’ production of this face-threatening speech act. The western
individualist perception still dominated their decision making during the refusal process.
It was further found that linguistic competence did not significantly correlated to their
confidence and success in performing refusal behaviors.

Comparing the pragmatic performance between CFL learners and Taiwanese native
speakers of Chinese, two typical studies shed light on the cultural impact on participants’
refusal strategies. Hu (2015) conducted WDCT items with 39 French learners of
Mandarin (FM) and 44 local Taiwanese (TM). In terms of politeness, data analysis



showed that there were more FMs than TMs in the overall frequency of using direct
refusals, although overall both groups tended to use indirect strategies (e.g., reasons,
regret/apology, or dissuasion) to alleviate face-threatening impact. FMs were more direct
to peers while TMs were to subordinates. As to social status issues, both groups often
used the same direct strategies (i.e., straightforward “No” and self-incompetence) to peers,
subordinates, and superiors. When it comes to social distance, both groups were most
direct to close interlocutors, and less direct to strangers and common friends. Shu (2007)
investigated the refusal performance (strategies and sentence patters) of 12 nonnative
speakers of Mandarin, respectively including 6 from Japan (JM) and English speaking
countries (EM). Quantitatively, JMs used much more indirect strategies than EMs did,
and these eastern learners usually expressed self-incompetence in conversation scenarios
under the influence of Japanese humble culture. It is interesting to find that J]M and EM
groups both frequently applied easy expressions to be acquired (e.g., dui bu gi [sorry], xie
xie [thank you]) to soften the face-threatening of their refusals.

Additionally, several thesis projects conducted by graduate students in Taiwan
documented western CFL learners’ refusal strategies in comparison with native Chinese
speakers’ performance (e.g., Lai, 2012; Li, 2005; Osaki, 2011). Li (2005) employed role
plays and interviews when examining refusal strategies used by 30 native Chinese
speakers and 30 western learners of Chinese from America or Canada. Compared to their
counterparts, the participating western CFL learners used more direct strategies, in
particular straightforward “No”, due to their limited pragmatic competence. With the
interlanguage transfer, these learners often showed their willingness to help out or receive
invitations (e.g., wo xidng qu dan shi... [I’d like to go, but...]) before delivering Chinese
refusal utterances. The excuses further employed by these learners to refuse interlocutors’
requests were mostly in relation to how they tried to stand their ground. The
aforementioned language expressions were similar to those in their L1 semantic formula.
Osaki (2011) focused on the interlanguage pragmatic behaviors performed by Japanese
learners of Chinese. Data collected were DCTs completed by the 17 target participants
and two groups of counterparts (i.e., 25 Taiwanese native speakers of Chinese and 25
native Japanese speakers). In spite of Chinese language proficiency levels, these learners
were found to experience interlanguage transfer when making refusals. Most of them used
“regret” and “excuses” to express this speech act; both are similar to Japanese usages and
the former expression was early covered in their learning materials. They often used
“apology” and “gratitude” to mitigate face-threatening impacts on interlocutors. Those
Chinese learners who had high proficiency levels also delivered refusals in a direct way,
despite that they tried to use softeners (e.g., k¢ néng [maybe], huo xi [perhaps] in this

speech act performance.



Different from the other studies, Lai (2012) collected both production and perception
data from closed role-plays and an online questionnaire. The former was conducted with
10 native Chinese speakers, 10 Australian English speakers, and 10 Australian learners of
Chinese, and the latter with 100 native Chinese speakers. It was found that Chinese
learners’ refusal behaviors resembled English native speakers’ semantic formula in terms
of frequency, content, and order. Yet, Chinese learners’ pragmatic performance was
similar to the social norms embedded in the target culture when they were talking to
people in higher status due to their classroom learning experience. Furthermore, the
perception data revealed that these CFL learners encountered pragmatic failures when
delivering this speech act to interlocutors with equal and low social statuses as well as to
those who are intimates and acquaintances. Both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic
issues emerged from such investigations. These Australian learners of Chinese not only
misused modals, hedges and particles relating to refusals but also were not familiar with

the levels of directness, formality and modesty highlighted in the target language.

Methodology

Participants

The participants of this study were 29 CFL learners, including 21 from the eastern
countries (ECFL) and 8 from the western (WCFL). The nationalities of ECFL learners
included Japan, Vietnam, Korea, or Indonesia, and those of WCFL learners were the
United States, Span, Argentina, Germany, or Belgium. With the age ranging from 18 to
30, they were 15 female and 14 male full-time language learners. This convenient sample
was recruited from a Chinese Language Center established in central Taiwan more than
10 years ago. This language center offers training courses to non-native speakers of
Chinese in small classes with 4 to 6 students belonging to the same proficiency level.
According to language assessment rubrics of Common European Framework, the
recruited CFL learners’ proficiency levels ranged from B1 (intermediate level of Chinese)
to C2 (mastery level of Chinese). This means all of the participants were able to recognize
Chinese characters, read simple paragraphs and write daily dialogues (see Table 1 for the
demographic information). Researchers noted that foreign language learners’ proficiency
levels do not necessarily determine their pragmatic performance (e.g., Kasper & Roever,
2005; Li, 2011; Li, 2014). This study hence did not consider this issue as a major variable,
and instead recruited participants who were competent to understand the Chinese
conversation scenarios to be investigated. In addition, the issue of gender was beyond the
focus of this research project, although male or female language learners may or may not

