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Foreword to December 2007, Volume 2 Issue 3
We are pleased to present eight articles in the third and last edition of the Linguistics

Journal for 2007. Warm congratulations to all authors whose papers have been accepted.

We are delighted to announce that interest in the journal has increased significantly in

2007, which is in line with the number of published articles in this issue. Special thanks

go to a large Editorial team and a large proofreading team of nearly fifty colleagues

working very hard in order to offer state-of-the-art contemporary linguistic research in

this journal. 

   The first paper by Georgia Andreou from the University of Thessaly in Greece

investigates the linguistic phenomenon of child bilingualism and an understudied area of

child trilingualism, with a special emphasis on phonological awareness in the third

language of bilingual and the second language of monolingual schoolchildren. The

sample of the research consists of thirty fourth grade students: fifteen native speakers of

Albanian and the same number of Greek native speakers, who have been learning English

as a foreign language for a short period of time. The results imply that trilinguals scored

better in all the tests performed in this study. Their heightened sensitivity to phonological

awareness may be attributed to a constant need trilinguals experience in making repetitive

choices among their three languages and organizing developing lexicons of these three.

   The second paper coming from Kazuya Saito of Syracuse University focuses on

effective pronunciation pedagogies, which are derived from the author’s experience with

English education in Japan. Experimental evidence shows that explicit phonetic

instruction is a useful and effective strategy for improving the pronunciation of Japanese

learners of English in the target language, which ultimately minimizes the salience of

their foreign accent and facilitates more effective communication with native speakers.

The importance of a contrastive analysis approach to pronunciation teaching is

highlighted in this study. Such an approach validates the use of explicit phonetic

instruction and its influence on the speech production of Japanese learners of English by
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correcting their segmental errors. The author also shows that an acoustic speech analysis

method may enhance intelligibility of non-native speakers in real-life communicative

activities. The pedagogical idea described in this article may be advanced to other EFL

contexts in Asian countries, which are similar to that of Japan.

   Joanne Rajadurai from MARA University of Technology in Malaysia argues that

investigations into L2 varieties of English should not be avoided, given the fact that a

sizable proportion of communication conducted in English is realized by non-native

speakers of this language, many of whom are proficient in this language. As is the case

with the studies involved in native varieties of English, linguistic research in L2

Englishes should also attempt to grapple with ‘real’ spoken English as used in Malaysia.

The author presents an innovative method used for authentic data collection. A detailed

account of a technique developed and used to collect naturalistic spoken language in a

range of everyday contexts is presented and various other research issues raised.

Furthermore, the author also tackles problems associated with the evaluation, selection

and preparation of informers, the research tools and procedures employed, as well as the

roles and relationships almost every linguistic research faces.

   The fourth contribution by Reza Ghafar Samar and Goodarz Alibakhshi of Tarbiat

Modares University in Iran examines face-to face communications in the Persian

language and accounts for possible gender-linked differences in the use of linguistic

strategies in the Persian speech community. A total of twenty face-to-face conversations

very close to natural speech were recorded in the course of the participants’ daily

activities. The factors observed indicate that there is an interaction between gender and

experience, education and power of the interlocutors in the use of linguistic strategies.

Finally, the authors point out that the results of their study may come useful in

communication strategies employed by males and females in different circumstances,

particularly in classrooms all around the world. Finally, those involved in teaching

language courses, particularly teachers, should take gender differences into account while

teaching male and female learners.

   The next article written by Ying-chien Cheng of Lan Yang Institute of Technology in

Taiwan aims to explore the effects of two grammar approaches, forms-focused

instruction vs. the integration of forms-focused instruction and communicative approach



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 6

to the teaching of English restrictive relative clauses to Taiwanese tenth graders. A six-

week ‘quasi-experimental’ design and three kinds of grammar tests (a grammaticality

completion test, a sentence combining test, and a sentence rearrangement test) were

specifically devised for the purposes of the study which included 150 research

participants divided into experimental and control groups. The author also provides

potential pedagogical implications of the two approaches to language teaching,

concluding that a balance between form and function should be integral to curricular

design and it should be implemented in classroom instruction.

   Pham Phu Quynh Na from the University of Western Sydney addresses the structural

issues underlying the typological characteristics of the Vietnamese language and effects

they might have on translation into English. A deep insight into the linguistic concept

known as ‘Topic/Comment’ is provided, with a special emphasis on its application in

Vietnamese grammar as seen from two opposing viewpoints. The use of articles, the

handling of dropped subjects, and the passive constructions are analysed in the

translations of fifteen Vietnamese students majoring in English and their common errors

presented and explained. The paper also identifies some typical errors which may be

considered as evidence of the direct influence from Vietnamese as L1, whose topic-

prominent typology is strong enough to override the students’ competence in English.

Finally, the author offers several strategies which can be used to prevent the possible

effect of Vietmanese topic-prominent structures when translating into English.

   The seventh contribution comes from Shan-fang Guo from Heze University in China.

This article deals with idiomatic expressions and their acquisition in English as a foreign

language. Such expressions have often been believed to be subject to rote-learning, due to

the absence of reliable clues inside the expressions themselves (Boers, 2000; Li, 2005).

With the development of cognitive science, some researchers have proposed that most

idioms fit one or more patterns of metaphors present in the human conceptual system,

and that the idiomatic meaning is not arbitrary, but rather motivated by conceptual

metaphors (Gibbs & O'Brien, 1990; Lakoff, 1993; Gibbs, 1997; Boers, 2000; Krishna,

2006). In a foreign language teaching context, cognitive linguistics provides new ways of

teaching idioms in ways that promote insightful learning rather than learning by heart.

Seventy Chinese college level students, who had just started learning English,
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participated in the present study, following a  quasi-experimental research design. The

statistical analysis shows that the experimental group performed much better than the

group which had not received instruction based on the cognitive cues. Such a conclusion

comes as an encouragement to foreign language teachers to employ a metaphor-based

approach when teaching idiomatic expressions.

   And last, but not least, the closing paper in this volume, written by Giao Quynh Tran of

the University of Melbourne in Australia, discusses linguistic and cultural influences of

L1 on second language performance in cross-cultural interaction. As the Vietnamese

language (as L1) seems to be understudied in the area of pragmatic and discourse transfer

when in contact with other languages, the author investigates these issues in Vietnamese-

English interlanguage pragmatics. The author analyses pragmatic and discourse transfer

in compliment responses by Vietnamese speakers of English in cross-cultural interaction

with Australians. Sixty role-play informants were native speakers of Australian English,

Vietnamese native speakers and Vietnamese speakers of English as an L2 in Australia.

The data is elicited by way of an innovative methodology – ‘Naturalized Role-plays’ –

which provides spontaneous data, even in controlled settings. Finally, the analysis of

transfer types results in the formation of two new continua of compliment response

strategies to account for the data collected.

   We hope you enjoy reading these articles in the Winter edition of the Linguistics

Journal and look forward to your own contributions in 2008.

Biljana Cubrovic, PhD
Associate Editor
The Linguistics Journal
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Phonological Awareness in Bilingual and Trilingual Schoolchildren

Georgia Andreou
University of Thessaly, Greece

Biodata:
Georgia Andreou is Assistant Professor of Linguistics at the Department of Special
Education, University of Thessaly, Greece. She teaches several courses, including
introduction to linguistics, psycholinguistics, and teaching Greek as a second language.
Her research interests include, among others, bilingualism, neurolinguistics, language
development in ADHD children.

Abstract:
The aim of this study is to investigate phonological awareness in the third language of
bilingual, and the second language of monolingual, school children. The subjects were all
given two tests of phonological awareness in English, which was the third language of
bilinguals and the second language of monolinguals. The results have shown that
trilingual school children performed better than bilinguals in both of the tests, which
means that their phonological awareness is better. Trilinguals have heightened sensitivity
to the phonological units of words probably because they must attend carefully to the
speech stream in order to make distinction among their three languages and to organize
their developing lexicon.

 Keywords: trilingualism, bilingualism, phonological awareness

Introduction
Over the last twenty years, research into child bilingualism has yielded a considerable

amount of data (Andreou & Karapetsas, 2001; Arnberg, 1987; Bruck & Genesee, 1995;

Canale & Swain, 1980; Karapetsas & Andreou, 1999; Karapetsas & Andreou, 2001) and

has opened up new vistas in the description and theoretical research of the ways in which
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child bilingualism functions. Child trilingualism has received much less attention.

However, third language acquisition and trilingualism have recently come more into the

focus of applied linguistics. Researchers tend to acknowledge the existence of

trilingualism with additions such as “two or more languages”, but few  attempts have

been made to contrast the phenomena of bilingualism and trilingualism (Hoffman, 2000).

Yet, some researchers (Cenoz & Lindsay, 1996; Valencia & Cenoz, 1992) have posed, in

various forms, the same question: does bilingualism favor the acquisition of a third

language? It is suggested that bilinguals may indeed have certain advantages with respect

to general language proficiency and therefore be able to acquire a third language more

easily than monolinguals learning a second language. In addition, it is claimed that the

languages in the multilingual brain are linked in a complex way at various linguistic

levels but can also be activated independently to a certain extent (Cenoz, Hufeissen &

Jessner, 2001).

   Phonological awareness, especially on the part of bilingual children, has been

thoroughly investigated since it is suggested that there is a clear and consistent

relationship between phonological skills and the acquisition of reading among children

from multilingual backgrounds; furthermore, it is claimed that phonological awareness

accounts for better performance in reading comprehension tasks (Chiappe & Siegel,

1999; Muter & Diethelm, 2001; Stuart, 1999). It is also claimed that ease of learning the

letter identities by name or sound is an important predictor of reading development

(Muteret et.al;1998).

   Individuals who become trilinguals mainly fall into three different groups according to

the circumstances and social context under which they acquire the third language

(Hoffman, 2000): a) trilingual children who are either brought up with two home

languages which are different from the one spoken in their wider community, or grow up

in a bilingual community and use a home language that is different from the community

language b) children or adults who learn in a formal way (e.g. in the school context) a

third language which is different from their home and community language and c) people

growing up in a trilingual or multilingual community.

   The aim of this paper is to investigate phonological awareness in the third language of

bilinguals and the second language of monolinguals.
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Method

The sample of the present research consisted of 30 fourth grade students (mean age: 9

years and 9 months). 15 out of 30 are native speakers of Albanian. Their second language

is Greek and have learnt English as a third language for approximately three months –

this means that they fall into the second group of the aforementioned groups of

trilinguals. They all moved to Greece when they were about 5 years old and have

attended Greek primary schools since then. They all speak Albanian at home with their

parents. The remaining 15 students are native speakers of Greek and have learnt English

as a second language for approximately three months. Their parents are native Greeks.

   They were all given two tests of phonological awareness in English, which were

administered individually. The first test was a same-different matching test. During this

test (Appendix 1.), twenty pairs of words were pronounced clearly to the students and

they had to decide whether the words of each pair are phonologically similar (e.g. alike-

alive) or not (e.g. rope-pink). Four phonologically similar and four phonologically

different pairs of words were given as examples before the beginning of the test, in order

to make sure that the students understand what kind of similarities they have to look for.

The second test was a rhyming test. During this (Appendix 2.), twenty pairs of words

were pronounced clearly to the students and they had to decide whether they rhyme (e.g.

cat-fat) or not (e.g. chase-cut). 4 rhyming and 4 non-rhyming pairs of words were given

as examples in order to make sure that the students understand what rhyming of words

means. In both of the tests the students stated their answers by underlining “Yes” or “No”

which were given in a parenthesis at the end of each pair of words

   A “Paired sample(s) T-test” was performed on the scores of the two tests to compare

mean differences between the two groups in the sample. The SPSS statistical program

was used to analyze the data and find possible statistically significant differences (p< .05)

between the answers of bilingual and trilingual students.

Results

The results of the present research have revealed that trilinguals performed significantly

(p< .05) better than bilinguals in both the same-different matching test and the rhyme
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test: In the same-different matching test trilingual students gave an average of 19.40

correct answers, while bilingual students gave an average of 14.73 correct answers

(t=16.243, p= .000). In the rhyme test trilingual students gave an average of 19.73 correct

answers while bilingual students gave an average of 16.53 correct answers (t=14.379, p=

.000).

Discussion

According to the results of this study, trilinguals performed better than bilinguals in both

of the tests. This shows a better phonological awareness on their part, a finding which is

in line with the findings of previous studies on trilingualism (Hoffman, 2000; Muter &

Diethelm, 2001). Trilinguals have heightened phonological awareness probably because

they routinely pay attention to language form in order to make decisions on their own

language choice. In other words, they have heightened sensitivity to the phonological

units of words because they must attend carefully to the speech stream in order to

distinguish among their three languages and organize their developing lexicon. This

means that additional demands are placed on their control abilities, in comparison with

the demands placed on bilingual or monolingual children. This supposedly leads

trilinguals to superiority in phonological awareness, compared to the other two groups.

    Trilingualism, on the one hand, involves considerable linguistic complexity not only as

a result of the number of different linguistic systems, but also in terms of how these are

processed. The present study has shown, on the other hand, that trilinguals achieve high

scores in phonological awareness tasks in their third language, which is supposedly

linked to their prior command of two languages. Explanations of language processing in

bilinguals have been put forward in order to explain language processing in trilinguals.

Both Paradis (1985) and Perecman (1989) claim that language processing takes place on

different levels: a) a prelinguistic conceptual level, which reflects properties of the human

mind and is common to the bilingual’s languages because it is independent of language,

and b) the functionally different semantic-lexical level where units of meaning in each

language combine conceptual features in different ways. Perecman (1989) goes further

and assumes a hierarchy of processing, at the top of which there is the conceptual level

with shared processing of language-independent information. Below that there are
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various linguistic strata, the semantic-lexical, the syntactic and the

phonological/phonetic-articulatory levels. Perecman (1989) assumes that in the case of

monolinguals, where the conceptual system feeds into one linguistic system only, the

processing routines from the conceptual forms down to the phonological forms become

automatic. In contrast, the conceptual system in the case of bilinguals has two options

with regards to lexical-semantic processing and it can be encoded in two different

linguistic systems. Perecman’s suggestion is that the processing routines are less

automatic for the bilingual and that the distinction between levels of representation is

more marked. This model of language processing is meant to apply to multilingual as

well as bilingual processing, as Perecman stipulates that a) multiple languages are unified

in a single system at the prelinguistic conceptual level, b) they are strongly linked at the

semantic-lexical one, and c) the links are progressively weaker as processing moves from

the lexical-semantic to the phonological-articulatory rank. Evidence for this are findings

that language mixing occurs more frequently at the lexical-semantic than at the

phonological-articulatory level, where the links between the systems are weak. Therefore,

at the phonological level – in which language mixing occurs less frequently – trilinguals

are expected to distinguish clearly among their three languages and display better

phonological awareness skills than bilinguals or monolinguals, a fact which has been

shown by the findings of the present research.

   In conclusion, the experience of three different languages is likely to result in enhanced

awareness of the analysis and control components of language processing on the part of

trilinguals. However, more empirical research is required on the language processing of

trilinguals, which will contribute to our understanding of certain aspects of trilingualism,

which is distinct from bilingualism but is connected to it by the theme of multilingual

language use.
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      APPENDIX 1. The same-different matching test

      1. the-that (Yes – No)

      2. horse-hall (Yes – No)

      3. book-ear (Yes – No)

      4. try-train (Yes - No)

      5. blast-blow (Yes – No)

      6. alike-alive (Yes – No)

      7. baby-bake (Yes – No)

      8. bad-back (Yes – No)

      9. dog-paper (Yes – No)

      10.bald-ball (Yes – No)

      11. cat-cab (Yes – No)

      12. down-car (Yes – No)

      13. cash-cat (Yes – No)

      14. thief-thin (Yes – No)

      15. there-than (Yes – No)

      16. shade-shake (Yes – No)

      17. send-sense (Yes – No)

      18. rope-pink (Yes – No)

      19. check-choose (Yes – No)

      20. clean-close (Yes – No)
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      APENDIX 2. The rhyming test

       1. bake-make (Yes – No)

       2. miss-kiss (Yes – No)

       3. rice-mice (Yes – No)

       4. cry-try (Yes – No)

       5. air-pair (Yes – No)

       6. tear-fear (Yes – No)

       7. take-fake (Yes – No)

       8. hand-hair (Yes – No)

       9. block-flock (Yes – No)

       10. chase-cut (Yes – No)

       11. all-wall (Yes – No)

       12. three-tree (Yes – No)

       13. game-name (Yes – No)

       14. face-race (Yes – No)

       15. sad-mad (Yes – No)

       16. flat-fall (Yes – No)

       17. corn-born (Yes – No)

       18. fat-flat (Yes – No)

       19. sin-tin (Yes – No)

       20. sell-same (Yes – No)
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Abstract:
Japanese learners of English have difficulty in learning English pronunciation, especially
in segmental phonology, because they have to learn many phonemes that do not exist in
Japanese but do exist in English. However, little attention is given to pronunciation
teaching in English education in Japan and to the development of effective strategies to
address the problem. Furthermore, although a lot of SLA research has been conducted on
L2 speech acquisition (Best, 1995; Best, McRoberts, and Goodell, 2001; Flege 1984,
1995; Flege, Frieda, and Nozawa, 1997; Gass, and Selinker, 2001; Kuhl et al., 1992),
very little has been applied to instruction for L2 adult learners (Couper, 2003; Derwing,
Munro, and Wiebe, 1997, 1998; Macdonald, Yule, and Powers, 1994). In order to fill this
gap, this paper will report on an experimental phonetic study involving 6 Japanese
learners of English and show the efficacy of explicit phonetic instruction. Four subjects in
the experimental group were given explicit phonetic instruction through computer-
generated visual feedback, while 2 subjects in the control group were not. As a means for
feedback and evaluation, an acoustic speech analysis method was adopted with the
computer software Praat. The present study has two important implications: (1) While all
6 Japanese learners of English continue to struggle with their pronunciation of the
English-specific vowel /æ/, explicit phonetic instruction led the 4 subjects of the
experimental group to improve their pronunciation dramatically. This improvement was
not noted for the 2 subjects of the control group who did not receive explicit instruction;
(2) this activity encourages students to become more aware of their pronunciation than
exposure to the natural speech production of English in an immersion setting. In the long
run, this activity based on explicit phonetic instruction contributes to pronunciation
pedagogies in EFL situations where English is not used on a daily basis and learners
cannot have regular access to real-life communication with native speakers of English.
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Japanese Learners of English

Introduction
Foreign accents are very salient in L2 speech production, and it has been argued that

intelligible pronunciation plays the most important role for L2 learners while

unintelligible pronunciation prevents even those with a large vocabulary and grammar

from successful communication with L1 speakers. In fact, Goodwin (2001) stresses that

L2 proficiency is most likely judged through the speakers’ pronunciation.

   However, according to a literature review on teaching pronunciation by Wei (2006),

although English has become more disseminated globally and the importance of

pedagogies for English has increased, pronunciation teaching is still not given enough

attention, especially in English education in Asian countries. In EFL situations where

English is not used on a daily basis and learners cannot have regular access to real-life

communication with native speakers of English (NS), pronunciation pedagogy is

particularly relevant.

   As Riney et al. (2005) mention, English education in Japan can be categorized as an

EFL context because Japanese is a dominant language and there is little need to speak

English. Indeed, according to the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and

Technology in Japan (2001), it is possible to say that even the emerging syllabus for

English education in the elementary schools, where communication is highly emphasized,

does not prioritize pronunciation instruction based on sound strategies and research.

   Nunan (1993) explains some of the difficulties of pronunciation teaching in EFL

settings. First of all, the class cannot always have native speakers of English (NS) as

teachers. Second, since teachers are usually non-native speakers of English (NNS), they

might not be confident, or still not competent enough, to be able to provide students

feedback that is very crucial to successful pronunciation teaching.

   Given the need for effective pronunciation pedagogies, the present study concentrates

on English education in Japan. The objective of the present study is to show that explicit

phonetic instruction is a useful and effective strategy for improving the pronunciation of
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Japanese learners of English in the target language, ultimately minimizing the salience of

their foreign accent and facilitating more effective communication with NSs.

   Morely (1991) claims that many ESL/EFL teachers lack useful strategies for teaching

pronunciation, and Derwing and Munro (2005) further the discussion: First, although

there are many noteworthy SLA studies on speech production and perception (Best, 1995,

2001; Flege, 1984, 1995; Flege, Frieda, and Nozawa, 1997; Gass and Selinker, 2001;

Kuhl et al., 1992), teachers need specialized knowledge of phonetics to understand them.

As a result, “these works are rarely cited or interpreted in teacher-oriented publications,

and most of the teachers end up relying heavily on their intuitions and experiences.” In

conjunction with this, Derwing and Munro (2005) emphasize the effectiveness of

phonetic instruction for teaching pronunciation despite the lack of studies that support the

claim with research.

   Hence, the present study highlights how explicit phonetic instruction can improve

pronunciation teaching in Japan and presents a research-based experiment that provides

tangible results in which Japanese learners of English improve their speech production

greatly. Furthermore, the present study explores the capabilities of Computer Assisted

Language Learning (CALL) in order to make pronunciation teaching more explicit.

Ultimately, the present study aims to make a valuable contribution to the field of TEFL,

particularly for Japanese learners of English. The pedagogical idea described here may be

advanced to other EFL contexts in Asian countries which are similar to that of Japan.

Previous Studies

In a summary of the application of explicit phonetic instruction in pronunciation

teaching, Derwing and Munro (2005, p.  388) explain explicit phonetic instruction as

follows: “Just as students learning certain grammar points benefit from being explicitly

instructed to notice the difference between their productions and those of L1 speakers, so

students learning L2 pronunciation benefit from being explicitly taught phonological

form to help them notice the difference” Although very few ESL studies of pronunciation

teaching have been done, they confirm the effectiveness of explicit phonetic instruction

(Couper, 2003; Derwing, Munro, and Wiebe, 1997, 1998; and Macdonald, Yule, and

Powers, 1994).
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   Sliveira (2002), for example, implemented an experiment in which beginner Brazilian

learners of English were made aware of their erroneous pronunciation of word-final

consonants, and the results indicate that pronunciation teaching is an effective means of

helping those problems. Bradlow et al. (1997) also showed that Japanese learners of

English who were taught explicitly about the phonetic difference between English /l/ and

English /r/ improved greatly in the production of those sounds. Additionally, in a well-

known study by Derwing, Munro, and Wiebe (1998), explicit instruction was given to the

experimental group and not to the control group. Both groups were evaluated before and

after the experiment by both trained and untrained listeners. The results demonstrated that

explicit phonetic instruction enhanced learners’ pronunciation of the target language.

Q1: Top-down or bottom-up?

As Derwing and Munro (2005) stress, “if we accept that pronunciation instruction can

make a difference, the next step is to identify ways to tailor it to the students’ need.” With

respect to designing pronunciation pedagogies for Japanese learners of English, however,

a couple of questions still remain: (1) What kind of explicit phonetic instruction is helpful

for Japanese learners of English to enhance their speech production? Namely, which is

more suitable, a top-down or a bottom-up approach?   

   Pronunciation teaching consists of two parts: suprasegmental (thoughts group,

prominence, intonation, and syllable structures) and segmental (consonants, vowels and

clustering). According to Celce-Murcia (2001), the top-down approach, in which

suprasegmental aspects of pronunciation are addressed first, has been the main trend in

pronunciation teaching. Levis (2005) shows that, over the past 25 years, segmental

pedagogy has not been considered critical unless speech is very unclear. In addition,

Avery and Ehrlich (1992) explain the prevailing view in EFL contexts according to

which improvement in prosodic features has a direct correlation with the improved

intelligibility of L2 learners. Given that, it has to be clear whether the top-down strategy

is applicable to the case of Japanese learners of English. However, Levis (2005) claims

that the mainstream emphasis on suprasegmental aspects is not entirely valid because it is

not based on sound research, and he points out that a segmental focus makes a more
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important contribution to intelligibility. The present study uses this notion of segmental

priority for its experimental design.

   It can be readily argued that one must understand the segmental in order to be able to

understand the suprasegmental fully. Considering communicative significance, phoneme

awareness should be prioritized. For instance, if speakers mispronounce the

suprasegmental parts, listeners can at least guess the content of the message. However, if

speakers do not differentiate certain sounds in minimal pairs in English such as sea or she

(/s/ and /sh/), rock or lock (/r/ and /l/), and fold or hold (/f/ and /h/)—those combinations

are very common problems among Japanese learners of English (Ohata,

2004)— communication is hindered. Interestingly, Riney (2005) verified in her

experiment that NSs use segmentals as their major phonetic parameter in order to decode

many kinds of English speech (NS and NNS). According to her study, the more attention

given to individual sounds the better the intelligibility of the speech with NSs.

   Especially in the case of Japanese, segmentals should be prioritized in teaching English

pronunciation. Compared to other languages, including English, Japanese has fewer

phonemes; therefore, it is no wonder that Japanese learners of English have so many

segmental pronunciation problems. In fact, Tsujimura (1996) notes the segmental

differences between English and Japanese both in vowels (English: 12, Japanese: 5) and

consonants (English: 24, Japanese: 14). According to Ohata (2004), many Japanese

learners of English have difficulties pronouncing certain sounds that don’t exist in

Japanese but do in English.

   As many studies have substantiated (Best, 1995; Best, McRoberts, and Goodell, 2001;

Flege, 1984, 1995; Flege, Frieda, and Nozawa, 1997; Gass and Selinker, 2001; Kuhl et

al., 1992), numerous factors can affect L2 speech production such as age of L2

acquisition, length of residence in the L2 environment, motivation, and the amount of L1

usage. However, according to Flege’s study (1995), L1 effect on L2 speech production is

especially noteworthy. His invention, called the Speech Learning Model, shows that L2

learners usually substitute the closest L1 phones for similar L2 ones. In other words,

rather than create a new sound category, L2 learners substitute the closest L1 counterpart.

Therefore, as Derwing and Munro (2005) emphasize, “it is essential to have an accurate
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understanding of the target language’s phonological system” in order to enhance the

quality of pronunciation.

   Considering the importance of a contrastive analysis approach to pronunciation

teaching, the present study validates how explicit phonetic instruction influences, in

particular, the speech production of Japanese learners of English by correcting segmental

errors. In general, as Mathew (1997) mentions, most English textbooks target learners

from all over the world, and the details of L1–L2 linguistic difference are usually ignored

because the textbooks cannot meet all local needs. This could be one of the reasons why

it could be argued that the suprasegmental approach has been commonly employed in the

ESL situations where English is used as a second language in English-speaking countries

and students are generally from various countries: It is easier to teach regardless of

students’ linguistic backgrounds. However, when it comes to an EFL situation where

English is used as a foreign language in non-English-speaking countries and all students

speak the same L1, it is much more beneficial to include L1–L2 linguistic differences in

the pronunciation teaching syllabus. As Ohata (2004) insisted, although it is impossible

for ESL teachers to cover the phonetic knowledge of all students from many different

countries, “it is also true that having such knowledge can be quite an advantage,

especially for teachers working in an EFL situation as in Japan.”

Q2: How to make pronunciation instruction more explicit in EFL settings?

Most of the previous studies mentioned above are based on ESL situations where

teachers are normally native speakers of English. Therefore, their relevance to EFL

contexts is limited; teachers of EFL are normally NNSs and it remains vague how

phonetic instruction should be carried out by NNS teachers who cannot provide ongoing

feedback to students. This raises another question: Can this explicit instruction benefit

EFL settings as it does in ESL settings? Nunan (1993) pointed out that EFL classrooms

have some limitations: It is hard for NNS teachers to provide appropriate feedback to

students. In light of this predicament, Celce-Murcia (2001) recommended the use of

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL), such as speech recognition software,

which can provide students with corrective feedback.
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   De Bot (1983) implemented an experiment in which Dutch English learners improved

their intonation by using a pitch contour display and found that learners given both audio

and visual feedback tended to correct their errors more than those only given audio

feedback. A study by Anderson-Hsieh (1992) also corroborated that pronunciation

training combined with audio and electronic visual feedback (EVF) was very helpful.

   On the other hand, it should be mentioned that recent commercial speech-recognition

software that offers EVF is not always trustworthy. For instance, the discussion between

Coniam (1999) and Derwing, Munro, and Carbonaro (2000) regarding the accuracy of

one prominent automatic speech-recognition software (Dragon System’s Naturally

Speaking) is notable. Although Coniam (1999) promoted it as a CALL tool based on her

research, Derwing, Munro, and Carbonaro (2000) presented counterevidence that the

accuracy level was around 70% for NNS’s speech because the software cannot fully

achieve human recognition patterns.

   Thus, the present study adopts the acoustic analysis method that has been used in

experimental phonetics in order to measure human speech with great accuracy. The

difficulty of the application of acoustic analysis to pronunciation teaching is

controversial. However, Lambacher (1999) suggested that the use of acoustic analysis in

pronunciation teaching for Japanese learners of English is very useful, and he invented a

framework designed to solve the specific speech-production problems of Japanese

learners of English as follows.

1. Students are given the model pattern of a target phoneme to practice.

2. They are instructed to interpret the sound pattern on their screen and are guided

by teachers until they can imitate the targeted patterns.

3. Students are given sample data of NSs in order to visualize the acoustic difference

between NSs’ pronunciation and their own.

The present study adopts this framework in order to increase the effectiveness of phonetic

instruction and develop learners’ speech production.

   Although other commercial pronunciation-teaching software is more elaborate, with

various functions such as CSL (see also Carey 2002), the present study uses the Praat
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program to analyze acoustic input because it concentrates mainly on the acoustic analysis

itself to provide students with ongoing feedback in the form of spectrograms. Praat easily

fulfills that role.

Present Study

The present study is designed as a pilot study, and the main purpose is to investigate how

explicit phonetic instruction works in the context of Japanese learners of English and to

measure its impact, leading to implications for more valid and effective future studies. In

sum, the present study had only 6 subjects and considered only one target sound (the low

front vowel /æ/). Despite its limitation, this study takes a first step toward testing the

effect of explicit phonetic instruction on Japanese learners of English even with a small

experimental design.

Baseline for English vowel /æ/

This study aims to investigate the efficacy of explicit phonetic instruction in facilitating

L2 learners’ segmental pronunciation of the target language. It targets the low front

vowel /æ/ that exists in English, but not in Japanese, and is among several sounds that are

problematic for Japanese learners of English (Ohata, 2004; Lambacher, 1999). According

to Tsujimura (1997), the Japanese vowel system does not have this phoneme, and Isono

(2005) states that many Japanese speakers learning English unconsciously substitute

Japanese /a/ for /æ/, resulting in intelligibility problems.

   According to Ladefoged (2006, p. 217), the formants of the vowels /a/ for /æ/ in

American English are categorized as follows:

Figure 1: F1/F2 value for /a/ and /æ/

 F1 F2

a 700Hz 1100Hz

æ 700Hz 1660Hz
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Figure 2: F1/F2 value: vowel height and frontness/backness based on data from

Ladefoged (2006)

   Essentially, Figures 1 and 2 show the correlation between the first formant (F1) and

second formant (F2) values and vowel height and frontness and backness. The higher the

F2 value is, the more front the tongue position, and the higher the F1 value is, the lower

the tongue position. Therefore, it is easy to analyze how Japanese learners of English

pronounce /a/ or /æ/. Basically, /æ/ can be differentiated from /a/ based on F2 values (/æ/:

1660Hz; /a/: 1100Hz) because the F1 value of /a/ and /æ/ is the same (F1: 700Hz). In

other words, if the speaker produces a vowel with F2 value of 1100Hz, we can hear /a/,

while if the tongue is farther back in the oral cavity (F2: 1660Hz), we can hear /æ/.

870Hz1100Hz1770Hz

280Hz

530Hz

700Hz

2250Hz 1660Hz 1000Hz

/i/

/e/

/ æ/ /a
/

/o/

/u/

F1
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Figure 3: Spectrogram of pronunciation for /æ/
(Japanese learners of English/Native speakers of American English (NSs)

                    /      f       (a) æ           k       s  /

F2: 1181Hz

Frequency
(0-5000Hz)

F1

The pronunciation / æ / by a Japanese learner of English

The pronunciation of / æ / by a Native speaker of English
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               /    f        æ           k                 s  /
   Figure 3 above presents both a model of correct pronunciation of English /æ/ by a

native speaker of American English and mispronunciation by a Japanese learner of

English. The Japanese speaker’s pronunciation has an F2 around 1181 Hz that can be

perceived mistakenly as /a/ rather than /æ/ by a native speaker of American English.

Method

The 6 subjects (Japanese learners of English) who participated in this study had been in

the United States between two and seven months and were graduate students at Syracuse

University. Their mean age was 26.7 years old. Their TOEFL scores range between 213

and 253. Thus, they could be categorized as advanced English learners. Four of the

subjects make up the experimental group, and they were given pronunciation instruction

(Subjects 1, 2, 3, and 4), and the 2 remaining subjects (Subjects 5 and 6) were in the

control group and given no instruction.

