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ABSTRACT

Politeness Strategies Used in English Requests and Refusals by Chinese College EFL learners
By

Zhu Xiaoning

This thesis reports a study on how Chinese college EFL learners used politeness strategies in performing two face-threatening speech acts, request and refusal. It investigated what politeness strategies were used and examined the effect of contextual variables and language proficiency on strategy choice. The subjects were 63 English majors from Yangzhou University who were divided into two groups: freshmen and juniors. Data were collected mainly via a written DCT developed by a preliminary study and retrospective interviews carried out with five subjects chosen from each group. The politeness strategies used in 377 tokens of request and 377 tokens of refusal elicited were then analyzed in terms of directness level, internal modification and external modification. The findings are summarized as follows: 

1. Learners preferred indirectness and made use of a wide range of supportive moves both in requests and refusals. The use of internal modifications was infrequent and lacked complexity and variety. On the whole, learners preferred negative politeness in strategy use. 

2. Contextual variables, notably the degree of imposition and relative social status, had some effect on learners’ strategy choice. Yet learners’ performance did not fully conform to the working assumption that less direct strategies and more supportive moves would be employed when the degree of imposition or relative social status became high. 

3. Proficiency had little effect on learners’ strategy choice. Significant differences were not found between the two groups in their overall use of politeness strategies and contextual variables did not affect the strategy use of the two groups differently. Slight differences were observed: juniors modified the direct head acts more frequently, employed direct strategies slightly less and internal modifications slightly more.  

The results reveal that learners have yet not fully acquired native-like politeness in performing speech acts. They encounter problems both pragmalinguistically and sociopragmatically. Limited control of processing and pragmatic transfer also affect their strategy use. Based on these findings, the study suggests that consciousness-raising and systematic instruction should be adopted to improve the pragmatic competence of Chinese college EFL learners, especially their ability to choose appropriate politeness strategies in speech act performance. 

中文摘要


本研究抽样调查了中国大学生英语学习者在实施面子威胁言语行为时礼貌策略的使用情况，着重探讨了学习者在提出请求和做出拒绝时使用了哪些礼貌策略以及情景变量和语言水平对策略选择的影响。调查对象为扬州大学英语专业一年级和三年级的63名英语学习者。他们在课堂上完成了为本研究设计的语篇补全测试问卷(DCT)。测试完成后，笔者从每组学生中随机抽取了五名进行回访。按照中心语的直接程度、内部修饰语和外部辅助行为语三个层面，笔者对所采集的377条请求和377条拒绝进行了礼貌策略的分析。分析结果表明：

1． 无论是请求还是拒绝的中心语，学习者都倾向于选择间接策略；学习者能够使用多种外部辅助行为语；学习者对中心语的内部修饰频率较低且类别单一，缺乏变化；无论是外部辅助语还是内部修饰语，学习者都倾向于实施消极礼貌策略。

2． 情景变量，特别是强加度和相对社会地位对学习者的礼貌策略选择有一定影响，但学习者策略使用的变化并未完全依照笔者的假设：即当请求的强加度增大或说话者相对社会地位变高时，说话者会较少使用直接策略、更多地使用辅助行为语。

3． 语言水平对礼貌策略的选择没有显著影响。两组学生在三个层面的礼貌策略使用上都没有显著差别；情景变量对两组学生策略使用的影响也基本相同。但两组间仍存在细微差别：三年级学生对采取直接策略的中心语的内部修饰比一年级频繁，总体的直接策略使用略少于一年级，内部修饰语的使用略多于一年级。

本文结论指出，中国大学生英语学习者在提出请求和做出拒绝时，尚未达到本族语者的礼貌程度；学习者在语用语言和社交语用上都遇到一定的困难，具体表现为：内部修饰语的匮乏单一，选择与情景不相宜的礼貌策略。本文同时指出学习者对注意力的有限控制以及母语语用知识的迁移也影响了他们礼貌策略的使用。鉴于本研究所得出的结论，笔者认为可通过加强语用意识和系统教学的方式进一步提高中国大学生英语学习者的语用能力，尤其是礼貌地实施言语行为的能力。
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1  Object of the Study
The present study was undertaken to investigate the politeness strategies used by Chinese college EFL learners in performing requests and refusals. It examined contextual variables and proficiency effect on strategy choice and attempted to find out whether and to what extent Chinese college EFL learners had acquired native-like politeness in performing speech act. In so doing, it sought to reveal their problems and track the causes so as to contribute to a better understanding of EFL learners’ development of pragmatic competence. 

1.2  Need for the Study

On analogy with other areas of specialization within SLA—interlanguage syntax, interlanguage lexis, and so forth—the study of nonnative speakers’ use and acquisition of L2 pragmatic knowledge is referred to as interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) (Kasper & Rose, 1999). Researchers have come to understand that the goal of SLA research is to describe and explain not only learners’ linguistic competence but also their pragmatic competence (Ellis, 1994) and expressed [tense and coherence?] a concern for the way in which learners learn and produce speech acts (Murphy, 1996). Kasper and Dahl (1991) have even defined interlanguage pragmatics narrowly as the performance and acquisition of speech acts by L2 learners. A lot of studies in ILP are now concerned with how non-native speakers can understand and carry out linguistic action in a target language. Yet Kasper (1996) pointed out that none of these studies had an immediate link to SLA as these studies tended to treat groups of participants at various proficiency levels as a single group of NNSs in comparison with NSs (Rose, 2001) and identify non-native speakers as "non-native speakers" rather than learners (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999). More studies are called for to investigate interlanguage features of EFL learners’ pragmatic competence and how they handle politeness in speech act performance. Responding to the urgent need of study in this field, the present study attempted to reveal Chinese college EFL learners’ mastery of politeness strategies by reporting how they perform speech acts like requests and refusals on potential occasions of cross-cultural communication.  

Requests and refusals were chosen as the subjects of study for several reasons. First, both requests and refusals are highly representative of face-threatening acts. Speakers   are conventionally expected to do face work to mitigate the face-threatening force. Second, they are highly sensitive to contextual variables like imposition, power and social distance. Speakers have to take account of these contextual variables in order to ensure that harmonious social relations between the speakers are not endangered (Ellis, 1994). Thirdly, the realizations of these two speech acts are largely culture-specific (Gass, 1995; Liao, 1996; Zhang & Wang, 1997). What is deemed as polite in one culture may be considered impolite in another (He, 1997). In a word, the performance of requests or refusals calls for considerable linguistic expertise and sociopragmatic knowledge in choosing appropriate politeness strategies. Therefore, it was assumed that these two speech acts would be quite challenging for Chinese EFL learners and that studies on their interlanguage performance would cast some light on our understanding of learners’ use and acquisition of politeness strategies. 

1.3  Significance of the Study

As an attempt to reveal how Chinese college EFL learners at different proficiency levels use politeness strategies, the present study was assumed to be significant at least in the following two respects:

Theoretically, it was hoped to provide some insights for the understanding of EFL learners’ pragmatic competence, especially their use of politeness strategies in speech act performance. Does learners’ actual pragmatic competence [notice: you are not examining knowledge] of speech act realization expand as their proficiency increases? What difficulties do they encounter during the course? Does pragmatic transfer occur? Do they rely on pragmatic universals? Findings of the present study were expected to shed some light on these issues.  

Practically, it was believed that the examination of Chinese college EFL learners’ use of politeness strategies for performing face-threatening speech acts would offer insights to teachers and curriculum writers who are concerned with the teaching of pragmatic behavior. To facilitate acquisition and application, pragmatic knowledge needs to be made explicit and accessible to learners (Lee-Wong, 2000). But we first need to find out what learners have already known and what they have not and what proves to be difficult. On the other hand, this study might heighten learners’ awareness of politeness strategy use in speech act realization so as to help them achieve a better performance in cross-cultural communication. Furthermore, it was also possible to afford approaches to the testing of pragmatic competence as this study provides the perspectives from which we can approach and evaluate speech act performance. 

1.4  Structure of the Thesis

The thesis consists of five chapters: 

Chapter 1 mainly introduces what this study was about and why it was undertaken. 

Chapter 2 provides the characterization of requests and refusals, a classification of politeness strategies for performing the acts and reviews related studies on the speech acts of requests and refusals either in the field of cross-cultural pragmatics and [?] interlanguage pragmatics. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology adopted in the present study, including the identification of the subjects, selection of instruments, data collection and data analysis. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the study and discusses the major findings.

Chapter 5 is the conclusion part, summarizing the whole study, pointing out the pedagogical implications as well as existent limitations, and making suggestions for further studies. 

Chapter Two

Literature Review

This chapter consists of five sections. Section One tries to characterize requests and refusals as face-threatening speech acts. Section Two puts forward a classification of politeness strategies used in making requests and refusals. Section Three dwells on previous studies in the field of cross-cultural pragmatics, especially those on Chinese and English requests and refusals. Section Four provides a detailed review of related studies on interlanguage performance of requests and refusals. The last section briefly summarizes this chapter and points out what is new of the present study. 

2.1 Requests and Refusals as Face-threatening Speech acts

Searle (1969: 16) defined speech acts as “the basic or minimal units of linguistic communication,” which could be analyzed on three levels (Austin, 1969): the locution (the linguistic utterance of the speaker), the illocution (what the speaker intends) and perlocution (the eventual effect on the hearer). The study of speech acts in ILP has concentrated on illocutionary meanings (Ellis, 1994). Searle (1979) had put forward a taxonomy of illocutionary acts which were further elaborated by Yule (1996), including directives, commissives, expressives, representatives and declarations. Among them, directives are those speech acts whose function is to get the hearer to do something. As attempts on the part of a speaker to get the hearer to perform or stop performing some kind of action (Ellis, 1994), requests are therefore labeled as directives. Refusals were classified under the category of commissives (Yule, 1996), which were those kinds of speech acts that speakers used to commit themselves to, or free themselves from, some future action. Zhang (1999) agreed that in the sense refusal committed the refuser not to doing the action proposed by the refusee, it certainly was a commissive.  

Speech act performance seemed to be ruled by universal principles of politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987). According to Brown and Levinson, politeness involves us showing an awareness of other people’s face wants. ‘Face,’ in their definition, is the public-self image that every member wants to claim for himself. It consists of two specific kinds of desires: the desire to be unimpeded in one’s action (negative face), and the desire to be approved of (positive face). Brown and Levinson believed that some speech acts such as orders, requests, apologies and so on and so forth were intrinsically face threatening and were often referred to as FTAs.  

By making a request, the speaker may threaten the hearer’s negative face by intending to impede the hearer’s ‘freedom of action,’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 65) and also runs the risk of losing face him/herself, as the requestee may choose to refuse to comply with his/her wishes. By making a refusal, the speaker is posing a threat to the hearer’s positive face by not caring about ‘the addressee’s feelings, wants, etc.,’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 66).

Researchers have identified the characteristics of requests (Ellis, 1992) and refusals (Zhang, 1999), among which some common features are shared:

1.
They can be performed in a single turn, or more than one turn.

2. They can be realized linguistically in a variety of ways. Three dimensions of modification can be identified:

a) directness level

b) internal modification of the act, and 

c) external modification of the act. 

3. The choice of linguistic realization depends on a variety of social factors to do with the relationship between the speaker and the addressee. 