encounter different pragmatic transfer (Bou-Franch, 2013; Itakura, 2002).
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According to the data collected from a demographic survey, the major comparisons
between the ECFL and WCFL participants were in terms of 1) years of learning Chinese,
2) self-rated degree of Chinese speaking competence?, 3) self-rated satisfaction with
Chinese speaking performance, 4) traveling experience to Chinese speaking countries,
and 5) motivation to learn Chinese. Both groups had similar average extracurricular hours
spent on Chinese speaking (Mean= 1.81 and 1.88) and almost all of them had chances to
practice daily Chinese conversation. The westerners’ average years of learning Chinese
were longer than the easterners’ (Mean= 3.75 > 2.19). As to the self-rated speaking
competence and satisfaction of speaking performance, the westerners had higher self-
rated score than the easterners did (Mean=3.75 > 3.10; Mean= 3.38 > 3.10). Additionally,
all the western learners had ever traveled to Chinese speaking countries, compared to 52%
of the easterners. Furthermore, both groups mainly learned Chinese for the purpose of
studying overseas (50% and 44%). Finally, the eastern learners’ major motivation for
learning Chinese was regarding job requirement (46%), while the westerners were due to

academic pursuit (38%) and personal interest (38%).

Table 1. Demographic information of the participants

Demographic Information ECFL (N)? WCFL (N)
Class Level® « B1(11) + B1(2)
B2 (2) B2 (2)
C1(6) Cl(1)
C2(2) C2(3)
Nationality Japan (11) The United States (3)
Vietnam (6) Spain (2)
Korea (3) Argentina (1)
Indonesia (1) Germany (1)
Belgium (1)
Gender Male (7) Male (7)
Female (14) Female (1)
Years of learning Chinese Mean=2.19 Mean= 3.75
Self-rated Chinese speaking Mean= 3.10 Mean= 3.75
competence

(on a scale of 1-5)

2 The participants were invited to self-rate their 1) degree of Chinese speaking competence and 2)
satisfaction with Chinese speaking performance when they were placed in different class levels. This set
of data were employed as a reference when depicting the participants’ pragmatic performance at
conversational scenarios, because they were not available for cooperating with an additional speaking
proficiency test.
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Self-rated satisfaction of Mean= 3.10 Mean= 3.38
Chinese speaking performance
(on a scale of 1-5)
Average extracurricular hours Mean=1.81 Mean=1.88
spent on Chinese speaking
Chances to have daily Chinese Yes (19) Yes (8)
conversation with others No (2) No (0)
Travel to Chinese speaking Yes (11) Yes (8)
countries * No (10) » No (0)
Purpose of learning Chinese « Traveling (5)  Traveling (1)
« Studying (6) « Studying (4)
+ Immigration (0) * Immigration (2)
+ Other (1) » Other (2)
Motivation for learning  Academic pursuit (7)  Academic pursuit (5)
Chinese * Job requirement (11) « Job requirement (3)
« Personal interest (6) « Personal interest (5)

2 N= Number of participants
"B1= Intermediate level; B2= Upper-intermediate level; C1=Advanced level; C2= Mastery level

Instrument

The Discourse Completion Task (DCT) was employed in this study to explore the
participants’ pragmatic performance. Widely employed to examine language learners’
speech act delivery, DCTs have the benefits of controlling the scenarios under
investigation and collecting a large amount of data within a limited time frame (Blum-
Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989; Zhang, 2012). Previous studies concluded that data
elicited from DCTs were similar to those from role plays and field notes of daily
conversation (e.g., Rintell & Mitchell, 1989; Yuan, 2001).

The designed Chinese Written Discourse Completion Task (WDCT) included 42 sets
of items (21 for making requests and refusals respectively). In each speech act, the items
were evenly set up in the scenarios related to peer-to-peer, superior-to-subordinate, and
subordinate-to-superior conversations (N= 7). This research instrument was piloted and
reviewed by two experts in Chinese language education. In each WDCT item, the first
section described the scenario and conversation context in which a rejoinder was left
blank to be answered in a sentence. In the second section, an answer line was offered to
have the participants write down the most appropriate answer to match the described
scenario (see Figure 1 for an example of the WDCT items). All the Chinese characters
were paired up with paralleled Pinyin to help non-native speakers understand the
meanings of conversation lines more easily. The participants may complete answers to

DCT items either in Chinese or Pinyin according to their preference.
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* Please write down the answer to the above blank either in Chinese or Pinyin.

Your Answers:

Figure 1. An example of the WDCT items

Data Collection and Analysis

Overall, the data collection procedure lasted for six months from August 2015 to
January 2016. Following the ethics guidelines, we contacted the Chinese Language
Center, visited several classes, and gained the consent from potential participants by
offering clear information letters. Despite a high expectation to collect similar sets of data
from eastern and western non-native speakers of Chinese, it ended up with having 21
ECFL and 8 WCFL learners complete the two sets of request and refusal WDCT items.
Most of the invited WCFL learners were not available to help with the 42-item task. The
data were collected anonymously and safely stored for research analysis.