F2: 1845Hz

Frequency
(0-5000Hz)

F1
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Experimental Group

Four subjects (Subjects 1, 2, 3, and 4) in the experimental group were tested for their

pronunciation of /æ/ at the entry point (T1). Figure 4 shows Vocabulary Sheet A in which

20 targeted vocabulary words yield 20 tokens that include /æ/. Four subjects (Subjects 1,

2, 3, and 4) read each vocabulary word on Vocabulary Sheet A (Figure 4) without being

given any phonetic transcriptions, and all pronunciations were recorded and analyzed

using Praat in order to clarify their initial English proficiencies for /æ/. This first entry

point is called Time 1 (T1).

   Next, these 4 subjects (Subjects 1, 2, 3, and 4) were given phonological training for one

hour. After the activity, all subjects in the experimental group were given Vocabulary

Sheet B (Figure 5) and were tested on their pronunciation. Vocabulary Sheet B includes

an additional 10 items that were used to investigate whether the pronunciation

improvement existed in different environments. This after-lesson trial was designed for

the purpose of showing the immediate effect of the instruction and is called Time 2 (T2).

In sum, there were two tests, before and after one-hour phonetic instruction, respectively,

at the beginning.

   After one week, all 6 subjects were given Vocabulary Sheet B and were tested reading

the 30 vocabulary words yielding /æ/ (Figure 5). This exit point is called Time 3 (T3).

Figure 4: Vocabulary Sheet A

11. can’t      /kænt/
12. happy    /_hæp i/
13. gather   /_gæ_ _r/
14. last    /læst/
15. pack     /pæk/
16. salad    /_sæl _d/
17. gap    /gæp/
18. campus    /_kæm p_s/
19. damage    /_dæm _d_/
20. candle    /_kæn dl/

Vocabulary Sheet A
1. cap     /kæp/
2. ham    /hæm/
3. tax    /tæks/
4. sat      /sæt/
5. faculty /_fæk_l ti/
6. apple     /_æp_l/
7. marry    /_mær i/
8. gamble    /_gæmb_l/
9. sample    /_sæm p_l/
10. dam      /dæm/
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Figure 5: Vocabulary Sheet B

When the experimental subjects’ pronunciations at T1 and T3 were compared, we were

able to determine how much the experimental group improved their pronunciation.

The phonetic-based pronunciation lesson (see Figure 6) was twofold, and many

suggestions were provided by Celce-Murcia (2001).

11. can’t      /kænt/
12. happy    /_hæp i/
13. gather   /_gæ_ _r/
14. last    /læst/
15. pack     /pæk/
16. salad    /_sæl _d/
17. gap    /gæp/
18. campus    /_kæm p_s/
19. damage    /_dæm _d_/
20. candle    /_kæn dl/

21. carry   /_kær i/
22. dance  /dæns/
23. ham  /hæm/
24. dam /dæm/
25.camera /_kæm _r_/
26. rationale /ræ_ __næl/
27. Japan /d___pæn/
28. fabricate /_fæb r__ke_t/
29. gangster  /_gæ_ st_r/
30. ambitious /æm_b__ _s/

Vocabulary Sheet B

1. cap     /kæp/
2. ham    /hæm/
3. tax    /tæks/
4. sat      /sæt/
5. faculty /_fæk_l ti/
6. apple     /_æp_l/
7. marry    /_mær i/
8. gamble    /_gæmb_l/
9. sample    /_sæm p_l/
10. dam      /dæm/
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 Figure 6: Two Aspects of Phonological Instruction

   Then they were asked to pronounce each word three times for practice. They were able

to take responsibility for analyzing their own pronunciations using Praat. This lesson

helped subjects to autonomously gain knowledge of effective pronunciation strategies

and encouraged them to practice outside of the classroom.

   Finally, in order to give visual feedback to students based on acoustic analysis, the

present study used Praat computer software (free downloadable: www.praat.org) to

measure the accuracy of the pronunciation of both the experimental and the control group

on a spectrogram (see Figure 3).

1. Phonological Instruction with the Aid of Praat (Controlled Activity)

Subjects in the experimental group were given charts (Figures 1 and 2), and instructed

how to pronounce /æ/ differently from /a/. They received phonetic instruction about

the differences between English and Japanese vowel systems. In other words, the

phonetic aspect of pronunciations is highlighted in this pedagogy. After receiving the

phonetic input, pronunciation is analyzed with Praat in order to compare the

production to the target pronunciations of native speakers of English. Spectrograms of

each production are carefully examined.

2. Pronunciation Practice with the Aid of Praat (Guided Activity)

Subjects were given minimal pairs to emphasize the importance of differentiating

between /æ/ and /a/ as follows.
Minimal Pairs

‘hat’ & ‘hot’

‘cat’ & ‘cut’

‘pat’ & ‘pot’

‘lack’ & ‘lock’

‘tap’ & ‘top’

‘cap’ & ‘cop’

‘rag’ & ‘rug’

‘map’ & ‘mop’

‘dam’ & ‘dum’

‘man’ & ‘mom’
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Control Group

The other 2 subjects (subjects 5 and 6) in the control group were tested first with

Vocabulary Sheet A (Figure 4). This entry point is called Time 1 (T1). Then, one week

later, they were tested again with the Vocabulary Sheet B (Figure 5). This exit point is

called Time 3 (T3). Crucially, the control group received no explicit phonetic instruction.

Figure 7: Summary of the Experiment Design

The Experimental Group

                  Entry Point:

            + 20 vocabulary words are tested (Vocabulary Sheet A)—Time 1 (T1)

      + One-hour phonetic-based instruction with the aid of Praat computer software

             + 30 vocabulary words are tested

right after phonetic instruction (Vocabulary Sheet B)—Time 2 (T2)

              Exit Point (One Week Later):

+ 30 vocabulary words are tested (Vocabulary Sheet B)—Time 3 (T3)

The Control Group

                  Entry Point:

                   + 20 vocabulary words are tested (Vocabulary Sheet A)—Time 1 (T1)

                  Exit Point (One Week Later):

                  + 30 vocabulary words are tested (Vocabulary Sheet B)—Time 3 (T3)

Results
The present study uses individual charts (Figure 8) to show the performance of each

subject at T1, T2, and T3, respectively. In the charts, the X axis indicates F2 values, and
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the Y axis signifies F1 values. Since the F1 of both /a/ and /æ/ are categorized the same

(F1 for /a/ and /æ/: 700Hz), the subjects’ improvement is analyzed according to F2 values

in this section (/a/: 1100Hz; /æ/: 1660Hz). In short, if the F2 values of the subjects’

pronunciation are positioned around 1100Hz, they are likely categorized as /a/ while if

the F2 values are around 1660Hz they are likely categorized as /æ/.

Figure 8: Results of experimental group/control group

Results of experimental group
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Figure 9: 6 subjects’ F2 improvements

Subjects 1, 2, and 3 clearly showed good progress between T1, T2, and T3. It appears

that these subjects successfully created a new phoneme category for /æ/.

   Although they can be considered as advanced English learners, with the exception of

subject 4, all subjects (subjects 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6) still pronounced /æ/ incorrectly at entry

point (T1), with F2 values between 1327.6Hz and 1430Hz (mean: 1384.4Hz). All

subjects reported that they did not feel comfortable with the pronunciation of English

because they had never been given appropriate pronunciation instruction.    

   The experimental group (subjects 1, 2, and 3), except subject 4, proved the

effectiveness of the phonetic-based explicit instruction, showing steady improvement

between T1, T2, and T3. At T1, they seemed not to separate /æ/ from /a/, and the range of

their pronunciation (F2 mean: 1357Hz) remained between /a/ (F2: 1100Hz) and /æ/ (F2:

1660Hz). However, after one hour of explicit instruction, they made great improvement

(F2 mean: 1357Hz _F2: 1654.1Hz). Finally, one week later at T3, they comprehended the

input and pronounced the targeted phonemes more precisely (F2 mean: 1696.3Hz).

/a/(1100Hz)

/æ/(166oHZ)/
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   The control group (subjects 5 and 6), however, demonstrated almost no improvement

between T1 and T3. At T1 (entry point), they did not clearly distinguish between /æ/ and

/a/ (F2 mean: 1397.2Hz). One week later, at T3, these subjects still exhibited the same

level of performance (F2 mean: 1416Hz).

   Subject 4, on the other hand, was given explicit instruction but did not show salient

improvement. His data needs to be examined more closely. Even at T1, subject 4 seemed

to have no problem pronouncing /æ/ (F2: 1644.3Hz). In fact, he had the highest TOEFL

score (CBT: 253) and could be ranked as the most Advanced English learner among all

subjects. In addition, he was the only subject that had already received explicit

pronunciation instruction when he was in middle school, so he was also familiar with

phonetic transcriptions based on IPA symbols. However, according to Appendix 1

(details of subject 4), if sounds ranging between /a/ and /æ/ (F2: 1100-1660Hz) are

defined as “unclear,” a close look shows that subject 4 made nine unclear pronunciations

out of 20 trials at T1 (ham, tax, sat, faculty, apple, marry, gamble, sample, and salad). At

T2, he made eight unclear /æ/ sounds out of 30 trials. Finally, at T3, subject 4 made only

four unclear /æ/ sounds out of 30 trials. A closer look at subject 4’s pronunciation seems

to indicate that he, too, made steady improvement with the aid of explicit instruction.

Conclusion

Serious attention must be given to segmental phonology in NNSs’ production of English,

especially for Japanese learners of English, whose phonemic inventories differ

considerably from that of English. It is no surprise that they have difficulties in

pronouncing English due to the fact that English has many phones that do not exist in

Japanese.

   On the other hand, the results of the present study must be analyzed very carefully. As a

pilot study, the experimental design is very limited in the number of subjects, the number

of target sounds, and so on. However, the present study makes some suggestions for

future studies.

   First, the experiment shows the importance of explicit phonetic instruction: It helps

Japanese learners of English significantly improve their segmental phonology in the case
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of a low front vowel /æ/. In addition, the Praat computer software program demonstrates

its usefulness and potential both to help learners become more aware of how tongue

movements correspond to the spectrogram of the target pronunciation. Additionally, Praat

allows the instructor to assess their improvement objectively.

   Second, the present study highlights that all Japanese learners of English who were

subjects in this experiment continue to have a segmental problem in the pronunciation of

/æ/, and they seem not to separate two demarcated phonetic categories (/a/ and /æ/),

even though they are advanced learners of English. This causes intelligibility problems.

In order to analyze this phenomenon, Gass and Selinker (2001) introduce two different

types of input, “positive input” and “negative input.” Positive input is that which learners

can get through passive and simple exposure to English, while negative input is that

which they can get consciously through formal instruction The present study reveals that

positive input does not necessarily enable Japanese learners of English to acquire the

English-specific phoneme /æ/, and they need negative input such as explicit phonetic

instruction in order to create a new sound category successfully.

   Importantly, all subjects admitted to not having knowledge of the phonetic differences

between English and Japanese. As a result of the lack of emphasis in Japan on

pronunciation teaching in English education, even advanced Japanese learners of English

still mispronounce the low front vowel /æ/. Therefore, the present study indicates that

the Japanese syllabus needs to consider new strategies for the teaching of English

pronunciation. All subjects confessed that they were optimistic, believing that if they

came to the United States they would learn authentic pronunciations automatically.

However, all 6 subjects (excluding subject 4) continued to mispronounce /æ/ although

they live in the United States and speak English on a daily basis. Therefore, English

education in Japan must acknowledge that pronunciation should be explicitly taught in

the classroom, even within EFL contexts.

   Third, explicit phonetic instruction successfully enhanced the comprehensibility of

learners’ pronunciation of the English-specific vowel /æ/. According to results of the 4

subjects in the experimental group (subjects 1, 2, 3, and 4), explicit phonetic instruction

adequately led them to be aware of the differences between the phonetic systems of
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English and Japanese, and this negative input helped them begin to demarcate two

prominent phonetic categories: /æ/ and /a/. What is more, the effectiveness of explicit

phonetic instruction was also verified by the results of the other 2 subjects (subjects 5 and

6) from the control group, where no instruction was given. Neither of them demonstrated

tangible progress between T1 (entry point) and T3 (exit point).

    Fourth, although Nunan (1993) states that it is very difficult to teach students about the

target pronunciation and evaluate them in an explicit fashion, especially in EFL settings

such as in Japan, the present study shows that computer-based phonetic instruction has

potential to help to overcome these obstacles. Its capability to give students ongoing

feedback is remarkable. Moreover, the current investigation shows that computer-based

phonetic instruction effectively provides students with ongoing feedback, which is shown

here to facilitate more accurate production of English /æ/.

Future Study

It should be noted that the current study is a pilot study for future research and is not

without its weaknesses, which are discussed below. At the same time, it is impossible to

ignore the promising results of the present study and the development that may be made

in the area of teaching in the TEFL setting should its weaknesses be eliminated.

   First of all, because of the validity of subjects (the limited number and various English

proficiency levels) and the instruction (the session was only one hour, and the experiment

period was only for one week), it is necessary to focus on more structured pronunciation

pedagogies and to design a longitudinal study. Second, it is also important to focus on

other English phonemes that learners of English usually have problems with, as discussed

by Lambacher (1999). Last, it remains unclear to what extent subjects who receive

phonetic instruction can maintain their more accurate pronunciations in natural speech

settings. Derwing, Munro, and Wiebe (1998) provide a useful experimental design in

order to measure pronunciation intelligibility in natural speech settings. Therefore,

although this study has revealed interesting points about the effect of explicit phonetic

instruction on Japanese learners of English, a number of issues regarding the

experimental design remain to be explored.
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Appendix 1
Subject 4: Pronunciation Details

The areas highlighted in gray indicate unclear distinctions between /æ/ (1660Hz) and /a/ (1100Hz).

              T1 (9 unclear sounds)

                  F1 (Hz)               F2 (HZ)                                               F1 (Hz)              F2 (HZ)

 1. cap        787                       1818

2. ham       935  1624

3. tax          771  1574

4. sat          824  1626

5. faculty    727  1480

6. apple      856  1387

7. marry     850  1320

8. gamble   580  1602

9. sample    905  1310

10. dam      818  1710

              T2 (9 unclear sounds)                                               T3 (4 unclear sounds)

                     F1 F2
1. cap          705 1835

2. ham           816 1671

3. tax          812 1751

4. sat          844 1681

5. faculty   778 1585

6. apple      912 1567

7. marry     7 89 1490

8. gamble     651 1941

9. sample     868 1509

10. dam      777 1727

11. can’t      760 1978

12. happy    871 1672

13. gather   756 1807

14. last       847 1825

15. pack     878 1705

11. can’t     712 1890

12. happy    874 1693

13. gather    693 1784

14. last        819 1742

15. pack      584 1639

16. salad      787 1567

17. gap         723 1824

18. campus   742 1715

19. damage   804 1682

20. candle     762 1752

AVERAGE   791.5              1644.3

                         F1                     F2

16. salad    757 1625

17. gap       742 1917

18. campus    781 1777

19. damage    773 1769

20. candle    759 1767

21. carry    706 1632

22. dance   707 1767

23. nag       867 1621

24. cattle    769 1659

25.camera  717 1795

26. rationale  408 2247

27. Japan   796 1705

28. fabricate  826 1597

29. gangster   670 1994

30. ambitious 727 1577

AVERAGE 768.9 1739.7

T3 F1 F2                                                   F1                     F2

1. cap     778 1985

2. ham    893 1684

3. tax    836 1750

4. sat      782 1678

5. faculty 835 1623

6. apple     862 1403

7. marry    804 1613

8. gamble  837 1786

9. sample    844 1583

10. dam      828 1696

11. can’t     746 1996

12. happy    907 1721

13. gather   718 1880

14. last    812 1785

15. pack     870 1760

16. salad    783 1670

17. gap    789 2005

18. campus    777 1849

19. damage    809 1705

20. candle    767 1822

21. carry   752 1666

22. dance  844 1751

23. nag   885 1875

24. cattle 796 1735

25.camera 773 1690

26. rationale  449 2103

27. Japan 907 1746

28. fabricate 836 1668

29. gangster  648 2120

30. ambitious 761 1603

AVERAGE 797.6 1765.0
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Introduction

It is common knowledge that the unprecedented spread of English has resulted in the

rapid growth in the number of non-native speakers who possess varying degrees of

proficiency in the language. Although SLA research has mainly focused on L2 learners’

errors and lack of competence, it has also become apparent that much of their interaction

in English is successful, and that a sizable proportion of them are proficient users of the

language. These observations have spurred scholars to rethink their assumptions about

the use and users of English, and led to calls for research into English as adopted and

appropriated by its non-native speakers. The studies that have followed have

problematised the nature, status and assumptions of these ESL and EFL speakers, and

have raised questions about the methodologies employed to collect and analyse data in

SLA studies

   Using these past studies as a point of departure, this paper describes and evaluates a

methodology used to collect a range of spoken data in an L2 setting. It begins with an

examination of some of the common methodological themes that have characterised, and

unfortunately, often undermined many L2 studies. The next section then proposes a

different technique to gather L2 spoken data, and describes a study undertaken using this

practice.  Focusing on the ways in which proficient speakers of English in Malaysia used

their second language in the lived-in world, data were collected in the form of audio-

taped recordings of speech, as well as interviews and retrospective participant

commentary on selected recordings. The methodology employed is critically evaluated,

with particular consideration given to the participants, the research tools and procedures,

and the role relationships established at the research site. The final section draws the

discussion to a close by considering how the use of contextualised practices in L2

research can inform methodological principles and practices.

Past Investigations into L2 Speech

Much of past research into L2 speech has tended to rely on artificially-elicited and

constructed data obtained in non-interactive settings. Although there are clear benefits to

be accrued from these techniques, what may be disputed is the reliance on such artificial,
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unnatural data to provide the sole source of evidence on which descriptions and

evaluations are based, which are then generalised to entire speech groups and

communities. Even in studies that attempted to elicit ‘natural’ speech as the stimulus

material, the laboratory-like conditions under which the experiments are usually

conducted negate such attempts.

   Perhaps of greater concern is the claim by Sridhar (1985) that most descriptions of non-

native varieties available tend to be impressionistic and fragmentary, lacking in important

background information on the sources of the data, the contexts of elicitation, and the

regularity of occurrence of the specified features, with virtually no attempt to relate

linguistic variation to social factors. In fact, an examination of the descriptions of non-

native varieties reveals that they have been culled from speakers with different

proficiency levels, different mother tongue backgrounds and different styles of usage.

Often, generalisations made from such data about L2 competence are treated as

legitimate evidence for second language hypotheses and as justification for reinforcing an

interlanguage view of all L2 varieties.

   Besides these tendencies, most studies done on new varieties of English have been

largely parasitic in nature, dominated by either ‘deficit’ or ‘deviational’ approaches.

Such approaches view the native varieties as providing the yardstick for assessing non-

native varieties and as the model to be emulated, and invariably characterise these L2

varieties in terms of judgemental departures from a native norm. This deficit approach

essentially tends to regard all L2 variation as exemplars of L1 transfer, limited

competence and inadequate approximations of the target, and the non-native speaker is

then routinely and often unfairly “conceived as   a permanent language learner, divesting

a large proportion of international speakers of English of any socially-recognised

authority” (Brutt-Griffler & Samimy, 2001, p. 104).

   I would argue that many of these conventional techniques and principles, although

prevalent, produce artificial and inauthentic data and consequently place severe

limitations on the findings of the studies. Such limited data, decontextualised

investigations and distorted assumptions cannot give a clear and real indication of the

range of a speaker’s linguistic repertoire. It is the totality of a speaker’s repertoire, rather

than merely a small part of it, which must form the basis for describing any language
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variety and for understanding the social meanings underlying linguistic choices (Milroy,

1987; McKay, 2002). Only if reliable information on the socially and linguistically

patterned nature of variation in the Englishes of different societies is made available can

language attitudes, norms, and functions of the various codes be correctly understood.

Exploring New Research Approaches

Recognising the conceptual and methodological shortcomings of past studies,

scholars have embarked on collecting real speech of L2 speakers in a form

conducive for analysis and further hypothesising. For instance, the International

Corpus of English (ICE) includes both native and non-native varieties of English,

and going one step further, the Vienna-Oxford Corpus of English (VOICE)

describes itself as exclusively focused on “English as it is spoken by this non-

native speaking majority of users” (http://www.univie.ac.at/voice/). Aside from

large-scale corpora, Prodromou (2003, p. 11) has collected data from samples of

“natural, spontaneous speech produced by proficient non-native users of English

as a foreign language” in his quest to describe successful users of English.

   Together with other researchers, a case is slowly but surely being built for a shift

in focus from the traditional and exclusive native-speaker paradigm, to one that

recognises the value of proficient L2 users, and what they have to offer the field of

applied linguistics. As the VOICE homepage puts it, “These speakers use English

successfully on a daily basis all over the world, be it in their personal, professional

or academic lives. They are not language learners but language users in their own

right. Thus, it is clearly worth finding out just how they use the language”

(http://www.univie.ac.at/voice/). This stance has been echoed by others.  Pakir

(1999, p. 108) calls for research to be conducted from “the fresh perspective of

English-knowing bilinguals as they emerge as the new actors on the world stage”

and Tomlinson (2005), discussing ELT in Asia, highlights the urgency of

describing the English used by effective communicators.
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   I believe that there is a clear need to collect, analyse and describe the English used by

non-native speakers, and especially, proficient and communicatively successful L2 users.

While the large-scale corpus projects are to be lauded, these may be usefully

complemented by studies which are more particularistic and descriptive, in which  one or

a small number of L2 speakers are observed in communicative interactions with those

around them, and the patterns of their language use (at any level of language)

systematically described. In fact, Mohanan (1992) and Hung (1995) promote the

investigation and characterisation of the variable linguistic systems of individuals as a

valid enterprise in its own right, and one that is necessary if a language variety is to be

described.

   I would therefore argue that investigations into L2 varieties must attempt to grapple

with ‘real’, natural, everyday spoken language, no matter how unwieldy and messy the

data. By focusing on naturalistic uses of English in the community, we would respond to

the need for research into “what this English actually looks like when it is used in diverse

constellations among non-native speakers” (Seidlhofer, 2001, p. 14). There is also sound

rationale for focusing on proficient non-native speakers (Rajadurai, 2005), in line with

the growing acknowledgement of this group as a rich, largely untapped resource in

research in applied linguistics and intercultural studies.

   In addition, I would also contend that research must seek to treat established L2

varieties as distinct systems in their own right, thereby taking a more holistic and

sociolinguistically-informed approach to describing and accounting for the variation

encountered. This entails a search for patterns in the data, as well as a consideration of

the meaning participants give their own direct experiences. This use of a multiplicity of

viewpoints promotes the construction of meaning within particular settings, and in so

doing helps ensure that the cultural and intellectual biases of the researcher do not distort

the collection, interpretation or presentation of the data.

   All this calls for a new orientation and methodology that centre on speech

representative of the community or a purposefully selected segment of the

community generated in naturalistic contexts of use, and then capturing this

speech in as clear and unobtrusive a way as possible, without intruding and
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somehow altering or affecting the speaker’s world. This was the fundamental

research stance taken in a study conducted in Malaysia, aimed at documenting

how proficient and communicatively successful L2 speakers in Malaysia use

English in everyday contexts. The primary method of collecting spoken data

involved selecting a few proficient, educated speakers of English from among the

researcher’s social network who would have both the ability and occasion to use

English in a variety of situations and with a range of interlocutors, both Malaysian

and non-Malaysian. The participants were asked to carry a voice recorder with a

built-in microphone with them over a period of several weeks, and to record a

wide spectrum of conversations and exchanges that they participated in.

   It must be clearly stated that this paper does not attempt to introduce particular

research questions, or analyse the data collected. Instead, it grapples with some of

the important questions that emerge in the process of creating a small corpus of

authentic L2 speech. It is hoped that the discussion of potential pitfalls, as well as

strategies to safeguard the investigation will help future researchers navigate their

way through the tensions inherent in the process of data collection. The next few

sections examine some of these methodological challenges.

Participants of the Study

Selection of Participants

One advantage of the data collection technique described above is that it allows the

researcher to select the speakers he or she wishes to investigate according to clearly

specified criteria. While it may be argued that such selectiveness leads to a lack of

representativeness, this criticism overlooks the specific goals and concerns of the

research. In fact, Milroy (1987) cautions the sociolinguistic fieldworker that it is difficult,

if not impossible, to obtain data that both represent the speech of the total community and

reflect a wide stylistic repertoire. She argues that if representativeness is the primary

criterion, research would either have to be carried out in distinct phases, or it would have

to be confined to one style, ignoring the stylistic continuum that is present. Thus, if the
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primary aim is to capture linguistic variation in the verbal repertoires of selected

speakers, it may be necessary to sacrifice representativeness in the interest of developing

a technique of recording a wide range of naturally-occurring sub-varieties as used by a

selected segment of the population.

   It can also be argued that the choice of particular speakers of English is

compatible with the principles of purposive and theoretical sampling. Purposive

sampling allows one to choose a case because it illustrates some feature or process

that the researcher is interested in investigating (Silverman, 2000), advances our

understanding of that interest, and perhaps leads to theory building or refining

(Stake, 1998). This implies selecting participants who are easily accessible,

hospitable to the researcher’s enquiry, and who provide the means to maximise

what can be learnt. Besides purposive sampling, the concept of theoretical

sampling is also relevant as it leads to the selecting of individuals or categories to

study on the basis of their relevance to the investigator’s research questions, his or

her theoretical position and the explanation or account he or she is working

towards (Mason, 1996).  Thus, the rationale for careful selection of research

participants can be justified by recourse to the concepts of purposive and

theoretical sampling.

Preparation of Participants

The methodology developed is designed to give participants maximum control over the

data collection process. However, the degree of autonomy vested in the participants

requires that they be adequately prepared for the recording task. In the study carried out,

each of them was approached and the general purpose of the research explained. Once

their consent was obtained, they were shown how to use the tape recorder, given clear

instructions, and a form on which to note information about each speech event recorded.

   The responses of participants who were initially approached for the study

yielded interesting insights. Among the reactions noted were:
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• I’m so excited as I’ve never been the subject in any kind of research or

experiment

before. When can we start?

• It’s hard to be natural. I’ll be too conscious. Moreover, if I know Jo [her

husband], he

won’t open his  mouth, and then I’ll have to speak to myself!

• I’m just afraid I’ll make a mistake.

• So, you want to make me a laughing stock.

• No way – it’s an invasion of my privacy.

• There was really nothing to record was the comment of one participant upon

returning a blank recording after several days.

   These remarks warrant some comment. First, over-enthusiastic reactions to having been

included in the study are potentially problematic since they can produce the Hawthorne

Effect, as a participant’s selection may motivate him or her to look for clues to the true

purpose of the study, to discern the researcher’s expectations, and thus, behave in ways

perceived to meet approval. Second, it is clear that participants were aware of the

possible effects of the tape recorder not only on their own behaviour, but also on that of

others in the shared communicative situation. Third, despite the assurances that it was

everyday language as used in Malaysia that was of interest, (hence stressing the

descriptive nature of the study and seeking to remove any pressure to produce a particular

speech style), some participants were still preoccupied with prescriptive notions of right

and wrong. Fourth, speakers were intensely aware of the fact that some of the sub-

varieties of English that they used were highly idiosyncratic and unique to the local

context. Their comments about mistakes and being made a laughing stock may constitute

a pejorative view of their own speech patterns, or alternatively, they may be an insightful

recognition of the distinctiveness of local speech forms. Fifth, there was an awareness

among participants that the study would entail a certain amount of intrusion into their

privacy as the researcher becomes privy to private or restricted interactions, and the

recorded conversations become the focus of analysis and further discussion. Finally, that
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some potential actors had second thoughts about participating in the study was only to be

expected.

   These reactions are indicative of the preconceptions, attitudes and fears of the

participants. It is important to listen to their cries of concern, attend to their anxieties, and

at the same time, safeguard the integrity of the study. Minimising and accounting for the

presence of the tape recorder is crucial and will be discussed later. To assure speakers

that they did not have to ‘perform’ for the tape recorder, a sampling of casual and more

formal recordings done by the researcher was used to demonstrate the value of all speech

varieties. In addition, to appropriate the full cooperation of participants, several measures

were designed. First, a clear description of the project and data collection procedures

were presented and then negotiated with research participants. Second, a simple consent

form was used, listing the research activities planned, the risks involved and the way the

data will be reported. While these offer some protection to the participants, they also

benefit the researcher in indicating agreement on the part of those selected as participants.

The use of such forms also helps in ensuring that ethical principles are upheld, thus

avoiding problems like lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy and deception. A

third measure to secure the cooperation and commitment of participants, and ensure the

successful completion of the project involved some form of payment. Past research has

indicated that the ability and willingness of the researcher to provide ‘tokens of

exchange’ may be instrumental in creating a sense of obligation on the part of the subject

to fulfil his or her end of the ‘recording contract’ (Milroy, 1987, p. 49).  Lastly,

participants were assured of anonymity in all reports of the study, and this policy was

also applied to all their interlocutors on the recordings, even though their speech was not

the focus of the research. It was clear that although participants may not be very familiar

with or interested in the details, conventions, and principles of research, decisions have to

be made about how much can and should be explained, at what level of detail,

complexity, and sophistication and at what points during the research process.
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Research Tools and Procedures

  The Absence of the Researcher

One of the biggest problems in obtaining naturally-occurring spoken data from the speech

community is eliminating and accounting for the effects of the researcher’s presence on

the subject and the other participants present, i.e. the observer’s paradox (Labov, 1972;

see also Cavallaro, 2006).  Having worked on second language corpora in the ICE

project, Schmied (1996) warns that the tendency for conversations to become less natural

and to move towards more formal and prestigious forms in the presence of an outsider is

aggravated in ESL environments. It was this concern that prompted the devising of a

technique that allows for the collection of spoken data without the researcher being

physically present or the participants being overtly observed.

   The study also showed that without the presence of an outsider, naturalistic data

in a variety of situations are easily recorded. Using this method, there is no need to

orchestrate social interactions, or convene contrived meetings with the

participants’ friends to compel the use of the informal or colloquial sub-varieties.

The research design readily allows for the natural interaction of the actors with

their own pre-existing social network. This neatly avoids the problems

encountered in previous studies which isolated the informant or subject prior to

eliciting his or her speech, leading to the possibility that pre-existing norms of

behaviour, including linguistic behaviour, no longer applied. Crucially, this study

demonstrated that the methodology used is able to tap into informal, colloquial

speech, which was rarely captured using the traditional experimental methods.

   However, one disadvantage of this method is that the researcher is not at hand to

observe and record the behaviour of the speakers and interlocutors, the paralinguistic

aspects of the interaction, and the actual dynamics of the speech situation. To rectify this

shortcoming, a small measure of covert recording of participants may be done when the

researcher is naturally present as part of the interaction or social circle, thus allowing for

contextual information and extra-linguistic features of the discourse to be observed and

noted. In such cases, following Holmes’ (1996) suggestion, speakers can be asked in

advance if they would agree to being recorded at some future date without necessarily
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being informed at the specific time of recording, but upon later notification, they would

have the right to veto the use of the tape.

Use of the Recording Device

One advantage of having actors carry the recorder is that it ensures that the microphone is

close to them, thus allowing for the best possible recording of their speech. Moreover,

having the speakers take control of the recording situation solves the ethical dilemma of

surreptitious or covert recording. Using this methodology, if a particular conversation

becomes too personal, the actor has the prerogative of switching off the tape recorder.

This element of freedom and control in the hands of participants, it was found, goes a

long way towards reassuring them and mitigating their concerns about any intrusion into

their privacy.

   On the other hand, it may be argued that participants would be very much aware of the

presence of the recorder and this would inevitably affect their behaviour. It should,

however, be pointed out that the presence of a small, compact recorder is far less likely to

affect the conduct of speakers than the presence of a researcher. Moreover, it was

discovered that there are ways to minimise or offset whatever constraints the recorder

introduces. First, the fact that participants are required to carry the recorder with them

over a period of time presents the possibility of their becoming accustomed to it and to

the fact that recording is taking place. Second, actors should be allowed to “habituate” to

the recorder (Brown and Dowling, 1998:40) and this may mean discarding the first few

recordings, or the first few minutes of each recording, if necessary. In fact, this study

underscored the fact that the presence of the peer group or the pre-existing network

impels the actor to speak as he or she normally would, thus ensuring the generation of

natural speech and interaction. In short, the fact that this research design causes minimal

intrusion into the actors’ social world, allowing them to interact in their routine mode

with their usual social network acts as a safeguard against affected speech or excessive

posturing for the recording device.

   Aside from this, it is not very difficult to check for artificiality or affectedness. Quite

often, after a short period of stiltedness and awkwardness, speakers and their interlocutors

would stimulate a shift to their regular, often semi-colloquial speech patterns.  An
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examination of the data could also reveal numerous cues indicating that the speakers are

not paying much attention to the tape recorder. These may include giggles, raucous

laughter, lapses into the first language, code-mixing, long pauses or silent portions

indicating there was no pressure to ‘feed the machine’, overlapping talk, interruptions,

hesitations and generally speech that typifies relaxed, colloquial speech.