4. There are cross-linguistic differences relating to the preferred form of a request or refusal in the same situation, although the main categories of requests or refusals can be found in different languages,.

The face-threatening nature and the characteristics of requests and refusals determine that various politeness strategies are needed in order to successfully achieve the communicative end. 

2.2 Politeness Strategies for Performing Requests and Refusals 


In their model of politeness, Brown and Levinson (1987) distinguished a number of options and strategies available to the speaker for doing FTAs. They classified all the strategies into five broad categories (see Figure 1), arranged from the least polite to the most polite in politeness degree.  

                               1. without redressive action, baldly

                    on record                          2. positive politeness

      Do the FTA                with redressive action

                   4. off record                        3. negative politeness

    

5. Don’t do the FTA

Figure 1. Politeness strategies for doing FTAs


The least polite strategy is to do an act baldly, without redress. It means doing it in the most direct, clear, unambiguous and concise way possible. By redressive action a speaker can give face to the addressee to counteract the potential face damage of the FTA and therefore be more polite. Such redressive action takes the form of either positive politeness, which is oriented toward the positive face of the hearer, the desire to be approved, or negative politeness, which is oriented toward hearer’s negative face, his basic want to maintain claims of territory and self-determination. If an interlocutor addresses the other directly and makes his communicative intention quite clear, then he is said to go on record in doing an act. The first three are therefore all on record strategies. In comparison, an off record strategy is often more polite as it means more than one intention has been conveyed and the interlocutor does not need to commit himself for one particular intention. The fifth, which is not to do the FTA at all, is the most polite. To make it clear, Yule (1996: 66) gave a typical example:

Suppose you want to ask someone to lend you a pen. You may say nothing but search it in the bag. In other words, you are waiting for the other person to offer. In this case, you don’t do the FTA. Or you can go off record with “I’ve forgot my pen” so more was communicated than was said. You could also go on record with a bald request: “Lend me your pen”. Or you could go on record but with redressive actions, e.g., “How about letting me use your pen?” or “Could you lend me a pen?” The former orients to positive politeness emphasizing closeness between the speaker and the hearer and the latter orients to negative politeness emphasizing the hearer’s right to freedom.


In previous studies on requests and refusals, researchers have developed a coding scheme and classification of strategies in analyzing requests (Blum-Kulka, et al., 1989; Lee-Wong, 2000) and refusals (Zhang, 1999). Their classification of strategies often approached requests or refusals from three dimensions, i.e., directness level of the head act, internal modification and external modification. Head act is the minimal unit which serves to realize a request or refusal independent of other elements. Internal modification or external modification modify the head act internally or externally by mitigating the face-threatening force of a request or refusal. This kind of classification is easy to operate in data analysis in empirical studies and seems to be quite different from Brown & Levinson (1987)’s model of politeness. Yet to examine them more closely (See Figure 2-7), we found the two were in fact interrelated with each other. 


First, directness means the degree to which the speaker’s illocutionary intent is apparent from the locution (Blum-Kulka et. al., 1989). Directness levels are illustrated by the following examples from the most direct to the most indirect (See Figure 2).

(1) Close the window.                              bald on record
Direct request   


(2) Please close the window.                      on record

 Conventional indirect request: (3) Would you mind closing the window?  on record


Unconventional indirect request: (4) I feel a bit cold here.             off record

Figure 2 Directness level in the head acts of requests
In Example (1), no redress occurred and the request is [tense? check throughout]  realized in the most direct way. In Example (2) and (3), redress actions like politeness marker “please”, consultative device “would you mind” were used to mitigate the impositive force of the request. Though literally Example (3) did not convey the illocutionary force directly, it [refer to? ] has been fully conventionalized in English so that it would be read by all participants as requests (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Therefore, it is still on record strategy together with Example (2). Unconventional indirect requests like Example (4) are off record strategies as more than one “unambiguously attributable intention” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 67) is conveyed. A speaker can also choose not to say anything, i.e., “don’t do the FTA,”. Similarly, we have direct refusals and indirect refusals, which could also be termed as on record or off record correspondingly (See Figure 3). Though modal and negation have been used in “I can’t”, this usage has been conventionalized to a great extent so that it is still treated as bald on record refusals.

(5) No, I refuse/No, I can’t.             bald on record

Direct refusal

(6) I’m afraid I can’t.                   on record 

Indirect refusal: (7) I have something urgent to do.        off record

Figure 3 Directness level in the head acts of refusals


Secondly, internal modification (see Figure 4 and 5) can be realized both syntactically and lexically to mitigate the force of a certain head act. Most of them act as softening mechanisms that “give the addressee an ‘out’, … permitting him to feel that his response is not coerced,” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 70) and therefore are negative-oriented. However, there is an exception for the syntactic downgrader “question”. It can be either positive-oriented by showing informality (e.g., “How about lending me your pen?”) or negative-oriented by showing deference (e.g, “Could you lend me your pen?”). On the other hand, upgraders like adverbial intensifier, commitment upgrader or lexical intensification increase the impact of an utterance on the hearer. In Examples 16, 17 and 25, “S considers H to be in important respects ‘the same’ as he, with in-group rights and duties and expectations,” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 70) by using really and surely. They are therefore positive-oriented strategies.

                          Question:      (8) Can I ask for a leave?  

                       Past tense:     (9) Could you close the window?

  Syntactic downgraders   Modals:       (10) May I borrow your pen?

Embedding:    (11) I wonder whether …

                    Politeness marker:  (12) Please close the window.

  Lexical downgraders Consultative device: (13) Would you mind closing the window?

                   Downtoner:        (14) May I just leave for a moment?

                    Interpersonal marker: (15) I want to leave, ok?

Adverbial intensifier:   (16)You really must come and see me.    

Upgraders 

Commitment upgrader: (17)You surely wouldn’t mind helping me.
Figure 4 Internal modification in the head acts of requests

                          Past tense:      (18) I couldn’t stay here.     

                       Embedding:     (19) I’m afraid I can’t.    

  Syntactic downgraders   Modals:        (20) No, I can’t.

Negation:        (21) So I can’t help you.

Hesitator:        (22) Er …, sorry.

Lexical downgraders   Downtoner:       (23) Maybe I can’t lend it to you. 

                      Interpersonal markers: (24) But you know, …

  Upgraders           Adverbial intensifier:  (25) I’m really sorry.                     

Figure 5 Internal modification in the head acts of refusals

The third dimension is external modification. As for external modification usually in the form of supportive moves, there is also a list of sub-strategies available (see Figure 6 and 7). They are either positive-oriented to emphasize commonality with the hearer or negative-oriented to show deference to the hearer. 

Promise:             (26) I’ll return it to you as soon as possible.   

Expression of gratitude: (27) And I’ll be very thankful to you.      positive  

Preparatory:          (28) I have something to discuss with you. 

Grounder:           (29) I suddenly get a stomachache       

Imposition minimiser:  (30) If you have several pens, …        negative  

Apology:            (31) I’m sorry. 

Disarmer:            (32) I hope you will not mind it.    
Figure 6 External modification in requests

Reason:                         (33) I have something urgent to do.  

Consideration of interlocutor’s feelings(34) Thank you for your invitation. positive

Suggestion of willingness:          (35) I’d love to. 

Sweetener:                      (36) You play basketball well 

Suggestion of alternatives:  (37) May I do it tomorrow? 
Criticizing:              (38) I tell you that you should keep good notes. negative

Request:                (39) May I ask for a leave?                 

Statement of regret:       (40) I’m sorry. 

Figure 7 External modification in refusals

(Note: The sub-strategies either in internal modification or external modification are in fact inexhaustible. New categories may be created and added to the list. Yet, the major categories identified by previous researchers have been listed here. )

However, as we can observe from our daily life, we do not always choose the most polite or the most indirect strategy because strategy choice are determined by various factors. Brown and Levison (1987) claimed that three sociological factors are crucial in determining the level of politeness which a speaker (S) will use to an addresser (H). They are relative power (P) of H over S, the social distance (D) between S and H, and the ranking of the imposition (R) involved in doing the face-threatening act. It was assumed that when one of these variables ranked high, more politeness would be involved to mitigate the force. 

Experimental studies have supported the importance of social and contextual factors in determining politeness assessment and choice of politeness strategies (e.g., Blum-Kulka et al, 1989; Lee-Wong, 2000; Wang, 2001; Zhang & Wang, 1997). Moreover, studies on speech act performance from a cross-cultural perspective were carried out on the assumption that speech acts are realized from culture to culture in different ways. These differences may result in communication difficulties that range from the humorous to the serious (Gass, 1995). Cultural factors proved to interact with situational factors in speech act performance by CCSARP (Blum-Kulka & House, 1989). Their findings indicate estimates of specific social variables differ cross-culturally in a given context. 

In the present study, all the situations designed happen between teachers and students or among students. Therefore social power and relative social distance can be embodied by one variable, i.e., relative social status. I chose the degree of imposition and relative social status to investigate the effect of contextual variables on strategy use as they have been proven to be most influential factors both theoretically (Brown & Levinson, 1987) and empirically (Zhang & Wang, 1997; Lee-Wong, 2000). 

2.3 Studies on Requests and Refusals in Contrastive Pragmatics


ILP has derived its theoretical and empirical foundation from general and especially cross-cultural pragmatics (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993). An effort has been made to identify universal norms of speech act behavior and to distinguish these from language-specific norms in order to better understand and evaluate interlanguage behavior (Cohen, 1996). Over the last two decades, there has been a wide range of empirical studies focusing on a set of speech acts like requests, refusals, compliments, promises, apologies, expression of gratitude, etc. One of the most comprehensive studies of speech act behavior, both for its breadth and depth, has been that of the Cross-cultural Speech Act Research Project (CCSARP) (Blum-Kulka et al, 1989) which compared speech act behavior of native speakers of a number of different languages with the behavior of learners of these languages. It provided a wealth of information as to the cross-linguistic differences in the performance of illocutionary acts and also a number of non-target features of learners’ interlanguage. It confirmed the effect of social and situational variables on realization patterns of a given speech act. Besides, it also produced useful instruments for data collection and a coding scheme that has been adopted in many other speech act studies. 

The cross-cultural differences between speech act realizations in Chinese and in English have drawn the attention of researchers. They have studied speech acts like compliments (Li & Feng, 2000), refusals (Liao, 1996; Wang, 2001) and requests (Zhang & Wang, 1997; Lee-Wong, 2000). Here I will only briefly review studies on requests and refusals since the two speech acts are chosen as the subject of study in the present research.  

The findings of Zhang and Wang (1997)’s study of Chinese requests in part supported the view that speech acts were language-or culture-specific, and in part supported the view that speech acts were governed by some universal pragmatic principles. With written DCT as their instrument, they found that (1) the same request sequence as in CCSARP that had been identified in Chinese confirmed the claim that the basic structure of requests was a universal feature underlying all languages; (2) social factors such as social distance, social power and the degree of imposition interacted with age and sex in determining the choice of request strategies; (3) the conventionally indirect strategy use in requests was highly valued and deemed as the most polite one in Chinese; (4) addresses (alerters) and supportive moves in the realization of requests were culturally coded. 