Data analysis were completed in four phases. First, the participants’ WDCT answers
were reviewed and coded according to the categories of Grice’s maxims (i.e., quantity,
quality, relation, and manner), politeness, and directness. As reviewed in Yule (2008),
quantity means whether the message delivered by speakers contains sufficient
information; quality refers to whether the information speakers offer is truthful and
supported by evidence; relation is regarding the information pertinent to the discussion;
and manner is related to clear information without obscurity and ambiguity. Politeness
stresses speakers' intention to mitigate face threats carried by speech acts between
interlocutors (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Directness refers to speakers’ use of
grammatical structures matching the intention of speech acts (Spencer-Oatey & Zegarac,
2010). The total score in each WDCT item was 6 points. One point was tallied for each
of the rubrics an answer reached. Second, to ensure the scoring reliability, a well-trained
research assistant was invited to help grade all the participants’ answers to the WDCT

items. A Cronbach o value was calculated to ensure the inter-rater reliability (r= .867).
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Third, Shapiro-Wilk’s tests were conducted to investigate whether the data collected were
normally distributed. The analysis results showed non-normal distribution of data sets,
which determined the employment of non-parametric statistics (i.e., Mann-Whitney U
tests and Wilcoxon signed-rank tests) to examine the eastern and western CFL learners’
speech act performance in different social situations. Finally, Pearson Product-Moment
Correlation analyses were performed to examine the correlation, if any, among Grice’s

maxims, directness, and politeness in these participants’ speech act performance.

Results and Discussion

Sample Characteristics

According to the Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p> .05) (Razali & Wah, 2011) as well as a
visual inspection of data histograms, normal Q-Q plots and box plots, the request and
refusal scores are not normally distributed for the ECFL group (N= 21, p= 0.034 and
0.000), although the results show an approximate normality for the WCFL group (N= 8,
p=0.964 and 0.380). As a whole, the data collected are not eligible for the operation of
parametric analyses when most of the participants’ scores are lack of normality (Razali &
Wah, 2011). A non-parametric Levene’s test (p> .05) was further used to verify the
equality of variances in the sample (Nordstokke & Zumbo, 2010). The statistical analysis
shows the homogeneity of variance in the request and refusal scores (#=0.000, p=0.999;
F=0.684, p=0.416) between two groups.

Cultural Backgrounds and Pragmatic Performance

The results of Mann-Whitney U analyses show the potential influence of cultural
backgrounds on the participants’ pragmatic performance. The ECFL learners significantly
outperformed the WCFL learners when making requests in all social scenarios (Z=-2.327,
p<.05; see Table 2). As shown in these participants’ answers to WDCT items, the WCFL
participants appeared to use more direct, if not explicit, expressions in delivering Chinese
requests. This is inconsistent with the assumption that western learners usually transfer
their indirect strategies in L1 to their pragmatic performance in using Chinese as a foreign
language (Tawalbeh & Al-Oqaily, 2012). Yet, this may echo the findings in Hassall (2003)
that western learners would choose more explicit expressions when they are uncertain
about their ability to correctly convey their requests in a foreign language. By contrast,
the ECFL participants tended to offer reasons and use softeners (e.g., qing, bu hdo yi si)

to show politeness when they were making requests to superiors, subordinates, or peers
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in Chinese (see Example 1 and 2)%. These phenomena revealed that the participating
ECFL learners had more appropriate performance in Chinese requests, compared to their
counterparts in this study. In line with the notion of interlanguage pragmatics that L1
language cultures would influence L2 learning outcomes (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Kasper,
1992), the finding supports the assumption that these eastern language learners (mostly
from Japan, Korea, and Vietnam) usually transferred L1 polite expressions, such as “sorry”
(+ 4 % « A, OICh xin 16i), “could you please” (L TE & 4, HA2 & =+
ZF A A2, ban c6 thé vui long) to their use of “sorry” (bu hio yi si) and “could it be” (shi

bt shi ké yi) when making Chinese requests.

« Example 1: A request of passing a course

ws zhi dao céngqgian wé bl renzhénshang ke k& shi rd gud zhe mén ke béidang de hua bd hui bi ye
S 2 32 2R 22 o\ 2 = = . g 0 s s K
ECFL: #arsg > j8 w0 N2 WE o VA k&P HM G a5t 2 ¢ & X o

ging géi wé bi jil ban f3

T 24 FeyEz o (Iknow. I didn’t work very hard for my study. But, I can’t graduate

if I fail this course. Please give me a make-up method.)

ni yduméiysuban fi rangws chéng ji hio yi disnma

WCFL: %5 25 7%2 ® A & 45— 8§ ? (Do you have any method to make my

grades better?)