Quality and Use of Recordings

The value of recorded data is undisputed as it enables retrievability of data for repeated

and detailed examination, and it also acts as an estrangement device for the researcher.

The real predicament rests in the quality of recording spoken data from everyday

situations as it would fall short of that which would be obtained under laboratory

conditions. This is typical of casual conversational material, which is bound to be

characterised by background noise as well as interruptions, and dramatic shifts in voice

quality. Clearly, a trade-off is necessary in the dilemma of deciding between clarity and

authenticity in the data collected. This dilemma is captured by Carter and McCarthy

(1997, p. 11) who state that “it is a paradox of the study of authentic, ‘real’ spoken

English that the clearer the quality of the recording, the less likely it is that the tape will

have been produced in completely naturalistic conditions with the speakers interacting

unselfconsciously”. If obtaining spoken data from ‘real world’ contexts is fundamental to

the research principles and methodology adopted, the clarity factor may have to be

sacrificed to some extent.

Examining Roles and Relationships

Membership in the Social Network

The use of a network of friends as participants in the case study carried out proved to be

immensely advantageous as it allowed the researcher to side-step some of the problems

faced by fieldworkers working outside their own communities or networks, who lament

the amount of time it takes to establish credibility and trust, to learn the culture and to test

for misinformation. In contrast, the study highlighted the virtue of the researcher being a

member of the social network with respect to the relatively quick access, assent and

acceptance of her role and investigative methods.
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   In addition, if researchers are members of the social network, they are able to situate

themselves within the conceptual framework of the speakers. Having direct knowledge

and experience of community interactional patterns helps them to understand the norms

and values that govern linguistic choice, and to discern the meaning of the participants’

world.

The Dynamics of Interviews

In the study conducted, semi-structured interviews were used after the recording

phase, and these included play-back sessions as conversations recorded earlier

were commented upon by the speakers themselves. These interviews offer a means

for gleaning ways in which participants view their social world, and interpret their

linguistic behaviour.

   The interviews carried out highlighted the fact that the familiarity, camaraderie

and trust that exist between the researcher and participants can greatly facilitate

the interview procedures. However, the research design also problematised the

status of the interview. On the one hand, the views and explanations of speakers

are sought and valued. As McCarthy (1998, p. 32) argues, “attempting to see

things from the participants’ viewpoint and how they articulate their own

understandings at least avoids the worst excesses of the imposition of an order by

the analyst, using rhetorical frameworks that may not reflect in any way the reality

of the conversational encounter of those involved in it”. But, on the other hand,

speakers’ views do not necessarily have to be accepted as the ‘ultimate truth’. It is

worth taking heed of Silverman’s (2000, p. 823) criticism of the trend in

qualitative research to equate interviews with opportunities for “an authentic gaze

into the soul of another”, thus wrongly elevating the experiential to the authentic.

Instead, it was discovered that interviews can be used to promote the discourse of

interaction, as the researcher intervenes to share his or her thoughts with the

participants, to probe, invite, affirm and contest their views.  It is through joint

negotiation that plausible accounts of the social world inhabited by the actors and
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captured in the data are generated. In other words, triangulation offers a solution to

the dilemma  - what Sarangi and Candlin (2003, p. 274) call the  “alignment of the

participants’ and analysts’ stances, i.e. the fusion of emic and etic perspectives”.

The Researcher and the Researched
Despite the advantages of an established bond between the researcher and participants,

this relationship can also emerge as a site of struggle. One facet of this revolves around

the degree of involvement of the researcher. To profess total remoteness and objectivity

is unrealistic, delusory and perhaps even counter-productive. In the first place, in this

research design, the researcher is obviously socially located within the sphere of the

investigation. This implicates insider knowledge but it also means that, as revealed in

other studies, the researcher’s biography, and subjectivities are brought to bear on various

stages of the research process. In fact, Cameron et al. (1992, p. 23) assert that “claims

made for non-interaction as a guarantee of objectivity and validity are philosophically

naïve.”

   Cameron et al. (1992, p. 22) also argue for the empowerment of subject, which implies

“the use of interactive or dialogic research methods, as opposed to distancing or

objectifying strategies positivists are constrained to use. It is the centrality of interaction

with the researched that enables research to be empowering.” In making the case for

empowering research, they propose three tenets: First, persons are not objects and should

not be treated as objects, second, subjects have their own agendas and research should try

to address them, and third, if knowledge is worth having, it is worth sharing. These

principles are applicable in various ways throughout the research process. For instance,

seeking the active cooperation of participants involves disclosure of goals and details of

methods and procedures. Aside from this, the notion of trust emerges as central to the

collaborative enterprise at all levels from the collection to the analysis of data, as a great

deal of autonomy and decision-making powers are vested in the participants. In addition,

the research design also attempts to accommodate participants’ own time schedule for

recording, and acknowledges their right to ask questions and introduce topics which often

prove to be insightful and illuminating. Finally, interaction with the actors frequently
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entails the sharing of knowledge and the findings of the research, thereby demystifying

‘expert knowledge’. The playback sessions and interviews, for instance, present the

opportunity for sharing thoughts and observations, and to make available to participants

alternative interpretations of their practices and beliefs. To the extent that they are made

to critically examine their speech patterns and ideas, the research process may be said to

be empowering.

Concluding Remarks
This paper has presented a detailed appraisal of a technique developed and used to collect

authentic naturalistic spoken data generated in a range of everyday contexts by proficient

speakers of a second language variety of English. The methodology employs purposive

sampling and so presents the opportunity to maximise learning and elucidate the focal

issues under investigation. Moreover, by centralising authenticity of data gathered in real-

world settings using unobtrusive measures, the study recognises that context is heavily

implicated in meaning. In addition, through triangulation the research seeks to establish

findings and explanations that can be sustained by the data, validated with the

participants involved, and checked with the community of researchers of which the

analyst is a part.

   In so far as the researcher’s epistemological stance influences the way in which she

interacts with the researched, the positivist insistence on minimising contact with subjects

is superseded by an acknowledgement of the researcher as a socially-located presence.

Far from undermining the investigations, as a human instrument, the researcher’s

adaptability, responsiveness, sensitivity, as well as ability to interrogate, clarify, reflect,

and explore function to enrich the entire research process. Rather than adopt the role of

the detached, objective researcher that entails a dehumanising of subjects and the cultural

milieu, this approach views the utilisation of tacit knowledge as inescapable, and the

researcher’s sharing of the actors’ frames of reference as an asset. It responds to the

polarity between the researcher and the researched by incorporating the practice of

sharing goals, control of procedures, ideas and knowledge, thus helping the ‘known’ to

also take on the role of ‘knower’.
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   Despite the strengths of the methodology employed, several difficulties come to mind.

Firstly, the fatigue factor of the actors should be anticipated as enthusiasm may wane and

fewer recordings done as the weeks progress. Secondly, it is probably easier to obtain

informal data using the proposed method than institutional, formal data, as participants

are usually more comfortable recording routine encounters revolving around casual talk.

Thirdly, there is an inherent danger in privileging the spoken text and hence ignoring

other crucial activities which may be relevant, but are not textualised, like non-verbal

communication. While the recording techniques described are strongly advocated, it is

suggested that they be complemented by the researcher being present on some occasions,

audio- or video-recording interactions and noting contextual and other details.

Furthermore, it must also be conceded that the insider advantage employed in this study

may not always be an option. Researchers who work outside their social networks may

find establishing the requisite social bonds to be a laborious, formidable and protracted

process.

   As established from the beginning, the principal aim of this paper has been to examine

methodological challenges in the compilation of a small corpus of everyday spoken

English, and it has thus deliberately avoided reporting on the analysis of the data and the

findings of the study. I would argue that the range, variety, creativity and complexity of

the language obtained using the innovative methodology employed and described would

not have been elicited via the traditional questionnaires, interviews, tests or set tasks. It is

hoped this paper, which has proposed and carefully critiqued a methodology for the

collection and analysis of a small but meaningful corpus that offers the means for a more

robust characterisation of L2 speech and its speakers, will be a useful resource for future

research.
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Abstract
Research on language and gender interaction is well into its third decade and the
related review of literature has shown that males and females tend to differ in face-
to-face speech and in written language (e.g., Lackoff 1990, Mulac 1989, Tannen
1990). Yet there have been surprisingly few contributions from the Persian
language to the exploration of cross-linguistic literature on the topic. This study is
an attempt to provide a report on face-to face communications in Persian
language. To carry out the study male-male, male-female, and female-female
communications were examined in terms of linguistic strategies (e.g., interruption,
intensifiers, amount of speech, topic raising) used by participants. The data of the
study were collected through observations. The data were analyzed through
descriptive and inferential statistics. The results of the study indicate that there is a
significant difference between males and females in the use of linguistic strategies
in male-male and female-female communications. The results also indicate that
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there is an interaction between gender and experience, education and power of the
interlocutors in the use of linguistics strategies.

Key words: gender differences, face-to-face communication, linguistic strategies, Persian

Introduction

According to Tannen (1995:138), "communication isn't as simple as saying what you

mean. How you say what you mean is crucial, and differs from one person to the next,

because using a language is a learned behavior: how we talk and listen are deeply

influenced by cultural expectations". One of the important topics, therefore, that has

engaged the minds of many sociolinguists in recent years is the connection between the

structure and the use of languages and the social roles of the men and women who speak

them. It seems, in general, that all known societies appear to use language as one of the

means of marking out gender differences; therefore, numerous observers have described

women’s speech as being different from that of men (Baron 1986 in Wardhaugh 1993,

Lakoff 1990, Mulac 1989, Tannen 1990). Lakoff (1973), for example, claims that color

words like beige, lavender and adjectives like adorable, charming are commonly used by

women but only very rarely by men. Women are also said to have their own vocabulary

for emphasizing certain effects on them, words and expressions such as so good, such,

lovely, etc. (Wardhaugh 1993). Carli (1990) has also suggested that different norms may

have been established for men and women, affecting speech style perceptions. For

instance, low-status persons, including women, characterized by a kind of powerless

speech style, generally appeal to intensifiers (e.g., so, very), hedges (I think, kinda),

hesitations (uh, well), etc. as linguistic devices to secure their social position (Erickson,

Lind, Johnson, and O'Barr 1978). Moreover, intensifiers have been found to be a feature

of female speech, whereas hedges are frequently used by men (Carli 1990). It is also

claimed that females are more linguistically polite than males.

   Tannen (1990) argues that men's discourse has assertive and competitive features,

whereas women's is supportive and relational, leading to the distinction between male

"report talk" and female "rapport talk". The same feature has been reported by Colley and

Todo (2003), who examined email messages and found that e-mails from female
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participants contained a higher incidence of features associated with the maintenance of

rapport and intimacy than those from male participants. Rosseti (2005) has also found

that males are more prone to write in an aggressive, competitive style, while women tend

to be far more supportive in their writing (email messages). It seems that male/ female

language style dichotomy has been transported into computer communication as well.

   According to Milroy (1997), given the general orientation of current sociolinguistics,

finding a convincing explanation for linguistic sex-marking is difficult.  Mulac & Bradac

(1995) argue that the relationship between gender, language and power is much more

complex than can be understood at this time. Labov (1966) and Trudgill (1972), however,

have both emphasized a greater orientation to community prestige norms as the main

driving force in women's, as opposed to men's, linguistic behavior. Trudgill's findings in

Norwich led him to see women as overwhelmingly conservative, as they showed that

men lead in most changes. Furthermore, women in his study tended to over-report their

use of prestige forms and men tended to underreport theirs. He therefore argued that

women and men respond to opposed sets of norms: women to overt, standard language

prestige norms and men to covert, vernacular prestige norms. Overt prestige attaches to

refined qualities, as associated with the cosmopolitan marketplace and its standard

language, whereas covert prestige attaches to masculine, 'rough and tough' qualities.

   Trudgill (1972) has also speculated that women's overt prestige orientation was a result

of their powerless position in society. He argued that in as much as society does not allow

women to advance their power or status through action in the marketplace, they are

thrown upon their symbolic resources, including their appearance and their language, to

enhance their social position (Eckert, 1989). In the same line of research, Erickson, Lind,

Johnson, and O'Barr (1978) utilized the terms "powerful speech style" and "powerless

speech style" and argued that speech style is linked to social power and status. Low-status

persons generally use a powerless speech style laced with intensifiers ("so," "very"),

hedges ("I think," "kinda"), hesitations ("uh," "well"), hypercorrect grammar, questioning

forms (use of rising, question intonation in declarative form), polite forms, and gestures.

High-status persons rarely use these powerless forms and therefore employ what

Erickson et al. dubbed the powerful style.

   Lesley Milroy (1997), however, believes that it is hard to take seriously the various
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interpretations of linguistic sex-marking which are based upon the notion of power or

prestige. According to her, women resort to language because of the absence of

opportunities to mark their status by occupation.

   Sachs (2005) on the other hand, argues that language differences between males and

females are due to either heredity and environment or social experiences. It is said that

males and females are born into the same world but they are socialized to live in different

worlds. Tannen (1990, 1994, 1995), following this line of research, studied the impact of

socialization on women and men and described stereotypical feminine and masculine

communication patterns. Her framework of female/male communication indicates that

females are generally socialized to feel a primary need for connection while males are

generally socialized to feel a need for status. To meet their need for connection, females

create intimacy with others, while males meet their need for status by establishing

distance or independence from others.

   Additionally, Tannen (1994) sheds doubt on linguistic strategies used by females/males

and believes that linguistic strategies are relative and ambiguous with regard to

dominance/subordination or distance/closeness. She emphasizes that linguistic strategies

are used by different genders to convey different meanings. For example, silence is not

always a sign of subordination; in some settings powerful speakers remain silent.

Moreover, she suggests that linguistic strategies are cultural-specific, for instance,

Americans of some cultural and geographic backgrounds, men and women alike, are

more likely than others to use relatively direct than indirect styles, and, citing Keenan

(1974), Tannen (1994) recites that in a Malagasy-speaking village on the island of

Madagascar, women are seen as direct and men as indirect, unlike English speakers.

    As is shown, although research on language and gender interaction is well into its third

decade, there is still a great amount of controversy over the causes of and the factors

having effects on gender differences in the application of various linguistic means and

strategies. Surprisingly, only a few contributions have been made to the exploration of

cross-linguistic literature on the topic from non-western cultures, Islamic countries in

particular. In line with the aforementioned arguments, it may seem that males and

females in Persian communities, which enjoy both Persian and Islamic cultural traditions,

vary in terms of the use of linguistic strategies in their face-to-face communications.
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Iranian women are also faced with another social limitation, namely some kind of

traditional dress code which presumably puts them in a more inferior social status and

deprives them of using their appearance to establish their social position. This study is

thus an attempt to investigate gender-linked differences in the use of linguistic strategies

in face-to-face communications in Persian speech community. We also incorporated the

education level of the informants as a factor that may influence the use of linguistic

strategies in mixed and non-mixed settings.

Method
A total of 20 face-to-face conversations, shown in table 1, were observed, recorded and

transcribed. In each conversation there were two turn takers; 40 participants (20 males

and 20 females) thus took part in the study.

Table 1. Mixed and non-mixed conversations observed

Conversation settings Groups Participants Gender

Male-Male 4 8

Female –Female 4 8

Male-Female (same ed.) 4 8 4 M – 4F

Educated Male-less ed. Female 4 8 4 M – 4F

Less ed. Male- educated Female 4 8 4 M – 4F

Having observed different mixed/non-mixed groups, we tried to answer the following

questions:

1) Is there a significant difference between males and females in the use of linguistic

strategies in face-to-face communication?

2) Is there a significant difference between educated males and educated females in

the use of linguistic strategies in face-to-face communication?

3) Is there a significant difference between educated males and less educated

females in the use of linguistic strategies in face-to-face communication?

4) Is there a significant difference between less educated males and educated

females in the use of linguistic strategies in face-to-face communication?
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5) Does ‘males and females’ education degree have any impact on the use of

linguistic strategies in mixed settings?

   The educational level of all participants in M/M and F/F settings was above high school

diploma while half of the participants in mixed settings (F/M) had already graduated

from high school and the other half were not able to finish high school. The age range of

the participants was between 25 and 40; they were all bilingual, speaking Persian and

another minority language. All the conversations were in Persian.

Data analysis

The data of the study were collected through observation and recording. To collect

natural and authentic data, in some settings the researcher acted as either a turn taker

(active participant) or an observer (non-active participant). Since the data of the study

were collected when the participants were busy with their daily activities, all the data for

the study are rather close to natural speech. In each conversation the speakers knew that

their speech was recorded. They were also assured that the recorded speech would be

kept confidential and would be used only for research purposes. After conducting the

interviews/observations, the data were transcribed (16 minutes starting from the tenth

minute of each interview). Then the frequencies of each linguistic strategy in non mixed

settings, mixed settings where the subjects were the same in their education degree and

mixed settings where interlocutors were not the same were counted. The data were

analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. As data were mostly nominal, the X2

was calculated to analyze and interpret the data (p=.05).

   First, after a general review of the transcriptions, we present the data for the study in

each communication setting. Then the data are analyzed to see whether there is any

significant difference between male and female participants in each conversational

setting.
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Table 2. Males’ and females’ use of linguistics strategies in mixed and non-mixed
settings in general (extracted from 32 minutes of speech)

Intensifiers Interruptions Amount of Speech
Topic

Raising

M-M 64 160 2425 51
F-F 103 198 2843 54

   The general results of the study, shown in table 2, indicate that there is a significant

difference between males’ and females’ use of intensifiers (X2 = 17, p=.05), interruptions

(X2 = 21, p=.05), and amount of speech (X2 = 18, p=.05). That is, in general females’ use

of linguistic strategies is greater than that of males’. In terms of the strategy of "topic

raising", the results of the study indicate that there is no significant difference between

males and females in the use of this strategy.

    As is shown in table 3, there were significant differences between males’ and females’

use of intensifiers (X2 = 8,p=.05), interruptions (X2 = 5.86 p=.05), topic raisings (X2 = 11

p=.05), and amount of speech (X2 = 5 p=.05) in non-mixed settings.  Females are again in

the forefront of strategy use in all four contexts in non-mixed settings.

Table 3. Males’ and females’ use of linguistics strategies in non-mixed settings
(extracted from 16 min. of speech).

Intensifiers Interruptions Amount of S. T. Raising

M-M 35 80 1300 12
F-F 50 110 1578 22

   Now let us see what happens when males are speaking to females and females are

addressing their male counterparts.  The results of the study in table 4 indicate that

females’ use of intensifiers (X2 =11) and amount of speech (X2 =80) is significantly

different from those of males’. Females used intensifiers much more than males and their

amount of speech is greater than their male interlocutors. Our male informants however

raised more topics in mixed conversation settings and they did not show significant
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difference from the female informants in interrupting others.

  Table 4. Males’ and females’ use of linguistic strategies in mixed settings (educated
males and less educated females) (extracted from 16 min. of speech).

Intensifiers Interruption Amount of Speech Topic  raising

M in M/F 28 80 1125 39

F in M/F 53 80 1265 32

   The effect of education on strategy use is examined next. The data, shown in table 5,

reveal that in mixed settings where males and females are of the same level of education

there is no significant difference between males and females, except for intensifiers and

amount of speech. Males and females therefore interrupted each other approximately the

same number of times and raised approximately the same number of topics in their face-

to-face conversations. But females used more intensifiers than males (X2=14) and their

speech amount is significantly greater than that of males (X2=90), although they have

gained the same level of education as their male counterparts.

Table 5. The use of linguistic strategies by males and females (same education) in mixed
settings (extracted from 16 minutes of speech)

Topic raising Amount of speech Interruptions Intensifiers

M in M/F 34 700 78 26

F in M/F 30 1040 54 64

   The results of the study in table 6 indicate that educated males interrupt less educated

females more ( X2 = 7.70, p=.05 ), and less educated males are more frequently

interrupted by more educated females ( X2 = 5.57, p=.05 ). Education seems to have some

influence here.
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Table 6. The use of linguistic strategies by males and females in conversational settings

in which one speaker is educated and the other one is less educated. (Extracted from 16

minutes of speech.)
Intensifiers Interruptions Amount of speech Topic raising

M F M F M F M F

Less ed.  F/

Ed. M
28 26 100 64 1800 1200 64 28

Less ed. M/

Ed. F
32 32 64 108 1400 1980 32 52

   Also according to this table, no matter what gender you are, you may speak more if you

are more educated than your male or female counterpart.  Also, in mixed settings in

which males and females are not of the same level of education, they do not raise the

same number of topics. In F/M settings educated females raised 52 topics but less

educated males raised 32 topics (X2 = 8, p=.05).  On the other hand, educated males

raised 64 topics but less educated females raised 28 topics only (X2= 14, p=.05). It

seems, therefore, that there is a significant relationship between the speakers’ gender and

their level of education. More educated ones raise more topics regardless of their gender

and the more educated the speakers are the greater their amount of speech is.

    As far as the use of intensifiers is concerned, the differences are not huge. Less

educated females used slightly more intensifiers than educated males and there is no

difference between less educated males and educated females in the use of intensifiers.

Discussion

Lakoff (1973) and Wardhaugh (1993) believe that because women have been denied

access to power in the society, they use different linguistic strategies to express and

secure their social status. Therefore, intensifiers are assumed to be used by women to

indicate their different roles which they play in the society. The results of this study

indicate that in non-mixed and mixed settings females’ use of intensifiers is usually

greater than that of males. Therefore, following Lakoff (1973) and Trudgill (1972) the
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difference between males and females in the use of linguistic strategies can be attributed

to the different roles which they have in societies.

   Zimmerman (1983) cited in Tannen (1995) believes that men dominate women by

interrupting them but Debora and Clarks (1993) do not indicate a clear pattern of males

interrupting females. The results of our study indicate that in non-mixed conversation

settings, females are more frequently interrupted by each other than males in M/M

settings and in mixed conversation settings the more educated and experienced

interlocutors interrupt the other speakers regardless of their gender. Therefore, education

can be claimed as an influential factor, which can lead to equality between males and

females, and this equality helps women to gain power and social status. In Iran, except

for some cases in rural areas, men do not interrupt women to express their dominance and

superiority over them in the society. Therefore, according to Tannen (1994) and Debora

and Clarks (1993), interruptions are not necessarily and absolutely used to indicate the

powerfulness or powerlessness of one specific gender in face-to-face conversations. This

linguistic strategy is used by both males and females and the interaction between the

speakers’ education and their gender is significant.

   Concerning the amount of speech, in the related literature there are two different

assumptions. One is that powerful people do the talk and powerless people are usually

silenced; the other according to Sattle (1983) cited in Tannen (1994), is that powerful

people use silence to express power over powerless ones and men use silence rather than

talking to express power over women. The results of this study indicate that education of

the speakers is an important factor in determining the speakers’ amount of speech.  In

Iranian speech communities, usually those who are more educated hold social positions

and usually do the talk and the others are silent, whether the more educated ones are

males or females. In mixed conversation settings in which males and females are of the

same level of education, sometimes the males do the talk and females are silent and

sometimes males are silent and women do the talk. What does this mean? Does this mean

that greater amount of speech of speakers indicates their gender superiority over the

other? Following Tannen’s (1994) findings it can be said that both males and females use

this linguistic strategy in face-to-face communication, but the education of the speakers

determines the amount of speech.
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   Shuy (1982) cited in Tannen (1994) assumes that the speakers who raise the most

topics are dominating a conversation. However, in this study the observed conversations

among females and males in non-mixed settings demonstrated that in F/F settings more

topics are raised than in M/M settings, whereas, in mixed settings the more educated

interlocutors raise more topics than less educated counterparts regardless of their genders.

In mixed settings in which men and women are of the same level of education, male and

female interlocutors raise the same number of topics. That is, men or women do not raise

topics to express their gender dominance and superiority over each other. Their education

and social status indicate their domination in the conversation not their gender.  As far as

education is concerned, it can be discussed that in societies where males and females

have the same opportunity to have higher education, females no longer appeal to the use

of linguistic strategies to secure their social status. They can secure their social status

through education. Therefore, in Iranian society neither males nor females use linguistic

strategies to show their dominance and superiority in mixed-settings in which males and

females are of the same level of education.

Conclusion and implications

This study was an attempt to study the gender differences in the use of linguistic

strategies. To carry out the study males' and females' conversations in mixed and non-

mixed settings were studied and analyzed. Based on the results of the study the following

conclusions are drawn:

a) there is a  significant difference between males and females in the use of linguistic

strategies in non-mixed settings,

b) in non-mixed settings there is a significant difference between educated and less

educated interlocutors,

c) in mixed settings there is a significant interaction between gender of the turn

takers and their education level. That is, the more educated interlocutors' use of linguistic

strategies is different from that of less educated ones regardless of their gender, and

d) in mixed settings, only in one linguistic strategy (amount of speech), there is no

significant difference between males and females when they are of the same level of

education. In other words, education is an influential variable in the use of linguistic
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strategies in face- to face communications.

   The results of the study are theoretically and practically significant. Theoretically

speaking, sociolinguists will certainly know that despite the fact that males and females

are significantly different in terms of the use of linguistic strategies, education could be

very influential. Practically speaking, the results of the study could have implications in

different ways especially in education. For instance, in English language classes, English

language teachers should know that the difference between males and females in the use

of linguistic strategies may lead to the difference between male and female learners in the

amount of speech, the number of topics which they may raise in the classroom, and

generally speaking the communication strategies which they apply. Therefore, those

involved in teaching language programs, particularly teachers, should take gender

differences into account while teaching male and female learners.

Suggestions for Further Studies

This study explored gender linked differences in the use of linguistic strategies in face-to-

face- communications. It seems that it could be significant if gender linked differences in

written communications such as letters and e-mails are investigated as well. Also, gender

linked differences in communication strategies used by males and females in different

circumstances, particularly in classrooms, need to be explored.

References:

Colley, A. & Todo, Z. (2003). Gender linked differences in the style and content of E-

mails to friends. Language in Society, 381-391.

Debora, J. and Clarke, S. (1993). Women, men, and interruptions. A critical review. In

Tannen, D. (Ed.) Gender and conversational interaction (pp.231-280). New York and

Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Eckert, P. (1989). The whole woman: Sex and gender differences in variation. Language

and Variation and Change, 1(1), 245-67.

Erickson, B., Lind, A. E., Johnson, B.C., & O 'Barr, W.M. (1978). Speech style and

impression formation in a court setting: the effects of "powerful" and "powerless"

Speech. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 14, 266 279.



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 71

Labov, W. (1967). The social stratification of /r/ in New York City department stores. In

Coupland & Jaworski (Eds.). 1997. Socilolinguistics: a reader. New York: St. Martin’s

Press: 168-177.

Lakoff, R. (1990). Talking power. The politics of language. New York: Basics Books.

Lakoff, R. (1975). Language and women' s place. New York: Harper & Row.

Lakoff, R. (1973). Language and women’s place. Language in Society, 2, 45-80.

Milroy, Lesley. (1997). Observing and analyzing natural language. Oxford: Blackwell.

Mulac. A. (1989). Men’s and women’s talk in same- gender dyads: power or polemics?

Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 8, 249-260.

Mulac, A., & Bradac, J. (1995). Women's style in problem-solving interactions:

Powerless or simply feminine? In P. J. Kalbfleish & M. J. Cody (Eds.). Gender, Power,

and Communication in Human Relationships. (pp. 83-104). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Rosseti, P. (2005). Gender differences in E-mail communication. Retrieved December 20,

2005 from: http://iteslj.org/Articles/Rossetti-GenderDif.html.

Sachs, M.A. (2005). Male female communication styles. Retrieved December 20, 2005

from: http://www. Google.com/sociolinguistics/gender.

Tannen, D. (1984). Conversational style: Analyzing talk among friends. Norwood, NJ:

Ablex.

Tannen, D. (1985). Silence: Anything but perspective on silence. Perspectives on silence.

Tannen, D. and Troike, M. S. (Eds). Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 93-111.

Tannen. D. (1990). You just do not understand: Women and men in conversation. New

York: William Morrow and Company.

Tannen, D. (1994). Talking from 9 to 5; how women’s and men’s conversational styles

affect who gets heard, who gets credit, and who gets done at work. New York NY:

William Morrow and Company, Inc.

Tannen, D. (1995). Gender & discourse. New York NY: Oxford University Press.

Trudgill,P. (1972). The social differentiation of English in Norwich. In Coupland, N. &

A. Jaworskin. (Eds). 1977. Sociolinguistics: a reader. (pp. 179-183). New York: St.

Martin’s Press.

Wardhaugh, R. (1993). An introduction to sociolinguistics. Oxford: Blackw



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 72

The Effects of Two Teaching Methodologies on the Hierarchy
of Difficultyof Restrictive Relative Clauses among

Taiwanese Tenth Graders

Ying-chien Cheng
Lan Yang Institute of Technology, Taiwan

Bio data:
Ying-chien Cheng received her Ed.D. degree from Texas A&M University-Kingsville
with a major in Bilingual Education and her M.A. degree from the University of
Wisconsin-Madison with a specialization in Applied English Linguistics. Recently she
works as a Full-time English Associate Professor at Lan-yang Institute of Technology,
Tou-cheng, Yi-lan, Taiwan. Her research interests include applied linguistics, second
language acquisition, EFL, and bilingual education.

Abstract
The purpose of this study is to investigate the effects of two different grammar teaching
approaches—forms-focused instruction vs. the integration of forms-focused instruction
and communicative language teaching—on the learning of English restrictive relative
clause construction by one hundred and fifty tenth graders, studying in a private boarding
high school in the northeast area of Taiwan. A six-week ‘quasi-experimental’ design and
three kinds of grammar tests (a grammaticality completion test, a sentence combining
test, and a sentence rearrangement test) were employed in the course of the investigation.
The Statistical Package for the Social Science (version 12.0) was used to analyze the
quantitative data (significance level was set at .05).
   The major findings of this study are as follows. First, the results of the gains from the
pre- to the post-test have shown that the syntactic hierarchy of difficulty was OO, SS,
followed by SO, and OS, which were consistent with Sheldon’s (1974) Parallel Function
Hypothesis (henceforth PFH). Second, research results have indicated no change in the
hierarchy of difficulty for students in the experimental group from the pre- to the post-
test. The hierarchy of difficulty for the experimental group from easiest to most difficult
was OO, SS, SO, and OS. On the post-test, the hierarchy of difficulty for the control
group was OO, SS, OS, and SO. OO and SS are the two less marked structures for the
two groups of students. The results have also corroborated Sheldon’s (1974) PFH. Based
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on the findings of this study, several pedagogical implications and recommendations for
future study are discussed.

Keywords: forms-focused instruction, communicative language teaching, English
restrictive relative clause construction, quasi-experimental design, the syntactic hierarchy
of difficult

 Introduction

Since the middle of the last century the teaching of the English language has gone

through multiple methodological transitions, from grammar translation to the direct

method, to the audio-lingual approach, to the cognitive code approach, and to the

communicative approach (Richards & Rodgers, 2002). Grammar instruction was central

to foreign language teaching for centuries until the advance of communicative language

approaches (Celce-Murcia, 1991). It is the communicative language approach that has

resulted in large-scale transformations in English teaching methodology. However,

research results from the 1980’s to the present indicate that communication alone is

inadequate to satisfy the needs and goals of language learners because it is primarily

meaning-focused rather than form-focused (Higgs & Clifford; 1982; Long, 1983; Pica,

1996; Richards, 1985; Swain, 1998). Therefore, one of the most challenging tasks for

English teaching methodology is to draw learners’ attention to written forms that encode

the meanings of messages. The integration of traditional grammar-based instruction

strategies with a communicative curriculum can play an important role in language

learning (Celce-Murcia, 1991; Doughty & Williams, 1998; Fotos, 1998; Lightbown &

Spada, 1990; Long & Robinson, 1998; Muranoi, 2000; Pica, 1996).

   As already mentioned, the grammar approach in ESL/EFL has shifted from focusing on

grammatical forms to the incorporation explicit grammar instruction into communicative

lessons (Doughty & Williams, 1998; Fotos, 1998; Long, 1991; Long & Robinson, 1998).

Research in second language teaching has switched the emphasis from traditional

teacher-centered grammar instruction to more learner-centered communicative language

use within traditional grammar-based instruction. Research on the effects of integrating
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traditional grammar-based instruction with Communicative Language Teaching has been

scarce, however (Chang, 2002; Huang, 2004). For instance, by now no study has

explored the issue as to how the integration of forms-focused instruction with

communicative language teaching might affect Taiwanese senior high school students’

learning of complex grammatical structures (Chang, 2002; Huang, 2004). Therefore, the

present study aims to investigate the following research questions and null hypotheses:

1. What syntactic hierarchy of difficulty can be established among the four types of

relative clauses, namely, OS, OO, SS, and SO? Regarding these abbreviations it

should be mentioned that the first letter (S or O) refers to the grammatical role of the

main clause NP to which the relative clause is attached, while the second letter (again

S or O) refers to the grammatical role played by the relative pronoun within the

relative clause.

2. Is there a difference in the hierarchy of difficulty for the four types of relative clauses?

Is this difference, provided that it exists, related to the type of instruction provided?