Lee-Wong (2000) also examined how Chinese native speakers formulated face-to-face requests. Using multi-method, she found that Chinese speakers placed greater emphasis on the use of terms of address, which marked relative social distance and power. Besides, power and social distance were found to be influential factors in affecting main request strategy type and patterns of modification. The degree of imposition had been shown to be the strongest contextual variable. But different from Zhang & Wang (1997)’s findings, her study highlighted the distinct Chinese preference for a level of directness in requests.  


Liao (1996) conducted a contrastive pragmatic study on American English and Mandarin refusal strategies by devising six scenarios of requests for university students in the United States and Taiwan to fill in what they would say when they would rather refuse. He found that Americans and Chinese used different formulaic expressions in refusals and applied different strategies. The ways in which politeness was manifested through performing refusals reflected the modest nature of the Oriental countries and the non-self-denigrative nature of the Western countries.  


Wang (2001) ’s study on Chinese and American refusals adopted written DCT as its instrument and found that (1) directness level were correlated with politeness strategies but not all the indirect refusals were polite; (2) the three social factors mentioned by Brown and Levinson (1987) were important in speech act behavior but their roles in the two languages were different; (3) though both Chinese and Americans preferred indirect refusals, the Chinese were much more indirect. But Wang did not discuss in detail how the roles of social factors were different in the two cultures. 


These studies have revealed similarities and differences in speech act realization patterns between Chinese and English requests and refusals and implied that the culture-specific differences might pose great challenge for EFL learners in cross-cultural communication. 

2.4 Studies on Interlanguage Performance of Requests and Refusals 

How EEL learners perform requests has received considerable attention. Both longitudinal and cross-sectional studies were carried out to investigate interlanguage features and yielded different findings. 

Schmidt (1983, cited in Kasper & Rose, 1999) ’s three-year longitudinal study of the acquisition of English by Wes, a Japanese artist who relocated to Hawai’i, is among the earliest studies of pragmatic development in a second language. Wes’ early directives were characterized by a limited range of unanalyzed request formulas, frequent use of requestive markers such as please, the association of the verb morpheme –ing with requestive force (sitting for “let’s sit”), and an apparent transfer of Japanese sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic norms. At the end of the observation period, some of the request formula had been reanalyzed and were used productively by Wes—his use of imperatives had increased and his requests were more elaborated. However, some non-native features remained. 


Ellis (1992) examined the acquisition of the illocutionary act—request by two child learners of English. But his focus was to demonstrate to what extent classroom communication afforded opportunities for learners to acquire the ability to perform a given illocutionary act. The results suggested that although considerable development took place over that period, both learners failed to develop either the full range of request types or a broad linguistic repertoire for performing those types. The learners also failed to develop the “sociolinguistic,” (Ellis, 1992:5) competence needed to vary their choice of request strategies toward different addressees. 

Blum-Kulka & Olshtain (1986) compared request realizations of native and non-native speakers in terms of length of utterance. At the same time, he also compared intermediate and advanced non-native speakers and noted that learners’ use of supportive moves in request performance followed a bell-shaped development curve, starting out with an under-use of supportive moves, followed by over-suppliance, and finally approximating a target-like distribution.

The study of L2 refusals is more limited than the study of requests with a narrow range of subjects (only adult Japanese learners) (Ellis, 1994). Takahashi and Beebe (1987, cited in Kasper & Rose, 1999) advanced the hypothesis that L2 proficiency is positively correlated with pragmatic transfer. Yet their own study on refusals performed by Japanese learners of English at two different proficiency levels did not demonstrate the predicted proficiency effect. Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz (1990) found that although proficient Japanese speakers of English in the United States employed the same range of semantic formulas as Americans, they differed in the order in which they were typically used. They also reacted differently according to whether the invitation originated from a higher- or lower-status person, whereas the native speakers responded according to how familiar they were with their interlocutors. What’s more, Japanese excuses were found to be less specific than American refusals. 


Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (1992) carried out a longitudinal study of the acquisition of two speech acts—suggestions and rejections, which could more or less illuminate on refusals. Advanced adult nonnative speakers of English were taped in advising sessions over the course of a semester. Results indicated that the nonnative speakers showed change toward the native speaker norms in their ability to employ appropriate speech acts, moving toward using more suggestions and fewer rejections, and became more successful negotiators. However, they changed less in their ability to employ appropriate forms of speech acts, continuing to use fewer mitigators than the native speakers. Furthermore, unlike native speakers, they used aggravators. 


Cross-sectional studies have examined the effect of proficiency on speech act performance with explicit or implicit focus on development.


In a role-play study, Trosborg (1995) examined the speech act realizations of requests, complaints and apologies among three groups of Danish learners of English at different proficiency levels. Results revealed that there was an approximation to native speaker performance in request realization strategies with increasing proficiency in English, while for apologies and complaints, only little improvement occurred. 


Rose (2001) examined speech act realization strategies of Hong Kong primary students [?] at different grade levels, who completed a cartoon oral production task designed to elicit requests, apologies, and compliment responses. Although a number of developmental patterns were revealed, there was little evidence of either sensitivity to situational variation or pragmatic transfer from Cantonese, indicating that students had more control over pragmalinguistic than sociopragmatic aspects of speech act performance.


Kasper & Rose (1999) observed that several recent studies have revealed developmental patterns in L2 learners’ speech act strategies that move in the direction of native speaker use or that resist convergence to target norms, e.g., Hill’s (1997, cited in Kasper & Rose, 1999) study and Hassall’s study (1997, cited in Kasper & Rose, 1999). The sometimes conflicting findings make it necessary to do more in order to further examine the effect of proficiency level and better understand EFL learners’ interlanguage performance of speech acts.  

2.4 Summary 


In summary, previous studies have enabled us to understand the nature of face-threatening speech acts of request and refusal and what politeness strategies could be employed to tone down the face-threatening force. Efforts done in the field of cross-cultural pragmatics have revealed cross-cultural differences in the performance of the two speech acts. Studies on interlanguage pragmatic competence have witnessed a growing body of literature. Curricula and materials for L2 teaching developed in recent years include strong pragmatic components or even adopt a pragmatic approach as their organizing principle (Kasper, 1996). Yet far more need to be done to reveal interlanguage features. The present paper was such an attempt by reporting the speech act behavior of two groups of Chinese college EFL learners at different proficiency levels. It was different from the previous studies in the following ways: 


(1) It focused on the use of politeness strategies as part of EFL learners’ pragmatic competence, which was different from previous studies that have investigated interlanguage speech act performance in a general sense. The study reported here attempted to approach EFL learners’ speech act performance from the perspective of politeness, focusing on what politeness strategies they chose in the given contexts and whether their choices varied according to situational variations. 

(2) It combined different methods to elicit both quantitative and qualitative data. Most early studies employed mono-designs to collect data (e.g., Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Takahashi, 1990; Trosborg, 1995). Rose and Kasper (1999) commented that the general direction towards more sophisticated designs and procedures promised well for future cross-sectional studies based on elicited data. Therefore, in the present study, in addition to the discourse completion task designed to elicit primary data, preliminary study was carried out for the purpose of developing the instrument for the primary data collection and retrospective interviews were conducted to help with the interpretation of the primary data. 

(3) Unlike most studies that are Western-based, the present study investigated Chinese EFL learners’ development of pragmatic competence. He & Yan (1986) and Hong Gang (1991) have conducted investigations into Chinese EFL learners’ pragmatic competence and found out that learners who were linguistically competent were not necessarily pragmatically competent. They called on EFL teachers to pay more attention to the development of learners’ pragmatic competence. But till now, empirical research into Chinese EFL learners’ pragmatic competence remains scarce.

Chapter Three

Methodology

This chapter consists of four sections. Section One raises research questions to be addressed in this study. Section Two provides the background information of the subjects involved. Section Three describes the instruments including discourse completion task drawing on a preliminary study and retrospective interviews. Section Four introduces the way the data were analyzed. 

3.1 Research Questions

The present study was an attempt to describe how Chinese college EFL learners employed politeness strategies in making requests and refusals. The main research questions and sub-questions addressed are as follows:

1. What politeness strategies do Chinese college EFL learners use in making requests and refusals?  

a. What politeness strategies do they use in terms of directness?

b. What politeness strategies do they use in terms of internal modification?

c. What politeness strategies do they use in terms of external modification?

2. How do contextual variables, notably the degree of imposition and relative social status, affect their choice of politeness strategies in making requests and refusals?

a. How does the degree of imposition affect their choice of politeness strategies?

b. How does relative social status affect their choice of politeness strategies?

3.   How does proficiency level affect their use of politeness strategies?

a. Do the two groups employ the same range of politeness strategies?

b. Do contextual variables affect the two groups differently?

c. What similarities and differences exist between the two groups [in terms of what]?

By probing into these questions, the study was intended to offer a better understanding of Chinese college EEL learners’ development of the ability to perform speech acts and their problems in acquiring politeness strategies. 

3.2 Subjects


63 subjects participated in this study: 32 freshmen and 31 juniors (see Table 1) from two intact classes of the English Department at Yangzhou University. No proficiency tests were administered, on the assumption that the two education levels corresponded roughly to two proficiency levels. All these subjects were Chinese learners of English as a foreign language who had received little instruction on pragmatic knowledge in class and had had few opportunities to communicate with native speakers outside class. Since Yangzhou University is a provincial key university, the proficiency level of the students enrolled in the English Department is reported to be around average among all the Chinese college EFL learners. Therefore, the subjects chosen were believed to represent a large portion of the learners though not the whole of them. Before the study began, all the subjects were asked for permission and cooperation for the study.

Table 1. Background information of the subjects
	Group          N
	         Gender
	Years of learning

       Age (M)          English (M)

	
	Male           Female
	

	Freshmen       32            2               30                19.3                6.2

Juniors         31            4               27                21.0                9.0

Total           63            6               57                20.1                7.6


3.3 Data Collection

In this study, I combined different techniques, namely, a preliminary study, a written discourse completion task, and the retrospective interviews. Different methods served different purposes. One method could be employed to collect the primary means of data, with data collected by means of another method having the subsidiary function of developing the instrument for the primary data collection or helping with the interpretation of the primary data (Kasper & Dahl, 1991). In the present study, DCT was the primary source of data. The preliminary study was carried out in order to develop the instrument while retrospective interviews were used to help explain the primary data collected. 

3.3.1 Preliminary Study

As Kasper and Rose (1999) pointed out, it is now common practice to develop the instrument for the main investigation on the basis of preliminary studies in order to choose relevant contexts, control and vary context variables, and select appropriate linguistic material. In the DCT designed for this study, the background in which these situations happened was set in an English-speaking country, America, to be specific, so as to hypothesize situations of cross-cultural communication. In so doing, the familiarity of these situations to college students had unavoidably been decreased. Thus a preliminary study was carried out to ensure that the subjects chosen could understand the situations designed and could imagine themselves in the situations and act correspondingly. In the preliminary study, ten sophomores chosen randomly were invited to determine the appropriateness of the situations in the form of a questionnaire. They were asked to read the situations and answer the following questions:

1. Can you understand this situation?

2. Do you think this situation is possible in real life?

3. Is this a situation in which a request/refusal could be given?

4. Would you classify this situation as a big request or a small one? /Would you classify this situation as a request or invitation?