* Example 2: A request of raising salary

|30 ban bu hio yi si wé zui jin mai le xin de fang zi sug yi jing ji fu danysu yi didgnzhong ke bu ke

ECFL: ¥R > 2 ¥ L L > ABGETF 1 3705 5 97l 3 -2 & > ¥ 7

yi jia xin yi xia

"4 - T 2 (Boss, ’'m sorry. I've bought a new house recently, so my financial burden

is a bit heavy. Could I have a pay raise?)

|30 ban wé kuaiyao maifang zi dan wd pa ws gian bu gou W X yaoji x n
.
e

WCFL: ¥ » AR-RF 53 > A 0AE 735 0 A F & 45 - (Boss, 'll buy a

house very soon, but I’'m afraid that [ don’t have enough money. I need a pay raise.)

3 The paired examples listed in the section of Results and Discussion were retrieved from the data collected
from the participating ECFL and WCFL learners placed in the same class level (i.e., B1, B2, C1, or C2).
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Table 2. Mann-Whitney U analyses of group differences

Mean Sum of Sig. (2-tailed/
Speech Act  Group N  Median Rank Ranks zZ 1-tailed)

ECFL 21 100.00 17.26 362.50
Request -2.327 .018/.009 *
WCFL 8 88.00 9.06 72.50

ECFL 21 27.00 16.00 336.00
Refusal -1.029 316/.158
WCFL 8 25.50 12.38 99.00

*p< .05

Different from their performance outcome of making requests, statistically the ECFL
and the WCFL learners had similar pragmatic competence when making refusals in all
social scenarios (Z= -1.029, p> .05; see Table 2). Both of these CFL groups tended to
offer reasons when turning down a request raised by interlocutors with different social
statuses (see Example 3 and 4). Interestingly, most of the WCFL participants offered more
relevant reasons (especially personal reasons) or sometimes showed apologies when
expressing their refusals in Chinese, compared to their performance in making requests.
According to Morkus (2014), the use of personal reasons to make refusals is a native
language attribute for Americans; this proves a pragmatic transfer from L1 to Chinese
learning experiences among the WCFL learners in the current study. In order not to offend
others, the ECFL learners mainly employed apology strategy to reduce possible face-
threatening impact, which also echoes L1 transfer from Asian cultural norms and values
(Lin, 2014; Osaki, 2011; Sattar, Lah, & Suleiman, 2011). Moreover, in most
conversational scenarios, the ECFL learners deliberately used indirect mode when
rejecting a request, while the western participants tended to make more direct refusals.
This is similar to the findings of previous foreign language research regarding the direct
or indirect modes performed by western and eastern learners (Chang, 2011a; Hu, 2015;
Jiang, 2015; Li, 2005; Shu, 2007; Yum, 1988).

* Example 3: A refusal of offering a help to a stranger
bu hio yi st wo xian zai méiysu shi jianbang ni

ECFL: % 4 & & » A A5 PR §T % o (Sorry, I don’t have time to help you.)

bu hio yi st wé bu néngzhéyangzuo yin wéi wé mén bu rén shi

WCFL: # 4% 7 LA 7 i i3 P 5 2 7 2 2338 o (Sorry, I cannot do this because we

don’t know each other.)
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* Example 4: A refusal of doing translation for a friend
fan yi bl shi na me jitndan de blu hio yi si

ECFL: #s:%7 7% H e1v> 72 43 §, L | (Translation is not that easy. I’'m sorry.)

dui bu qi wé zui jin hé&nmang méiban fa bang ni zuo

WCFL: #+7 42> A 53T % 0 2782 F % # e (Sorry, I've been busy lately and can’t

help out.)

Pragmatic Performance in Various Social Scenarios

The analysis of Wilcoxon signed-rank test shows that as a whole these recruited CFL
learners (N= 29) had significantly different performance in making requests to
interlocutors with different social statuses (Z= -4.633, -4.124, and -3.156, p< .05; see
Table 3). The results of negative and positive ranks further showed that all of the
participants performed best when making requests to superiors, compared to their
interaction with peers and subordinates (S1 > P > S2). This finding is different from
Taguchi (2007) reporting that it was significantly better for foreign language learners to
make requests to interlocutors with less power and social distances than themselves which

could mitigate imposition during the conversation.

Table 3. Wilcoxon signed-rank test of making requests between different interlocutors

Requests between Interlocutors ? N Mean Rank Sum of Rank Z p

S2 -S1 Negative ranks 28 14.50 406.00
Positive ranks 0 .00 .00 -4.633 .000*
Ties 1

P-S1 Negative ranks 24 14.02 336.50
Positive ranks 2 7.25 14.50 -4.124 .000*
Ties 3

P-S2 Negative ranks 5 10.30 51.50
Positive ranks 21 14.26 299.50 -3.156 .002*
Ties 3

* p<.05; * S1=requests made to superiors; S2= requests made to subordinates; P= requests made to peers

As further portrayed in Figure 2 and Example 5, 6, and 7, the ECFL learners were
more competent than the WCFL learners in delivering Chinese requests to various
interlocutors (ECFL: Mean= 35.76, 29.57, 33.04; WCFL: Mean= 31.12, 27.62, 30). The
result may be mainly attributed to the quantity of information (i.e., offering more reasons)
these ECFL participants offered (e.g., “wo0 jiié de...” and “wd x1 wang...”) or the polite

softeners they applied in request delivery (e.g., “ke yi... ma?” and “ké bu k& yi?”). The
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current study showing the eastern CFL learners’ appropriate choice of direct or indirect
request utterance is incongruent with previous literature that documented indirect
strategies overused by eastern English as a foreign language (EFL) learners who showed
no different pragmatic utterances in performing English requests to interlocutors with
various social statuses and power relationships (e.g., Jalilifar et al., 2011; Konakahara,
2009). In general, Asian learners tend to make more indirect requests in their native
languages, yet it was found that sometimes the participating eastern CFL learners’ use of
directness in making requests is not affected by power, familiarity, or imposition, but due
to a failure in L1 pragmatic transfer, similar to the EFL learners examined by
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2010).