Hypothesis One: There is no statistically significant difference in the gains from the pre-

to the post-test among the four types of relative clauses (OS, OO, SS, and SO) for

Taiwanese tenth graders.

Hypothesis Two: There is no statistically significant difference in the hierarchy of

difficulty for the four types of relative clauses on the pre- and post-tests for either

the experimental or the control groups.

Literature Review

The role of grammar instruction, as opposed to the meaning-focused activity in the

English language classroom, has long been a controversial issue. However, some research

works have shown the positive effects of combining the structural forms-focused

instruction and communicative language teaching (Allen, Swain, Harley & Cummins,

1990; Chang, 2002; Huang, 2004; Montgomery & Einsenstein, 1985). The combination

of the two methodologies draws the learners’ attention to the relationship between the

communicative need and the linguistic feature which satisfies that demand (Doughty &

Williams, 1998). Long (1991) indicates that teaching solely grammatical forms usually
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fails to help learners develop the ability to use those forms to communicate effectively.

He also suggests that neglecting grammatical instruction for the purpose of teaching

purely communicative content was as inadequate as grammar instruction alone. Rather,

Long recommends a syllabus that he calls “focus on form,” which integrates instruction

of grammar forms in context with communicative language instruction. Robinson (1996)

and Doughty & Williams (1998) also advocate the combination of communicative

language learning with grammar instruction. The integration of the traditional structural

form-focused instruction and Communicative Language Teaching  is worthy of

recommendation, and Thus the theoretical background of the present study is based on

the grammar-integrated communicative approach.

   A relative clause, according to MacLeish (1971), is “a clause subordinate to the main

clause with which it occurs and to which it is connected by a relative word such as that,

which, what, who, whom” (p. 106). Azar (2002) indicated that there are two types of

relative clause: restrictive clauses that are not set off by punctuation markers and non-

restrictive clauses that are set off by punctuation markers. As to the complexity of

relative clauses, they are syntactic structures which L2 learners acquire relatively late

(Doughty, 1991). Schachter (1974) stated that Chinese and Japanese speakers tend to

avoid using the relative clause construction in writing – this is attributed to the fact that

relative clause construction is a complex and difficult structure for Chinese and Japanese

speakers, who are accustomed to placing the relative clause in a different position within

the sentence in their respective languages. “Chinese and Japanese students have

prenominal relative clauses in their native languages and must learn to switch relative

clauses to a postnominal position in the process of learning English” (Schachter, 1974, p.

210). Sadighi (1994) investigated the comprehension of English restrictive relative

clauses among Chinese, Japanese, and Korean native speakers learning English in the

United States. Their native languages employ pre-nominal relative clause formation

strategy in contrast to the post-nominal relative clause positioning used in English.

Sadighi concluded that three universal linguistic factors—“Interruption”, “Word Order

Rearrangement”, and “Parallel Function” play a significant role in the acquisition of the

English restrictive relative clause construction. The universal principle of syntactic

structures is markedness, and it dominates the learning process of English restrictive
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relative clauses, irrespective of the learners’ diverse language backgrounds (Sadighi,

1994).

English Relative Clauses: A Hierarchy of Difficulty

According to Ioup and Kruse (1977), Schumann (1980), Flynn (1989), Doughty (1991),

Kubota (1993), and Chen (2004), English relative clauses can be divided into two parts

(the main clause and the embedded relative clause) and occur in four kinds of sentences

(SS, SO, OS, OO). Chen states “the first letter (S or O) refers to the grammatical role of

the main clause NP to which the relative clause is attached. The second letter (again S or

O) refers to the grammatical role played by the relative pronoun with[in] the relative

clause” (p. 31). For instance, one can consider the sentence “The tall man who is wearing

glasses is my brother.” – in this SS sentence “the tall man” is the subject of the main

clause, and “who” represents the subject of the relative clause. Another example is the

following sentence: “The man whom I called ___ gave me some information.” In this SO

sentence, “the man” is the subject of the main clause, and the gap within the relative

clause represents the object of “called.” A third example of this structure is the following

sentence: “I know the lady who works for the bank.” In this OS sentence, “the lady” is

the object of “know” within the main clause, and “who” represents the subject of the

relative clause. As a final example let us cite “I do not like the movie which I saw ___

last night.” In this OO sentence, “the movie” is the object of “like” within the main

clause, and the gap within the relative

clause represents the object of “saw.”

   The second hypothesis, Perceptual Difficulty Hypothesis (henceforth PDH), was

proposed by Kuno (1974). He postulated that center embedding, which interrupts visual

processing, would pose greater difficulty than right and left embedding, which

complements the short-term memory system (Izumi, 2003). Therefore, based on the

PDH, “sentences with RCs embedded in the matrix subject position are more difficult

than sentences with RCs embedded in the matrix object position” (Izumi, 2003, p. 289).

This implies that OS and OO types are thus easier for learners to acquire than SS and SO

types (Doughty, 1991; Ioup & Kruse, 1977; Schumann, 1980).
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   The third hypothesis, put forth by Hamilton (1994), is the SO Hierarchy Hypothesis.

This hypothesis, according to Izumi (2003), is based on an idea of processing

discontinuity that is an amalgamation of the NPAH (Noun Phrase Accessibility

Hierarchy) and the PDH. Hamilton predicted the order of difficulty in relative clause as

follows: OS> OO> SS > SO, with OS being the least difficult to acquire and SO being

the most difficult to acquire.

   The fourth and final hypothesis is the PFH advanced by Sheldon (1974), who studied

the relationship between the acquisition order of the relative clauses and the functions of

the head noun in the main clause and that of the relative pronoun in the relative clause.

Her hypothesis leads to the conclusion that relative clauses are easier to produce if the

functions of the head noun and the relative pronoun coincide. In other words, SS and OO

should be less difficult, and SO and OS more difficult (Doughty, 1991; Ioup & Kruse,

1977; Schumann, 1980). In sum, the four hypotheses demonstrate areas of agreement and

disagreement, suggesting that the question remains open to further investigation. To

recapitulate, the four hypotheses of the acquisition order of relative clauses are

summarized as follows:

Hypotheses                Acquired First              Acquired Later

Kuno (1974) OS & OO > SS & SO

Sheldon (1974) SS & OO > SO & OS

Keenan and Comrie (1977) SS & OS > SO & OO

Hamilton (1994) OS & OO > SS & SO

Method

Research participants

The 150 subjects in this study—88 boys and 62 girls—were Taiwanese freshman senior

high school students from four tenth-grade classes at Huey-Deng High School, a private

boarding school, located in Yuan Shan Shieng, I-lan, Taiwan. All of the subjects were

EFL students who studied English as a required subject since their seventh grade year,

and did not did not participate at the General English Proficiency Test by the time of the

present research. It should be noted that the subjects were selected by convenience
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sampling, a research subject selection process based on easy availability and

accessibility.

Research design, instrumentation, and data-collection procedures

The present study employs a quasi-experimental design with the aim of comparing the

effect of two teaching approaches on the learning/acquisition of the relative clause

construction. The aforementioned two approaches are (1) the integration of forms-

focused instruction and communicative language teaching and (2) forms-focused

instruction through teacher-fronted lesson only.

   Data for the present study was collected with the means of three types of grammar tests

developed by the author, namely, a grammaticality completion test, a sentence

rearrangement test, and a sentence combining test (see Appendix B). The three types of

grammar tests were modified from the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) of the

elementary level.

   Prior to the instructional phase of the study an individual background information

questionnaire was employed to investigate the participants’ English learning background

(see Appendix A). Their responses gave the author an insight into the participants’

proficiency, and so exceptional students who passed the GEPT at the elementary level

could be eliminated. It should be mentioned that these exceptional students had practiced

similar test questions before. The author selected four intact classes of first-year senior

high school students of the same school as subjects and divided the four classes of

students into two groups.

   Following the pre-test, the author tested two different teaching approaches on the two

groups: (a) the integration of forms-focused instruction and communicative language

teaching on the experimental group, and the forms-focused instruction through teacher-

fronted lessons on the control group. Over six successive weeks classes met twice a

week, for one hour and forty minutes each session. The four classes met two days a week

individually for a fifty-minute lesson on each occasion. Throughout the instructional

period the author used the same materials to teach the explicit forms-focused instruction

but employed different teaching approaches and activities for the two treatment groups.
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   The author used four kinds of activities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) to

teach English grammar to students of the experimental group, but only focused on

students’ reading and writing ability in the control group. Students in the experimental

group were encouraged to recognize and produce English relative clause structures in

such meaningful contexts as real life situations through role-playing activities, paired or

group discussions, communicative activities, teacher-student interactive output practice

activities, and contextualized reading. Students in the control group did not participate in

such grammar-integrating activities. Grammar rules were also explained clearly in the

instruction, but without any further reinforcement through interactive activities.

   The classroom materials used in this study were based on the following books:

Fundamentals of English grammar (Azar, 2003), Understanding and using English

grammar (Azar, 2002), Grammar dimensions: Form, meaning, and use, book 3 (Larsen-

Freeman, & Thewlis, 1997), The immigrant experience (Johnson & Young, 1987), Fun

with grammar: Communicative activities for the Azar grammar series (Woodward,

2002), and Grammar in context book 3 (Elbaum, 1996). The author utilized two different

teaching approaches for two groups, which received the same amount of instructional

hours on the same content. Therefore, the Hawthorne effect of special attention leading to

better performance could be avoided (Gillespite, 1991).

   Immediately after six weeks of instruction in the target structure the author

administered a post-test to both instructional groups with the purpose of assessing the

effects of the two different teaching approaches. The immediate post-test was composed by

the same questions as those in the pre-test, but in a different order. All of the participants in both

treatment groups completed the post-test using the same procedure as in the pre-test.

    As for the test tools, both the pre-test and the post-test consisted of three types of

format for testing grammar comprehension and grammar production. The grammaticality

completion test aimed to examine the participants’ grammatical knowledge of English

relative clause constructions (see Appendix B). The sentence rearrangement test was a

controlled production test that aimed to examine the participants’ grammatical production

of English relative clause constructions (see Appendix B). In addition, the sentence

combining test was designed to elicit participants’ written production of English relative

clause constructions (see Appendix B). In the pre- and post-tests, the author used the
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same question items in all the three types of format but reversed the orders of both

question items and responses.

   In order to determine the reliability of the pre-test and the post-test, the author asked

thirty first-year senior high school students (from other schools) as the pilot participants

to take both tests before carrying out the instructional experiment. These students had

received three years of formal English instruction and were of the same age as the

participants who were the subjects.

   The content validity of the pre-test and the post-test was examined. A clear Chinese

explanation with examples was offered before administering the three grammar tests in

order to ensure that the participants fully understood the directions. In addition, when

designing the three formats the author carefully read the textbooks, as well as the exams,

used by the participants in class in order to understand the level of the participants’

English proficiency. Furthermore, three question formats—the grammaticality

completion test, sentence rearrangement test and sentence combining test—were

developed, relying on the questions of the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT,

elementary level) and the items from a variety of textbooks and websites published by

LTTC. After the thirty students completed the pre- and the post-tests, the researcher

conducted an interview with each of them asking their opinions about the clarity of the

written instructions, as well as the adequacy of the time allotted. The results of the

interview were used as a criterion to modify and revise the three grammar tests.

Scoring procedures

In the pre- and post- tests, there were a total of forty-five questions. For the three

grammar tests, each correct answer was worth one point in the scoring. The participants

got a score of zero if they chose the wrong answer or failed to combine and rearrange

sentences in the correct order. The total possible score for the grammaticality completion

task was 25 points. The total score for both the sentence rearrangement and the sentence

combining tests was 20 points.

Data analysis

Quantitative analyses (both descriptive and inferential statistics such as one-way

ANOVA and Bonferroni adjustment) were employed to obtain and present the data for
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this study. The quantitative data were analyzed through the Statistical Packages for the

Social Sciences (version 12.0). The significance level was set at p<.05 for all statistical

analyses. However, if the statistical significance level reached the level of p<.01, it was

reported.

1. Descriptive statistics such as means and standard deviations were calculated to

compare the differences of pre- and post-test performances on four kinds of relative

clauses between both experimental and control groups.

2. The one-way “repeated-measures analysis of variance” (henceforth ANOVA) was

computed to compare the statistically significant differences regarding the percentages

of correct answers among four types of restrictive relative clauses. Multiple

comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) were conducted to discover if there were any

significant differences in the proportion of correct answers for each pairing (such as OS-

OO, SO-SS, and OO-SS structure).

Results

As it was already mentioned, the present study aims to explore the results of two

grammar approaches to the teaching of English restrictive relative clauses to Taiwanese

tenth graders. Both descriptive and inferential statistics are used to describe the results.

   Table 1 below displays the percentage of correct answers to the four kinds of relative clauses in

both he pre- and post-tests. In the pre-test the mean percentages of correct answers

among OS, OO, SS, and SO were 24.67%, 29.56%, 30.00%, and 24.57%, respectively. In

the post-test, the mean percentages of correct answers among OS, OO, SS, and SO were

52.86%, 70.07%, 61.33%, and 52.95% respectively.

Table 1. Percentage of Correct Answers to the Four Kinds of Relative Clauses on Pre-

and Post- Tests (N=150).

Relative Clause Type
Pre-Test

Mean            SD

           Post-Test

     Mean        SD

OS 24.67% 19.58% 52.86% 20.05%
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OO 29.56% 23.63% 70.07% 23.52%

SS 30.00% 23.04% 61.33% 21.17%

SO 24.57% 16.23% 52.95% 24.58%

   The gains from the pre- to post-test among the four types of relative clauses (OS, OO,

SS, and SO) are presented in Table 2 below. The increases in proportion of correct

answers among OS, OO, SS and SO were 0.282, 0.405, 0.313, and 0.284, respectively.

OO showed the greatest gains, which meant this form was the easiest. OS showed the

smallest gains, which meant this form was the most difficult. Based on the gains from the

pre- to the post-test, the hierarchy of difficulty among the four types of relative clauses

was OO, SS, SO, and OS.

Table 2. Estimated Increase in Proportion of Correct Answers Among Four Types of

Relative Clauses.

Relative
Clause Type Mean Standard Error

95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound     Upper Bound

OS 0.282 0.020 0.243 0.321

OO 0.405 0.020 0.366 0.444

SS 0.313 0.020 0.274 0.353

SO 0.284 0.019 0.246 0.322

Summarizing the results of the gains from the pre- to the post-test among the four types

of relative clauses (OS, OO, SS, and SO), OO and SS were less difficult than SO and OS.

These findings correspond to Sheldon’s (1974) PFH, which views the relationship

between the grammatical function of the head noun in the main clause and that of the
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coreferential relative pronoun in the relative clause as pivotal in the students’ language

acquisition. If coreferential NPs perform the same grammatical functions in their

respective clauses, then the entire sentence is more easily processed than one in which the

coreferential NPs perform different grammatical functions (Sheldon, 1974). In addition, a

part of Kuno’s (1974) PDH was also supported in that the results of this study confirm

that clauses embedded into the right position pose less difficulty. In other words,

sentences with relative clauses embedded into the matrix object position are less difficult

than others. OO was the sentence type that posed less difficulty to students.

   In order to determine whether there were statistically significant differences in the gains

from the pre-test to the post-test results among the four types of relative clauses (OS, OO,

SS, and SO) for Taiwanese tenth graders, both one-way ANOVA and multiple

comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) were conducted. Table 3 below shows that in the

post-test the F value was 11.500 and the significance level approached 0.000. The

significance level was set at p < .05 for all statistical analyses and the null hypotheses

were rejected at p < .05 level. Therefore, one-way ANOVA results revealed a statistically

significant difference among the increase in proportion of correct answers to the four

types of relative clauses in the post-test.

Table 3. One-Way ANOVA Results Regarding the Increase in Proportion of Correct

Answers to the Four Types of Relative Clauses.

Sources of Variance SS df MS F Sig.

Within Groups
Kinds 1.509 3 0.503 11.500 0.000*

*

Error 19.547 447 0.044

*p-value < 0.05 **p-value < 0.01
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   In addition, the results of multiple comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) indicated that

statistically significant differences existed between OS and OO, OO and SS, and OO and

SO, as shown by Table 4 below. The proportion of correct answers in OO was

significantly higher than that in OS, SS, and SO. As to the increase in proportion of

correct answers among OS, SS, and SO, there were no statistically significant differences.

Only OO showed statistically significant differences in the gains from the pre- to the

post-test. The null hypothesis, which states that there are no statistically significant

differences in the gains from the pre- to the post-test among the four types of relative

clauses (OS, OO, SS, and SO), was partially rejected. Statistically significant differences

in the gains from the pre- to the post-test were found to exist among OO, but not among

OS, SS, and SO.

Table 4. Multiple Comparisons (Bonferroni Adjustment) of Restrictive Relative Clause

Pairs.

Comparison Mean
Difference Sig. 95% Lower 95% Upper

OS-OO -0.123  0.000** -0.190 -0.056

OS-SS -0.031 1.000 -0.098 0.035

OS-SO -0.002 1.000 -0.069 0.066

OO-SS 0.092  0.000** 0.032 0.152

OO-SO 0.121 0.000** 0.060 0.183

SS-SO 0.030 1.000 -0.034 0.093

*p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01
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Results and Discussion of Research Question 2 and Null Hypothesis 2

As was previously mentioned, the second Research Question of this study was the

following: What are the differences in the hierarchy of difficulty for the four types of

relative clauses? Are these differences related to the type of instruction provided?

   Null Hypothesis Two was: There are no statistically significant differences in the

hierarchy of difficulty for the four types of relative clauses on the pre- and post-tests for

either the experimental or control groups.

   Table 5 reveals one-way ANOVA results regarding the proportion of correct answers to

the four types of relative clauses on the pre-test. The interaction between different groups

and kinds of pre-test reached statistical significance, namely, 0.019 (P<.05), which means

that significant differences were found to exist among the proportion of correct answers

to the four types of relative clauses on the pre-test for different groups. Therefore, it is

necessary to separate students in the experimental group from those in the control group

in order to discuss the results of the pre-test.

Table 5. One-Way ANOVA Results Regarding Proportion of Correct Answers to the

Four Types of Relative Clauses on the Pre-Tes.t

Sources of
Variance SS df MS F Sig.

Between
Groups
Groups 1.244 1 1.244 13.774 0.000**

Error

Within Groups

13.370 148 0.090

Kinds of Pre-
Test 0.390 3 0.130 5.250 0.001**

Groups X Kinds
of Pre-Test 0.249 3 0.083 3.349 0.019*

Error 10.995 444 0.025

* p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01
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Table 6 below displays the estimated proportion of correct answers to the four types of

relative clauses (in the pre-test for the experimental group). The mean proportions of

correct answers among OS, OO, SS, and SO were 0.260, 0.364, 0.347, and 0.295,

respectively. Based on the pre-test, the hierarchy of difficulty among the four types of

relative clauses for the experimental group was OO, SS, SO, and OS.

Table 6. Estimated Proportion of Correct Answers Among Four Types of Relative

Clauses on the Pre-Test for the Experimental Group

Relative
Clause Type

Mean Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval
 Lower Bound     Upper Bound

OS 0.260 0.021 0.217 0.302

OO 0.364 0.029 0.306 0.421

SS 0.347 0.028 0.292 0.402

SO 0.295 0.019 0.258 0.332

   As to whether there are statistically significant differences in the pre-test among the

four types of relative clauses for the experimental group, the results of multiple

comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) indicate that statistically significant differences

were found to exist between OS and OO, and OS and SS; see Table 7 below. The

proportion of correct answers in both OO and SS is significantly higher than that in OS.

OO and SS are significantly less marked than OS, which corroborates Sheldon’s (1974)

PFH.
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Table 7. Multiple Comparisons (Bonferroni Adjustment) of Restrictive Relative Clause

Pairs, Pre-Test/Experimental Group

Comparison

Mean

Difference  Sig. 95% Lower 95% Upper

OS-OO -0.104    0.006** -0.186 -0.022

OS-SS -0.087    0.016** -0.163 -0.011

OS-SO -0.035   0.899 -0.101 0.030

OO-SS  0.017   1.000 -0.055 0.089

OO-SO  0.069    0.051 0.000 0.138

SS-SO  0.052    0.344 -0.021 0.125

*p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01

   As for the control group, Table 8 summarizes the estimated proportion of correct

answers among the four types of relative clauses in the pre-test. The mean proportions of

correct answers among OS, OO, SS, and SO were 0.233, 0.224, 0.250, and 0.194,

respectively. Based on the pre-test, the hierarchy of difficulty among the four types of

relative clauses for the control group was SS, OS, OO, and SO.

Table 8. Estimated Proportion of Correct Answers Among Four Types of Relative

Clauses on the Pre-Test for the Control Group.

Relative

Clause Type

Mean Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound     Upper Bound
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OS 0.233 0.024 0.185 0.281

OO 0.224 0.023 0.178 0.269

SS 0.250 0.024 0.202 0.299

SO 0.194 0.017 0.160 0.227

   As to whether there are statistically significant differences on the pre-test among the

four types of relative clauses for the control group, the results of multiple comparisons

(Bonferroni adjustment) demonstrate that there are no statistically significant differences,

see Table 9. No statistically significant differences were found to exist between OS and

OO; OS and SS; OS and SO; OO and SS; OO and SO; and SS and SO.

Table 9. Multiple Comparisons (Bonferroni Adjustment) of Restrictive Relative Clause

Pairs, Pre-Test/Control. Group

Comparison

Mean

Difference

Sig. 95% Lower 95% Upper

OS-OO 0.009 1.000 -0.067 0.085

OS-SS -0.018 1.000 -0.083 0.048

OS-SO 0.039 0.836 -0.032 0.110

OO-SS -0.027 1.000 -0.086 0.032
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OO-SO 0.030 0.958 -0.027 0.087

SS-SO 0.057 0.103 -0.006 0.120

*p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01

   Table 10 shows one-way ANOVA results regarding proportion of correct answers to

the four types of relative clauses in the post-test. The interaction between different groups

and kinds of post-test reached statistical significance (0.042), which means that there

were statistically significant differences in the proportion of correct answers to the four

types of relative clauses in the post-test between the experimental and the control groups.

Therefore, it is necessary to differentiate students in the experimental group from those in

the control group when discussing the results of the post-test.

Table 10. One-Way ANOVA Results Regarding Proportion of Correct Answers to the

Four Types of Relative Clauses on the Post-Test.

Sources of

Variance
SS df MS F Sig.

Between Groups

Groups 2.280 1 2.280 20.069  0.000**

Error

Within Groups

16.813 148 0.114

Kinds of Post-

Test
3.021 3 1.007 42.094

0

.000**

Groups X Kinds

of Post-Test
0.197 3 0.066 2.751 0.042*
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Error 10.623 444 0.024

* p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01

     As shown by Table 11 below, the mean proportions of correct answers among OS,

OO, SS, and SO were 0.586, 0.779, 0.646, and 0.601, respectively. There was no change

in the hierarchy of difficulty for students in the experimental group from the pre-test to

the post-test. In the post-test, the hierarchy of difficulty among the four types of relative

clauses for the experimental group was OO, SS, SO, and OS.  OO and SS remained the

two less marked structures and the hierarchy of difficulty for OO and SS remained

unaltered.

   As to whether there are statistically significant differences among the four pairs, the

results of multiple comparisons (Bonferroni adjustment) show that statistically significant

differences were found to exist between OS and OO; OO and SS; and OO and SO; see

Table 12 below. The proportion of correct answers in OO was significantly higher than

that of OS, SS, and SO. In the post-test, OO was significantly less marked compared with

OS, SO, and SS for students in the experimental group but there were no statistically

significant differences in the proportion of correct answers among OS, SO, and SS.

Table 11.  Estimated Proportion of Correct Answers Among Four Types of Relative

Clauses on the Post-Test for the Experimental Group.

Relative
Clause
Type

Mean Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound     Upper Bound

OS 0.586 0.021 0.545 0.628

OO 0.779 0.023 0.734 0.824

SS 0.646 0.021 0.603 0.688
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SO 0.601 0.026 0.550 0.652

Table 12. Multiple Comparisons (Bonferroni Adjustment) of Restrictive Relative Clause

Pairs, Post-Test/Experimental Group.

Comparison Mean
Difference Sig. 95% Lower 95% Upper

OS-OO -0.193     0.000 ** -0.258 -0.128

OS-SS -0.059   0.093 -0.124 0.006

OS-SO -0.015  1.000 -0.085 0.055

OO-SS 0.134  0.000** 0.065 0.202

OO-SO 0.178  0.000** 0.118 0.238

SS-SO 0.045 0.392 -0.020 0.109

*p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01

   As for the control group, Table 13 indicates that the mean proportions of correct

answers among OS, OO, SS, and SO were 0.468, 0.618, 0.579, and 0.454, respectively.

In the post-test the hierarchy of difficulty among the four types of relative clauses for the

control group was OO, SS, OS, and SO, which differs from that in the pre-test (SS, OS,

OO, and SO). It should be noted that in the post-test OO and SS were less marked in the

case of both experimental and control groups. The results were again consistent with

Sheldon’s (1974) PFH, which claimed that the sentences in which noun phrases have the

same grammatical function (OO and SS types) are much easier to comprehend.
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Table 13. Estimated Proportion of Correct Answers Among Four Types of Relative

Clauses on the Post-Test for the Control Group.

Relative

Clause Type

         Mean Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound    Upper Bound

OS 0.468 0.024 0.420 0.515

OO 0.618 0.029 0.561 0.675

SS 0.579 0.027 0.525 0.633

SO 0.454 0.029 0.397 0.511

   As to whether there are statistically significant differences in the post-test among the

four types of relative clauses for the control group, the results of multiple comparisons

(Bonferroni adjustment) reveal that statistically significant differences were found to

exist between OS and OO; OS and SS; OO and SO; and SS and SO; see Table 14 below.

The proportion of correct responses to OO was significantly higher than that of OS and

SO. In the post-test, OO was easier than OS and SO. The proportion of SS was

significantly higher than that of OS and SO. In the post-test, SS was easier than OS and

SO. No statistically significant differences were found between OO and SS or OS and

SO. For students in the control group, on the post-test OS and SO are more difficult than

OO and SS.

Table 14.  Multiple Comparisons (Bonferroni Adjustment) of Restrictive Relative Clause

Pairs, Post-Test/Control Group.

Comparison Mean Sig. 95% Lower 95% Upper
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Difference

OS-OO -0.150 0.000** -0.213 -0.088

OS-SS -0.112 0.000** -0.180 -0.043

OS-SO -0.014 1.000 -0.058 0.086

OO-SS 0.039 0.799 -0.030 0.108

OO-SO 0.164 0.000** 0.090 0.238

SS-SO 0.125 0.001** 0.043 0.207

*p-value < 0.05 ** p-value < 0.01

   Summarizing the results of the above tables, the null hypothesis stating that there are no

statistically significant differences in the hierarchy of difficulty for the four types of

relative clauses in the pre- and post-tests for either the experimental or control groups

was rejected. Statistically significant differences in syntactic hierarchy of difficulty were

found to exist among the four types of relative clauses (OS, OO, SS, and SO) in the pre-

and post-tests for both the experimental and the control groups.

Conclusion

To answer the First Research Question pertaining to the syntactic hierarchy of difficulty

among the four types of relative clauses (OS, OO, SS, and SO), among the results of the

gains from the pre-test and the post-test OO has resulted the greatest gains and OS has

resulted the smallest gains. The syntactic hierarchy of difficulty was OO, SS, SO, and

OS. The results are consistent with Sheldon’s (1974) PFH, which states that the sentences

easier to comprehend are those in which the head noun in the main clause has the same

grammatical function as the coreferential relative pronoun in the relative clause.   
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    As to the First Null Hypothesis, the results of one-way ANOVA and multiple

comparisons indicate that statistically significant differences in the gains from the pre-test

and the post-test were found to exist among OO, but not among OS, SS, and SO.

Therefore, the First Null Hypothesis, stating that there are no statistically significant

differences in the gains from the pre- and post-test among the four types of relative

clauses for Taiwanese tenth graders, has been partially rejected.

   In response to Research Question Two concerning the comparison of the hierarchy of

difficulty for the four types of relative clauses based on different instructional

methodologies, the results indicate that on the pre-test, the hierarchy of difficulty for the

experimental group from easiest to most difficult was OO, SS, SO, and OS. For the

control group, the hierarchy of difficulty was SS, OS, OO, and SO. In the post-test, the

hierarchy of difficulty for the experimental group was OO, SS, SO, and OS, and the

hierarchy of difficulty for the control group was OO, SS, OS, and SO. Research results

indicate no change in the hierarchy of difficulty for students in the experimental group in

the pre-test and the post-test. The results have repeatedly corroborated Sheldon’s (1974)

PFH, which proposed that OO and SS types are less marked than OS and SO types.

   With regard to the Second Null Hypothesis, the results of multiple comparisons

manifested statistically significant differences in the pre-test among the four types of

relative clauses for the experimental group and in the post-test for both experimental and

control groups. In the pre-test, the proportion of correct answers in OO and SS were

significantly higher than that in OS for the experimental group, but no statistically

significant differences were found in the proportion of correct answers to the four types

of relative clauses for the control group. In the post-test, the proportion of correct answers

in OO was significantly higher than that of OS, SS, and SO for the experimental group.

For the control group, statistically significant differences were found to exist between OS

and OO, OS and SS, OO and SO, and SS and SO respectively. Therefore, the Second

Null Hypothesis, which states that there are no statistically significant differences in the

hierarchy of difficulty for the four types of relative clauses on the pre- and post-tests for

either the experimental or control groups, has been rejected.
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Pedagogical Implications of the Study

The pedagogical implications of the study, which are based on the findings of the

research, are as follows:

1. A balance between form and function should be integral to curricular design and it

should be implemented in classroom instruction. The results of this study have shown

that students in the experimental group significantly outperformed those in the control

group regarding the proportion of correct answers to grammaticality completion,

sentence rearrangement, and sentence combining tasks of the post-test. Therefore, the

integration of forms-focused instruction with communicative language teaching can

achieve better learning results than the traditional forms-focused instruction, the

dominant instructional approach in English classes of Taiwanese high schools. English

teachers in Taiwan may consider integrating communicative activities into grammar

teaching to facilitate students’ comprehension and production of target structure.

2. A variety of communicative activities should be introduced to students as soon as they

begin their English instruction so as to stress the importance of the development of all

four language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing). Textbook design has to

include more communicative activities, which are related to real-life situations and

complementary to the explicit form-based focus. This would facilitate teachers’

integration of communicative language teaching with forms-focused instruction while

following a textbook sequence. This was also Millard’s view (2000) when he

suggested the necessity of textbooks that simultaneously teach metalinguistic

strategies and maintain a communicative focus.

3. Teaching more marked structures would be advantageous to students’ learning.

The results of this study have shown that the syntactic hierarchy of difficulty

was OO, SS, followed by SO, and OS. Eckman, Bell, and Nelson (1988)

indicate that learners obtain maximal generalization from the acquisition of a

more marked structure than from that of a less marked structure. Therefore,

teachers may need to focus on more marked structures to facilitate students’

learning. This could be achieved through spending more time on oral and

written practice activities, and by giving more instructions that would allow

students to compare and contrast linguistic structures and explore the reasons
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for their differences, in order to associate the different constructions with each

other.

Further Implications

Based on the conclusions and within the limitations of the study, let us present some

recommendations for future investigations into the effects of the integration of forms-

focused instruction with communicative language teaching.

1. A stratified random sampling of the student population would make the present

research concept a genuine experiment rather than a quasi-experiment. Due to practical

and school administrative restrictions, the students who participated in this experiment

were from four intact classes. In order to get further insights into the effectiveness of

integrating forms-focused instruction with communicative language teaching, one

should consider randomly assigning students into experimental and control groups.

2. A wider range of student ability groups, public and private institutions, and

locations throughout Taiwan would be helpful in formulating generalizations

applicable to the national curriculum. This study could be replicated in other

geographic regions with different groups. The wider scope would be more

informative and nationally applicable.

3. This study focused on only one structure—restrictive relative clauses—and on

one age group in an average private boarding school. Additional studies should

be conducted to investigate other English grammar structures, the performance

of other student age groups (such as junior high school or college students), and

the attitudes or preferences of the students toward grammar pedagogies.

4. Tests of other language proficiency skills (for example, spontaneous production

tests) should be studied. This study only examined the effects of teaching

grammar knowledge, and the results are based on the participants’ performance

on paper-and-pencil tests. Future research could focus on the potential effects of

teaching productive comprehension, such as speaking and writing proficiency.