5. Is it possible for you to imagine yourself in these situations and make a request/refusal accordingly?


On the basis of their responses, one situation had been replaced and two had been modified. In the original Situation 5, the speaker tried to borrow a portable computer from his friends for two weeks. As it seemed a bit remote from campus life, more than half of the ten sophomores commented that it was not possible for them to imagine themselves in it. Therefore, it was changed into a situation in which the speaker would ask his friend to spare an evening to help him with the coming test. The wording of the previous Situation 4 and 8 had also been improved. In Situation 4, “paper” was taken place by “composition” since “composition” as a task was more familiar to freshmen and juniors. In Situation 8, “if you need to” was added to “how will you refuse”. On the whole, the results of the preliminary study indicated that the DCT was acceptable to college students and could be used in data collection.  

3.3.2 Instruments

First, the data of speech act production were collected via the written DCT developed for this study. The DCT (see Appendix) consisted of two parts. Part One served to collect the background information of the subjects. Part Two described twelve hypothetical situations, in which the subjects were supposed to imagine themselves in the position of a student who was studying abroad in America. After a brief description of each situation, some space was provided where the subjects could write their responses.

The validity of the instrument DCT in speech act research has often been challenged for its lack of contextual variation, a simplification of complex interactions, and the hypothetical nature of the situations (Nelson et al., 2002). Yet other scholars maintain that to date, DCT is one of the best means of collecting data in situated speech (Lee-Wong, 2000) and still represents norms of appropriateness (Nelson et al., 2002). In fact, collecting data in naturally occurring situations brings with it other problems, namely, the difficulty in controlling contextual variables and the unpredictability of the occurrence of a particular speech act (Grass et al., 1996). Despite its limitations it is believed that DCT can provide the stereotypical shape of the speech act (Beebe & Cummings, 1996).

In order to test whether EFL learners could make contextually appropriate requests and refusals, two contextual variables, notably the degree of imposition and relative social status were incorporated in designing the situations, as was indicated by Table 2. As it was realized that the subjects would try to imagine themselves speaking to a native speaker, all the situations were restricted to campus life so as to make the tasks more familiar to college students. Thus all the situations happened either between teachers and students or among students themselves. 

Table 2. Contextualization of the DCT

	Speech act
	Item 
	Relative social status
	Degree of imposition
	 Speech act
	Item
	Relative social status
	Initiation

	Request
	1
	Low-high
	Low
	Refusal
	7
	Low-high
	Request

	
	2
	Equal
	
	
	8
	Equal
	

	
	3
	High-low
	
	
	9
	High-low
	

	
	4
	Low-high
	High
	
	10
	Low-high
	Invitation

	
	5
	Equal
	
	
	11
	Equal
	

	
	6
	High-low
	
	
	12
	High-low
	


 All the subjects were required to take the DCT during the class time. They were told to participate in a small test and finish the task independently. They were allowed to ask questions. For freshmen, some words in the DCT that might be new to them were written on the blackboard and given the Chinese interpretation. Most of the subjects finished the task in less than half an hour. Altogether, 63 questionnaires were collected and then coded.  

Five subjects were randomly chosen from each group immediately after they completed the task. The investigator conducted retrospective interviews with them one by one regarding their answers on the questionnaire. The interviews were conducted in Chinese. Both specific and general questions were asked concerning the factors contributing to the production of their responses in the situations. As for specific questions, each interviewee was asked to explain why he/she had made the request/refusal in that way. The general questions asked were as follows:

1. What factors do you think should be taken into account when you make a request/refusal in English?

2. How do these factors influence the way you make a request/refusal in English?

3. What do you think is the polite way to make a request in English?

4. What do you think is the polite way to make a refusal in English?

5. Are there any differences in the polite expressions between Chinese requests/refusals and English requests/refusals? If yes, what are they?

6. Have your teachers ever lectured on making polite requests/refusals in English? Have you got any ideas about the issue from any other sources?

All the interviews were tape-recorded and then transcribed. 

3.4 Data Analysis
In order to arrive at a set of strategies [not clear] , the utterances were first divided into units like what Nelson et al. (2002) had done in their refusal analysis. Often, but not always, the idea unit was an independent clause. For example, the following request and refusal were divided into several units:

(1)
Excuse me/, sir/. I got a stomachache/ and it’s so serious/. May I leave to have a break/?  

(2) Miss Wang/, I’d love to/, but I can’t/. Someone is waiting for me/. 

Each idea unit was then coded as a specific strategy category based on the classification of strategies discussed in Chapter Two (See Figure 2, Figure 3). 

Terms of address

         Alerters

                  Invasion signal

                     Direct                                         Syntactic      

Request   Head act  Conventionally indirect   internal modification 

                  Unconventionally indirect                      Lexical     

Supportive moves (grounder, apology, gratitude, promise, etc.)

Figure 8 Classification of request strategies

Alerters are used to attract the addressee’s attention to the ensuing speech acts, usually in the form of invasion signals (e.g., Excuse me) or terms of address (e.g., Prof. Smith) or both. Address forms like Mac, buddy, honey, dear, sister which convey in-group membership are positive-oriented. Address forms like Mr. X, Prof. X, Sir which indicate formality and convey deference are negative-oriented.

         Terms of address
                  Direct                        Syntactic downgraders

Refusal   Head act           internal modification   

                  Indirect                       Lexical modifiers

         Supportive moves (reason, sweetener, suggestion of willingness, etc.)

Figure 9 Classification of refusal strategies

Accordingly, the above two utterances were then coded as follows:

(3) Excuse me (invasion signal), sir (terms of address). I got a stomachache (supportive move: grounder), and it’s so serious (supportive move: grounder). May I leave to have a break? (head act: conventional indirect request)
(4) Miss Wang (terms of address), I’d love to (supportive move: suggestion of willingness), but I can’t (head act: direct refusal). Someone is waiting for me (supportive move: reason).


In coding refusals, it was sometimes difficult to distinguish the head acts and supportive moves. When a head act is absent, one of the supportive moves can function as the head act (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). In this case, the first refusal-indicating utterance was treated as the head act and the rest supportive moves (Wang, 2001; Zhang, 1999). For example:

(4) I’m very sorry (head act: indirect refusal). Because I have something important to do in my house which is left several weeks ago (supportive move: reason). And I’ll try my best to finish it tomorrow, ok (supportive move: suggestion of alternatives)?
(5) I’m really busy doing may paper today (head act: indirect refusal). How about next week (supportive move: suggestion of alternatives)?
In rare cases, one token of request or refusal may contain more than one head act. For example:

(6) Hi, Prof. (terms of address use boldface to distinguish, same for other cases), I have a bad stomachache (supportive move: grounder) and can’t stand it (supportive move: grounder). I’m sorry for missing lessons (supportive move: apology) but I have to ask for sick leave (head act: direct request). Please allow me to go to see the doctor (head act: direct request), thank you (supportive move: expression of gratitude)  
(7) Miss Li (terms of address), I’m afraid I can’t (head act: direct refusal). I have something important to do during that time (supportive move: reason). I feel so sorry (supportive move: statement of regret) that I can’t help you (head act: direct refusal).

For each head act identified in requests and refusals, the internal modifications used were then found out and coded. For example, syntactic downgraders were used in the following two head acts:

(8) May I just leave for a moment and go to the clinic? (Syntactic downgraders: modal, question)

(9) I’m afraid I can’t stay here. (Syntactic downgraders: embedding, modal, negation)
Lexical downgraders were used in the following two head acts:

(10)  Please spare an evening to help me get ready for the test, ok?  (Lexical downgraders: politeness marker, interpersonal marker)

(11)  ER, … I’m sorry. (Lexical downgrader: hesitator)
After coding all the data, the researcher then calculated the number of each strategy category used by each subject, in every situation and also calculated the number in total. One independent-samples t-test was conducted in SPSS 10.0 to determine whether there were statistically significant differences in average frequencies of strategy use between the two groups. 

Chapter Four

Results and Discussion  


This chapter reports the findings of the present study. It consists of four sections. Section One describes what politeness strategies were used by learners in terms of directness level, internal and external modification. Section Two deals with the effect of contextual variables, notably the degree of imposition and relative social status, on learners’ use of politeness strategies. Section Three discusses the effect of language proficiency on strategy use and demonstrates the differences [in terms of what?] between the two groups. Section Four discusses the major findings, pointing out the problems learners encounter and putting forward possible solutions. 

4.1 Politeness Strategies Used

Altogether 192 requests and 192 refusals were collected from 32 freshmen and 185 requests and 185 refusals from 31 juniors. One junior wrote in Situation 1 that she would ask her classmate to help ask for sick leave and another junior wrote in Situation 8 that he would not refuse to lend notes to his classmate. They chose “don’t do the FTA” in Brown & Levinson (1987)’s terms. Their answers in these two situations were therefore counted as zero in the data analysis of politeness strategies.  


Requests and refusals were first analyzed for head act, which was coded as direct, conventionally indirect and unconventionally indirect for requests and direct and indirect for refusals. As mentioned in the previous chapter, one request or refusal may contain more than one head act. Therefore altogether 387 tokens of head acts in requests and 379 tokens of head acts in refusals were analyzed in terms of directness level and internal modification. After that, the supportive moves which appeared either before or after the head act in each request (altogether 377) and refusal (altogether 377) were then identified and labeled the right category of strategy. 

4.1.1 Directness vs. Indirectness

Indirectness is often associated with more politeness as it leaves space for alternative choices for the hearer and thereby involves more face work. Indirectness in requests consists of conventional indirectness and unconventional indirectness. In unconventional indirect requests, the interpretation of the speaker’s intentions is highly context-embedded (e.g., I have so much work to do) while conventional indirect requests are conventionally used by some grammatical or semantic device to convey the requestive force (e.g., Could you/Would you leave me alone, please?) (Weizman, 1993). The most widely used request strategy was conventional indirectness in several languages including English, as was revealed by the CCSARP project (Blum-Kulka, et al., 1989). Zhang & Wang (1997) found that it was the same case with Chinese requests. Conventionalized indirect request strategies were preferred in a variety of request contexts (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993). The frequency of unconventional indirect requests was rather low either in English or in Chinese (Blum-Kulka, et al., 1989; Zhang & Wang, 1997), as speakers may rarely feel the need to secure a way to opt out of their request or do not consider it worth doing at the expense of efficiency (Weizman, 1993).

Table 3 revealed that among the subjects investigated conventional indirectness was the most frequent strategy overall, constituting a total of 71.3% of all the head acts in requests. Direct strategies were not frequent, occupying 25.3% of all the head acts. Unconventional indirectness was far less frequent than conventional indirectness and directness, with a total percentage of 3.4%. 

In refusals, indirectness was also frequently used either in American refusals (Nelson et. al, 2002) or in Chinese refusals (Wang, 2001). Table 3 reflected that learners also utilized substantially more indirect strategies than direct strategies in refusal head acts. Therefore, both in requests and refusals, indirectness is much more preferred than directness.

Table 3. Levels of directness in request strategies

	
	                Request
	
	          Refusal

	
	Direct  Conv. Indirect   Unconv. Indirect  Total
	
	Direct       Indirect      Total

	%     25.3      71.3            3.4         100              30.1         69.9        100.0

F     (98)      (276)           (13)         (387)             114         265         379


During the retrospective interviews, almost all the subjects emphasized the importance of being indirect either in making requests or refusals. To them, indirectness seems to be an important indicator of politeness. They commented:

S1 (freshman): I’m thinking about how to use the most indirect wording when asking for help.