Mean Scores of Request Performance

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

Scores

Overall Maxims Politeness Directness To Superior To To Peer
Subordinate

mECFL 98.38 77.38 4.57 16.43 35.76 29.57 33.04
= WCFL 88.75 69.88 15 17.38 31.12 27.62 30

Figure 2. Request performance between the ECFL and the WCFL learners

* Example 5: A request to a subordinate for swimming contest

wo jié de ni heén hui yéuysng sug yi xi wang ni dai bisoxué xiao qu cén jia bi sai z&n me yang

ECFL: A @i g 255k » Tk 3 n i A F4d f4et 0 B 2 (I feel

you are very good at swimming. So, I hope you can represent our school to attend the
contest. How is it?)

nihui xigng dai bigo xué xiao ma

WCFL: in ¢ & £ 5§ ? (Would you like to represent our school?)
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* Example 6: A request to a superior for recommendation to an album company

wé de meng shi chéngwéi xi ha de changshsu zui jin chuangzud le ji shéu ge k& yi bangws tur jian ni de

ECFL: #en¥ H_& Zofrp vl £ > 837 4] 77 S5 80 oL § AR e

changpiangéng si ma

rg 7 2 758 ? (My dream is to become a hip-hop singer and I’ve created several songs

recently. Could you recommend me [to] your album company?)

wé X w?pg wé k& yi chazhuan ji ,rli k& yi bangws wen yi xia ma
WCFL: 0% ¢ Avud & §E (27 2§ AR - 7§ 2 (Lhope to release my own
album. Could you check it for me?)

* Example 7: A request to a peer for borrowing a car
wo de ji chehuai le ke shi ws genpéngyou yi qgi qu ye shi ke bu k& yi jie ws ni de che
ECFL: 2@ 37 > 7 AR P) - Aed d > 727 A iRnd ?
(My motorbike is broken, yet I’'m going to a night market with friends. Could I borrow

your car?)

wo k& yi jie ni de che ma

WCFL: #7# 12 ixend 2§ ? (Can I borrow your car?)

In line with their pragmatic competence in making requests, these CFL learners
overall had significant different performance in making refusals to interlocutors with
different social statuses (Z= -4.338, -4.070, and -4.628, p< .05; see Table 4). This echoes
the foreign language literature (e.g., Allami & Naeimi, 2011; Félix-Brasdefer, 2008) that
both eastern and western learners would adjust their refusal responses depending on social
statuses and distances. The results of negative and positive ranks further showed that all
of the participants performed best when making refusals to peers, compared to their
interaction with subordinates and superiors (P > S2 > S1). The findings are consistent
with previous foreign language research depicting that most of the recruited learners had
difficulties making refusals to interlocutors with higher social statuses than to those with
equal or lower ones (e.g., Abed, 2011; Lee, 2013). As shown in Figure 3, the participants’
refusal strategies resulted in their performance outcome in various conversational
scenarios (ECFL: Mean= 30.66, 29.80, 31.91; WCFL: Mean= 29.31, 29.87, 31.28).
Compared with each other, the ECFL and the WCFL learners had similar performance in
expressing refusals to interlocutors with different social power/statuses. These learners
tended to rely on reasons or excuses (e.g., “na qu xill bl shi jiu hdo le ma?” and “wo you
hén dud xido kdo”) when turning down other interlocutors’ special requests (see Example
8,9, and 10).
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Table 4. Wilcoxon signed-rank test of making refusals between different interlocutors

Refusals between Interlocutors @ N Mean Rank Sum of Rank zZ p

S2 - S1 Negative ranks 2 2.50 5.00
Positive ranks 24 14.42 346.00 -4.338 .000*
Ties 3

P-S1 Negative ranks 0 .00 .00
Positive ranks 29 15.00 435.00 -4.707 .000*
Ties 0

P-S2 Negative ranks 0 .00 .00
Positive ranks 28 14.50 406.00 -4.628 .000*
Ties 1

* p<.05; * S1= refusals made to superiors; S2= refusals made to subordinates; P= refusals made to peers

Mean Scores of Refusal Performance

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

Scores

Overall Maxims Politeness Directness To Superior To To Peer
Subordinate
W ECFL 92.57 73.52 5.57 13.48 30.66 29.8 31.91

= WCFL 90.75 74.63 3.13 12.75 29.31 29.87 31.28

Figure 3. Refusal performance between the ECFL and the WCFL learners

* Example 8: A refusal to a subordinate for buying a new cellphone

hai k& yi zaiyong ba nd qu xia bu shi jit hio le ma shén me shi hou bu néng xia woé cai mai gé&i ni