5. A delayed post-test would be useful in examining the retention effect of different types

of grammar pedagogies. A delayed post-test is highly recommended in order to see
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which type of grammar instruction helps the learners developing long-term memory of

grammar knowledge.
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Appendix A

An Individual Background Information Questionnaire

** Please answer each question as honestly as possible.

1. Gender: Male _____________ Female_______________
2. Age: _________________
3. Name: _________________ Class ____________ Student ID______________
4. How many years of English instruction have you received?
3 years ___________  4 years ____________  5 years ___________
6 years __________ 7 years ___________ 8 years __________ more than 8 years

___________
5. What are your grades on the two monthly exams this semester?
 The grade on the first monthly exam ___________________
The grade on the second monthly exam __________________

6. Have you taken the GEPT (General English Proficiency Test) before?
Yes _________  No __________

7. If yes, at what grade level did you take the GEPT?
  elementary _________ intermediate __________ high intermediate ___________
8. Did you pass or fail the GEPT?
pass ___________  fail ___________

Appendix B

Grammaticality Completion Task

Choose the best answer and write a, b, c, or d to the left of the question.

(     ) 1. Two of the textbooks ___________ Peter had lost at the department store were

turned in to the main desk at his dormitory.

a) whose  b) which  c) what  d) who

(     ) 2. Do you know the girl _________ Peter spoke the other day?

         a) to who  b) of that   c) of which  d) of whom

(     ) 3. a) This is the house she lives.  b) This is the house where she lives in.

c) This is the house which she lives in it.  d) This is the house she lives in.

(     ) 4. Andy was the only American __________ I saw at the meeting.

         a) when  b) what  c) that  d) whose

(     ) 5. In his free time, John likes to read books _________________.
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         a) which interests him.  b) which he interests in.  c) which he is interested.  d) which

he is interesting.

 (     ) 6. This is the hospital __________ the writer was born.

          a) who  b) in that  c) in which  d) which

(     ) 7. Yesterday I ran into an old friend __________ I hadn’t seen for years.

         a) whom  b) which  c) who  d) what  e) whose

(     ) 8. Finally Mike found the very model __________ he wanted.

         a) whose   b) that  c) whom  d) which

(     ) 9. The number __________ comes between twenty five and twenty seven is twenty

six.

a) which  b) whom  c) what   d) who

(     ) 10. A man should not be judged by _________ he looks like.

         a) that   b) whose  c) what  d) which

(     ) 11. __________ need more information should go to the library.

a) Who  b) Those who  c) Those whom  d) That which

(     ) 12. All _________ is a continuous supply of food and money.

          a) that is needed  b) what is needed  c) the thing needed  d) who is needed

(     ) 13. I returned the money ___________ I had borrowed from my roommate.

         a) what  b) whose  c) whom  d) which  e) who

(     ) 14. It is uncommon to find a good researcher ____________________.

a) which is as well a good teacher.   b) who is also a competent teacher.

c) and who is a competent teacher, too.   d) who’s teaching is competent, too.

(     ) 15. Nancy has a personality _______doesn’t make it easy for her to be liked by

people.

a) who  b) whom  c) which   d) whose

 (     ) 16. Vicky is the girl ___________ last night.

a) of that I spoke  b) of whom I spoke  c) whom I spoke  d) of who I spoke

(     ) 17. The place ___________ they went was Tokyo.

          a) to which  b) to that  c) that  d) to where

(     ) 18. Judy walked into the living room __________ Andrew was watching TV.

a) on which  b) there  c) which  d) where
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(     ) 19. The meaning of some words will change depending on the context __they are

used.

a) what  b) in which  c) which  d) on that

(     ) 20. The most famous building in New York is the Empire State Building,

from_________ you can overlook the New York city.

a) where  b) that  c) which  d) X

 (     ) 21. The Stone Age is the period _________ only stone was used for making tools.

           a) during which  b) where  c) during that  d) during when

(     ) 22. The man _____________ is here.

a) with who you worked.  b) whom you worked.  c) with whom you worked.

d) with that you worked.

(      ) 23. We talked about the girl _________________.

           a) whom I had dinner last night.  b) who I had dinner last night.  c) with which I

had dinner last night. d) with whom I had dinner last night.

(      ) 24. The young women __________ we met at the meeting last night are all from

Japan.

a) who  b) whom  c) which  d) what  e) whose

(      ) 25. Finally I found the most beautiful scene __________ I have ever seen.

           a) that   b) when  c) which  d) whom

Sentence Rearrangement Test

     For each question, put the words in the correct order.

eg., It is ____________________________________.
   difficult / mind / his / change / to
   The correct answer is: It is difficult to change his mind.

1. The girl ___________________________________________.
talking with / my girlfriend / is / John is / whom
Answer:

2. A man __________________________________________.
will not / gives up easily / succeed / who
Answer:
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3. liked/ the / I / which / wrote / composition / you
Answer:

4. He ______________________________________________.
dreamed of / whom / is / she / the man
Answer:

5. I _______________________________________________.
the name / unable to / who / was / find out / of the man / called
Answer:

6. The woman ______________________________________.
dinner / Ms. Burris / last night / is / came to / who
Answer:

7. They ___________________________________________.
private schools / separate boys / send / from girls / which / their children to
Answer:

8. This ____________________________________________.
the bicycle / yesterday / I / is / lost / which
Answer:

9. She ____________________________________________.
met / is / Tom / yesterday / whom / the artist
Answer:

10. The dog _________________________________________.
barking / the woman / is / that / owns
Answer:

Sentence Combining Test

     Combine the two sentences into one as per the following example.
eg., I met a man. He lives in San Francisco.
   Answer: I met a man who lives in San Francisco.

1. a. This is the book.
b. Tom borrowed this book from me yesterday.
Answer:

2. a. I talked to the women.
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b. They walked into my office.
Answer:

3. a. I do not like the movie.
b. I saw the movie last night.
Answer:

4. a. The tall man is my brother.
b. He is wearing glasses.
Answer: The tall

5. a. Can you fix this computer?
b. I bought it in your store last month.
Answer:

6. a. Mr. Davis is the doctor.
b. I spoke of him yesterday.
Answer:

7. a. The boy is my cousin.
b. The boy is standing next to Amy.
Answer:

8. a. The woman gave me some information.
b. I called her.
Answer:

9. a. Do you know the people?
b. They live in the white house.
Answer:

10. a. The people were very nice.
b. I met them at the party last night.
Answer:
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Abstract:
Previous research on the syntactic typology of Vietnamese language has led to two
controversial findings. One set of studies has claimed that the Vietnamese language is a
subject-prominent language (Ly 1948, Chinh & Le 1973, Ban 1987, Thin 2001). The
other states that the basic structure of Vietnamese manifests a topic-comment relation
rather than a subject-predicate relation (Thompson 1965, Dyvik 1984, Hao 1991, Anh
2000). With the assumption that Vietnamese is a topic-prominent language, the aim of
the study is to investigate the extent to which the typological differences between the two
languages influence the process of translating authentic Vietnamese sentences into
English. The subjects include 15 students from the Department of English Languages and
Literature at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities of Ho Chi Minh City,
Vietnam. The data is the translation texts into English of these 15 students from the same
source text in Vietnamese. This paper also offers some practical guidelines and suggests a
strategy for students to produce intelligible translations of these Topic-Comment
structures of Vietnamese.
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Introduction

The idea of this paper comes from the errors that the present author often witnessed when

working with Vietnamese learners pursuing a degree in English. In most of the

Vietnamese-English translations or writing tasks of Vietnamese students, they tend to

make most errors in three areas: the use of articles, the handling of dropped subjects, and

the passive constructions. It is intuitively felt that these errors may be attributed to the

interference of a certain syntactic feature of the Vietnamese language.  According to

Huang (1984), the typological differences between Chinese, a topic-prominent language,

and English, a subject-prominent one, include the characteristics of phrase-structure (PS)

rules, the distribution of empty elements, the use of articles, and the presence or absence

of double nominative constructions. Some Vietnamese linguists have observed that the

topic, not subject, is the obligatory constituent of Vietnamese sentences (Hao 1991, 2001,

Thanh 2003, Rosen 1998). Constructions entitled as “double subject,” in which both topic

and subject appear, are also common in the Vietnamese language. This raises the

question of whether this characteristic of Vietnamese will have any impact on the

translation from Vietnamese into English.

   This paper continues previous research by Na (2006), which stated that Vietnamese

EFL students have problems translating Topic-Comment Structures of Vietnamese into

English. Na’s study revealed that the four most common reasons why students made

errors include:

a. The lack of practice of certain linguistic structures, which keeps students from

writing the grammatically correct English sentences, although they may know the

rule very well.

b. The inability of students to recollect certain suitable linguistic structures to

translate the text.
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c. The inability of students to apply to the translation process the knowledge of

English they have been taught in grammar or syntax classes.

d. The influence of the source text and the Vietnamese language.

   This paper aims to explore whether with a smaller number of subjects (only 15

students), the students still made the same type of error when translating Vietnamese

Topic-Comment structures into English. The 15 students are majoring in English

Linguistics at the Department of English Languages and Literature of University of

Social Sciences and Humanities of Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam.

   The paper is organized in the following manner: the first part reviews the concept of

‘Topic/Comment’ and its application in Vietnamese grammar through the works of Cao

Xuan Hao (1991) and other authors. The second part of the paper will examine the

possible influence of this typological characteristic of Vietnamese on the Vietnamese-

English translations of 15 students.

Vietnamese as a Topic-Comment Language
Definition of Topic-Comment

Originally, the term TOPIC is the Anglo-Saxon equivalent of the term THEME, which

was coined by the Prague School of functional linguistics, following Mathesius (English

translation: 1975), e.g. Firbas (1969), Danes (1974). Topic is often defined in terms of its

linguistic structures, either syntactic or phonetic. It has been defined in terms of linear

order – as the first expression of the sentence (e.g. Halliday, 1967), in grammatical terms

– as the subject (Gundel 1974) and in intonational terms – as the non-stressed expression

(Chomsky 1971). The shortcomings of these definitions lie in their inability to answer the

question related to the discourse conditions under which a given expression would count

as topic, and, consequently would not be stressed.

   According to Reinhart (1981: 57), since any parts of the same sentence can serve as a

topic in different contexts of utterance, topic is a term that cannot be defined directly on

the basis of syntactic structures or semantic relation. Rather, it is a pragmatic relation.

   This paper adopts the definition of topic as put forward by Hockett (1958: 201) that

“the speaker announces a topic and then says something about it.” Hockett also discusses
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one point that this paper aims to illustrate: in English and related languages of Europe,

topics are usually also subjects and comments are predicates (as in example 1), however,

it is not always the case that ‘sentential topic’ may coincide with the grammatical subject,

as shown in example 2. That is also the difference between Vietnamese and English.

While the first example is representative of English sentences, the second example is the

basic sentence type of Vietnamese.

(1) John / ran away

(2) That new book by Thomas Guernsey/ I haven’t read yet.

Characteristics of Topic-prominent languages

Topic-prominent languages, as defined by Li and Thompson (1976), are languages in

which the grammatical relation topic-comment plays a major role. However, this does not

imply that subjects cannot be identified in topic-prominent language. In claiming a

certain language as topic-prominent language, we take the notion of topic as more basic

than the notion of subject, as a lot of structural phenomena of that language can only be

explained if we analyze the basic structure of the sentence as topic-comment.

   Li and Thompson (1976) proposed the following syntactic properties to identify the

relative topic prominence of a language: the morphological marking, the absence of

passive construction, subject-creating constructions and dummy subjects, the presence of

“double subject” constructions, the application of zero NP-anaphora (or co-referential

constituent deletion) and the absence of constraints on what may be a topic. That is to

say, if a certain language exhibits all of such above-mentioned linguistic features, it can

be defined as a topic-prominent language.

Studies on the Topic-Comment structures of Vietnamese

Recently, many scholars who previously adhered to the formal paradigm are now

showing greater interest in studying the Vietnamese language from a functional

perspective (Ly 1948, Chinh & Le 1973, Ban 1987, Thin 2001). The publication of

‘Ti_ng Vi_t: S_ Th_o Ng_ Pháp Ch_c N_ng’ (Vietnamese: An Outline of Functional

Grammar, volume 1) by Hao (1991) is the result of this interest. In his study, Hao rejects

the idea popular amongst most scholars of the formal paradigm that Vietnamese is a
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Subject-Predicate language. He states that Topic-Comment is the basic structure and the

way the Vietnamese express themselves is that “when uttering a sentence, the speaker

produces a topic and says something about that topic or within the range of that topic”

(1991:79).

   In support of his claim that Topic-Comment is the dominant structure of Vietnamese,

Hao provides two reasons. In a study in 1976, Li & Thompson claimed that there are four

main types of languages: (i) languages that are subject-prominent (e.g., Indo-European,

Niger-Kordofanian, Fino-Ugric, etc.), (ii) languages that are topic-prominent (e.g.,

Chinese, Lahu, Lisu etc.), (iii) languages that are both subject-prominent and topic-

prominent (e.g., Japanese, Korean, etc.), and (iv) languages that are neither subject-

prominent nor topic-prominent (e.g., Tagalog, Illocano etc.). Hao (ibid.) claims that like

Chinese, Vietnamese belongs to category (ii) because it has all the features listed in that

category. The second reason comes from his calculations: in his collected corpus of

nearly 5,000 Vietnamese spoken sentences, only 30% of Vietnamese sentences are of

Subject-Predicate type whilst about 70% are of Topic-Comment type.

   In his book, Hao classified sentences into one-level, two-level, or three-level sentences

depending on how many Topic-Comment structures they possess. He confirmed the role

of ‘thì’ as the optional morphological markers for Topic in Vietnamese and introduced

the concept of No-Topic sentences and Compound sentences. However, his

categorization of Vietnamese into three levels will not be elaborated here as it is not the

focus of this paper.

Linguistic problems of second language learners as translators

Nord (1992) suggests that translators usually encounter four main problems:

1. Pragmatic translation problems: arising from the particular transfer situation with its

specific contrast of Source Language versus Target Language recipients, Source

Language versus Target Language medium, Source Language versus Target

Language function, etc.

2. Cultural translation problems: the result of the differences in culture-specific

(verbal) habits, expectations, norms and conventions concerning verbal and other
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behaviors, such as text-type conventions, general norms of style, norms of

measuring, formal conventions of marking certain elements in a text.

3. Linguistic translation problems: the structural differences between two languages in

lexis, sentence structure, and suprasegmental features give rise to certain translation

problems, which occur in every translation involving a certain pair of languages, no

matter which of the two serves as source and which serves as target language.

4. Text-specific translation problems: Any problems arising in a particular text

specimen, which cannot be classified as pragmatic, cultural, or linguistic, have to be

classified as “text-specific” translation problems, which means that their occurrence

in a particular text is a special case. Figures of speech, metaphors, individual word

creation or puns are examples of such problems. Since these problems do not fall

under any one general heading, they should be avoided in the basic phase of

translation teaching.

   The present study aims to explore the third problem, which deals with the difficulty that

Vietnamese ESL learners (who take up translation in their university class as a vocational

training) usually have when rendering some structures from Vietnamese into English, as

a result of the structural differences between the two languages.

   Campbell and Hale (1999) explore the question of source text difficulty in translation.

The authors are interested in finding out if translators working into different languages

are confronted with similar levels of difficulty. As there were English source text

difficulties common to three unrelated languages (Arabic, Spanish, and Vietnamese) the

study takes into consideration comprehension and production skills. They hypothesize

that there are two loci of difficulty. The first locus is comprehension, which is likely to be

universal. Regarding the second locus, production, there may be different levels of

difficulty depending on the lexis and grammar of the target language.

   According to Nida (1964) one of the most serious problems that face a translator is to

properly match the stylistic levels of two different languages. Translating involves more

than finding corresponding words between two languages. Words are only minor

elements in the total linguistic discourse. More important than that, the style of the

language, the particular tone of the passage, may have more impact on the audience than
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each individual word. If the aim of the source language text is only to convey a piece of

information to the reader, the referential meaning of words becomes quite significant, and

the effect of style and/or tone diminishes. But if the aim of a source language text is not

to convey a message, but to produce a certain impact on the reader through the use of a

particular style, the translation of such a stylistic effect is then an essential part of the

very act of translating. As Zaky (2001:2) put it, translation in such situations is “not just

as an ornament that would bestow beauty upon the translated version, but an

indispensable aspect of it, without which the translation ceases to be a translation in the

full sense of the word.”

   Wilss (1996) argues that the main task of translation is to establish correspondence

between the source text (ST) and the target text (TT), thus taking into account the ST

author’s intentions and at the same time trying to produce a translation in accordance

with the TT reader’s expectations. All these attempts must aim at maintaining a minimum

level of acceptability. Wilss (1996) also adds that translation is essentially a ‘derived’

linguistic activity in the sense that the purpose of translation is not the creation of an

authentic text, but the transformation of a primary text into a secondary text, a sort of

‘writing without composing’ (Kaplan, 1983). In the process of translation, translators are

assumed to be faced with two main kinds of problems: macrocontext and microcontext

problems. By mentioning “macrocontextual problems,” Wills (1996) wants to imply the

difficulty that translators face when they need to figure out what the content of the ST

implies, what its communicative purpose is, and what readership the TT is intended for.

But these macrocontextual situations only raise minor problems. The major problem lies

with microcontext, particularly the handling of specific problems of the source texts. In

other words, some microcontextual problems which seem to be singular phenomena, such

as semantic vagueness, syntactic complexity, intricate text strategies (rhetorical

strategies), theme/rheme distribution, central vs. peripheral information, metaphorical

expressions, wordplay, ironic text elements, distorted or non-transparent formulations,

morphological idiosyncrasies or innovation, adjective/noun collocations, prepositional

phrases, string compounds, lexical gaps, and so forth, often necessitate time-consuming

efforts.
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   Dodds (1999: 57) mentions another aspect of translation difficulty when translating

from L1 to L2 in the Italian context. According to him, in this direction of translation, the

main problem does not lie in the choice of whether the translation should be free or literal

or the approach should be communicative or semantic (Newmark, 1981a), but simply in

the basic task of “getting language right”; that is to say, to ensure the correct grammar,

lexis, and the idiom of the English language, which is described as “an ever-present and

ever-increasing problem even when students translate into their mother tongue.” In other

words, in some educational contexts and also in the present study, as the key purpose of

the teaching of translation and the training of translators is to teach language, translation

theory or discussions about methodology may still be needed, but they should not be

considered an indispensable element.

Translation of the Topic-Comment structures of Vietnamese:

Data Collection

The respondents were asked to translate a 200-word text from Vietnamese into English in

60 minutes without being told which structure was being tested. The Vietnamese text was

an extract from an article entitled “Nh_p c_u n_i nh_ng th_c h_” of HERITAGE –

Vietnam Airline Inflight Magazine. The text is chosen because of its richness in sentence

types: many different types of “authentic” Vietnamese sentences can be found in the text,

sentences without either Topic or Comment, sentences in which the Topic is identical

with the Subject, sentences in which the Topic is not identical with the Subject, sentences

in which the Topic or Comment itself is another Topic-Comment structure. With such a

variety in sentence types, the text is a good tool to discover the problematic structures for

the informants when translating from Vietnamese to English.

Data Analysis

The data was built up from 15 translations of EFL learners from 22 to 27 years of age.

According to Kenny (1998) when the translation is done into a target language in which

the translator is a learner, the corpus is a kind of error corpus (as it is named by Dodds

1999) from which the deviant forms in the target language and bad examples of

translation can be isolated and studied. A learner translation corpus, therefore, has the
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merit of offering different translation versions for the same source text, which is good for

discovering different translation strategies or the error patterns in translation. In this

study, 15 translations of the same source sentences were examined and analyzed by the

present author and one native speaker of English to see the error pattern.

Analysis of Students’ Translations

All of the students’ translations are analyzed and discussed sentence by sentence.

Sentence 1.

Làm h__ng g_p nh_ng ngày

n_ng to

thì không còn gì b_ng

Making incense in the sunny

days

is incomparable

TOPIC Topic Marker COMMENT

SUBJECT LINKING

VERB

SUBJECT COMPLEMENT

Making incense is best done on bright sunny days.

    In this sentence, the border between the Topic “Làm h__ng g_p nh_ng ngày n_ng to”

and the Comment “không còn gì b_ng” is clearly marked by the presence of the topic-

marker ‘thì’, which can be rendered in English as ‘is’. The Topic, which is a verb phrase,

coincides with the subject; therefore, it is not strange that the students can locate the

Subject when translating the sentence into English.

 There are four main ways of handling this structure in the data:

1) It is - adjective (best/great) - Verb Phrase (to make incense) - adverb phrase (in

bright sunny days) (26.66%)

2) Infinitive phrase/ Participle Phrase as Subject (To make/Making incense) -

linking verb (is) - Subject Complement (33.33%)

3) Nothing is better than/ There is nothing better as ….. (26.66%)

4) Other ways of translation: (13.66%)

• The ideal time to make incense is bright sunny days
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• A bright sunny day is the perfect time for making incense.

   Four of 15 students (26.66%) use the structure with the dummy subject “It,” showing

their alertness of the use of dummy subjects in translating Vietnamese into English, as

dummy subjects do not exist in Vietnamese grammar. The students with good command

of English are usually more conscious of the presence of this structure in English, its

absence in Vietnamese, and its application in translation. Still a relatively substantial

number of students (33.33%) have a ‘direct’ translation from the original version,

choosing “making incense in the bright sunny days” as the Subject for the English

translation.  Regarding the difference in these two structures, Hohulin (1982: 121) notes

that although these two ways are acceptable, the internal difference in the structure will

signal the difference in functional prominence. It is a matter of whether the information is

being contrasted or being introduced into the discourse. While the common way of

starting a sentence in Vietnamese is by stating an event first, in English it seems to be

more preferable to use the expletive pronoun “It” with an adjective phrase to express the

same content.

   When students choose the infinitive phrase or present participle phrase as the Subject of

the English sentence, they are more prone to making errors than the others, because it

makes it harder for them to manage the Comment of the original sentence. Some

examples of “unnatural translation errors” as a result of this translation strategy are:

• To make incense in the bright sunny days is nothing can compare with.

• Making incense on the bright sunny days is nothing better.

• Making incense in the bright sunny days is the best.

   Two other students (13.33%) extract the adverb phrase of time “ngày n_ng to” (a bright

sunny day) in the Topic and choose it to be the Subject or Subject Complement of the

translation.  They start the sentence with “A bright sunny day…” or “The ideal time to

make incense…” Both of these translations can successfully convey the meaning of the

original sentence. These two students keep themselves from the deep influence of the

word-for-word translation: they do not stick to the Topic-Comment structure of the

source sentence. However, since only two students are able to do so, this shows the

influence of the mother tongue on the translation of most of the subjects.



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 116

   Four students start their translation with “Nothing is better than/ There is nothing

favorable as making incense….” Firstly, these translations distort the meaning of the

source sentence. By saying “không còn gì b_ng,” what the speaker means is that the

condition of making incense in the bright sunny day is very “ideal,” he does not mean it

is “the best option” that “nothing is better than that.” With this translation, the students

have changed the meaning of the sentence. Secondly, syntactic errors are made when

students continue with the rest of the sentence “Nothing’s better than it is the bright

sunny days when making incenses,” as they fail to use the proper constituent after “than”

or “as”:

• Nothing is better than to make incense on the bright sunny days.

• Nothing’s better than it is the bright sunny days when making incenses.

• There is nothing favorable as making incense in bright sunny days.

   In sentence 1, the Subject is identical with the Topic and the Comment is with the

Subject Complement. This structure facilitates the students’ choice of subject, as they can

choose either the Topic or the Comment to put in the position of Subject. This accounts

for the fact that there are a variety of choices of the constituents to be used as Subjects in

this sentence.

Sentence 2.

H__ng se xong __n _âu ___c mang ra ph_i ngay t_i _ó

Incense Is rolled (it was)  taken to be dried

TOPIC COMMENT 1 NULL TOPIC COMMENT 2

SUBJECT PREDICATE NULL

SUBJECT

PREDICATE

As soon as incense is rolled up, it is dried;

ch_ m_t n_ng là khô

only  one time of being dried in the sun is dry

TOPIC COMMENT

PREDICATE
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the process of making incense only requires one time of being exposed to the

sun

                            

   This sentence displays two prominent features of Vietnamese: the existence of empty

elements and the tendency to extend the sentence by adding one or more Topic-Comment

structures to the right.

   While English normally does not allow empty elements to occur in the positions of

topic, subject, and object, Vietnamese allows any of these three types of empty elements

in a sentence. In this sentence, the subject of the second and the third clause are dropped,

offering an opportunity for the author to investigate the informants’ ability to identify the

subject in Vietnamese.  In the data, all of the subjects can identify the dropped subject of

the second clause, which is co-referential with the matrix subject. This sentence involves

the clausal null subjects with adverbial subordination. However, the third clause seems to

be problematic to most subjects, as the subject of this clause is not co-referential with the

matrix subject. However, it can be deduced from the main subject based on semantic

relation.

   Seven out of 15 subjects (46.66%) choose to start the sentence with “Incense,” with

exactly the same pattern of the original Vietnamese sentence. The Topic in Vietnamese is

also chosen as the main Subject of the English sentence.  The other eight subjects start

their translations with a conjunction starting an adverbial clause, based on the

relationship of time between the verb in the first clause “to be rolled” with one in the

second clause “to be dried.”

   Regarding the third clause, students seem to find it hard to identify and render the

subject into English, even though they understand the meaning. Although the third clause

stays in the same sentence with the other two clauses, its dropped subject refers to ‘the

whole process of making incense’, rather than just the incense itself as stated in the

matrix subject. The third clause is an apparent evidence for the argument that Vietnamese

favors the Topic-Comment structure, where “the speaker produces a topic and says

something about that topic or within the range of that topic.” In this sentence, although
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the Topic is the “incense,” the third verb of Comment relates to something more than just

the incense, specifically, “the process of making incense” hidden in the form of a dropped

subject. This kind of structure is not often seen in such subject-prominent languages as

English. That explains why students make more errors when translating this part of the

sentence than they do in the other parts. Fourteen out of the fifteen students try to relate

this part of the sentence to the main Topic “incense” by either adding one more present

participle clause “needing/taking only one time of being dried” or another new

independent clause “it needs only one time of being drying,” “it can be dried after one

hour of drying.” Only one student identifies and renders the dropped subject as “the

process of making incense” rather than the incense itself. One student adheres to the

original text by saying “one time of drying is just enough.”

   Another problem in translating Sentence 2 is the translation of the passive voice.

Students showed different performance when translating the three clauses of this

sentence. Although the verb in the first clause is not in the passive voice, Vietnamese

students seem to figure out the relationship between the topic “Incense” and the verb

“roll,” in which the topic is the patient of the verb. Most students (14/15) have the correct

translation when they use the passive voice for the verb in the translation. However, there

is one case of error: “As soon as incense finishes rolling, it brings to dry and is dried after

one time of being exposed to the sun.” In this excerpt, the student made the mistake not

only once but twice when the two verbs in both the first and second clause are in active

voice. The possible explanation for this error is that the writer does not understand the

relationship between the patient and the main verb.

   Compared to the verb phrase in the first clause, the verb in the second clause seems to

be trickier. Five students (33.33%) made errors, two of which are attributable to the habit

of omitting subjects in Vietnamese leading to the dropping of the “be” part in the passive

construction. Three students make errors as they incorrectly identify the semantic

relationship between the matrix subject and the verb.

   However, in the final clause of the sentence “ch_ m_t n_ng là khô,” the data reveal that

most students make errors in translating the passive verb. Most of the students translate

the clause as “one time of drying” while the correct translation should be “one time of

being dried.” The possible cause of this error can be attributed to the absence of the word
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“___c,” which is often perceived as a symbol of passive markers by Vietnamese EFL

students. Seeing no such passive marker, the students may have believed that this is not a

passive-voice verb and translated the third clause in active voice.

Sentence 3

Nh_ng ng__i làm h__ng lành ngh_ và có

kinh nghi_m

th__ng ph_i h__ng trên nong, nia ho_c các

c_y sào ___c gác cao.

Skillful and experienced incense-makers often dry incense in broad flat drying

baskets, large flat baskets or on high perches

or high shelves.

 TOPIC COMMENT

 SUBJECT PREDICATE

Skillful and experienced incense-makers habitually dry incense in broad flat drying

baskets, large flat baskets or high perches or high shelves.

   All students have no problem handling the Subject-Verb structure in this sentence when

translating into English, possibly because the structure of Topic-Comment of the

Vietnamese sentence is very similar to the Subject-Predicate structure in English.  Eleven

out of the fifteen students (73.33%) start their translation with the noun phrase “The

skillful and experienced incense-makers,” while three (20%) use the relative clause “The

incense-makers who are skillful and experienced in making incenses,” instead of using a

pre-modified noun phrase.

   One student makes an error when he/she translates the topic as “the skillful and

experienced people who make incense.” Although the student understands the structure

of the noun phrase, he/she fails to appropriately arrange the two parts “the people who

make incense” and “the skillful and experienced people.” This results in the ambiguity of

the sentence: instead of saying “the people who are skillful and experienced in making

incense,” the student gives an alternative which distorts the meaning of the source text

“the skillful and experienced people who make the incense.”
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   One student’s translation shows a very clear influence of Vietnamese structure when

he/she writes “People make incense who are skillful and experienced.” His/her sentence

is actually a word-for-word translation from the original Vietnamese phrase “Nh_ng

ng__i làm h__ng lành ngh_ và có kinh nghi_m.” This is grammatically wrong, as the

relative pronoun “who” is located in the wrong place, after the word “incense,” instead of

after “people.”

   However, the most common types of errors made in this sentence are related to the use

of the article “a” and “the.” There are 19 cases where the article “a” is not used in front of

the indefinite singular noun “broad flat drying basket” where it should have been used. In

four other cases, the article “the” is misused. This habit may be attributable to the

absence of articles in Vietnamese. However, this aspect is not central to the present

paper.

Sentence 4

_i_u t_i k_ là không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t

Taboo is not to dry incense on the ground

TOPIC Topic Marker COMMENT

SUBJECT LINKING VERB SUBJECT COMPLEMENT

Drying incense on the ground is strictly taboo.

   Most of the students do not have problems in translating this sentence. Structurally

speaking, this sentence is expressed through the order Subject-Verb-Subject

Complement. The Topic is “_i_u t_i k_” (Taboo), which is identical with the Subject in a

structural analysis. However, as the sentence is expressed through the order of Subject-

Verb-Subject Complement, the students can have various ways of translating it: they can

choose either the Topic “_i_u t_i k_” or the Comment “không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t”

from the original version to locate as Subject in the English sentence. Eight students

(53.33%) choose to start the English sentence with “The taboo is,” which is similar to the

way the Vietnamese version is written. Although this way of translation seems to be the
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easiest way to start with, this does not work and sounds unnatural in the English text.

Four students (20%) utilize the subject-raising structure of English to translate, starting

their translated version with “It is a taboo to….”  These four students are either from

Year 3, 4 or graduates, who seem to have a better command of English than Year 2

students. Three students use the Subject Complement “không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t”

as the Subject in the English version.  These ways of rendering the above-mentioned

sentence are illustrated by (1-3):

1) (Subject) Taboo – (Linking Verb) is – (Subject Complement) not to dry/not

drying …. (53.33%)

2) It is taboo to – Verb Phrase …… (20%)

3) (Subject Complement) Drying incense … - (Linking Verb) is – (Subject) taboo

… (26.67%)

   Of these three ways of translating, the third way “Drying incense on the ground is

strictly a taboo” is more natural in English. The second way is still natural but it required

students to be proficient enough to know how to make use of the subject-raising

structure. The first way is the dominant way of translating, where most students remain

faithful to the original syntactic structure of the Vietnamese sentence. Although this way

of translating seems to be easy for students as it is similar to Vietnamese structure, it

causes many errors in the translations.

   Among the eight students (53.33%) using this translation, six have “not to dry incense

on the ground” as the Subject Complement, while the correct one should have been “to

dry incense on the ground.” This error is a very clear evidence of the word-for-word

translation. While it is acceptable in Vietnamese to repeat the idea of “không ___c” (not

allowed to do) in the phrase “không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t” (not allowed to dry

incense on the ground) after the word “taboo,” in English it is not correct if we say

“Taboo is not to dry incense on the ground.” Compared to the third translation, this way

of translating has the advantage of not altering the prominence of information when

translating from Vietnamese into English. However, the sentence starting with “The

taboo” seems incorrect, because the definite article “the” suggests the given/known status
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of the word “taboo.” It also leads to many errors of article use found in front of the word

“taboo.” As taboo can be generic, we do not need to use any article before it.

Sentence 5

Anh Ng_c gi_i

thích

‘Th_ nh_t vì h__ng là th_ dùng __ th_ cúng,

Mr Ngoc explained Firstly because

incense

is a thing used for worshipping

TOPIC

Topic 1 Comment 1

Mr Ngoc explains: “Firstly, incense is used for worship

mà nh_ng gì __ th_ cúng thì không __ d__i __t.

and those used for worship must not be put on the ground

COMMENT

Topic 2 Comment 2

and things used for worship cannot be placed on the ground”

   The data suggests that students do not have many problems locating the Subject in this

sentence, as the Subjects, both in the first and the second clause, are not dropped. The

first Subject is “h__ng” (incense) while the second one is “mà nh_ng gì __ th_ cúng”

(what is used for worshipping). However, the main problem for translating this sentence

lies in the marginal passive construction of Vietnamese “nh_ng gì __ th_ cúng thì không

__ d__i __t,” which can be translated in the two following ways:

• What is used for worshipping must not/ should not lie on the ground.