S2 (freshman): Try to be indirect, so it is easy for others to accept (your request or refusal). At the same time, try to get yourself across. 

S5 (freshman): Request or refusal? Surely, you should be indirect. 

S1 (junior): To refuse indirectly. Don’t be too direct. 

S3 (junior): Take other’s feelings into account. Refuse indirectly and try to make up for it at the same time. 


Choice of perspective is a striking feature in conventional indirectness of requests, which affects social meaning. By perspective, we mean the viewpoint from which a request can be realized. Since requests are inherently imposing, avoidance to name the hearer as actor can reduce the form’s level of coerciveness (Blum-Kulka, 1989). Four alternatives are often available to speakers. Requests can emphasize the role of the agent and be speaker oriented (“Can I have it?”) or focus on the role of the recipient and be hearer oriented (“Can you do it?”). Two other possibilities are for requests to be phrased as inclusive (“Can we start cleaning now?”) or as impersonal (“It needs to be cleaned”). Blum-Kulka (1989) found that most conventional requests were hearer oriented in English but speaker oriented requests also ranked as high as 33.4% which was the highest proportion among the four languages investigated, i.e., English, Hebrew, French and Spanish. In Chinese requests, hearer oriented request is also the most frequent, but what is different from English is that the impersonal perspective stands out as the second followed by speaker oriented requests (Zhang & Wang, 1997). Table 4 showed that overall Chinese EFL learners did make similar choices of perspectives in conventional indirect requests as native speakers of English. Most conventional requests were hearer oriented (75.0%) and speaker oriented requests ranked second (23.9%). Mother tongue influence was weak since impersonal perspectives occurred rather infrequently (1.1%). Besides, no inclusive perspective was used. The low ranking of the last two perspectives may in part reflect the limited pool of EFL learners’ syntactic structures in requests. During the retrospective interviews, the subjects frequently mentioned that what they were often taught were structures like “Could/Can you…”, “Would you please …” or “May I …”., which may account for the almost exclusive use of the hearer oriented and speaker oriented perspectives. 

Table 4. Conventional indirectness in requests by perspectives
	Speaker -oriented      Hearer -oriented      Impersonal       Inclusive       Total

	  %         23.9               75.0               1.1              0           100   

  F         (66)               (207)               (3)              0          (276)  


4.1.2 Internal Modification
Indirectness is certainly not the only dimension that affects politeness. The presence or absence of various internal modification also plays a role in this respect (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). Linguistic means can be employed to mitigate the force of a face-threatening act. For example, a question is more polite than a statement (Trosborg, 1995). Compare:

(1) Can you close the window?

(2) Please close the window. 

Syntactic devices like question, past tense, embedding, so on and so forth were useful in downtoning the impact of a request. It is the same case with refusals. Compare:

(3) I’m afraid I can’t do that for you. 

(4) I can’t do that. 

The refuser prefaces his/her refusal with a clause in which the refusal is embedded. In so doing, his/her attitude toward the refusal is conveyed and softened. 

Therefore each head act identified in requests and refusals were further analyzed regarding its internal modification. An analysis of the use of the specific syntactic downgraders was presented in Table 5 and Table 6. At the lexical level, a number of devices were also available to modulate a request or refusal. The results were presented in Table 7 and Table 8.

Since conventional indirectness is [?] the most preferred form of request, syntactic downgraders like questions and modals were most frequently used. The past tense, mostly in the form of “could” “would”, was also used relatively often as shown by Table 5. 

Table 5. The use of syntactical downgraders in requests (frequency per head act)

	F         Examples

	Question           0.693      Shall I ask for a leave?
(268)         

Past tense          0.413      Would you please lend your extra pen to me?

              (160)            

Modals            0.731      May I borrow you pen?

                  (283)          

Embedding         0.109      I wonder whether I can borrow a pen from you. 

                  (42)            

Conditional clause   0.041      Could you lend me if you have one?

                  (16)            

Others             0.005                  

                  (2)             

Total              1.992 (771)        


(Note: in order to get the average frequency used per head act, the present author first counted the total number of each strategy category and then divided it by the number of the head acts, i.e., 387 in requests. In the same way, she calculated the average frequency of the use of lexical downgraders.)

Both groups rarely used syntactic downgraders like “negation” (e.g., Couldn’t I borrow some of your records?), “ing-form” (e.g., I was wondering if you could give me a hand?) and “tag questions” (e.g., You wouldn’t mind giving me a lift, would you?), which had been identified by Trosborg (1995) from native speakers of English. We found only one token of negation and one token of tag question and hence categorized them together as “others” and did not present them separately in the table. 

Less syntactic downgraders were observed in the head acts of refusals as demonstrated by Table 6. Subjects relied heavily on modals, negation and embedding to mitigate their refusals, typically represented by the formulaic expression “I’m afraid I can’t”. 

Table 6. The use of syntactic downgraders in refusals (frequency per head act)
	F           Examples

	Embedding             0.230          I’m afraid I can’t lend you. 

                       (87)            
Modals                0.298          I’m afraid I can’t stay.

                       (113)             
Negation               0.325          So I can’t help you.

                       (123)            

Question               0.008          Why not do the notes yourself? 

                       (3)             

Past tense               0.029          I couldn’t stay here. 

                       (11)             

Conditional clause        0.011          So, if you want to change the time of class, it will make me lots of

  (4)           trouble.  

Total                  0.900 (341)      


Among the syntactic downgraders used, few positive oriented redress occurred. Most syntactic downgrader had appeared to be negatively oriented with rare exceptions. Only one subject used “how about helping me with my class?” with obvious informality and stress on in-group membership. 

Both in requests and refusals, learners showed a heavy reliance on the syntactic downgraders that were embedded in formulaic structures like “Can/Could/Would you…” or “I’m afraid I can’t”. The findings implied that learners might lack variation and complexity in their linguistic realization of syntactic downgraders. 

When it came to lexical downgraders, an obvious shortage was found both in requests and in refusals, as indicated by Table 7 and Table 8. 

Table 7. The use of lexical downgraders in requests (frequency per head act)
	F                Examples

	Politeness marker         0.140             Please close the window.

                        (54)                 
Consultative device       0.062             Would you mind closing the window?

                        (24)             
Downtoner              0.056             May I just leave for a moment?

                        (5)                
Interpernonal marker      0.016             I want to leave, ok?

                        (6)               
Total                   0.230 (89)         


In addition to what had been listed in Table 7, both groups did not other use [?] lexical downgraders like “hedge” (e.g., Would you somehow find the time to see me next week?), “hesitator” (e.g., I er, erm, er-I wonder if you’d er …) or “understatement” (e.g., Would you wait just a second?) at all, which were also identified by Trosborg (1995) from native speakers of English.

Lexical modifications were rather infrequently used in refusals (see Table 8). Besides downgraders, upgraders were also used in refusals. Downgraders are employed by speakers to tone down the impact an utterance is likely to have on the hearer while upgraders increase the impact of an utterance on the hearer (Trosborg, 1995). Whether upgraders increase politeness depends on which elements are upgraded. In requests, we found only two tokens of lexical upgraders and therefore did not present them in the table. As in refusals, adverbial intensifiers were always used to intensify the speaker’s feelings of regret for not being able to fulfill what had been asked of him. Therefore, it increased politeness and were counted and presented in the following table. In fact, few lexical downgraders were employed by both freshmen and juniors except for several adverbial intensifiers. Either in syntactic modifiers or lexical modifiers, the strategies were mostly negatively oriented. [or do you mean “oriented at negative politeness”? same question above] 

Table 8. The use of lexical modification in refusals (frequency per head act)
	F           Examples

	Downgrader
	Hesitator             0.003         Er…, sorry.

                     (1)           

Downtoner           0.013          So maybe I can’t lend to you.  

                     (5)         

Impersonal marker     0.003          But you know, I’m engaged in something serious.

(1)                  

	Upgrader
	Aderbial intensifier     0.066          I’m really sorry.

                     (25)         

	Total
	                    0.084      

                     (32)         



EFL learners were often found to use less varied syntactic and lexical modifiers and to use them less frequently than native speakers (Ellis, 1992; House & Kasper, 1987, cited in Ellis, 1994; Trosborg, 1995). During the interview, few subjects mentioned that they had purposefully used any linguistic means to soften the force of their requests or refusals. Only one subject in juniors mentioned that he intentionally used “a little” (“May I have my composition hand in a little later?”) when asking the Professor for an extension so as to make his request more polite. The syntactic downgraders that had often been used came largely from the syntactic structures taught by teachers like “Could you….” “May I…”or “I’m afraid”. Most subjects stressed the importance of being indirect, giving specific reasons or using formulaic expressions. Yet it seemed that they were not aware that linguistic means, especially lexis could also be used to make their request or refusal sound more polite. When they did use syntactic downgraders or lexical downgraders, they were using them more or less subconsciously. 

4.1.3 External Modification
In order to make requests and refusals more acceptable, it is often necessary to make use of supporting statements. Supportive moves are often non-conventional and cancelable indirect utterances, realized on the surface in a variety of speech acts seemingly unrelated to the proposed action (Zhang 1999). They appeared before or after the head act so as to mitigate or intensify the force of the illocutionary act but they did not affect the directness level of the head act (Wang, 2001) and were therefore also termed as external modifications. [tense problem again for this paragraph!]
Table 9 and 10 presented the percentage of each kind of supportive move in requests and refusals. The learners used a wide range of categories with the strategy of providing reason (grounder in requests and reason in refusals) figuring prominently. When investigating whether negative supportive moves or positive supportive moves were preferred, we again found an obvious preference for negative redress. Positive oriented supportive moves used by each group occupied only a small portion of the total supportive moves used. In requests, the total percentage of positive oriented strategies including gratitude (3,3%), promise (1.2%), and sweetener (2.5%) amounted to only 7.0%, as indicated by Table 9. In refusals, the total percentage of positive oriented supportive moves including suggestion of willingness (15.9%), consideration of interlocutor’s feelings (4.5%), and sweetener (1.6%) occupied 22.0% the total supportive moves (see Table 10). In external modification, Chinese learners again preferred negative oriented politeness. 

Table 9. The use of supportive moves in requests

	%                   Examples

	Grounder               60.3                   I’m feeling a little cold now.                    

Apology               18.5                   I’m really sorry.

Preparator              5.1                    Could you do me a favour?              

Disarmer               4.8                    If you don’t mind, …

Gratitude               3.3                    I’ll be very thankful to you.  

Sweetener              2.5                    I know you are very clever.

Wish                  1.9                    I hope you will try your best to finish it.    

Minimizer              1.4                    If you have spare time, …     

Promise                1.2                    I’ll return it to you as soon as possible.

Others                 0.9                    Have you heard “a friend in need is a friend indeed”? Total                  100                     


(Note: First the number of strategies used in each category and in sum was counted and then the percentage of the category among all the supportive moves was calculated. The percentage in Table 10 was calculated in the same way.) 

Table 10. The use of supportive moves in refusals
	%           Examples

	Reason                               40.6          I’ve just left the notes in my dorm. 

Statement of regret                     15.7           I’m sorry. 

Suggestion of willingness                15.9           I’d love to.

Suggestion of alternatives                14.3           Ask someone else to get one, ok?