ECFL: 7 ©18 # 09 2 £33 3 X506 1 2 & RPFiE 2 it 2244 § 407 o (Isit

still usable? Send it to a shop for a repair, OK? I’ll buy you a new phone if the old one

cannot be repaired.)

bl yao cha zui bs shéu ji nd qu xia jiu hio le

WCFL: 7% Z3E7 > s £ £ 3 13 frji'fﬁ" 7 | (Stop nagging! Just send your phone to a

shop for a repair.)
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* Example 9: A refusal to a superior for extra workload on the weekend

zhé ge zhumo wé yi jingysu shi blu hio yi si

ECFL: iz & A5 e %53 F »72 47 & L o (Thave something to do this weekend. Sorry

about that.)

k& shi ws ysugennanpéngysu ylié hui

WCFL: 7 #2453 539 J} = 5 ¢ | (But, I have a date with my boyfriend.)

* Example 10: A refusal to a peer for seeing a movie
bl hio yi si wé jin tian déi zhun béi mingtian de xidokio
- & PAl P K 2. » 2
ECFL: 7 4 & & 3\ £ X % % @ % &) % o(Sorry, | have to prepare for tomorrow’s
quiz.)
wo méiban fi qu mingtian wé ysu héndusxizokio

WCFL: 2 ys2 2 > P X 25 (%] % o (I cannot go with you. I’ll have many

quizzes tomorrow. )
Correlation Between Pragmatic Performance and Politeness/Directness

Making requests

As Table 5 indicates, when making requests in Chinese, the extent to which all the
CFL learners’ adherence to Grice’s maxims is significantly correlated to the
directness/politeness of their language usage (= .461, p< .05). The statistical result
signals that on the one hand the more these recruited CFL learners applied polite and
direct language usages together in request delivery, the more these participants complied
with the maxims. On the other hand, the less they paid attention to politeness and
directness as a whole, the less their request delivery would match the maxims. Echoing
Ogiermann’s (2009) argument, the current study revealed these participants’ use of “on-
record strategies combined with redressive action” (p. 191) which made their requests
delivered in both clear and polite manners without flouting Grice’s conversational

maxims (see Example 11).
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Table 5. Correlations, means, and standard deviations (requests) (N=29)

2. 3. 4. M SD
1. Maxims .352 .369* 461" 75.31 7.04
2. Politeness .202 3.72 2.88
3. Directness 16.69 2.24
4. Politeness + Directness 20.41 3.99

*p <.05

* Example 11: A request of writing a recommendation letter (Participants’ direct and polite
language usages lead to better performance in maxims.)

ang mé fan lao §hi ni bangws xig¢ yi feng tui jiéﬂ xi_n ma wo zul jin zai zf‘mn bei gué wai lid xué
ECFL: F /R Xfr n§I AR - HiaFd 2 AR TEEFRATE - (Am I
allowed to bother you teacher to write me a recommendation letter? I’ve been preparing
for overseas study recently.)

jiaoshou wé shengingyan jili sus xa yao tur jiéﬂ xin wod k& bu ké& ma fan nl’n bang wo xié
WCFL: %3 A ¥ G g 913 B4 G 0 A7 2 7 ' I& §T 24 B 2 (Professor,
I’m applying for graduate study and need a recommendation letter. Could I bother you to

help me write the letter?)

In addition, these participants’ performance in matching the maxims slightly
correlate with their use of directness (= .369, p< .05), but not with their adherence to
politeness. Neither does these CFL learners’ polite request delivery correlate with their
direct language usage. The findings imply that these CFL learners’ direct language usage
matched the conversation cooperation principles (i.e., quality, quantity, manner, and
relevance) of their request delivery in various social scenarios (see Example 12). Yet, the
participants’ politeness did not facilitate their appropriate formulation of requests (see

Example 13).

* Example 12: A request for passing a course (Participants’ direct language usage matches

their adherence to maxims.)
W(f xigng bi ye T;E /rli bé?gmé‘ng

ECFL: & 8 £ ¥ » 50 § = o (I want to graduate and please help me.)
gingwen ws ysu ji hui bu jiu ma

WCFL: 3B 2 % ¢ 4 #c%8 2 (Do I still have a make-up chance?)
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* Example 13: A request of going to a night market (Participants’ polite language usage

does not match their adherence to maxims.)

ysukong ma yao bl yaogenws yi qi qu

ECFL: 7 %8 ? & 2 & j32 - 4=4 ? (Are you free? Would you like to go with me?)

na ni yéu shijian k& yi dai wé yi gi qu ma

WCFL: 78 iz 5 prF & 124 2~ 422 v§ 7 (Then, do you have time to take me over

there together?)

Furthermore, these learners’ direct Chinese language usage did not necessarily
reflect their impolite attitude toward the request utterance they made. As shown in
Example 14 and 15, directness in request behaviors is not related to the essence of
politeness either from the eastern or the western cultural values (Blum-Kulka,1987;
Skewis, 2003). In particular, these participants’ pragmatic performance included far more
direct requesting utterance (Mean a= 16.69, Mean gcrL= 16.43, Mean wcrL= 17.38) than
polite language expressions (Mean .= 3.72, Mean gcri= 4.57, Mean wcrL= 1.5).
According to Ogiermann (2009), some cultures appreciate pragmatic clarity when
associating requesting behaviors with directness more than their concerns with politeness.
The intercultural communication styles appeared to influence how the recruited

participants transferred L1 cultures into CFL learning in this study.