• What is used for worshipping, (incense makers) should not lay (them) on the

ground.
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   While the main idea the writer wants to express by the verb phrase “không __ d__i __t”

is “what is/things used for worshipping must not be placed on the ground,” the marginal

passive construction of Vietnamese seems to mislead the students.  In Vietnamese, it is

perfectly grammatical to say “what is used for worshipping does not place on the

ground.” It is, therefore, not surprising to find in the data two cases where students

translate this verb phrase as “shouldn’t lay on the ground.” This way of translating may

result from 1) an abortive attempt by the Vietnamese speakers to produce the passive

“must not be placed,” 2) the vagueness in distinction between the passive and active

voices in Vietnamese, or 3) an attempt to suppress the nonessential subject (incense

makers) and the deletion of the co-referential/pronominal topic (them) from the source

sentence.

Sentence 6

Tùy s_ thích hay m_c _ích dùng h__ng _ó vào vi_c gì

It all depends

on

 the preference or the

purpose

(we) u s e  t h a t

incense

in to  wha t

thing

TOPIC

Null Topic

1

Comment 1

NULL

SUBJECT

PREDICATE

Incense is embellished with colors to increase its aesthetic and suit the purposes and

tastes of its users.

mà tô _i_m thêm màu s_c cho phù h_p và t_ng thêm tính th_m

m_

that (we) add more colour to suit and to increase aesthetic sense
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COMMENT

Null Topic 2 Comment 2

NULL

SUBJECT

PREDICATE

   Neither the first clause nor the second clause of this sentence provides any clue to assist

the identification of the subject. Students have to rely on their common sense. For that

reason, it is expected that many students would make errors in locating the subject and

handling the structure.

   The data display a wide variety of ways of translating and errors in this sentence. There

is no repetition or identical translated versions. Three out of the fifteen students translate

the dropped subject as “we,” two translate it as “they” and one translates it as “people.”

The other nine students avoid the task of locating the dropped subject by changing the

structure into the passive voice. In other words, instead of writing “It depends on the taste

or the purpose on which people use incense that they can choose to add color to the

incense to increase its aesthetic sense,” students prefer writing “……., incense is

embellished.”

Ways of Translations of

Dropped Subject Number Percentage

Incense 4 26.66%

We 3 20%

They 2 13.33%

Purpose 1 6.6%

People 1 6.6%

It 1 6.6%

No subject 3 20%

   The general impression from the data is that students struggle with finding a suitable

equivalent to render the structure “Tuy … mà” into English. Furthermore, the difficulty
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seems to be increased with the dropping of the two subjects in the sentence. This explains

the considerable number of errors observed in the data. Some of the ways of rendering

the structure that students used are:

1) It depends on   NP1 (relative clause modifying NP1)that     Subject + Verb

(46.66%)

2) Subject + Verb depends on NP1 (relative clause modifying NP1)     (26.66%)

3) Other ways of translating:

• People embellish it so that it is appropriate for the liking or purpose in order to

increase the aesthetic sense.

• Incense can be beautified more to be suitable and to increase the aesthetic sense

according to the like and the purpose.

• Spending incense for different liking and purpose will beautify more colors

suitably and increase the aesthetic sense.

• Incense is embellished with colors to increase its aesthetic and suit the purposes

and taste of its users.

[bullet formatting changed]

Of the seven students (46.6%) who remained faithful to the source text, as stated in 1),

only two students used grammatically correct English (in terms of structure) in their

translation. The other five students make errors, either in confusing “that” with “so that”

in the middle of the sentence or in handling the subject. Two examples of this kind of

errors, in which the students have problems handling the subject, are as follows:

• It depends on taste or purpose for which they use it so that it can embellish and

add aesthetic sense.

• Depending on taste or purpose of using incense, incense is embellished by adding

colors to suit and to add an aesthetic sense.

[bullet formatting changed]

   In the first sentence, the students are inconsistent in referring to the subject, when they

use “they” and “it” to refer to the same target, “incense-makers.” In the second example,

because the subject “incense” is the patient of the verb “is embellished,” the next verb in
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the gerund should also be put in the passive voice; otherwise, the matrix subject must be

changed.

   Four students (26.60%) who choose the second way of translating fail to convey the

prominence of the information. They have to move the second clause of the original

Vietnamese sentence forward; the focus of the sentence is accordingly changed. While

the source sentence places more emphasis on the “taste or purpose of using incense” than

the action of adding color and the aesthetic sense, this way of translating highlights the

fact of embellishing the incense. The attempt to change the structure to make it more

natural and less “Vietnamese,” accompanied by the lack of proficiency in English, places

a burden on the students. None of these four translations are correct in terms of grammar.

• Beautifying and polishing with suitable colors depends on the interest or the

purpose of using it.

• The embellishing more colors to be suitable and increasing more aesthetic sense

depend on the taste or purpose of using it.

• To beautify colorfully to make incense more suitable and more aesthetic sensible

depends on users’ taste or purpose.

• We can embellish incense with colors to increase suitability and aesthetic sense;

that depends on different tastes and purposes incense is used for.

[bullet formatting changed]

Sentence 7

__i v_i ng__i buôn

bán

m_i sang mai b_t __u m_t ngày

mai

c_ng là kh_i __u cu_c m_u sinh

v_t v_

As for the traders each morning starts a new day and a new trip of bread-winning

External TOPIC TOPIC Topic

Marker

COMMENT

Topic 1 Comment 1

Traders, before they begin their day of bread-winning toil,

H_ l_i th_p lên m_t vài th_ h__ng __ mong lên ___ng an tòan may

m_n
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m_n

they burn a few incense sticks to wish for a lucky business trip

TOPIC COMMENT

burn a few sticks of incense to ensure luck and safety in their business.

   Seven out of fifteen students (46.67%) treat the original sentence in Vietnamese as

comprising two independent clauses, three (20%) consider them as two different simple

sentences when translating, and five (33.33%) treat them as related to each other by the

relationship between the main clause and an adverbial clause of time or cause.

• As for traders, every early morning beginning a new day is also the start of a

toiling bread-winning, they burn a few of sticks again to wish for a safe and lucky

business trip.

• As for the traders, morning is the beginning of not only a new day but also a hard

bread-winning, they burns some incense sticks to wish for a safe & lucky business

trip.

• As for traders, every mornings of a new day is also the beginning of their toiling,

they burn a few of incense stick hoping for a safe and lucky business trip.

• As for traders, the dawn of new day is the beginning of a toiling bread-winning,

they burn a few of incense stick hoping for a safe and lucky business trip.

• As for traders, every morning beginning with a new day is also start a difficult

bread-winning, they burn a few of incense-sticks to wish for a safe and lucky

business trip.

• As for businessmen, starting a new day also means starting a toiling bread-

winning every morning, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and

lucky business.

• As for the traders, every morning begins a new day as well as a toiling bread-

winning, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business trip.

[bullet formatting changed]
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The fact that seven out of the fifteen students (53.33%) treat the original sentence as

comprising two independent clauses is very clear evidence of the influence of

Vietnamese structure on the translation.

   Three students (20%) break the original sentence into two smaller sentences. The

second clause of the original sentence is converted into a new sentence. This seems to be

a strategy to avoid the difficulty of handling the semantic relationship between the two

clauses. However, the choice of the second clause to be an entire new sentence is not

persuasive, as it does not sufficiently convey the semantic relationship between the first

and second clause. Structurally speaking, the first clause can be interpreted either as the

adverbial clause of time, or as the adverbial clause of cause. When the students separate

the second clause and treat it as a new sentence, they break up the co-relation between

these two clauses accordingly.

• As for businessmen, the dawn of a new day is also the start of a coiling bread-

winning. They would burn some incense sticks wishing for a safe and lucky

business trip.

• As for traders, beginning a new day each morning is also to begin toiling bread-

winning. They burn a few of incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business

trip.

• To merchants, every morning, beginning a new day is also beginning a hard life

of earning living. They burn incense to pray for a lucky and safe business.

[bullet formatting changed]

Five students (33.33%) choose to translate the first clause in the form of an adverbial

clause of time and of cause:

• As for retailers, as dawn breaks, which means the start of a bread-winning’s toil,

they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business trip

• When the day begins, as for traders, it is also the beginning of the hard bread-

winning; they burn some incense to wish for a safe and lucky business trip.
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• As for traders, as every morning beginning a new day starts their toiling bread-

winning, they will be burning several incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky

business trip.

• As for the businessmen, the morning of a new day means the beginning their own

toiling bread-winning, therefore, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe

and lucky business trip.

• As for businessmen, because of the fact that the beginning of a new day is also the

beginning of the toiling bread-winning, they burn some of incense sticks to wish

for a safe and lucky business trip.

Among all these five above-mentioned examples, the first two students do not treat the

two clauses as independent, they choose to express the whole sentence as a complex one,

where the first clause functions as an adverbial clause, and the remaining clause is the

main clause. The other three students identify the relationship between the first and

second clause as that of cause-effect relationship. They connect the two clauses either by

“because of the fact that,” “at” at the beginning, or “therefore” in the middle.

   The decision to choose a syntactic structure to combine the two clauses seems not to be

the hardest problem for students in this sentence. The main difficulty lies in the

translation of the first clause “m_i sáng mai b_t __u m_t ngày m_i c_ng là kh_i __u cu_c

m_u sinh v_t v_.” Although this clause is not problematic in terms of lexicon, the

challenge lies in the two possible ways of interpreting the Topic-Comment structure of

the clause: we can interpret the Topic of this sentence as “m_i sáng mai” (each morning)

and then the first Comment is “b_t __u m_t ngày m_i” (start a new day) while the second

Comment is “c_ng là kh_i __u cu_c m_u sinh v_t v_” (is also the beginning of a toiling

bread-winning trip). The second way of interpreting, using “là” as a Comment Marker,

considers “m_i sáng mai b_t __u m_t ngày m_i” (each morning starting a new day) as the

Topic and “kh_i __u cu_c m_u sinh v_t v_” (is also the beginning of a toiling bread-

winning trip) as the Comment. Due to this dual interpretation, students show various

versions in their translations.

There is a wide range of translations in the data, such as:

• Every morning beginning a new day is also the start of a hard work.
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• The beginning of a new day is also the beginning of toiling bread-winning.

• The morning of a new day means the beginning their own toiling bread-winning.

    [bullet formatting changed]

 None of the 15 translations can be considered to be absolutely correct. The different

erroneous translations of this sentence, again, confirm the claim that in dealing with

Vietnamese structures which show a rather complicated Topic-Comment structure, most

students rely on the word-for-word translation as the only way of coping and the

influence from the mother tongue or language transfer is even sharpened.

Sentence 8

Tri_t l_ nhân sinh th_t __n gi_n

The philosophy of human

life

really simple

TOPIC COMMENT

SUBJECT PREDICATE

The philosophy of human life is very simple

nh_ng l_i mang m_t n_i hàm _a d_ng,

phong phú

th__ng th_y _ ng__i Á

_ông

but (it) contain a varied and rich connotation often seen in Asian

people.

NULL

TOPIC

COMMENT

NULL

SUBJECT

PREDICATE

but it implies a varied and profound connotation which is usually found in the Oriental.

The translations of the fifteen students show that they have no difficulty identifying the

dropped subject, which is co-referential with the matrix subject. Eleven out of the fifteen
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students (73.33%) choose to conform to the original structure of the Vietnamese version,

with the conjunction “but” in the middle of the sentence. Three other students start their

sentences either with the adverbial of concession “Although the philosophy is simple, it

implies a rich and…” or “So simple as the philosophy of human life seems, it implies a

profound and…” Or “Such a simple philosophy of human life, yet it does imply the

profound…” Only one student did not use any structure to convey the sense of

concession expressed in the original version. He/she changes the second clause into an

adjective placed before the matrix subject “The simple philosophy of human life implies

a varied and rich connotation that can be found in each people of Asia.”

   Despite the students’ ability to identify the dropped subject, only seven out of the

fifteen students (46.67%) really translate the subject. The other eight students either

choose to omit it or convey it as an object of a preposition, i.e. “The philosophy of human

life is simple but contains within it a rich and varied connotation.” This implies two

things: 1) the influence of the native language, where the phenomenon of dropping the

subject is so popular that it becomes almost unnoticeable by the Vietnamese speakers and

2) the students understand that it is acceptable in English to drop subject in the second

clause if it is already mentioned in the first (in a coordinated clause).

Summary of the Findings

1. The analysis of the fifteen translations of students showed evidence of the influence of

Vietnamese. This was reflected through the three areas of errors: (1) the identifying and

rendering of dropped subjects from Vietnamese into English, (2) the handling of complex

Topic-Comment structure of Vietnamese, (3) the translating of the verb phrase in general

and the “marginal” passive construction in particular.

2. The Topic-Comment structure of Vietnamese caused a certain level of difficulty for the

students in this study. Students tend to commit fewer mistakes in translating those

Vietnamese sentences whose subjects are obviously identifiable through a clear semantic

Subject-verb relationship or when the Topic coincides with the Subject. They commit

more mistakes when encountering sentences with complicated Topic-Comment structures
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or embedded ones. Among the eight sentences, students made more errors in sentences 1,

2, 6, and 8, possibly because these sentences used a rather complicated Subject-Predicate

structure. As Vietnamese speakers prefer to mention a topic first and then elaborate on

that topic, comments often include many “smaller” Topic-Comment structures. It is

common that these “smaller” Topic-Comment structures discuss something relating to the

Topic of the sentence, but the subject of each “smaller” Topic-Comment structure is not

always identical with the sentential subject. This fundamental syntactic structure of the

Vietnamese language created some difficulties for students, as they had to “read between

the lines” and find the relationship between these “smaller” Topic-Comment structures to

decide whether they should be treated as an adverbial clause or a single, compound, or

complex sentence in the English equivalent.

3. The habit of speaking in Vietnamese without a Subject whenever it can be inferred

from the context also showed its influence in the translating practice of the students.

When translating, this influence was so profound that it could override the students'

awareness of the necessity of having a subject in English. The translation of sentences 6

and 8 very clearly manifested this influence as the cases of mistranslations in these two

sentences are higher compared to other sentences. In sentences 6 and 8, when the subjects

of the sentences are dropped, the students did not seem able to locate the subject and

often ended up with an incorrect translation.

4. Many errors are made with the translation of the passive voice. When the Subject was

present in the sentence, the students could identify the voice of the verb: they knew to

choose the passive voice in the translation, although this was not reflected in the source

sentence. However, in the sentences where the subjects were dropped, the students found

it puzzling to judge whether the verb should be put in the active or passive voice. A small

number of students made errors in applying the structure of the passive, mostly second-

year students.

5. Students also had problems with dropped subjects. There are two main types of

dropped subjects given in the translation text:  (1) when the subjects of all the clauses
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were omitted or, (2) when either subject in one clause in the sentence was omitted. The

first type caused more problems to the students, as they were provided with no cue from

which to trace the subject. The students had to rely on the context to guess and sometimes

just on their intuition. This explained the range of different translations for the dropped

subject in sentences 2 and 6.  Although students seemed to figure out the implied

meaning of the dropped subject and the overall meaning of the whole sentence and

context, when faced with the real task of finding an equivalent for the subject in English

they still had problems. Some students chose to face it by taking risk and producing

ungrammatical sentences, others used the passive voice as an alternative and thus avoided

having to choose a subject in English.

6.   Besides these types of errors, another error that figured prominently in the students’

translation was the misuse of the article “a,” “an,” and “the.” There is no evidence to

suggest that there is a relationship between topic-prominence and the absence of articles

in Vietnamese, but this phenomenon should be recognized.

Practical Guidelines for Teaching Vietnamese-English Translation

The first impression extracted from the data is that these students seem to have a rather

limited knowledge of both Vietnamese and English. The lack of a thorough knowledge of

Vietnamese grammar imposed a certain level of difficulty to students.  Their failure to

master the basic characteristics of Vietnamese and to understand Vietnamese’s structural

difference from English impeded students from choosing a suitable equivalent for a

certain Vietnamese syntactic structure. The students also seemed to have been provided

with lexical and grammatical knowledge of English expression more than its pragmatic

and discoursal use. As a consequence, the most regular mistranslations by the Vietnamese

students were the use of unconnected combination of some words or phrases. This tended

to produce sentence forms that were very cumbersome and unnatural in English. In

addition, the students did not have good knowledge of English language, which would

have helped them to maintain the focus (or prominence) of information presented when

translating from the one language (Vietnamese) to the other (English). In some instances

where the students were proficient enough to select the correct equivalent structure in
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English, they still had problems locating the subject that best conveyed the meaning in

the source sentence without changing its focus of information.

   To deal with the phenomena presented above, the following strategies are

recommended in the teaching of Vietnamese- English translation:

1. In the program of Vietnamese-English translation, a certain number of hours

should be spared for teaching Vietnamese grammar and the special role of topic-

prominent structures in Vietnamese language. Recognizing these differences in syntactic

structures between Vietnamese and English, students can become more aware when

choosing the suitable structure in translation.

2. It is a tradition in Vietnamese universities that, in translation classes, 200-word

texts in the source language are usually given to students, and the teacher works with

the students on that text. Although this makes it easy for students in terms of their

choice of vocabulary, it fails to provide students with a good resource of available

“equivalent structures” they can use when faced with a specific type of text type. It is

recommended that, instead of being given 200-word text, students should be given 10

sentences of the same syntactic structures in Vietnamese on different topics in order

that they can master the way of handling subjects in a given structure. It may be argued

that this way of teaching may encourage word-for-word translation. However, for

learners of English with very limited competency, this way of teaching at least can help

them to handle the text correctly, before they are competent enough to make it perfect

and natural in the whole text.  The other option is that they be given different texts on

different topics, each illustrating a particular syntactic structure, to help them to

practice and improve their translation skills.

Conclusion

The paper has identified some typical errors which can be considered as evidence of the

direct influence from the mother tongue, whose topic-prominent typology is strong

enough to override their competence in English. The most common errors are seen in the

translation of verb phrases, passive structures, and dropped subjects from Vietnamese

into English. All these errors result from the habit of applying the Vietnamese structures
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and sticking to them when translating into English. We have also discussed how some

strategies can be used to prevent the possible effect of these topic-prominent structures

when translating Vietnamese into English.
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APPENDIX 1

Translate these following sentences into English:

Làm h__ng g_p nh_ng ngày n_ng to thì không còn gì b_ng. H__ng se xong __n _âu,

___c mang ra ph_i ngay t_i _ó, ch_ m_t n_ng là khô. Nh_ng ng__i làm h__ng làn h ngh_

và có kinh nghi_m th__ng ph_i h__ng trong nong, nia ho_c trên các cây sào ___c gác

cao. _i_u t_i k_ là không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t. Anh Ng_c gi_i thích: ‘Th_ nh_t, vì

h__ng là th_ dung __ th_ cúng, mà nh_ng gì __ th_ cúng thì không __ d__i __t’. Tùy s_

thích hay m_c _ích dùng h__ng vào vi_c gì mà tô _i_m thêm màu s_c cho phù h_p và

t_ng thêm tính th_m m_. __i v_i ng__i buôn bán, m_i sáng mai b_t __u m_t ngày m_i

c_ng là kh_i __u cu_c m_u sinh v_t v_, h_ l_i th_p lên m_t vài th_ h__ng __ mong lên

___ng an tòan may m_n. Tri_t l_ nhân sinh th_t __n gi_n nh_ng l_i mang m_t n_i hàm _a

d_ng. phong phú th__ng th_y _ ng__i Á _ông.

Title: Nh_p c_u n_i cõi th_c h_

Source: HERITAGE - Vietnam Airline In-flight Magazines

   Number: January/February 2002.

English Translation:

Making incense is best done on bright sunny days. As soon as incense has been rolled, it

will be dried immediately and only needs one time of being exposed in the sun to be

completely dry. Skilful and experienced incense-makers usually dry incense in broad flat

baskets or on high perches. It is considered a taboo to dry incense on the ground.

“Firstly, because incense is used for worshipping purpose and what is used for that

purpose cannot be put on the ground.” Ngoc explained. It is the customers’ taste or the

purpose of using incense that decide whether the incense-makers should add more colors

to increase its aesthetic sense.
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As for retailers, the dawn of each new day starts a toiling bread-winning trip, they burn

some incense sticks hoping for a safe and lucky business trip. That philosophy is really

simple but it implies a profound and varied connotation often seen among Asian people.

APPENDIX 2

1.  Làm h__ng g_p nh_ng ngày n_ng to thì không còn gì b_ng.

1. It is great to make incense in the bright sunny days.

2. It's best to make incense on the bright and sunny days.

3. It is best to make incense in bright sunny days.

4. It’s the best to make incense in the bright sunny days

5. To make incense in the bright sunny days is nothing can compare with.

6. Making incense is best done on bright sunny days.

7. Making incense on bright sunny days is nothing better.

8. Making incense on the bright sunny days is wonderful.

9 .  Making incense in the bright sunny days is the best.

10. Nothing is better than making incense in bright sunny days.

11. Nothing is better than to make incense on the bright sunny days.

12. Nothing’s better than it is the bright sunny day when making incenses.

13. There is nothing favorable as making incense in bright sunny days.

14. The ideal time to make incense is bright sunny days.

15. A bright sunny day is the perfect time for making incense

2.  H__ng se xong __n _âu, ___c mang ra ph_i ngay t_i _ó, ch_ m_t n_ng là

khô.

1. After being rolled, the incense is dried at once, it need only one time of drying.

2. As soon as incense is rolled, it is dried; the process needs one time of drying only.

3. Hardly is the incense rolled when it is made dried, it needs only one time of

drying to be dried.
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4. Once incense is rolled, it is dried immediately, only after one time of drying, it

dries.

5. Scarcely is incense rolled when it is dried, needing only one time of drying.

6. When incense has been rolled, then dried after that, only one time of drying is dry.

7. So much the incense is rolled, so much it is dried, one time of drying is just

enough.

8. As soon as incense finishes rolling, it brings to dry and is dried after one time of

drying.

9. Incense’s rolled then dried, only needs one time drying to dry

10. Incense having been rolled will be brought out to dry immediately. It will dry

after only one time of drying.

11. Incense is dried as soon as being rolled. It can be dried after one hour of drying.

12. Incense is dried in one time of drying as soon as it is rolled.

13. Incense which has just finished being rolled is brought to dry just one time of

drying.

14. Incenses are just rolled, then they are dried right away, just take one time of

drying.

15. The incense is dried as soon as they are rolled completely and need only one time

of drying.

3.   Nh_ng ng__i làm h__ng làn h ngh_ và có kinh nghi_m th__ng ph_i h__ng

trong nong,    nia ho_c trên các cây sào ___c gác cao.

1. The skilful and experienced people who make the incense usually dry it in the sun

in the broad flat drying basket, large flat basket or on the high shelf perch.

2. Those who are skilful and experienced in making incense often dry it in the broad

flat drying basket, large flat basket or on high shelf perch.
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3. The people who are skilful and experienced in making incenses, often have

incense dried in broad flat drying basket, in large flat basket or on perches which

are high shelf.

4. People make incense who are skilful and experienced usually dry incense on the

broad flat drying basket, on large flat basket or high shelf perchs.

5. Skilful and experienced incense makers habitually dry incense in broad drying

baskets, large flat baskets or on perches or high shelves.

6. Skilful and experienced incense-makers usually dry incense in broad flat drying

baskets, large flat baskets or on high perches.

7. Skillful and experienced incense makers usually dry incense on broad flat drying

basket, large flat baskets or high-shelf perch

8. Skillful and experienced incense-makers usually have incense dried on broad flat

baskets, large flat baskets or high-shelf perches.

9. The skilful and experienced incense makers often dry incense in broad flat dying

basket, large flat basket or on high shelf perches.

10. The skilful and experienced incense worker often spread incense in the broad flat

drying basket, large flat basket or hang on high shelf perch.

11. The skilful and experienced (incense) makers usually dry incense with broad flat

drying baskets or on high-shelf perch

12. The skillful and experienced incense makers usually dry incense on broad flat

drying baskets, large flat basket or perches which are on high shelves.

13. The skillful incense makers often dry them in broad flat basket or on the high-

shelved perch.

14. Experienced and skillful incense makers often dry incense on broad flat drying

basket, large flat basket or on top of highly shelfed perch.

15. Skillful and experienced incense makers often dry incense on broad flat drying

baskets, large flat basket or high shelf perch.
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4.   _i_u t_i k_ là không ___c ph_i h__ng d__i __t.

1. Drying (incense) on the ground is strictly a taboo.

2. Drying incense on the floor is the taboo.

3. Drying on the ground is the taboo.

4. The taboo is (that) no drying incense on the ground.

5. The taboo is drying incense on the ground.

6. The taboo is not to dry incense on the ground.

7. The taboo is not to dry incense on the ground.

8. The taboo is not to dry incense on the ground.

9. The taboo is that don’t dry incense on the ground.

10. The taboo is to dry incense on the ground.

11. The taboo of making incense is not to dry incense on the ground.

12. It is the taboo to dry the incense on the ground.

13. It's a taboo to dry incense on the ground.

14. It is a taboo to dry incense on the ground.

15. There is a taboo that the incense cannot be dried on the ground.

5.   Anh Ng_c gi_i thích: ‘Th_ nh_t, vì h__ng là th_ dung __ th_ cúng, mà

nh_ng gì __ th_ cúng thì không __ d__i __t’.

1. “Firstly, because incense is used to worship and what is used for that purpose

cannot be put on the ground.” Ngoc explained.

2. Mr Ngoc explained: “ firstly, it is because the incense is used for worshipping, as

what for worshipping cannot be put on the ground.

3. Brother Ngoc explained: ‘Firstly, since incense is used for worshipping, and the

things to worship, aren’t laid on the ground’

4. Mr Ngoc explained: ‘First, because incense is used to worship, it can’t be put on

the ground’

5. Ngoc explained: ‘Firstly, because incense is used to worship, what is worshipped

shouldn’t lay on the ground’
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6. Ngoc explained:  ‘first, as incense used for worshipping, and everything for

worshipping shouldn’t be put on the ground.”

7. Mr. Ngoc explained: “Firstly, it is because the incense is used for worshiping; it

shouldn’t be put what used for worshiping.”

8. Mr Ngoc explained: ‘First, we have such a taboo because incense is among those

used for worship which mustn’t be put on the ground’

9. Mr Ngoc explains: ‘First, incense is used in worshipping, and which used for

worship is never laid/let on the ground’

10. "First of all, incense is used for worshiping purposes, and all the things used for

worshiping purposes are not to be put on the ground," explained Ngoc.

11. Mr Ngoc explains: “Firstly, incense is used for worship and things used for

worship cannot be placed on the ground”

12. Ngoc explained “firstly, incense is used for making worship, and things used for

worship mustn’t be left on the floor”.

13. Ngoc explained: ‘First, incense is used to worship, which shouldn’t be put on the

floor’

14. Mr. Ngoc explains: "Firstly, incense is used to worship that does not dry on the

ground."

15. Mr. Ngoc explains: "First, incense is something for worship and things for

worship should not be put on the ground".

6.   Tùy s_ thích hay m_c _ích dùng h__ng vào vi_c gì mà tô _i_m thêm màu s_c

cho phù h_p và t_ng thêm tính th_m m_.

1. According to taste or the purpose of using incense, we embellish more colors in

order to be suitable and increase aesthetic sense.

2. It all depends the taste or the purpose on which people use incense so that we can

beautify suitable color and add aesthetic sense.
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3. It depends on taste or purpose for which they use it so that it can suitable

embellish and add aesthetic sense.

4. It depend s on taste or what purpose the incense is used for that the incense is

embellished suitable colors so that the aesthetic sense is added.

5. Depending on taste or purpose that incense is used for, they embellish the suitable

color for incense and increase aesthetic sense.

6. Depend on taste or purpose, incense is embellished by adding colors to suit and to

add an aesthetic  sense

7. Depending on taste or purpose of using incense, they embellish more coincident

colors and increase aesthetic sense.

8. Beautifying and polishing with suitable colors depends on the interest or the

purpose of using it.

9. The embellishing more colors to be suitable and increasing more aesthetic sense

depend on the taste or purpose of using it.

10. To beatify colorfully to make incense more suitable and more aesthetic sensible

depends on users’ taste or purpose.

11. We can embellish incense with colors to increase suitability and aesthetic sense;

that depends on different tastes and purposes incense is used for.

12. Incense can be beautified more to be suitable and to increase the aesthetic sense

according to the like and the purpose.

13. Incense is embellished with colours to increase its aesthetic and suit the purposes

and tastes of its users.

14. Spending incense for different liking, purpose will beautify more colors suitably

and increase the aesthetic sense.

15. People embellish it so that it is appropriate for the liking or purpose in order to

increase the aesthetic sense.

7.  __i v_i ng__i buôn bán, m_i sáng mai b_t __u m_t ngày m_i c_ng là kh_i

__u cu_c m_u  sinh v_t v_, h_ l_i th_p lên m_t vài th_ h__ng __ mong lên

___ng an tòan may m_n.
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1. As for businessmen, the dawn of a new day is also the start of a coiling bread-

winning. They would burn some incense sticks wishing for a safe and lucky

business trip.

2. As for the businessmen, the morning of a new day means the beginning their own

toiling bread-winning, therefore, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe

and lucky business trip.

3. As for traders, every early morning beginning a new day is also the start of a

toiling bread-winning, they burn a few of sticks again to wish for a safe and lucky

business trip.

4. As for the traders, morning is the beginning of not only a new day but also a hard

bread-winning, they burns some incense sticks to wish for a safe & lucky business

trip.

5. As for traders, every mornings of a new day is also the beginning of their

toiling,…..

6. As for traders, the dawn of new day is the beginning of a toiling bread-winning,

they burn a few of incense stick hoping for a safe and lucky business trip.

7. As for businessmen, because of the fact that the beginning of a new day is also the

beginning of the toiling bread-winning, they burn some of incense sticks to wish

for a safe and lucky business trip.

8. As for traders, every morning begin with a new day is also start a difficult bread-

winning, they burn a few of incense-sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business

trip.

9. As for businessmen, starting a new day also means starting a toiling bread-

winning every morning, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and

lucky business.

10. As for retailers, as dawn breaks, which means the start of a bread-winning’s toil,

they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business trip.
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11. As for traders, as every morning beginning a new day starts their toiling bread-

winning, they will be burning several incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky

business trip.

12. As for the traders, every morning begins a new day as well as a toiling bread-

winning, they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business trip.

13. As for traders, beginning a new day each morning is also to begin toiling bread-

winning. They burn a few of incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business

trip.

14. To merchants, every morning, beginning a new day is also beginning a hard life

of earning living. They burn incense to pray for a lucky and safe business.

15. When the day begins, as for traders, it is also the beginning of the hard bread-

winning; they burn some incense sticks to wish for a safe and lucky business trip.

8. Tri_t l_ nhân sinh th_t __n gi_n nh_ng l_i mang m_t n_i hàm _a d_ng. phong

phú th__ng th_y _ ng__i Á _ông.

1. Although the philosophy is really simple, it implies a rich and varied connotation

which is seen on the Oriental.

2. So simple as the philosophy of human life seems, it implies a profound and

varied connotation that may exist in every Asians.

3. Such a simple philosophy of human life, yet it does imply the profound and

varied connotation that can be found in every Asian.

4. The philosophy of human life is quite simple, but contents a complex and rich

intent that may be found in every Asian people.(?!!!)

5. The philosophy of human life is simple but contains within it a rich and varied

connotation, which is common among Asians.

6. The philosophy of human life is simple but implying a profound, varied

connotation of the Oriental.
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7. The philosophy of human life is so simple but containing within it a varied,

profound connotation that can be seen in most Asians.

8. The philosophy of human life is very simple but it implies a varied and profound

connotation which is usually found in the Oriental.

9. The philosophy of human life seems to be simple but implies rich and varied

connotation which we often find of the Oriental.

10. The philosophy of human life which is simple but implies a varied and rich

connotation which is often found out from the Oriental.

11. The philosophy of human life is quite simple but it contains a varied and rich

connotation that is often seen in The Asian.

12. The philosophy of human life is really simple, however, it is the Asian’s rich,

varied connotation.

13. The philosophy of human life is simple but  contains within it rich and

varied connotations often found among the Asian.

14. That philosophy of human life is indeed simple, it implies a profound and varied

connotation easily seen /recognized among the Oriental.

15. The simple philosophy of human life implies a varied & rich connotation that can

be found in each people of Asia.
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Abstract

Idioms are not completely arbitrary, but "motivated" by metaphors. This present study, a
quasi-experimental research design, explored the effect of students' metaphor awareness
on idiom comprehension with college level Chinese beginning EFL language learners.
The experimental group received some treatment in the form of raising their awareness of
metaphors, while the contrastive group received traditional instruction alone. A post-
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Introduction

Idiomatic expressions are ubiquitous in either British or American English. A language

learner, either a foreign or second language learner, must somehow learn such

expressions, since people are not considered competent learners of the target language

until they master many thousands of idioms (Bobrow & Bell, 1973). In the process of

language learning, however, a foreign language learner is frequently faced with the

problem of making sense of idiomatic expressions that do not necessarily mean what they

say. It is believed that an idiom has a given meaning that is not equal to the meaning of

the parts (see Gibbs, 1997; Boers, 2000). In this sense, to attempt to make a syntactic

decomposition of an idiom means generally to lose the idiomatic meaning of it. It is a

tough job for most foreign language teachers and learners to deal with such expressions

in authentic contexts without a feasible methodology that follows a systematic and

reliable approach (Krishna, 2006).