Consideration of interlocuter’s feelings      4.5           Thank you for inviting me. 

Sweetener                             1.6           You are really a good player.

Wish                                 3.7            Have a good night!

Suggestion                            1.6            You should take the notes all by yourself.

Others                                1.7            A promise is a promise.                        

Total                                100         



In coding the supportive moves, functional categories in literature (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Nelson, et al., 2002) had been used wherever possible. In some instances, we had to create our own tentative terminology, like “wish” in requests and “wish” and “suggestion” in refusals. There were still some other categories which occurred rarely in the data and therefore were categorized together as “others”. The new categories created by the researcher occupied only a small proportion of the total range of supportive moves. In sum, the categories created by previous literature on native speakers of English can cover most of the data in the present study. In terms of the categories of the supportive moves used either in requests or in refusals, learners employed roughly the same range of categories as native speakers did. 

4.2 Effects of Contextual Factors on Politeness Strategy Choice
Previous studies have proved that strategy use may vary with contextual factors like the degree of imposition and the interlocutor’s social distance and social power (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Fukushima, 1996; Gass, 1995; Nelson et al., 2002; Trosborg, 1995). According to Thomas (1983, cited in Nelson et al., 2002), pragmalinguistic competence refers to the use of appropriate language to accomplish a speech act, whereas sociopragmatic competence refers to the appropriateness of a speech act in a particular context. [this sentence does not seem to fit the co-text] Therefore, in order to examine the sociopragmatic competence of the subjects, it was necessary to approach situation by situation to find out the effect of contextual variables on strategy use. 

4.2.1 The Effect of the Degree of Imposition
Fukushima’s study (1996) found that more politeness strategies were employed both in English and in Japanese when the degree of imposition increased. The degree of imposition was proven to be the most influential variable in affecting strategy choice in Chinese requests (Lee-Wong, 2000). 

In Table 11, situations in which the variable relative social status was constant were grouped together so as to demonstrate more clearly whether strategy use had varied with the degree of imposition. It was found that to some extent, what Fukushima (1996) had claimed was also true of Chinese EFL learners since they did show variance in strategy use with the change of the degree of imposition.

Table 11. Strategy use by imposition in requests

	Status     Situation 
	Degree of imposition         Sup. Moves       Direct

	L-H
	1(ask for sick leave)

4 (extension of composition)
	       low                    130             24

       high                    122             10

       low                     80              1

       high                    132              5

       low                     86              5

       high                    175             53

	Equal
	2 (open the window)

5 (prepare for test)
	

	H-L
	3 (borrow a pen)

6 (assignment ahead of time)
	



In low-high situations, i.e., Situation 1 (asking for sick leave) and Situation 4 (asking for an extension of the composition), it was found that much fewer direct strategies were employed when the degree of imposition became high, yet no more supportive moves were used. In equal-equal situations, namely Situation 2 (asking a friend to close the window) and Situation 5 (asking a friend to help with the coming test), it was obvious that more supportive moves were used when the degree of imposition was high, but slightly more direct strategies were also used. In Situation 3 (asking for a pen) and Situation 6 (asking one’s students to hand in their assignments ahead of time), more supportive moves were used when imposition was high, but much more direct strategies were also used. In both of the situations the interlocutors’ relative status was high to low. These findings only in part confirmed the working assumption based on previous studies that more supportive moves and less direct strategies would be employed when the degree of imposition was high. It was especially a bit puzzling why many direct strategies were used in Situation 6 in which a teacher was supposed to make a request to his students and the degree of imposition was high. When looking through the transcription data from the post hoc interviews, we found that although some subjects interviewed thought teacher’s authority would be engendered if he behaved too politely (S3 junior) and one needn’t to be too indirect if he was speaking to your student (S5 junior), most subjects interviewed commented that they would try to be friends with their students if they were a teacher when asked to explain why they had made such a request in Situation 6. For example:

S2 (freshman): It shouldn’t be too direct. It should be indirect. Say a few good words, and then ask for their opinions. 

S3 (freshman): Teachers and students should be friends. Teachers should be humorous and easy-going. I feel I have been a bit too tough. 

S5 (freshman): To behave in accordance with the partner’s custom. Try to discuss it with them like a friend. 

S4 (junior): To ask for their opinions indirectly. 

However, a clear mismatch was observed between their actual performance and their view of politeness. Moreover, the findings suggested that relative social status seemed to be a more overriding variable than the degree of imposition since whether direct or indirect strategies were used, it was more often the result of the subjects’ weighing of different social status than that of weighing different degrees of imposition, which was different from Lee-Wong’s (2000) claim that the degree of imposition was the most influential variable. 

The Effect of Relative Social Status
Since all the situations were hypothesized to happen between students and teachers or among students, social distance and social power were combined into one variable, i.e., relative social distance. On the basis of Brown & Levinson’s framework (1987) and other empirical studies (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Lee-Wong, 2000; Zhang & Wang, 1997), it was assumed that supportive moves and direct strategies would vary with the change of social status and that more supportive moves and less direct strategies would be employed in low-high situations than in equal-equal and high-low situations. From Table 12 and Table 13, it was found that relative social status did play a role. Yet a complex picture was presented.

Table 12. Strategy use by relative social status in requests

	Imposition   Situation 
	Relative social status         Sup. Moves        Direct

	Low
	1(ask for sick leave)

2 (open the window)

3 (borrow a pen)
	      L-H                    130             24         

      Equal                   122             10

      H-L                     80              1

      L-H                    132              5

      Equal                    86              5

      H-L                    175             53

	High
	4 (extension of composition)

5 (prepare for a test)

6 (assignment ahead of time)
	


Situations 1, 2 and 3 were first examined, in which the degree of imposition was equally low. Less supportive moves were used in equal-equal and high-low situations than in low-high situations, which confirmed our assumptions. Yet contrary to the expectations, the subjects employed much more direct strategies in a low-high situation, i.e., in Situation 1 in which a student was supposed to ask a teacher for sick leave than in Situation 2 in which the interlocutors’ relative social status was equal or in Situation 3 in which the interlocutors’ relative social status was high to low. In fact, less direct strategies were expected to be employed. 

Then Situations 4, 5 and 6 were examined. In all of the three situations, the degree of imposition was equally high. This time, an opposite trend was observed. More direct strategies were used in high-low situations than in low-high or equal-equal situations. But conflicting with the working assumptions, much more supportive moves were also used in a high-low situation, i.e., Situation 6 in which a teacher was supposed to ask his students to hand in their assignment ahead of the scheduled time than in Situation 5 in which the interlocutors’ relative social status was equal or in Situation 4 in which the interlocutors’ relative social status was low to high. 

During the interview, almost all the subjects said they could make a request or refusal of a friend casually and informally. The following are their comments on Situations 2 and 5.

S1 (freshmen) (Situation 2): It is relatively casual when speaking with a friend. 

S3 (freshmen): You should show respect to your teacher. But when with a friend, you can relax a bit. 

S1 (junior): You needn’t to be so formal with your classmates.

S3 (junior): To be polite, but not to be too formal. 


Their explanations did not match with the way they had made the requests. In fact, less or the same number of direct strategies were used in equal-equal situations (e.g., 10 in Situation 2 and 5 in Situation 5) than in low-high situations (e.g., 24 in Situation 1 and 5 in Situation 6). The following comment may give us some clue to the understanding of the subjects’ preference to indirectness in equal-equal situations:

S5 (junior)(situation 2): I have some doubt. The moment I saw the situation, I thought about using “would you please…” Then I realized it was in a friend’s apartment. I wasn’t satisfied at my answer but I could not find a better one. I’m not sure about it when using English. 

Learners were quite familiar with formulaic expressions like “Could you” or “Would you”. They made use of their repertoire of formulaic language quite readily without considering the specific context. Two subjects stated that they were not aware if there were any differences between the situations. Even when they noticed contextual differences like what S5 in juniors did, they were not sure what kind of answers were more appropriate. More often than not, they played it safe and chose the conventionalized form. 


 The results presented by Table 13 again only in part confirmed previous assumptions. An obvious trend was observed in the use of politeness strategies from the first five situations (except Situation 12) that more supportive moves were used when the hearer’s social status became high. 

Table 13. Strategy use by relative social status in refusals

	Initiation     Situation 
	Relative social status       Sup. Moves          Direct

	Request
	7 (prepare for reception)

8 (borrow notes)

9 (shift class)
	      L-H                  151               22     

      Equal                 134               17

      H-L                  114               30

      L-H                  138               12

      Equal                 120               12

      H-L                  172               21

	Invitation
	10 (play basketball)

11 (watch movie)

12 (attend party)
	


But other findings ran contrary to the assumptions. In Situations 7, 8 and 9 in which the initiating act was the same, more direct strategies were used in a low-high situation, i.e., Situation 7 in which a student was supposed to refuse a teacher to prepare [?] a reception for new students than in the equal-equal situation, i.e., Situation 8 in which a student was expected to refuse to lend notes to his classmate. Comparing Situations 10, 11 and 12, one might find that relatively the same number of direct strategies was used in low-high and equal-equal situations and much more supportive moves were used in high-low situations. 

The ten subjects interviewed again emphasized they would certainly show more respect to a teacher and had been trying to be indirect when refusing a teacher, yet we still found more direct strategies were used in low-high situations than they did in equal-equal situations. The interviewees also commented that they could be more direct and less formal when refusing a friend. But their actual employment of politeness strategies did not show such a variance with relative social status. In fact, some subjects were even found to use quite similar expressions in every situation, suggesting their limited ability to vary their choice of politeness strategies in accordance with contextual factors. For example:

S14 (freshman)

Situation 7: I’m very sorry, but I have other things to do. 

Situation 8: I’m very sorry but I need it now. 

Situation 9: I’m very sorry but I’ll have other things to do that day. 

S5 (junior)

Situation 10: Sorry, I’m not very well. 

Situation 11: Sorry, I’m very tired. 

Situation 12: Sorry, I have an appointment this evening. 

The findings in this section seemed to indicate that learners might not be able to adjust their use of politeness strategies skillfully according to the change of contextual variables in making requests and refusals. Though learners might have already possessed the pragmatic knowledge of showing variance to relative social status or the degree of imposition, they did not seem able to choose the right form, especially when complex and creative expressions were called for. Sometimes even if they knew what was the appropriate way to make a request or refusal, they seemed not able to successfully realize it. The inability implied a lack of process control on the part of the learners. Learners, especially adult learners, need to develop sufficient control of attention in selecting pragmatic knowledge when appropriate, as what had also been summarized by Young (2002) from previous studies carried out from the perspective of cognitive processing. 

4.3 The Effect of Proficiency on Politeness Strategy Choice
In order to find out the effect of proficiency on learners’ use of politeness strategies in making requests and refusals, an independent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether there were statistically significant differences in average frequency of strategies employed by each group. The results were presented in Table 14. 

All the p-values were greater than 0.05 in Table 14. Significant statistical differences were not found either in the use of direct strategies or internal and external modification. However, a tendency was found that juniors employed slightly less direct strategies and slightly more internal modifications than freshmen, which were more or less a sign of improvement. Slightly more supportive moves were also used by juniors in making requests but relatively the same were used in making refusals.