* Example 14: A request of seeing a movie (Participants’ direct language usage does not

include the essence of politeness.)
yao bu yao yi qi qu kan

ECFL: & % & - 422 5 ? (Do you want to see it together?)

ni yao yi qi qu ma

WCFL: i & - 4=2 v§ ? (Are you coming together?)

« Example 15: A request of not being late again (Participants’ polite language usage does

not include the essence of directness.)

bai tus ni zén me k& yi déng na me jiu

ECFL: =225 » E ¥ 11 & 7RA- 4 o (Please, how long we have been waiting for you.)

WCFL: (not available)

Making refusals
Data analysis shows a significant correlation between these CFL learners’ pragmatic
performance following Grice’s maxims and the politeness of their language usage

(= .411, p< .05) when making refusals in Chinese (see Table 6). The finding suggests
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that on the one hand the more the recruited CFL learners applied polite language usages
in refusal delivery, the more these participants followed the maxims (see Example 16).
On the other hand, the less they attended to politeness of their refusals to interlocutors’
requests, the less their conversation delivery would be compatible with the maxims. As
shown in the mean scores of politeness (i.e., Mean .= 4.90, Mean gcr = 5.57, Mean wcrL=
3.13), it seems that in general these CFL learners were not familiar with how native
Chinese would choose to refuse a request by “marginally touching the point” to restore

relationship between people (Honglin, 2007; Liao & Breshnahan, 1996).

Table 6. Correlations, means, and standard deviations (refusals) (N=29)

2. 3. 4, M SD
1. Maxims 4117 225 .366 73.83 11.60
2. Politeness 313 4.90 2.44
3. Directness 13.28 3.63
4. Politeness + Directness 18.17 4.97

*p <.05

* Example 16: A refusal of eating fruit (Participants’ polite language usage matches their

adherence to maxims.)

bu hio yi si wé bu xi huan lid lidan  xie xié ni

ECFL: # 4 & L »# % & Fofata »##i% o (Pm sorry. [ don’t like Durian. Thank you.)

bu hio yi si ké shi ws bu tai xi huanchi na gé& shuigus

WCFL: # # & % > 7 27 5 & e 78 B -k % o ('m sorry, but I don’t like eating

that fruit.)

Interestingly, these participants’ adherence to maxims has no significant correlation
with the directness of language usages in the CFL learners’ refusal entries (see Example
17) while these participants employed more direct refusal strategies (Mean = 13.28,
Mean gcrL= 13.48, Mean wcrL= 12.75). When comparing Chinese and Canadian refusal
strategies, Guo (2012) found Chinese people tended to use indirect expression or “beating
around the bush” which is Chinese culture- and language-specific usage. Such native-like
utterance is not found in the participating CFL learners’ pragmatic performance in the
current study. These recruited CFL participants were similar to those American learners

of Chinese examined in Hong (2011), mostly tending to use direct refusal strategies.
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* Example 17: A refusal of visiting a relative (Participants’ direct language usage does not

match their adherence to maxims.)

wé zhén de bu xiing qu

ECFL: # 2 &% # 2 | (Ireally don’t want to go.)

wé jil bd yao

WCFL: # i&ﬂ £ o (Ijust don’t want.)

Moreover, the extent to which these CFL learners followed Grice’s maxims does not
correlate with the politeness and directness which are counted together in their language
usage. That is, these participants appeared not to rely on both politeness and directness
which may contribute to the degree of matching their refusal entries with the maxims.
This finding does not concur with the studies on eastern EFL learners in previous studies
(e.g., Al-Eryani, 2007; Kuhi & Jadidi, 2012) which showed participants’ attention to
polite and direct/indirect strategies in order to formulate their refusal expressions more
appropriately. Finally, similar to the findings of making requests, there is no relationship
between the CFL learners’ polite refusal delivery and direct language usage (see Example
18 and 19). In line with the EFL learners in Ghana (Sarfo, 2011), these CFL learners’
direct language usages did not necessarily reflect their impolite attitude toward the refusal

utterance they made in Chinese.

* Example 18: A refusal of switching TV programs (Participants’ direct language usage
does not include the essence of politeness.)
bu ke yi wé de dianying pin daogangyao kai shi

ECFL: 2 ¥ r2 > e 24 3g B & B 4> | (No, my movie channel is going to start.)

bu xing wo zai kan huanméi ji shu

WCFL: % {7 » 2 g » 2% & - (No, I'm watching, not finished yet.)