   Idioms are big or long words of which the meaning is arbitrary (Hatch & Brown, 1995).

Because of this alleged arbitrary nature of idioms, it has long been taken for granted in

second or foreign language teaching that learners could only resort to contextual clues to

try to interpret idioms (e.g. Cooper, 1999), and the only way students could memorize

such expressions was believed to be rote-learning due to the absence of reliable clues

inside the expressions themselves (Boers, 2000; Li, 2005). With the advent of cognitive

science, however, some researchers contend that most idioms fit one or more patterns of

metaphors present in the human conceptual system, and the idiomatic meaning is not

arbitrary, but rather motivated by conceptual metaphors (Gibbs & O'Brien, 1990; Lakoff,

1993; Gibbs, 1997; Boers, 2000; Krishna, 2006). In an FLT context, this offers the

possibility of teaching idioms in ways that promote insightful learning rather than

learning by rote.

   The present study was intended to explore whether raising learners' awareness of

conceptual metaphors can facilitate their comprehension of idioms in an FLT context.

Metaphor awareness is defined by Boers (2000) as the consciousness and sensitivity of

language learners to metaphors. This paper first presents (1) metaphor in contemporary
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cognitive science, (2) idiomatic meaning motivated by metaphor, and then (3) the

methodology and design is presented in the third part, which is followed by the

discussion and conclusions.

Metaphor in cognitive science

In their joint work, Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) explored the

patterns of metaphors that occurred in conventional language and found that metaphors

are not merely ubiquitous in our everyday speech but also prevalent in the reasoning of

abstract concepts, difficult-to-talk-about ideas. Many abstract concepts such as idea, time,

and emotions, such as love or anger, are partly structured via metaphorical mapping of

information from a familiar source domain onto a less familiar target domain (Lakoff,

1993; Gibbs, 1997). Imagine the following expressions that are used to describe love or a

love relationship in this fictitious speech: Dearest, we've come a long way since we first

met, but I'm afraid that our relationship has finally hit a dead-end. It's not going

anywhere, and we're both tired of just spinning our wheels. I don't think either of us

knows how to salvage it, so maybe we should just go our separate ways.

   None of these expressions is particularly poetic, nor is any of them usually employed to

create special rhetorical effects. They are all conventional expressions that reveal the

underlying metaphorical concept, love-is-a-journey.  In our daily language there are

thousands of such expressions, of which one salient feature is the systematic way

concrete concepts (e.g., journey) are used to describe abstract concepts (e.g., love or love

relationship), though they are not quite restricted to descriptions of love (e.g., I've come a

long way in this business, but my career has finally hit a dead end). What constitutes the

love-is-a-journey metaphor is not any particular word or expression, but our embodied

experience of journey and our conceptual system, which is metaphorical in nature

(Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). Lakoff (1993) asserts that metaphor is not just a matter of

language, but of thought and reason, and a fixed part of our conceptual system. It

constitutes a significant part of cognitive functions by which we create and extend

structure in our experience and understanding (Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1993; Sweetser,

1990).



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 151

   For an English teacher, this has some important implications. Figurative, idiomatic

usage is prevalent in authentic texts and the foreign language learner when dealing with

them is faced with difficulties "figuring out" the idiomatic meaning, which seems to have

little or nothing to do with the meaning of the parts. To be able to adequately acquire and

accurately use the idioms in the way that the native speakers do the learner requires a

systematic and reliable approach, which the teacher also needs to promote the foreign

language learning. Now that metaphor is not just a matter of language, but of thought and

reason, and "our ordinary conceptual system is metaphorical in nature" (Lakoff &

Johnson 1980, p. 4), the researcher is motivated to think of raising learners' awareness of

conceptual metaphors as an instructional strategy to increase their ability to comprehend

idiomatic expressions. According to cognitive science, most idioms are not separate

semantic units, but analyzable and motivated by metaphors (see Gibbs, 1997; Boers,

2000). The next part serves to describe why and how idioms are motivated by enduring

conceptual metaphors.

Idiomatic meaning motivated by metaphors

Most figurative language scholars do not view idioms as being especially metaphorical

because these phrases are classic examples of dead metaphors (see Gibbs, 1993, 1994).

Idioms might once have been metaphorical, but over time have lost their metaphoricity

and now exist in our mental lexicons as frozen, lexical items (Gibbs, 1997). Because of

this frozen, arbitrary nature of idioms, it has long been taken for granted that learners

could only resort to contextual clues to try to interpret idioms (e.g., Cooper, 1999), and

the only way students could memorize such expressions was believed to be rote-learning

due to the absence of reliable clues inside the expressions themselves (Boers, 2000; Li,

2005).

   The underlying reason why the traditional study of idiomaticity failed to acknowledge

the metaphorical roots of idioms is that most language scholars tended to examine only a

few of these conventional phrases, such as by and large (see Hatch & Brown, 1995). Yet

a closer look at idiomaticity, one that examines idioms more broadly and seeks greater

generalizations across different idiomatic phrases, reveals that idioms are not frozen,



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 152

arbitrary, but indeed partly analyzable and motivated by enduring conceptual metaphors

or conceptual metonymies (Kövecses & Szabó, 1995; Boers, 2000; Gibbs, 1997; Lakoff,

1987, 1993). For example, the expression lend a (helping) hand can be motivated by a

conceptual metonymy where the hand stands for the action (also evidenced by idioms

such as get one's hand in, turn one's hand to something and hands-on experience). The

expression flip your lid appears to be motivated by the conceptual metaphor anger-is-

heated-fluid-in-a-container (also evidenced by statements such as hit the ceiling, get hot

under the collar, lose your cool, and get steamed up, go through the roof). Although

some idioms are derived from associations of imageries in rather specific experiential

domains, they are also motivated by general conceptual metaphors. For example, the

idiom a race against time may be derived from the imagery of a racing contest, but it also

reflects the conceptual metaphor time-is-a-moving-object.

   From the literature above, it seems that the idiomatic meaning is motivated by

conceptual metaphors, which involved a set of metaphorical mappings between different

source and target domains that form part of our cognition for abstract concepts such as

anger and time. They fit one or more patterns of metaphors present in the human

conceptual system (Gibbs & O'Brien, 1990; Lakoff, 1993; Gibbs, 1997; Boers, 2000;

Krishna, 2006). The idiom phrase it was a shot in the arm fits the conceptual metaphor,

encouragement-is-giving-someone-a-drug, the idiom phrase left a bad taste in his mouth

fits the conceptual metaphor, accepting-something-is-eating, to name a few. It now turns

out that only a very small minority of idioms is arbitrary and thus especially hard for

learners to process in any insightful way (Grant et al., 2004). It follows that, contrary to

traditional beliefs in second and foreign language learning, the majority of idioms is

motivated by enduring metaphors and metonymies, and could possibly be taught to the

students in ways that go beyond "blind" rote-learning after all.

   The beneficial effect of raising metaphor awareness as a teaching device for foreign

language teaching has been revealed by the results of some controlled experiments.

Kövecses and Szabó (1995), and Boers (2000) conducted a series of experiments, which

conclude that retention of foreign language vocabulary is facilitated by raising learners'

awareness of conceptual metaphors or metonymies behind clusters of the figurative

expressions. Another study by Boers (2001) also demonstrates that students have been
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shown to be more likely to remember figurative expressions when raising their awareness

to the specific information of source domain embedded in the expression. The central

interest to a foreign language teacher, such as the researcher himself, is the potential

relationship between integration of raising metaphor awareness of learners into foreign

language teaching and the ability of the learners to comprehend idioms that is needed for

increasing their foreign language proficiency. It is hoped that the results of this study cast

some light on this issue and pave the way for a better teaching and learning of idioms in

class.

Methodology

Research design

The target school for this study was a university located in Shandong province, China.

Since it was impossible for the subjects to be random selected, this study was a quasi-

experimental research design, involving two intact classes respectively as the

experimental and contrastive groups, each of which included 35 college level Chinese

beginning EFL students. Because the participants were not random sampled, no claim is

here made that the two intact classes chosen constituted a representative sample of all

college English learners in the university.

Research question

The main concern of the study is: Is there a significant difference in students'

comprehension of idioms, as measured by a posttest assessment, between those college

level beginning EFL language learners who receive instruction under which the teacher

consciously raises their metaphor awareness in the process of language teaching, and

those who receive traditional instruction alone? The researcher established the following

hypothesis to examine the research question: there is a significant difference on

comprehension measures between students who receive instruction in the form of raising

their metaphor awareness in the language teaching, and those who receive traditional

instruction alone (significance level < .05).
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Participants

The subjects were 70 students studying in the English Department of the university. They

were newly enrolled students and were recruited into the Department during the Autumn

2006 semester. Of the students who participated, 47 were male and 23 were female, with

an average age of 19.5.

    In terms of homogeneity, all the subjects have the same cultural and language

background, with Chinese as their first language, on the one hand; they had learned the

target language from the same standard textbooks approved by the State Education

Commission for about six years in junior and senior middle school, taken the same

entrance examination, and recruited into the university with scores above the required

level, on the other hand. The similar background and English proficiency that the subjects

possess makes the two groups as equivalent as possible.

   Since the entrance examination taken was three months ago, the researcher used their

scores from the English Proficiency Test administrated by the school authority after their

enrollment to see whether there was any significant difference between the two groups or

not. A t-test was run between their scores of the two groups. There was no significant

difference between the two groups in their English proficiency level (t-value = 0.903, P >

0.05, df 68).

Delivery of instruction

Instructional methods in this study involved traditional classroom instruction and

instruction of raising metaphor awareness of learners in the process of foreign language

teaching. The duration of treatment in this study was fifteen weeks, with two class

sessions a week for both groups. Each class session was comprised of two periods, with a

total of 80 minutes. Based on the definition of metaphor awareness developed by Boers

(2000), the consciousness and sensitivity of language learners to metaphors, a

metaphorical teaching project was developed for the experimental group and

implemented by the researcher to consciously raise the learners' metaphor awareness by

elaborating on metaphor, for example, the systematicity and patterns of metaphor, the

hierarchy and grounding of metaphorical mapping, and cultural difference and diversity

of the source domains.
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   In addition, when a figurative idiom was encountered in class the researcher asked the

students to hypothesize the metaphorical mapping embedded in the idiom with the major

purpose of enhancing their metaphor awareness and facilitating their comprehension of

the idiom. The sequence of steps was as follows:

(i) Asking the students to hypothesize about the source domain and the

information of it based on the parts of the idiom;

(ii) Asking to rectify and refine their hypothesis;

(iii) Asking to hypothesize about the potential relationship between the

information of the source domain and the figurative meaning;

(iv) Asking to interpret the figurative meaning by combining the information of

the source domain and the contextual clues;

(v) Asking the students to refine or rectify their interpretation.

Procedures for data collection and analysis

The central focus of this study was to explore the effect of the learners' awareness of

metaphors on comprehension of idiomatic expressions. To reach this objective, data were

carefully collected for analysis. There are two types of data, of which the first sort was

generated from the comprehension test at the end of the experiment, and the second type

was gathered from the interviews with the students after regular school hours on different

weeks. The interviews were conducted in Chinese in order to provide more opportunity

for the students to describe their learning of idioms meaningfully because the students

were Chinese beginning EFL students of a lower English proficiency level.

   The two groups were tested simultaneously in their own classrooms and the time limit

was the standard time considered by the testing organization, i.e. 65 minutes. Before the

implementation of testing, the test sheet (see Appendix) was submitted to an experienced

professor for his suggestions on which some modifications were made. After the test, the

testing sheets for the two groups were mixed up and evaluated by the researcher and an

associate professor independently at first, and then, if the two scores given by the two

raters were in the general area of the rating scale, the participant's final mark would be

the mean of the two marks; if, however, the two scores were very different, the two raters

would determine the final score in consultation. The correlation between the two raters in
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scoring the subjects was measured by the correlation coefficients. The internal

consistency of the raters was quite high, since the Pearson Correlation coefficient reached

.825 point with significant correlations (p < 0.01).

   After data collecting, statistical analyses were performed using SPSS (Statistical

Package for Social Sciences) for Windows, version 11.0 at the Computer Center of the

university. First, by using the descriptive statistics, the mean, standard deviation, range,

median, and skewness for both groups were calculated in order to examine the central

tendencies and variability of the scores. Then, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)

was run to see whether there is any significant difference between the experimental and

contrastive groups. The reason the analysis of variance was used in this present study is

that ANOVA can be used to analyze experiments with any number of conditions,

including, of course, two-group experiments, because the t test is a special case of the F

test. To be more specific, if you were to conduct a t test and an F test on the data from the

same two-group experiment, you would reach exactly the same conclusions (Geoffrey,

1992, p.128-129). The reason the conclusions would be identical is that the two statistical

tests are algebraically equivalent, that is:

F = (t) 2    and  t =    F

Results of the experiment

Descriptive statistics for the results of the application of the test to the experimental

group (EG) and contrastive group (CG) were presented in table 1. Figure 1 shows the

count of the scores of the two groups and their distributions.
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for the results of the comprehension test

Group Mean N
Std.

Deviation
Range Median Skewness

Std. Error of

Skewness

Con 28.4571 35 5.22631 20.00 30.0000 –.223 .398

Exp 32.3429 35 4.12983 18.00 32.0000 .097 .398

Figure 1 shows the difference of the count of the scores of EG and CG and their

distributions.

Figure 1: The count of the scores of the two groups
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   The mean of the EG is about 32.34, and that of the CG is about 28.46. The standard

deviation for the EG is about 4.13, and that of the CG is about 5.23. The range of the

scores of the EG is 18, whereas that of the CG is 20. Both the range and the standard

deviation show that there is more variation among the subjects' scores of the CG as

compared with those of the EG. Considering the generated data, it claims that the subjects

in the EG group performed more homogeneously than those of the CG. Therefore, it can

be concluded that this homogeneity is due to the treatment given to the EG.

   The median of the EG is 32, and that of the CG is 30. The distribution of the scores of

the EG is positively skewed (.097), whereas that of the CG is negatively skewed (.223).

This shows that the scores of the EG are closer to each other than those of the CG, though

the scores of the CG bunch up on the high end of the scale and those of the EG on the

low end.

   Based on all descriptive statistics above, it can be assumed that the performance of the

EG has improved a lot due to the treatment, and subjects in this group performed more

homogeneously than those in the CG.

   Table 2 represents the one-way ANOVA and the difference between the means of the

two groups (EG and CG).

Table 2: The difference between the means of the two groups

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

Between Groups 264.229 1 264.229 11.910 .001

Within Groups 1508.571 68 22.185

   The data in table 2 indicate that the difference between the means of the scores of the

two groups is statistically significant (P = .001 < 0.05, F-value = 11.91). This shows that

the subjects in EG performed better in the test and this better performance seems to be the

result of the treatment given to them, that is, raising the learners' awareness of metaphors
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consciously in the process of language teaching. The results of this experiment provide

strong evidence for the position taken by Boers (2000) that metaphor awareness has a

positive influence on vocabulary learning in English as a foreign language context.

   The data from the interviews also provide some insight for the students' learning of

idioms in class. The interviews report that along with their metaphor awareness

increased, the students' anxiety of learning idioms was reduced and their motivation was

increased, both of which can produce learning results because the two factors are an

indispensable key to success in any human learning task (see Dörnyei, 1998 and Krashen,

1981). Unlike the students in the traditional class who usually retreat to rote learning,

which is very boring (Li, 2005; Krishna, 2006), the students under the "metaphorical

teaching" are very "active" in learning. When encountering an idiom they are "eager" to

analyze and hypothesize the relationship between the information of the source domain

and the idiomatic meaning based the metaphorical knowledge they learned.

Discussion, conclusions and implications

In this article, we have looked at the potential relationship between the integration of

raising learners' awareness of metaphors into foreign language teaching and their ability

to grasp or comprehend the meaning of idioms that is needed for increasing the target

language proficiency. The experimental data reported in the study are quite encouraging

with regard to the potential relationship. The experimental group had a better

performance as compared with the control group in the comprehension test with a

significant difference, and this better performance in the test seems to be the result of the

increased metaphor awareness of the subjects in the EG. Though this research has not

been exhaustive, an attempt has been made to find a use for the pervasive nature of

metaphors in learning a foreign language, especially in learning some idiomatic

expressions in class.

    Figurative language is often part-and-parcel of authentic material. In either British or

American English there are many thousands of idioms, of which the meaning has little or

nothing to do with the literal meaning of the components. In dealing with such

expressions the foreign language learner is often faced with difficulties of "figuring out"
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the idiomatic meaning. To be able to adequately grasp these expressions the learner

requires a systematic and reliable strategy as opposed to learning by rote. A teacher of

English as a foreign language also needs to provide strategies to the students to help them

effectively comprehend and memorize idioms that are prevalent in the authentic

language. The results of the study show that it seems feasible and effective in classroom

contexts to better students' learning of idioms by enriching their metaphorical knowledge

and increasing their metaphor awareness.

   It is believed that as foreign language learners already possess 'world knowledge' and

'discourse knowledge' which can be used to help where there is a lack of 'linguistic

knowledge' (Singleton & Little, 1991), an awareness of universal metaphors may also be

helpful. Just as people might quickly conceptualize some real-world experience in

metaphorical ways to better understand that experience, the students whose awareness of

metaphors increased might likely employ metaphorical processing as a tool for making

sense of idioms, which results in a better performance. One reason of the effectiveness of

raising metaphor awareness as a teaching device is that understanding a figurative

expression involves active mental participation to link target and source domains

(Thornbury, 1991). Raising learners' awareness of metaphors consciously can make them

more likely to think about the information of the source domain that is likely to call up a

mental image of a concrete scene, which can be stored in memory alongside the verbal

form, and which can provide an extra pathway for memorization and comprehension.

    This study, nonetheless, had a few shortcomings. First, the span of the experiment was

very short, only a semester. Second, besides raising learners' awareness of metaphors,

there might be many other factors influencing the learners' comprehension of idioms,

such as learners' age, family background and foreign language proficiency. These

variables were not taken into great consideration and therefore remained unexplored in

this study. Finally, the subjects were not randomly selected and the implementation of the

study was within one university. Studies can be conducted with random samples in

different universities and the results can be seen.

   In sum, the findings of the study show that increasing learners' metaphor awareness has

a big influence on their comprehension of idioms. Although one study cannot dictate

instructional practice, it can provide directions. In the process of foreign language
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teaching, it is important for the teacher to raise learners' metaphor awareness in class and

help them have a clear picture of the functions by metaphor in making sense of figurative

expressions. To increase learners' awareness of specific everyday uses of language such

as metaphorical and idiomatic expressions, it is periodically advocated that metaphor and

metaphorical processing should be used frequently in foreign language teaching in class.
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Appendix

Part one: Read the following story and then match the idiomatic expressions with the

definitions below.

Joe Fisher was in trouble. He'd just been dismissed from his job at the local factory.

He'd worked there since leaving school, steadily working his way up from tea boy to the

firm's accountant, but his boss had found out that he'd been cooking the books. He'd

started doing it because he was fed up with seeing the fat cats at the top of the company

making money hand over fist while he slogged his guts out just to be paid enough money

to live on. So he started stealing from the company. For a few months it went like a

dream and nobody suspected anything. Then he started living beyond his means, buying a
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new house and an expensive car. People got suspicious and began to wonder how he

could throw so much money around on his salary. That's when the boss found out and

everything went badly wrong. He wondered what would happen now. Perhaps he could

throw in the towel and leave the rat race altogether. After all, he could sell that big new

house and buy himself a nice little cottage in the country…

1. work extremely hard: _____

2. give up:_____
3. spend more than you earn: _____

4. make money very easily: _____
5. change facts and figures in a dishonest or an illegal way: ____

6. work very successfully: _____
7. spend money in a careless way: _____

8. get yourself more responsible jobs within a company:______
9. a competitive struggle for success in jobs and business: ________

10. a wealthy and powerful person: _______

Part two: Paraphrase the statements underlined

1. The 1,000 homeless people in Baghdad sleeping in night shelters are only the tip of

the iceberg. There are many thousands of homeless people in the city.

2. Why are you so late home? Your mother and I have been tearing our hair out

wondering where you were!

3. The office clerk says that they have got a big order from Sweden this morning and the

things are getting better, but the manager says that one swallow doesn't make a

summer and they should not be too optimistic.

4. He has no stomach for this kind of job. He should never have become a salesman.

5. Your father's having trouble at work, so his temper's on a short fuse today.

6. The two businessmen have locked horns over the deal.

7. The strange combination of colors hits you in the eye as soon as you enter the room.

8. He is not interested in reviewing small provincial exhibitions like this one; he's got

much bigger fish to fry.
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9. I had trouble keeping my end up in the conversation, because I didn't know anything

about the subject.

10. After the terrible attack on its military bases, the country decided not to be caught

with its pants down a second time.

11. When you say such nasty things about the organization, you are biting the hand that

feeds you.

12. She forgot to send me an invitation to her party and then added insult to injury by

asking to borrow my jacket.

13. We must not forget to take account of price increases when we do the budget for next

year.

14. This new 'miracle diet' is a double-edged sword----it will make you lose weight fast

but you may have some unpleasant side effects.

15. He never remembers anything I tell him. It just goes in one ear and out the other.

Part three: Paraphrase the statements underlined in the short passages.

1. Young students who plan on staying in the United States just long enough to finish

two semesters of high school have difficulty finding a host family. Lucy is one of the

lucky ones. "I think it all depends," says Lucy, "on how you answer the survey sent by

the overseas study company. For example, I did not economize on words. I even wrote

about my four dogs, and said I went to church every Sunday." She hit the target.

Americans are quite religious and have a special place in their hearts for pets.

2. At sixteen, I knew I had a shot at the 1976 Olympics. At the trials, one month prior

to the finals, I took first place on the ten-meter platform and on the springboard! This was

surprising because I had trained mostly on the platform. In the finals, I won the silver

medal for the platform. Unfortunately, I was not happy. Instead, I felt I failed because I

had not won the gold.

3. Spoiling a child happens when parents are unable to stand up to their children's

unreasonable demands. Such parents fluctuate between saying no and giving in. Neither

response seems satisfactory to them. If they refuse a request, they immediately feel regret

for having been so strict or ungenerous. If they give in, they feel regret over having been
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too easy. Parents and their children were robbed of some mutual respect by this kind of

variability.

4. The Japanese business person works to achieve harmony, even if the deal falls

through, and will spend whatever time is necessary to determine a "you to you"

approach----trying to understand the other person's point of view, communicating

personal views only indirectly and delicately.

5. In my field----finance and securities----we are often asked by Westerners how

Nomura Securities has managed to escape the paper traffic jam that American firms have

faced. First, we have very sophisticated computers. Second, and most important, the

operational personnel responsible for processing all these transactions stay and stay until

the job is done.

6. Mary was a talented but struggling artist in her mid-twenties when she flew to New

York from her hometown, hoping to find work illustrating children's books----her life's

goal. So she was disappointed when all the book publishers she visited turned her down.

One even suggested the drawings might be better suited to greeting cards.

   "I was crushed," Mary admits. Greeting cards seemed a come down from her high

expectations, but the advice stayed with her, and she decided to give it a try. The results

transformed her life forever. Today, Mary sells an astonishing 14 million greeting cards a

year. Her popular designs appear on more than 2,000 products, including books,

calendars, and kitchen items. Once you know Mary's distinctive drawing style, you can

recognize her cards from 20 paces away----bright, funny, and with an eye to the past. Her

cards usually have elaborate border designs comprised of repeated images: hearts,

flowers, peaches, and teapots, for example.

Despite her success, Mary's feet are placed firmly on the ground. She still lives 16

miles from where she grew up, has many friends dating back to school years, and moved

from a large house to a small one because, she explained, her family did not use all the

space in the old place. She does most of her drawing in her home studio at night.
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Abstract:
For decades, the first linguistic and cultural influence on second language performance
(technically known as pragmatic and discourse transfer) in cross-cultural interaction has
fascinated researchers. The originality of this study rests upon the facts that it is based on
an innovative methodology — the Naturalized Role-play (Tran, 2004d, 2006a, 2006b) —
and that it is the first of its kind to investigate pragmatic and discourse transfer in
compliment responses (CRs) by Vietnamese speakers of English in cross-cultural
interaction with Australians. The following article presents findings about how CR
strategies are transferred from Vietnamese into English. The study also features new CR
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Pragmatic and discourse transfer
Pragmatic and discourse transfer1 can be defined as the second language (L2) learners’

carrying over their first language (L1) rules and practices of pragmatics and discourse,

which are means of expression of sociocultural values, sociolinguistic norms, and rules of

politeness and appropriateness, into their L2 acquisition, comprehension and production.

Since evidence of pragmatic and discourse transfer is most likely to be identified in

language output, the focus of this study is on pragmatic and discourse transfer in L2

production.

   Negative pragmatic and discourse transfer2  may result in pragmatic and discourse

failure, which can be attributed to L2 speakers’ personality (Tannen, 1994; Trosborg,

1995) and negatively influence their presentation of self (Richards, 1980). In fact,

pragmatic and discourse failure can result in not only native speakers’ (NSs’)

misinterpretation or misunderstanding of non-native speakers’ (NNSs’) linguistic

behavior, but also NNSs’ disappointment and culture shock in the target culture or

society. Therefore, as Kasper (1992) remarked, “in the real world, pragmatic transfer

matters more, or at least more obviously, than transfer of relative clause structure or word

order” (p. 205). It is also in pragmatics and discourse that the influence of the speaker’s

cultural and social background largely reflects itself. Moreover, the learners’ pragmatic

and discourse knowledge of the L2 sociocultural and linguistic norms in language use

does not automatically increase in accordance with their L2 grammatical competence

                                                  
1 For further explanation of the term “pragmatic and discourse transfer”, see Tran (2004c, 2004d, 2006a)
2 For a definition of negative transfer and the difference between negative and positive transfer, see Tran
(2004d, 2006a).
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(Kasper, 2001). It is thus necessary to investigate pragmatic and discourse transfer and

provide the learners with knowledge of this phenomenon in order to prevent them from

experiencing its possible negative effects.

   Despite having been studied at length, the nature of pragmatic and discourse transfer is

still not fully understood. There has been “highly diverse evidence for transfer” (Odlin,

2003, p. 437). Previous research findings about pragmatic and discourse transfer have

diverged as to whether transfer exists in advanced learners’ L2 use (See Tran, 2003d for a

review). What is transferred into L2 communicative act performance also requires further

investigation. The question is particularly appealing when it addresses pragmatic and

discourse transfer from such an understudied L1 in interlanguage pragmatics3 (i.e. the

study of learners’ L2 pragmatics4 as they move along their interlanguage continuum) as

Vietnamese. Therefore, this project aims to explore pragmatic and discourse transfer in

responding to compliments in Vietnamese-English interlanguage pragmatics and shed

new light on the unsettled literature on pragmatic and discourse transfer in replying to

compliments.

Cross-cultural interaction

Cross-cultural interaction refers to the face-to-face interaction between people from

different cultural backgrounds, e.g. the interaction between Australian English NSs and

Vietnamese NSs learning/speaking English in Australia. It is what Cameron (2001) called

“intercultural communication” and defined as “communication between people who are

operating within two different cultural systems” (Cameron, 2001, p. 107).

   The term “cross-cultural interaction” is used instead of “cross-cultural communication”

to highlight the fact that data is from spoken face-to-face interaction. While

“communication” may be in the written form such as in email exchange, “interaction”

specifically characterizes the spoken form of language use and emphasizes that language

exchange is face-to-face. Spoken face-to-face interaction is a rich source of informative

and interesting data for research in sociology, culture, linguistics, pragmatics, discourse,

etc. Moreover, “cross-cultural” interaction refers to the interaction across cultures, which
                                                  
3 For further explanation of the term “interlanguage pragmatics”, see Tran (2004c, 2004d, 2006a)
4 For a definition of pragmatics, see Tran (2003a, 2004d, 2006a)
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is specifically characteristic of interaction between Australian English NSs and English

NNSs from the Vietnamese L1 background in this project.

Pragmatic and Discourse Transfer in Responding to Compliments

Pragmatic and discourse transfer is likely to occur when L1 and L2 cultural norms differ

noticeably (Tran, 2002b). For example, there are observable differences in Vietnamese

and English CRs. In Vietnamese culture, people often respond to compliments negatively

or reject the compliments to show modesty (Tran, 2004d, 2006a). In English, a simple

CR — “thank you” — is preferred as described in Johnson’s etiquette book (1979). The

preference for a simple “thank you” in replying to compliments was demonstrated in

American English (Barnlund and Araki, 1985; Herbert, 1986, 1989; Knapp et al., 1984;

Saito and Beecken, 1997), British English (Herbert, 1986), New Zealand English

(Holmes, 1986) and Australian English (Soenarso, 1988). Specifically, the percentages of

acceptances out of the total number of CRs studied were 66% versus 88% for Americans

and South Africans (Herbert, 1989), 61% for New Zealanders (Holmes, 1986) and 58%

for Americans (Chen, 1993). Therefore, although there might be exceptions, Herbert’s

(1989) generalization about English CRs apparently holds true.

Virtually all speakers of English, when questioned on this matter in general (e.g. “What does

one say after being complimented?”) or particular (e.g. “What would you say if someone

admired your shirt?”) terms, agree that the correct response is thank you (Herbert, 1989, p. 5).

   Because of the observable differences between Vietnamese and (Australian) English

CRs, the communicative act of responding to compliments was selected to study transfer.

   Previous studies in pragmatic and discourse transfer in CRs yielded conflicting results

(See Tran 2002a, 2004d, 2006a for a review). Pragmatic and discourse transfer in English

CRs made by learners of English was found by Liu (1995) and Yu (1999) in the case of

Chinese learners as well as Jeon (1996) in the case of Korean learners, but pragmatic and

discourse non-transfer was found by Yuan (1996) also in the case of Chinese learners.

Wolfson (1989) believed that there was pragmatic and discourse transfer but it explained

only a portion of the miscommunication found in NNSs’ CR behavior. Moreover, Saito



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 171

and Beecken (1997) found that in the interlanguage of American learners of Japanese,

there was pragmatic and discourse transfer of certain CR strategies, (e.g. nonuse of

avoidance), but not of others, (e.g. positive strategies). Baba (1996, 1999) also found that

in performing the communicative act of responding to compliments in the L2, both

Japanese learners of English, and American learners of Japanese, transferred their L1

pragmatic and discourse norms especially in the family category, using their L1

responding strategies. In the self variable, however, American learners of Japanese did

not transfer their positive strategy in responding to compliments. Accordingly,

interlanguage pragmatics studies in CRs presented contradictory results concerning

pragmatic and discourse transfer. Such a contradiction generated this study.

   This project investigates pragmatic and discourse transfer in CRs by NNSs of English

whose L1 is Vietnamese because there has been no existing cross-cultural pragmatics

study of native Vietnamese CRs in comparison with native Australian English ones.

Pragmatic and discourse transfer in CRs has also never been investigated in Vietnamese-

English interlanguage pragmatics. As little is known about Vietnamese communicative

act realization in general and CRs in particular, still less a comparison between

Vietnamese and Australian English CRs and an analysis of pragmatic and discourse

transfer of CRs in Vietnamese-English interlanguage pragmatics, this study aims to

contribute to the literature of interlanguage pragmatics some pioneering findings about

CRs in English by Vietnamese learners of English in Australia with Australian English

and Vietnamese CRs being the baseline data for comparison.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study aims at answering the following research questions:

1) Is there pragmatic and discourse transfer in the communicative act of responding

to compliments by Vietnamese speakers of English as a second language at the advanced

level of proficiency in cross-cultural interaction with NSs of Australian English?

2) If there is transfer, what is transferred?

The first research question is answered through the investigation of the following two

assumptions:
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• There are significant differences in strategy use5 (specifically strategy selection)

in responding to compliments by Australian NSs and by Vietnamese speakers of English

as a second language.

• These differences can be accounted for by the similarities in strategy selection in

responding to compliments by Vietnamese speakers of English as a second language and

by Vietnamese NSs.

   If these two assumptions are confirmed, a positive answer can be offered to the first

research question. Because it is impossible to answer the question: “Is there pragmatic

and discourse transfer?” without knowing “What is transferred?” these questions are

considered and answered simultaneously in data analysis.

METHODOLOGY

Data collection

Participants

Participants in this study fell into three categories, including role-play informants, role-

play conductors and coders. All participants gave consent for their data to be used for

research purposes by signing the consent form prior to data collection.