Table 14. Means and standard deviations of overall strategy use 
	
	Group
	N
	Mean
	Standard deviation
	P

	Requests
	Direct strategies
	Freshmen

Juniors
	32

31
	1. 62500

1.48387
	1.03954

.99569
	.584

	
	Internal modification
	F 

J 
	32

31
	13.0000

14.3226
	3.1005

2.7959
	.081

	
	Supportive moves 
	F 

J 
	32

31
	11.9688

11.0323
	3.6763

3.5448
	.308

	Refusals
	Direct strategies
	F 

J
	32

31
	1. 8750

1.7419
	1.4321

1.4368
	.714

	
	Internal modification
	F 

J
	32

31
	5.1875

6.7419
	3.3547

4.4495
	.122

	
	Supportive moves
	F 

J
	32

31
	13.1250

13.1613
	 4.0301

3.8652
	.971


If the performance of the two groups were compared more closely, it could also be found that juniors modified their direct strategies more frequently. As has been mentioned in the previous chapter, direct strategies may take the form of bald on record or on record, with bald on record being more direct. For example, the request “please give me a pen” is modified by “please” and therefore less direct than the bald on record strategy “give me a pen”. Similarly, “I’m afraid I can’t” is less direct than “I can’t” or “I refuse”. Therefore, of all the direct head acts identified in requests and refusal, we further investigated the proportion of bald on record and on record strategies (see Table 15). 

Table 15. Bald on record and on record strategies in direct requests and refusals 

	Group
	Requests
	
	        Refusals

	
	Bald on record    on record     Total
	
	Bald on record      on record     Total

	Freshmen  %      50.0          50.0         100             43.3            56.7        100  

          F      (26)          (26)          (52)            (26)            (34)         (60)  

Juniors    %      26.1          73.9         100             22.2            77.8        100  

          F      (12)          (34)          (46)            (12)            (42)         (54)


The results indicated that although the two groups did not differ greatly in the average frequency of direct strategies, they differed greatly in the use of bald on record strategies. It was obvious that juniors employed much less bald on record strategies and modified the direct head acts in requests and refusals more frequently so as to make their requests less impositive and refusals less blunt.

A further examination of the use of internal modification (See Table 16) revealed that juniors employed syntactic downgraders in requests and refusals a bit more frequently than freshmen and lexical downgraders were also used a bit more frequently by juniors in requests but slightly less in refusals. 

Table 16. The use of internal modification by both groups (frequency per head act)

	 
	Syntactic downgraders
	
	   Lexical downgraders
	

	
	 Freshmen           Juniors
	
	 Freshmen         Juniors
	

	Requests        1.854              2.138                    0.247             0.212

Refusals         0.820              0.984                    0.036             0.146


In order to test whether contextual factors affect the two groups differently in the use of politeness strategies, the number of direct strategies and supportive moves used by each group per each request/refusal situation were presented in Table 17 and Table 18. 

Table 17. Supportive moves and direct strategies per request situation

	Imposition   Situation   
	Freshmen (F)
	Relative social status
	Juniors (F)

	
	Sup. Moves         Direct
	
	Sup. Moves        Direct

	Low
	1(sick leave)

2 (window)

3 (pen)
	    69               12        L-H            61               12          

    62                5        Equal           60               5

    44                1        H-L            36               0

    69                4        L-H            63               1

    48                2        Equal           38               3

    91               28        H-L            84               25

	High
	4 (composition)

5 (test)

6 (assignment)
	


The results above indicated that contextual factors did not affect the two groups differently as both groups employed relatively the same number of strategies in each situation either in the use of supportive moves or direct strategies. Only some slight difference existed between the two groups, i.e., juniors employed relatively less direct strategies in low-high refusal situations (Situations 7 and 10) compared with freshmen’s choice.

Table 18. Supportive moves and direct strategies per refusal situation

	Initiation     Situation   
	Freshmen (F)
	Relative social status
	Juniors (F)

	
	Sup. Moves       Direct
	
	Sup. Moves      Direct

	Request
	7 (reception)

8 (notes)

9 (shift class)
	    78               13        L-H            73            9          

    69                8        Equal           64            9

    56               17        H-L            58            13

    73                6        L-H            65            6

    63                5        Equal           57            7

    81               11        H-L            91            10

	Invitation
	10 (basketball)

11 (movie)

12 (party)
	


The findings revealed that language proficiency had little effect on the subjects’ choice of politeness strategies in making requests and refusals in spite of the slight differences that had been observed. This was different from previous studies that also investigated the effect of proficiency on speech act performance. These studies had found some evidence of development. For example, Trosborg (1995) identified a closer approximation of native-like request strategies with increased proficiency levels and Rose (2001) found evidence of pragmalinguistic development among Hong Kong primary school students. On the contrary, the present study elicited little sign of improvement when proficiency level increased. The difference in subjects and learning contexts involved may explain the difference in results. As has been described in the previous chapter, the subjects who participated in this study were those learning English as a foreign language who had little opportunity to communicate with native speakers, which brought about the relative shortage of input and lack of real life experience. Neither freshmen nor juniors received systematic instruction in college on pragmatic knowledge except for the teaching of some formulaic expressions or introduction of the basic knowledge of politeness, as reflected by the interview data. On the other hand, it was also possible that freshmen might have gained an upper hand at the beginning since recent textbooks or syllabus are more communicative-oriented than before. [are you sure that the reform did not affect the seniors? check] It was very likely that freshmen had acquired more pragmatic knowledge in high school as a result of the orientation shifting in English classrooms and therefore did not lag very far behind juniors. All these helped us to understand why learners at a higher proficiency level performed no better than those at a lower proficiency level in this study. 

4.4 Discussion 


In summary, it was found that, firstly, Chinese college EFL learners preferred conventional indirectness in making requests and indirect strategies in making refusals. They relied heavily on a limited range of syntactic and lexical downgraders. Lexical modifiers were infrequently used, especially in refusals. The subjects made use of a wide range of supportive moves, which were more or less the same as what had often been used by native speakers of English. Either in terms of internal modification or external modification, they preferred negative oriented politeness. Second, contextual variables had some effect on learners’ use of politeness strategies yet learners seemed unable to skillfully select socially and contextually appropriate strategies and hence did not show enough sensitivity to contextual variations. Finally, language proficiency had little effect on the performance of the two groups. They did not show any significant differences in their overall use of politeness strategies or sensitivity to contextual variations though there was an encouraging sign that slightly less direct strategies and slightly more internal modifications were used by juniors. 

The findings suggested that it was still too early to say that Chinese college EFL learners had acquired native-like politeness in performing speech acts. Though they were able to use a variety of strategies in their own production, they still differed from native speakers both pragmalingusitically and sociopragmatically. Their speech act performances were largely describable as “interlanguage-oriented” and “potentially systematic” (Ellis,1994:181), the second stage of the development of pragmatic development. To arrive at the next stage, i.e., “interculturally-oriented” and “potentially systematic” (Ellis,1994:182), it is advisable to have a clear understanding of the interlanguage features and the problems that learners experience. 

As has been pointed out, there was an obvious shortage of internal modifiers by both groups. And learners lacked variation and complexity in using them. They lacked the linguistic knowledge to appropriately mitigate the speech acts and still need to expand their linguistic repertoire. The findings are in consistency with the results of the previous studies: learners have access to the same range of speech act realization strategies as native speakers but differ from native speakers in the way they implement strategies linguistically (Kasper & Rose, 1999). The pragmalinguistic difficulties that learners encountered were in part due to the lack of authentic input and explicit instruction. The relative input learners received on making requests or refusals were mostly from the instructions in class, frequently commented by the subjects during the interview. Although some subjects mentioned that they had acquired relative knowledge on requests and refusals from books, newspapers or by observing their foreign teachers, most of them admitted that what they have got were mostly from their teachers. In fact, what their non-native teachers had taught them were often the syntactic structures or formulaic language. Thus it is not difficult to understand why learners seemed to draw from a limited pool of conventionalized expressions and ideas. 

On the other hand, both groups could not adjust choice of strategy appropriately with the change of contextual variables. Although learners had planned to show more respect to their teacher and be casual with their friend, they often did the opposite in actual performance and used direct strategies inappropriately. They did encounter sociopragmatic difficulties. It might also be in part explained by the fact that the instructions learners had received from class were mostly about the formulaic language or syntactic structures in making requests or refusals. As commented by one subject during the interview, teachers seldom told them how different requests and refusals would be made when situations were different. Two other subjects said they did not think about the differences between situations when making requests or refusals. Some said they would react more appropriately if they were really in that context and attributed their incompetence to the lack of real life experience.  

In addition, when examining the speech act performance of both groups in accordance with the interview data, we found another difficulty facing Chinese college EFL learners. Their realizations of requests and refusals often did not match with their conception of politeness as revealed by the retrospective interviews. What learners knew did not match what they actually performed, signifying insufficiently developed control of processing. It confirmed Bialystok’s (1993) contention that adult L2 learners mainly had to acquire processing control over already existing representation. Processing difficulties not only accounted for the mismatch between learners’ existing pragmatic knowledge and their actual performance but also explained their heavy reliance on syntactic formulas, since formulaic routines demanded less attentional resources than producing freely constructed utterances (Young, 2002). Young also pointed out that developing control of processing in interlanguage pragmatics could be a challenging process across learning contexts and task environments. Thus either teachers or learners need to pay due attention to this difficulty and work ways out. 

Finally, during the course of analyzing data, we also found that pragmatic transfer was evident in learners’ speech act performance, which branded their requests and refusals with the characteristic of Chinese cultural values, notion of politeness and ways of thinking. Culture-specificity is often a prominent feature in speech act performance despite the fact that there are also universal pragmatic rules governing the realization of speech acts. The elicited data in this study yielded some evidence of transfer from L1 pragmatic knowledge, such as the frequent use of terms of address in requests and refusals, pre-sequencing of supportive moves in requests, and the positioning of the politeness marker “sorry” in refusals. 

Terms of address exist in almost every request in Chinese, which forms sharp contrast to the habits in English (Zhang & Wang, 1997). The use of address terms has important pragmatic implications. It in part reflects the Chinese conception of “politeness”: to respect one’s senior and to denigrate oneself. When making English requests, Chinese college EFL learners still frequently used terms of address (See Table 19). Since refusal was mostly a response to previous utterances, terms of address were less frequently used as reflected by Table 20. The two tables also showed that terms of address were more frequently used in low-high situations than in any other situations, which was in accordance with the Chinese notion of politeness.

Table 19. Use of terms of address per request situation

	Item      Status          Freshmen      Total requests           Juniors           Total requests

                          F              per item               F                per item     

	1         L-H             23              32                   21                 30

2          E              6               32                   4                  31  

3         H-L             9               32                   8                  31

4         L-H             22              32                   24                 31

5          E              12              32                   10                 31

6         H-L             15              32                   8                  31

Total                      87              192                  75                 185


Table 20. Use of terms of address per refusal situation

	Item      Status          Freshmen      Total refusals           Juniors           Total refusals

                          F              per item               F                per item     

	1         L-H             11              32                   6                 31

2          E              2               32                   0                 30  

3         H-L             10              32                   3                 31

4         L-H             10              32                   3                 31

5          E              2               32                   0                 31

6         H-L             6               32                   1                 31

Total                      41              192                  12                185


The supportive moves are found more as pre-sequences than as post-sequences in Chinese requests (Zhang & Wang, 1997). In other words, supportive moves often precede the head act rather than follow it in Chinese requests. Westerners prefer post-sequences on the same occasions (Zhang & Wang, 1997). Skewis (2003) also claimed that “indirectness” in Chinese was associated with the amount of supportive moves that preceded a request. 