* Example 19: A refusal of extra workload on the weekend (Participants’ polite language

usage does not include the essence of directness.)

bu hio yi st ws yao hé ws nanpéngysuysu yué

ECFL: % 4 & & A & o0 § ) % 5 5 o(I’'msorry. I'll have a date with my boyfriend.)

ls0 ban bu hao yi st ws na tianysuyié le

WCFL: ¥ 7 4 & % 224782 5 57 o(Boss, I'msorry. I got an appointment that day.)
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Conclusion

This research project shows that to some extent cultural backgrounds may reflect
CFL learners’ performance in Chinese speech acts, in case of L1 pragmatic transfer. When
making requests in various conversational scenarios, the participating ECFL learners
significantly had better performance than the WCFL learners, while all these CFL
participants would attend to their expressions delivered to interlocutors with superior,
subordinate, or equal social statuses. Specifically, the ECFL participants positively
transferred the cultural norms of politeness and indirectness in L1 pragmatics into their
Chinese language expressions more often than their counterparts. By contrast, when
making refusals in different conversational contexts, both groups had similar pragmatic
performance, despite that the ECFL learners performed better in politeness which may be
attributed to a positive transfer from L1 culture to the target language usage. However,
these ECFL participants seemed to be more direct in refusal behaviors which may imply
a failure in L1 transfer. As to the WCFL learners, they seemed not to have a positive
transfer from L1 usages (i.e., indirect refusals) to Chinese pragmatic utterances due to
frequent use of directness in this speech act, although their refusals included much politer
expressions than requesting behaviors did. Similar to the Chinese requests they made, all
of these CFL participants paid attention to interlocutors’ different social statues when
delivering refusals in various conversational scenarios.

The aforementioned different or similar pragmatic performance between the eastern
and the western non-native speakers of Chinese may not be strongly attributed to these
recruited participants’ demographic backgrounds. As previously described in the section
of Participants, more percentage of the WCFL learners (4 out of 8) studied in advanced
or mastery classes (C1 or C2) than that of the ECFL learners (8 out of 21). On average
the WCFL learners perceived more satisfaction with their Chinese pragmatic competence
and had more chances to travel to countries where Chinese is the first language. Both
groups had similar satisfaction with their pragmatic performance in Chinese and spent
similar amount of time on learning Chinese outside formal classes. Instead, these CFL
learners’ request and refusal performance concurred with the central feature of
interlanguage pragmatics that learners sometimes may transfer certain cultural norms and
strategies embedded in native languages into personal second/foreign language learning
process (Bardovi-Harlig, 2001). Such a cross-cultural transfer may lead to positive or
negative impacts, revealing a convergence or divergence between native and
second/foreign languages in respect of pragmatic essence and values (Kasper, 1992).

Several pedagogical implications could be drawn from these CFL learners’ speech

act performance. First of all, CFL instructors are expected to offer more information and

26



guidance to assist language learners to differentiate the socio-cultural values between
native and foreign languages. As stressed by language researchers (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999;
Taguchi, 2011), pragmatic knowledge is teachable and it is paramount to instruct second
or foreign language learners regarding the resemblances and/or disparities between their
native and target language cultures (i.e., the sociopragmatic competence). In addition,
enhancing CFL learners’ language proficiency levels may improve their linguistic
expressions in pragmatic performance (i.e., pragmalinguistic competence), which is
closely related to the development of sociopragmatic competence in foreign/second
language learning (Chang, 2011b). CFL learners’ pragmalinguistic competence may be
fostered by teaching activities (e.g., role plays, video-clip watching, and computer-
assisted learning) with a focus on consciousness-raising and meta-pragmatic awareness
(Takimoto, 2006; Wishnoff, 2000). Finally, task-based and strategy-based instructional
modules (Brown & Lee, 2015; Ishihara & Cohen, 2014) may be employed to reinforce
CFL learners’ self-directed learning in real-life scenarios. In so doing, the negative L1
transfer could be gradually reduced when language learners have more chances to be
assimilated into the target culture.

This exploratory study generally answers the proposed research questions, yet future
related research may refer to the limitations of this project. First, the sample size only
included a small number of eastern and western CFL learners, which was far more under
the expected number of participants in each group (N= 30) due to the difficulties of
recruiting potential participants in the research context. Further efforts should be made to
invite more available CFL learners in order to enhance the generalizability of research
findings. Second, collecting data solely from DCT tasks may not provide every aspect of
the eastern and the western language learners’ speech act strategies or performance, in
particular the lack of indirect expressions emerging from learners’ pragmatic utterances.
A variety of data collection methods retrieving more comprehensive data (e.g., role plays
and interviews) may bring up different insights into these learners’ learning outcome.
Third, relying on the overall class placement levels or having participants self-rate their
Chinese levels may not fully ensure whether participants are competent enough to deliver
speech acts in the target language. Future studies may screen and recruit eastern/western
Chinese leaners by conducting a language proficiency test with potential participants
before investigating their pragmatic performance. Finally, more related empirical studies
could be conducted by investigating other speech acts (e.g., apology, advice or complaint)
in research contexts where CFL learners have different culture backgrounds. This will
help interlanguage pragmatic researchers compare and contrast CFL learners’ speech act

performance in various ethnicities.
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The current study contributes to our understanding of how the speech acts of request
and refusal were performed by the eastern and the western CFL learners. It further shows
that speech acts may reflect the cultural norms and values espoused by these Chinese
language learners during L1 pragmatic transfer. Raising the awareness of cultural
differences leading to appropriate or inappropriate pragmatic performance is conducive

to the global efforts for the promotion of Chinese language education.
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