When making an English request, Chinese learners were evidently influenced by the information sequencing in Chinese, as illustrated by Table 21. In more than half of the requests, supportive moves preceded the head act. 

Table 21. Positioning of supportive moves relative to the head act 

	Position                     Freshmen                Juniors                Total

                               F %                  F %                   F %

	Preceding head act only           50.5                    55.7                  53.1

                               (97)                   (103)                 (200)

Following head act only           16.1                   16.2                  16.2

                               (31)                   (30)                   (61) 

Preceding and following head act    27.1                   22.7                   24.9

                               (52)                   (42)                   (94)

No supportive move               6.3                    5.4                    5.8  

                               (12)                   (10)                   (22)

Total                           100                    100                   100    

                               (192)                  (185)                  (377)


In Liao’s (1996) contrastive pragmatic study on American English and Mandarin refusal strategies, she found that one mode of politeness in refusal in American English was: I would like to…, plus reasons for refusal and the politeness markers of apology. That is to say, Americans tended to say “sorry” after making excuses. In Chinese this process was reversed with “sorry” often preceding excuses or explanation. 

Table 22. Distribution of the politeness marker “sorry” in refusals

	Freshmen                     Juniors                   Total

F %                          F %                    F%

	Before making excuses          78.2                         72.5                    75.9

                            (104)                         (66)                    (170)

After making excuses           15.0                         25.3                    19.2

                             (20)                         (23)                    (43)

Both before and after            6.8                          2.2                     4.9

                             (9)                          (2)                     (11)

Total refusals with ‘sorry’       100.0                        100.0                    100.0

                            (133)                         (91)                    (224)


As revealed by Table 22, both groups of Chinese EFL learners were influenced by L1 pragmatic knowledge in performing refusals in this aspect and usually made an excuse after expressing their regret. A large proportion of the politeness marker occurred before making excuses.

In fact, learners realized that there were differences between English and Chinese in making requests and refusals, as reflected by the interview data. But most of them could not give any more specific information as to the differences. Since researchers (eg., Lee-Wong, 2000; Li & Feng, 2000; Wang, 2001; Liao, 1996; Zhang & Wang, 1997) have already done a lot in comparing the realization patterns of different speech acts in English and Chinese, we can make use of the existent findings and make the knowledge available to EFL learners.  
In short, learners have met with various difficulties and problems in speech act realization and these difficulties and problems might result from the lack of input of the relative pragmatic knowledge, little exposure to the target community and limited instruction content. That little effort has ever been done to compensate for the relative neglect helps us to understand that juniors performed no better than freshmen. Yet the failure to make requests/refusals appropriately can have negative consequences on the relationships between the speaker and the hearer. It might pose great challenge for EFL learners in cross-cultural communication. Native speakers typically interpret pragmatic errors negatively as arrogance, impatience, rudeness, and so forth (Nelson, et al., 2002). Both learners and teachers need to pay more attention to the aspect of developing pragmatic competence particularly the employment of politeness strategies in speech act realizations. 

The results of the present study further implied that we might do two things at the present stage in order to help learners. First, we need to raise learners’ consciousness with regard to the pragmatic aspects of their second language learning. As revealed by the transcription data of the retrospective interviews, learners were not quite aware of the specific features of requests or refusals and could not distinguish the differences in their realization between the two languages. Schimdt (1993) argues that while implicit and incidental learning seems possible, noticing and generalizing about the relevant features in the input is highly facilitative. He calls for a consciousness-raising approach to the teaching of L2 pragmatic knowledge which can alert the learner to both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features. 

Second, we need to highlight the role of instruction since instruction on pragmatic information is generally facilitative and necessary when input is lacking or less salient (Kasper & Rose, 1999). It was found from the interviews and our own observation that teachers either in high school or in college seldom lectured specifically on pragmatic knowledge and mixed pragmatic knowledge with others. In addition, what they taught were only the syntactic structures or formulaic expressions that were frequently used, which resulted in part in learners’ limited repertoire of conventions and forms with which native speakers make a request or a refusal. Therefore, systematic instruction is necessary and the teaching content should be greatly improved. In so doing, it is believed that Chinese college EFL learners may acquire more specialized pragmatic knowledge about the target language and develop their pragmatic competence to a greater extent.  [这个部分的讨论与“礼貌”联系不紧！]
Chapter Five

Conclusion

This chapter concludes the entire research. Section One summarizes the major findings in this study. Section Two discusses some theoretical and pedagogical implications. The limitations of the present study are presented in Section Three and suggestions for further research are given in Section Four.

5.1 Major Findings
Basically, the present study was undertaken to explore Chinese college EFL learners’ use of politeness strategies in two face-threatening speech acts, request and refusal. With written DCT and retrospective interviews as its instrument, it examined the effect of contextual variables and proficiency level on Chinese EFL learners’ use of politeness strategies. It tried to find out whether and to what extent they had acquired native-like politeness in performing speech acts and reveal what difficulties they might have encountered. The major findings are as follows:
4. Chinese college EFL learners preferred conventional indirect strategies in requests and indirect strategies in refusals. They used internal modifications, especially lexical modifiers infrequently and showed a lack of complexity and variety in their realizations. They employed external modifications frequently and the wide range of supportive moves used either in requests and refusals were almost the same as what native speakers often used. Besides, both in internal modification and external modification, learners preferred negative oriented politeness.

5. Contextual variables, notably the degree of imposition and relative social status, had some effect on learners’ strategy choice. Yet learners did not vary their strategies with the change of variables as had been expected, such as the frequent use of direct strategies in low-high situations or the more frequent use of supportive moves in high-low situation than in low-high situations. The results pointed to learners’ inability to always choose socially and contextually appropriate politeness strategies.

6. Proficiency had little effect on their strategy choice. Significant differences were not found between the two groups in their overall use of politeness strategies including levels of directness, internal modification and external modification. Besides, contextual variables did not affect the strategy use of the two groups differently. Some differences were found. Juniors employed direct strategies slightly less and internal modifications slightly more and modified direct head acts more frequently than freshmen, which more or less signaled a tendency toward improvement. 

The results suggested that learners encountered problems both pragmalinguistically and socialpragmatically, which were reflected by their relative shortage and limited choice of internal modifiers and their inability to choose contextually appropriate strategies. Besides, limited control of processing and pragmatic transfer also affected their performance. These problems were most likely caused by the lack of authentic input, direct exposure and limited explicit instruction on pragmatic knowledge. 

5.2 Implications of the Study
Theoretically, this study offered some insights for us to understand Chinese college EFL learners’ pragmatic competence, particularly their use of politeness strategies in speech act performance. It cautioned that learners’ pragmatic competence did not necessarily develop with the increase of their proficiency level. It revealed problems that learners encountered in a foreign language context and tried to track the causes and put forward possible solutions. It also pointed out that transfer of L1 pragmatic knowledge occurred in performing speech acts and EFL learners often relied on pragmatic universals.   

Pedagogically, it stressed the role of instruction and suggested that it was necessary to carry out systematic instruction on pragmatic knowledge and improve the teaching content to include more information about politeness and speech act performance. Besides, it offered possible approaches for the testing of pragmatic competence by providing a relatively complete classification of strategies. Moreover, the results of the present study might act as the baseline data for the designing of textbooks on pragmatic knowledge.

Practically, the results of the present study could help learners become aware of the possible difficulties they might meet with when they tried to perform face-threatening speech acts with native-like politeness. It might urge them in some way to pay more attention to the pragmatic aspects of second language learning so as to avoid those errors in cross-cultural communication. 

5.3 Limitations of the Study 

First, the sampling in this study was not big enough in size and restricted to one university in Jiangsu Province. The tentative conclusion that has been drawn and the problems revealed by the present study might not be sufficiently generalizable to all the Chinese college EFL learners. 
Second, the data collection method—a written DCT was by no means perfect and might bias the interpretation of the results as it was not able to elicit data that provided full range of insights into Chinese EFL learners’ speech act performance. It confined requests or refusals to a single turn and could not elicit intonation and prosodic features. 

Finally, the concentration on only two speech acts might be partial in some way if we tried to draw a definite conclusion as to the overall pragmatic competence of Chinese college EFL learners.  

5.4 Further Areas of Study
Since studies on interlanguage pragmatic competence was significant in SLA and attracted more and more attention as noted at the outset, we need to garner more attention to this important area. At the next stage of investigation, we may enlarge the population to include high school students or even primary school students as the subjects of study in order to form a continuum of Chinese EFL learners’ development of pragmatic competence. Furthermore, more speech acts may be chosen as the objects of further study to obtain a more comprehensive overview of EFL learners’ ability to perform speech acts. Finally, we can also consider gender differences in the use of politeness strategies.
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Appendix  

Discourse Completion Test

Part A
Background information
Name_____________
Sex______ Age_______ Grade_________  


How many years have you learned English? ___________________
Part B

Request and refusal situations

Directions: Nowadays, a lot of Chinese are studying abroad, especially in those English-speaking countries. They may encounter the following situations when they are getting along with native speakers of English. Imagine that you were one of these overseas students. What would you say if you encountered the following situations in which you were speaking to native speakers of English? Please read the following 12 situations and respond as you would in actual situation. Write your response in the blank following each situation. 

Request situations

1. You are a college student. During the break, you suddenly get a stomachache. You just can’t stand it, so you want to ask your teacher for sick leave. 

2. You are at your friend’s apartment. You feel rather cold with the window open. You want to ask your friend who sits beside the window to close it. 

3. You are teaching Chinese to an American boy. During the instruction you want to write something on your notebook but find that you have forgotten to bring the pen with you. You decide to ask your student for help.

4. You are now writing a composition. The assignment is due tomorrow, but it seems that you need a few more days to complete it. So you decide to ask the Professor to extend the due date.

5. Next week there is a test in class that is difficult for you. Your friend seems to understand the class better than you. You want to ask your friend to spare an evening to help you get ready for the test. 

6. You are teaching Chinese to a group of American students. A week ago, you gave your students an assignment to be due within a month. But later for your own reasons, you need to ask your students to submit their papers a week earlier than scheduled.

Refusal situations

7. You are a college student. Your teacher asks you to stay after school to help prepare for a reception for new students. How will you refuse if you need to?

8. You are a college student. You attend classes regularly and take really good notes. One of your classmates who often miss class asks you for the lecture notes. But you just don’t want to lend your notes. How will you refuse?

9. You are the Chinese teacher of an American boy. You are scheduled to give classes this Friday afternoon but your student asks you to shift the classes to Sunday afternoon. How will you refuse if you need to?

10. You are a college student. You are good at playing basketball and your teacher knows this. One day, your teacher is playing basketball on the playground and catches sight of you walking by. He invites you to join him. How will you refuse if you need to?

11. One day your friend invites you to go to see a movie, but you don’t want to go with him. How will you refuse if you need to?

12.You are teaching Chinese to a group of American students. Your students are preparing for an evening party. They invite you to be present at the party. How will you refuse if you need to?
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