Naturalized Role-play informants

The major source of data for this research project comes from the “Naturalized Role-

plays”. There were sixty role-play informants who were Australian English NSs,

Vietnamese NSs and Vietnamese speakers of English as an L2 in Australia. All of them

were university students, ranging in age from eighteen to thirty-one years. So they

showed homogeneity in terms of age, education and profession. Following are details of

the role-play informants.

• The English group (E group) included 20 NSs of Australian English in

Melbourne and Sydney, Australia. There were 10 male and 10 female

                                                  
5 Strategy use in this research project was investigated in terms of strategy selection and strategy combination. However, within the
space limit of this article, only findings related to strategy selection are presented. For findings about pragmatic and discourse transfer
in strategy combination, see Tran (2004d, 2006a, in press).
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informants in this group. These informants provided the baseline data on CRs

in Australian English.

• The Vietnamese group (V group) consisted of 20 NSs of Vietnamese in Ho

Chi Minh City and My Tho, Vietnam. 10 of them were men and the other 10

were women. They gave the baseline data on CRs in Vietnamese.

• The group of Vietnamese learners of English (VE group) was composed of 20

Vietnamese international university students in Melbourne and Sydney,

Australia. The number of men and women in this group was equally 10. They

provided the NNS data on CRs in English. Their length of stay in Australia

averaged one and a half years. Specifically, the average duration of stay is

1.55 years and the length of stay of each informant did not vary greatly as the

standard deviation is 0.426. Their level of English proficiency was advanced:

they had scored at least 577 on the Test of English as a Foreign Language

(TOEFL) or 6.5 on the International English Language Testing System

(IELTS). Such L2 test scores have been widely used to define the advanced

level of learners in interlanguage pragmatics research (Bardovi-Harlig and

Hartford, 1990, 1991; Dogancay-Aktuna and Kamisli, 1997; Hartford and

Bardovi-Harlig, 1992; Yuan, 1996; etc.).

Role-play conductors

Role-play conductors assisted in eliciting data from informants in role-plays. They were

recruited and trained6 to conduct role-plays naturally in the direction designed in the

same way with different informants.

   There were ten role-play conductors including six Australian English NSs (three men

and three women) and four Vietnamese NSs (two men and two women). They role-

played with informants of the same gender. Australian English speaking conductors role-

played in English with Australian English NSs and with Vietnamese speakers of English

in Australia, which means each of them conducted role-plays with two to three E role-

play informants and two to three VE role-play informants. Vietnamese speaking role-

                                                  
6 A description of the training for role-play conductors is included in the appendix.
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play conductors role-played in Vietnamese with Vietnamese NSs in Vietnam, which

means each of them conducted role-plays with five V informants.

NS intercoders

The group of NS intercoders consisted of two NSs of English (one man and one woman)

and one male NS of Vietnamese. They were undertaking postgraduate studies in

Melbourne, Australia. When participating in the Intercoder Reliability Test7, they coded

a sample of Naturalized Role-play data in order to validate the continua of CR strategies

based on which data in this investigation was categorized.

Instruments

 In this study, the Naturalized Role-play is the main tool of data collection providing the

major corpus of data for analysis and real-life data recording provides validation data.

Naturalized Role-play

The above-mentioned review of previous studies of pragmatic and discourse

transfer in CRs showed that the literature has shown conflicting research findings.

The contradictions in previous research results may in part be explained by the

different methods of data collection applied in these studies. All of these methods

have been subject to criticism and this is a long-standing methodological problem

in pragmatics research (See Tran, 2004b, 2004d, 2006a, 2006b).

   The unresolved methodological issue can be ascribed to the fact that pragmatics

researchers often had to choose between collecting data in controlled settings, in order to

gain control of social variables, and collecting a limited amount of spontaneous data

without control of social variables. Both spontaneous data and control of social variables

are desirable in pragmatics research but researchers have only been able to achieve one at

                                                  
7 For detail of this test, see Tran (2004d, 2006a)
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the expense of the other. Therefore, the Naturalized Role-play8 (Tran, 2003b, 2003c,

2004a, 2004d, 2006a, 2006b) was suggested as a way to gain both.

   The Naturalized Role-play is a new methodology I created for my doctoral research

from which this article stems. At the core of the Naturalized Role-play is the idea of

eliciting spontaneous data in controlled settings. In the Naturalized Role-play,

informants are aware of being observed and studied in the whole procedure but not in

the moments when they provide spontaneous data on a communicative act in focus. In

order to realize this notion, the researcher/role-play conductor directs the informant’s

attention to a number of tasks that they perform during the role-play. These tasks are

unrelated to the communicative act in focus and their function is to distract the

informant’s attention from the research focus. As interaction proceeds and when the

informant is absorbed in the given tasks, the role-play conductor will lead the

conversation to the point when the informant produces the communicative act in focus

spontaneously without being aware that the data they produce in these instances is the

focus of research.

   The process of the Naturalized Role-play is demonstrated in the situational description

and notes to participants in the appendix. The description of the Naturalized Role-play

situations and the cards given to Vietnamese informants were translated into Vietnamese.

   In the present study, each informant participating in the Naturalized Role-play

produced four CRs to compliments on skill, possession, appearance and clothing. The

total number of CRs collected was eighty CRs in English by Australian English NSs,

eighty CRs in Vietnamese by Vietnamese NSs and eighty CRs in English by Vietnamese

speakers of English.

Intercoder Reliability Test

The purpose of the Intercoder Reliability is to verify the validity of the CR categorization

framework proposed herein. The Intercoder Reliability sample consists of fifteen percent

(i.e. 32 CRs) of the English CR data collected through the Naturalized role-play. Within

                                                  
8 Due to the limit on the length of this article, the Naturalized Role-play cannot be described in detail here.
For the proposal, description and validation of this new methodology, interested readers are recommended
to see Tran (2004d, 2006a, 2006b).
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the space limit of this article, it is not possible to include the content of the Intercoder

Reliability here. Therefore, readers are referred to Tran (2004d, 2006a). Results of the

test, however, are presented herein.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively. In the qualitative analysis, CR

data was coded according to the strategies selected to reply to compliments. In the

quantitative analysis, the following statistical measures were applied.

• Fisher’s test was applied to each CR strategy across groups in order to

evaluate whether the differences in the use of each strategy between groups are

(statistically) significant. Fisher’s test can specify where the difference exists (e.g.

between the V and VE groups or between the VE and E group) and indicate how

significant the difference is.

• Cohen's kappa was computed on Intercoder Reliability to measure inter-

coder agreement. A high kappa value confirms the validity of the CR categorization

framework suggested herein.

   To answer the first research question of whether or not there was pragmatic and

discourse transfer in English CRs by Vietnamese speaking advanced learners of

English, CRs by the E, VE and V groups were compared. The purpose of the

comparison was to find out whether there were significant differences between

them in terms of strategy selection. If there were significant differences in CRs by

the E group and by the VE group, and there were significant similarities in CRs by

the VE group and by the V group which could account for the differences between

the E group’s and the VE group’s data, it could be said that there was pragmatic

and discourse transfer in the communicative act of responding to compliments in

the interlanguage of Vietnamese speaking learners of English.
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RESULTS

This section presents results of the qualitative and quantitative data analysis and answers

to the research questions stated above.

Continua of CR strategies

The qualitative analysis of the semantic formulas and content of the CRs in this

investigation resulted in a new framework of CR categories. This framework consists of

two continua of CR strategies: a continuum of CR strategies from acceptance to denial

strategies (Figure 1) and a continuum of avoidance strategies (Figure 2). The new

framework of CR categories is proposed because of two reasons.

   First, previous studies about CRs have suggested various frameworks of CR categories

(Baba, 1999; Chen, 1993; Farghal and Al-Khatib, 2001; Gajaseni, 1994; Golato, 2002,

2003; Golembeski and Yuan, 1995; Herbert, 1986, 1989, 1990, 1991; Herbert and

Straight, 1989; Holmes, 1986; Jeon, 1996; Lorenzo-Dus, 2001; Pomerantz, 1978, 1984;

Saito and Beecken, 1997; Yu, 1999; Yuan, 1996, 2001; etc.). None of these frameworks

individually accounted well for the data in this investigation. Moreover, there has not

been any documented framework of CR categories in Australian English and Vietnamese.

Therefore, a new framework had to be developed to categorize data here.

   Second, unlike the frameworks in previous studies of CRs, mine indicates that CR

strategies are not separate but connect with one another and form a continuum. According

to Pomerantz (1978), the compliment receiver is in the dilemma of whether to agree with

the complimenter to be polite or to disagree with the complimenter to avoid self-praise.

Pomerantz also found that “most compliment responses lie somewhere in between (not at

the polar extremes of) acceptances and agreements on the one hand and rejections and

disagreements on the other” (p. 81). The best way to capture this “in between-ness”

(Pomerantz, 1978, p. 81) is by means of continua. For example, CR strategies in my

framework can be placed on the acceptance to denial continuum with compliment

upgrade at one end and disagreement at the other. The strategies in between resolve the

compliment receiver’s dilemma. In addition, avoiding strategies form the avoidance
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continuum with the ones at the right end showing avoidance more clearly than those at

the left end. The strategies along my two continua vary in terms of the degree to which

they agree or disagree with the complimentary force, or the degree to which they avoid

the praise.

   The following are the proposed continua together with the definition and illustrative

example(s) of each strategy. Examples are printed in italics9. They are among the

collected data. The underlined words in each example represent the CR strategy that the

example illustrates. In the examples in Figures 1 & 2, A represents the complimenter and

B the complimentee. Moreover, on the acceptance to denial continuum, the strategy

“Non-idiomatic Response” was placed in parentheses because it occurred only in NNSs’

data, not in data provided by NSs.

Figure 1: The Acceptance to Denial Continuum

Compliment Upgrade  Agreement (including Agreement Token) 

Appreciation Token  Return  Explanation  Reassignment  (Non-

idiomatic Response)  Compliment Downgrade  Disagreement (including

Disagreement Token)

• Compliment Upgrade: The complimentee agrees with and increases the

complimentary force/praise force/compliment assertion.

A: Nice car!

B: Thanks. Brand new.

• Agreement: The complimentee agrees with the complimentary force/praise

force/compliment assertion probably by providing a response which is “semantically

fitted to the compliment” (Herbert, 1989, p. 12).

                                                  
9 This applies throughout the document.
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A: Hey you’re looking really well today.

B: Yeah I’m happy to say that that’s correct. Heh heh heh.

An agreement can be scaled down to mitigate or minimize the force of the

compliment.

A: I like your car. It’s very good.

B: Oh. Yeah. Thanks. It’s not bad.

Agreement Token: The complimentee may agree with the compliment assertion

with a simple “Yes” or “Yeah”. An agreement token is classified as an agreement

whether it occurs in a full agreement (e.g. “Yes, I think so, too”) or in isolation (e.g.

“Yes” occurring by itself in a CR).

A: It’s really stylish.

B: Yeah.

• Appreciation Token: The complimentee recognizes the status of the other

speaker’s previous utterance as a compliment and shows appreciation for it. The

agreement token itself is not “semantically fitted to the specifics of that compliment”

(Pomerantz, 1978, p. 83).

A: What a lovely dress!

B: Oh. Thank you. Thank you.

• Return: The complimentee reciprocates the act of complimenting by paying back

the compliment to the complimenter.

A: You’re looking good.

B: Thanks. So are you.   

Or

A: You’re looking good today.

B: Thank you very much. Not too bad yourself.
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• Explanation/Comment History: The complimentee impersonalises the

complimentary force/compliment assertion by giving further information, which may

frequently be irrelevant, about the object of the compliment.

A: I like your tie. It suits you well.

B: Thanks. Mom bought it for me. She likes to buy me nice ties now and

again.

• Reassignment: The complimentee redirects the praise offered by the

complimenter to some third person or to something else (referent/credit shift).

A: By the way, I read your article that was published last week.

B: Alright?

A: Very very good.

B: (Laughter)

A: It is.

B: Oh, no. Actually my supervisor helped me a lot. So I couldn’t do it by

myself. (Laughter).

Or

A: You look good today.

B: Oh, thanks. It must be the jacket.

• Non-idiomatic Response: The complimentee implies or would like to express

that he/she does not agree with the compliment assertion. But this is done through the use

of non-target-like responses.

A: I like your car. Cute looking car.

B: Uh. That’s OK. (Intended meaning: It’s just OK. Nothing special)

Or

A: I just read your article uhm published last week. I thought it was really

good you know.

B: Oh. That’s alright. (Intended meaning: It’s just alright. Nothing

special)
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• Compliment Downgrade : The complimentee qualifies the praise

force/compliment assertion, or downplays the object of the compliment.

A: It’s a really nice car.

B: Oh no. It looks like that but actually it has a lot of problems.

Or

A: It’s a nice car. I really like it.

B: Oh well. It’s just a normal and not very reliable car.

• Disagreement: The complimentee directly disagrees with the praise force/

compliment assertion. He/she asserts that the praise within the compliment is overdone or

undue.

A: You’re looking radiant.

B: Oh. No, I don’t think so.

Or

A: Hey, I like your tie. It suits you very well.

B: Really? I don’t think so. Hah hah hah.

A: You’re a hard man to flatter.

Disagreement Token: The complimentee may disagree with the compliment

assertion with a simple “No”. A disagreement token is classified as a disagreement

whether it occurs in a full disagreement (e.g. “No, I don’t think so”) or in isolation (e.g.

“No” occurring by itself in a CR).

A: Oh you’re looking well.

B: Uhm. No.

Figure 2: The Avoidance Continuum

Expressing Gladness  Follow-up Question  (Doubting) Question  Opting out.
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• Expressing Gladness: The complimentee does not address the compliment

assertion itself, which makes the response a type of avoidance, but expresses his/her

gladness that the complimenter likes the object of the compliment.

A: By the way, I read your article that you published last week. It was

very good.

B: Oh, that’s good. Thank you.

Or

A: I read that article you published last week. It was very good.

B: Well, great.

• Follow-up Question: The complimentee responds to the compliment with a

question which elaborates the compliment assertion. It is equivocal whether this question

is meant to fish for more compliments, or to gain specific information about the

worthiness of the object being complimented. In the data for this research project, the

latter seems to be the case.

A: You know I just I just read your article that you published last week. I

thought it was excellent.

B: Thanks a lot. What do you find interesting about it?

• (Doubting) Question: The complimentee responds to the compliment with a

question which corresponds to the request for repetition and/or expansion of the

compliment assertion. The question is ambiguous in terms of whether the complimentee

intends it to provide repetition/expansion of the original assertion or to question the

sincerity/motives of the complimenter.

A: (Referring to B’s article published last week) Fantastic actually.

B: Really?

In the data for this investigation, questions of this type often occur with an

agreement, disagreement, etc., especially in the VE corpus of data. This shows that the

VE informants seem to have picked up this expression as a way to introduce the

disagreement that follows.   

A: You’re looking very nice.
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B: Oh really? I don’t think so.

• Opting out:

Opting out with laughter: The complimentee responds to the compliment with

mere laughter.

A: Oh, that’s nice. How lovely! It’s my favorite color. I wanna buy a blue

car one day.

B: Heh heh.

Opting out with filler(s): The complimentee just utters (some) filler(s) in response

to the compliment.

A: I was just reading your paper, that paper you submitted to the journal

the other day. It was really good.

B: Uhm.

Opting out without anything/No Acknowledgement: The complimentee does not

respond to the compliment at all verbally or nonverbally probably because he/she does

not hear the other speaker’s previous utterance or is occupied with something else.

A: I read your article the other day, too. It was really good.

B:  (Silence)

Opting out with topic change: The complimentee provides a response which

cannot be understood as being linked to the compliment. He/she does not respond to the

compliment itself but changes the topic to something else.

A: I like your lovely dress.

B: I heard that you (were) not well last time. So do you feel well now?

   The validity of the proposed CR categorization framework was verified through the

Intercoder Reliability (See Tran, 2004d, 2006a). Two Australian English speaking

intercoders (i.e. IC1 & IC2) and one Vietnamese speaking intercoder (i.e. IC3) in their

respective native language were recruited. They took part in a training session which

introduced them to the above definitions and examples of CR strategies and presented

them with various examples of pairs of compliments and CRs for them to gain hands-on
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experience of categorizing CR data. After the training session, they were asked to

categorize a sample of CR data for this investigation in the Intercoder Reliability.

   The CR data in the Intercoder Reliability belongs to all the strategies above. The above

definitions, examples, CRs in the training session, and test were all translated into

Vietnamese for the Vietnamese intercoder, so each intercoder performed the whole

process concerning the Intercoder Reliability in their L1. This allows comparison of test

results cross-linguistically, thereby increasing the validity of the suggested CR continua.

   Results of the Intercoder Reliability showed that agreement between each intercoder

and me was high (See Table 1). At least 29/32 CRs were coded identically (90.63%).

According to conventional standards, all values in this table indicate excellent agreement.

   Being considered simultaneously, four intercoders agreed exactly on 28/32 CRs

(87.5%) at the 95% confidence interval for true agreement of (71.01%, 96.49%).

Moreover, when Cohen's kappa was used to measure intercoder agreement among all

coders, it yielded the kappa value of 0.927, which was very high. It is also noticeable that

the kappa for all intercoders as a group is greater than that for the pair IC1 and IC3

(0.867), for which there were the same number and percentage of exact matches. This is

stronger evidence of agreement when four coders all agree than when two coders do.

Therefore, results of the Intercoder Reliability confirm the validity of the suggested CR

strategy continua.

Table 1: Results of the Intercoder Reliability

Intercoders Match % Match 95% Confidence Interval Kappa

Researcher & IC1 31 96.88 83.78, 99.92 0.966

Researcher & IC2 31 96.88 83.78, 99.92 0.966

Researcher & IC3 29 90.63 74.98, 98.02 0.900

IC1 & IC2 30 93.75 79.19, 99.23 0.933

IC1 & IC3 28 87.50 71.01, 96.49 0.867

IC2 & IC3 30 93.75 79.19, 99.23 0.933

All 28 87.50 71.01, 96.49 0.927
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Differences in the frequency of CR strategy use between the VE and E groups

Fisher’s test was applied to all the Naturalized Role-play data across the VE, E and V

groups. For the purpose of Fisher’s test, data was rearranged in terms of how many

members of each group did or did not use each CR strategy as shown in Tables 2 and 3.

The test yielded the Fisher’s P-values for the comparison of frequency of use of each

strategy between groups.

   The statistical analysis and comparison of frequency of CR strategy use between the

VE and E groups resulted in Table 2. This table was based on the number of informants

who did or did not use each CR strategy. The table also provides Fisher’s P-values which

indicate whether the differences in strategy use between the VE and E groups are

statistically significant10. Although the number of role-play informants is not

considerably large, statistical consultation confirmed that findings herein holds true even

if the sample is multiplied in quantity. This means if a difference is found to be

statistically significant, it is so no matter how much larger the sample may be.

   Table 2 is further illustrated by the diagrams in Figures 3 and 4. Figure 3 shows the

variation in the frequency of each strategy on the acceptance to denial continuum among

the VE and E groups. Figure 4 illustrates the variation in the frequency of each strategy

on the avoidance continuum also among these two groups.

                                                  
10 The significance level for Fisher’s test is 0.05 or less.
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Table 2: Statistical comparison of frequency of CR strategy use between the VE and E

groups (based on the number of informants who used/did not use a specific CR strategy

in each group)

VE E

used not used used not used

Fisher's
P-value

(VE-E)
Compliment

Upgrade 0 20 9 11 0.001

Agreement 3 17 14 6 0.001

Appreciation

Token 11 9 18 2 0.031

Return 1 19 9 11 0.008

Explanation 7 13 9 11 0.747

Reassignment 7 13 4 16 0.48

Non-idiomatic

Response 4 16 0 20 0.106

Compliment

Downgrade 13 7 2 18 0.001

Disagreement 12 8 1 19 <0.001

Expressing

Gladness 0 20 4 16 0.106

Follow-up

Question 0 20 3 17 0.231

(Doubting)

Question 4 16 3 17 1

Opting out 9 11 0 20 0.001

Laughter 15 5 8 12 0.05
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Figure 3:  Frequency of use of CR strategies on the acceptance to denial continuum by
the VE and E groups (based on the number of informants who used a specific CR strategy
in each group)

Figure 4:  Frequency of use of CR strategies on the avoidance continuum by the VE and
E groups (based on the number of informants who used a specific CR strategy in each
group)
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   Table 2, Figures 3 and 4 generally indicate that the frequency of use of most CR

strategies by the VE and E groups is considerably different. The strategy that was used the

most frequently by the E group was “Appreciation Token” whereas the most common

strategy used by the VE group was “Compliment Downgrade”. Figure 3 showed that the

VE group used strategies on the left of the acceptance to denial continuum, (i.e. from

“Explanation” towards the acceptance strategies), less frequently than the E group.

However, the VE group used strategies on the right of the acceptance to denial continuum,

(i.e. from “Reassignment” towards the denial strategies), more often than the E group.

Figure 4 described that no VE informant used strategies on the left half of the avoidance

continuum. In other words, strategies on the left half of the avoidance continuum, (i.e.

“Expressing Gladness” and “Follow-up Question”), were used by more E informants than

VE informants. In contrast, strategies on the right half of the avoidance continuum, (i.e.

“Doubting Question” and “Opting Out”), were used by more VE informants than E

informants.

   According to Table 2, there were statistically significant differences (p < 0.005) between

the VE and E groups as regards the strategies of “Compliment Upgrade”, “Agreement”,

“Compliment Downgrade”, “Disagreement”, and “Opting out”. The differences between

the VE and E groups with reference to “Appreciation Token” and “Return” and “Laughter”

were also significant (p < 0.05). Noticeable differences between these two groups were

also found in terms of “Expressing Gladness” and “Follow-up Question” although the

differences were not statistically significant.

   A close analysis of Table 2, Figures 3 and 4 revealed that on the acceptance to denial

continuum, no VE informant used “Compliment Upgrade” whereas nine out of twenty E

informants used it (p < 0.005). “Agreement” was used by only three out of twenty VE

informants but by thirteen out of twenty E informants (p < 0.005). VE informants used

“Appreciation Token” much less frequently than their E counterparts (p < 0.05). The

frequency of use of “Return” in the VE group was also significantly lower than that in the

E group (p < 0.05). Towards the right end of the acceptance to denial continuum,

“Compliment Downgrade” was used by thirteen out of twenty VE informants but by only
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two out of twenty E informants (p < 0.005). Twelve out of twenty VE informants used

“Disagreement” but only one out of twenty E informants did (p < 0.005).

   On the avoidance continuum, “Opting out” displayed the statistically significant

difference in strategy use between the VE and E groups (p < 0.005). “Opting out” was

found in VE data but no instance of its use was recorded in E data. Table 2 also showed

that the VE group never selected the avoidance strategies of “Expressing Gladness” and

“Follow-up Question” whereas the E group did. As regards the miscellaneous strategy of

“Laughter”, the VE informants laughed much more than the E ones (p < 0.05).

Similarities in the frequency of CR strategy use between the VE and V groups

Results of the statistical analysis and comparison of frequency of CR strategy use

between the VE and V groups are presented in Table 3. This table is further illustrated by

the diagrams in Figures 5 and 6. Figure 5 shows the variation of frequency of each

strategy on the acceptance to denial continuum among the VE and V groups. Figure 6

illustrates the variation of frequency of each strategy on the avoidance continuum used by

these two groups. Frequency of strategy use is calculated on the basis of the number of

informants who did or did not use each strategy in each group.
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Table 3: Statistical comparison of frequency of CR strategy use between the VE and V

groups (based on the number of informants who used/did not use a specific CR strategy

in each group)

VE V

did use did not use did use did not use

Fisher's

P-value

(VE-V)

Compliment

Upgrade

0 20 0 20 1

Agreement 3 17 0 20 0.231

Appreciation

Token

11 9 4 16 0.048

Return 1 19 3 17 0.605

Explanation 7 13 14 6 0.056

Reassignment 7 13 6 14 1

Non-idiomatic

Response

4 16 0 20 0.106

Compliment

Downgrade

13 7 15 5 0.731

Disagreement 12 8 13 7 1

Expressing

Gladness

0 20 0 20 1

Follow-up

Question

0 20 0 20 1

(Doubting)

Question

4 16 4 16 1

Opting out 9 11 12 8 0.527

Laughter 15 5 16 4 1
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Figure 5  Frequency of use of CR strategies on the acceptance to denial continuum by the
VE and V groups (based on the number of informants who used a specific CR strategy in
each group)

Figure 6:  Frequency of use of CR strategies on the avoidance continuum by the VE and
V groups (based on the number of informants who used a specific CR strategy in each
group)
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   The general picture that Table 3, Figures 5 and 6 yields is that the frequency of strategy use

by the VE and V groups is remarkably similar. The most common strategy in both the VE and

V groups was “Compliment Downgrade”. As shown in Figure 5, both the VE and the V

groups used strategies on the acceptance side of the continuum (i.e. from “Return” towards

the acceptance strategies) less frequently than the E group. Moreover, like the VE group, the

V group used strategies on the denial side of the continuum (i.e. “Compliment Downgrade”

and “Disagreement”) more often than the E group. Figure 6 displayed more similarities

between the VE and V groups in terms of strategy use. Neither the VE nor the V group used

strategies on the left half of the avoidance continuum (i.e. “Expressing Gladness” and

“Follow-up Question”), while the E group did. However, both the VE and V groups used

strategies on the right half of the avoidance continuum (i.e. “Doubting Question” and “Opting

out”) more frequently than the E group.

   The similarities in the use of strategies between the V and the VE groups can account for the

(statistically) significant differences between the VE and E groups in the use of “Compliment

Upgrade”, “Agreement”, “Appreciation Token”, “Return”, “Compliment Downgrade”,

“Disagreement”, and “Opting out”. According to Table 3, in both the V and the VE groups, no

informant used “Compliment Upgrade”. That explains why the difference in frequency of use

of this strategy among the VE and E groups was statistically significant. This strategy did not

occur in CRs in English by Vietnamese speakers of English because it also did not occur in

CRs in Vietnamese. Moreover, no instance of use of “Agreement” was found in the

Vietnamese data from the Naturalized Role-play. As a result, the VE group used “Agreement”

at a statistically lower level of frequency compared to the E group. Therefore, the statistically

significant differences in the use of “Compliment Upgrade” and “Agreement” between the VE

and the E groups as well as the similarities in the use of these strategies between the VE and

the V groups provided evidence of pragmatic and discourse transfer in CRs by Vietnamese

speakers of English.

   Moreover, Table 3 showed that the V group rarely used “Appreciation Token”. Only four

out of twenty V Naturalized Role-play informants did. That may account for why this strategy

was used much less frequently in the VE group than in the E group. However, it is worth

noting that “Appreciation Token” is the only strategy that yields a significant difference (p <
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0.05) between the VE and the V groups. Therefore, transfer from the L1 can only partially

explain the difference between the VE and E groups with reference to the use of this strategy.

“Appreciation Token” was seldom used in Vietnamese and consequently used less frequently

in English by Vietnamese speakers of English compared to English NSs. However, since the

VE group also used “Appreciation Token” significantly more frequently than the V group (p <

0.05), it could be inferred that the VE informants had adopted the L2 routine of saying “Thank

you” to compliments in English. This reduced the amount of pragmatic and discourse transfer

with reference to this strategy. A possible reason for limited transfer in the use of this strategy

is because the routine is short and relatively easy to pick up compared to other target language

pragmatic and discourse norms.

   With reference to “Return”, three V informants and one VE informant used this strategy

whereas nine out of twenty E informants did (See Tables 2 and 3). The similarity in the

frequency of use of this strategy in the V and VE groups may explain the significant

difference in the use of this strategy between the VE and E groups (p < 0.05). In addition, the

use of “Compliment Downgrade” and “Disagreement” exhibited further evidence of

pragmatic and discourse transfer in Vietnamese-English interlanguage pragmatics. The

differences between the VE and E groups in terms of the use of these strategies were

statistically significant (p < 0.005). However, as shown in Table 3, there were striking

similarities in the use of these strategies between the VE and V groups. Thirteen out of twenty

VE Naturalized Role-play informants and fifteen out of twenty V ones used “Compliment

Downgrade”. Twelve out of twenty VE Naturalized Role-play informants and thirteen out of

twenty V ones used “Disagreement”. Because these strategies are frequently used in

Vietnamese, the Vietnamese speakers of English transferred them into their CRs in English,

resulting in a remarkably higher frequency of use of these strategies than that by English NSs.

   Concerning the strategies on the avoidance continuum, the VE group considerably differed

from the E group with reference to the use of “Opting out”. However, the VE group behaved

very similarly to the V group as regards this strategy. Twelve out of twenty V informants

opted out and nine out of twenty VE informants did (See Table 3). The frequency of use of

this strategy by the V group accounted for the use of it by the VE group and the difference

between the VE and the E groups. Moreover, none of the V informants used “Expressing

Gladness” and “Follow-up Question”. As a result, these strategies were not used by any of the
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VE informants whereas they were by the E informants. Because the difference between the

VE and E groups as regards “Expressing Gladness” and “Follow-up Question” was not

statistically significant, the similarities between the VE and V groups with regard to these

strategies might not be viewed as strong evidence of pragmatic and discourse transfer.

However, as opposed to the E informants, absolutely no VE or V informant used these

strategies in the Naturalized Role-play. This can only be explained by pragmatic and

discourse transfer. So pragmatic and discourse transfer was also found in avoidance strategies

such as “Opting out”, “Expressing Gladness” and “Follow-up Question”.

   Another minor detail in CR strategy use that was transferred was “Laughter”. The number

of V informants (16/20) who laughed when responding to compliments was almost the same

as the number of VE informants (15/20) (See Table 3) but double the number of E informants

(8/20) who did (c.f. Table 2). So the VE informants behaved differently from the E informants

with regard to “Laughter” but similarly to the V informants. Therefore, it can be inferred that

the Vietnamese speakers of English transferred their L1 use of this strategy into their L2 CRs.

   Results from the main corpus of data collected through the Naturalized Role-play have

demonstrated that not only are there significant differences in CR strategy selection/use by

Australian NSs and by Vietnamese speakers of English as an L2, these differences can also be

accounted for by the similarities in CR strategy selection/use by Vietnamese speakers of

English and by Vietnamese NSs. A positive answer can be offered to the first research

question. There is pragmatic and discourse transfer in the use of CR strategies by Vietnamese

learners of English.

   With reference to the second research question of what is transferred, the answer has been

integrated into the answer to the question of whether there is pragmatic and discourse transfer

because it is impossible to provide evidence of pragmatic and transfer without simultaneously

specifying what is transferred. As presented above, the CR strategies that are transferred are

“Compliment Upgrade”, “Agreement”, “Appreciation Token”, “Return”, “Compliment

Downgrade”, “Disagreement”, “Expressing Gladness”, “Follow-up Question”, “Opting out”

and “Laughter”. All of the strategies that exhibited significant differences (i.e. “Compliment

Upgrade”, “Agreement”, “Appreciation Token”, “Return”, “Compliment Downgrade”,

“Disagreement”, “Opting out” and “Laughter”) between the VE and E groups were also the
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strategies that displayed the close resemblance between the VE and V groups and were

strategies that were transferred.

   Among the transferred CR strategies, the use of “Appreciation Token” by the VE informants

could only be partially explained by pragmatic and discourse transfer. It was because although

the difference in the use of this strategy between the VE and the E groups was significant (p <

0.05), the difference in the use of this strategy between the V and the VE groups was also

significant (p < 0.05).

   Pragmatic and discourse transfer in the VE informants’ use of “Return” is more concerned

with the content of the “Return” rather than the frequency of use of this strategy because the

difference in the frequency of use of “Return” between the V and the E groups was not

significant (p > 0.05). In terms of content, the “Return” in the VE data was usually different

from the English “Return” but closely similar to the Vietnamese one.

   An English “Return”:

EFC1: You’re looking good.

       EFI3:   Thanks. You, too.

A “Return” by a Vietnamese speaker of English:

EFC2:  OK. Oh. That’s a very nice dress.

       VEFI6: (Laughter). Actually your dress looks much nicer.

A Vietnamese “Return”:

         VFC1:  Trôøi ôi hoâm nay VFI4 ñeïp quaù ta.

                    “Gosh you look beautiful today”.

       VFI4:    Trôøi ôi ñaâu ñeïp baèng chò ñaâu.

                    “Gosh not as beautiful as you are”.

   It should be explained that VFI4 had no intention of making a joke by repeating VFC1’s

compliment. Her intention, as she explained later, was to return VFC1’s compliment. It is

common among the Vietnamese that they use a comparison favorable to the hearer in their

“Return” in order to make a stronger compliment to the complimenter on the same subject of

compliment. As a result, that way of returning compliments is transferred into the L2 as

shown in the above examples.
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   As regards “Expressing Gladness” and “Follow-up Question”, although the statistical

differences concerning the use of these strategies between the VE and the E groups were not

significant, they offered noticeable, though not strong, examples of pragmatic and discourse

transfer because, as opposed to the E informants, none of the VE and the V informants used

these strategies. This is the case in which the non-use of certain strategies (i.e. “Expressing

Gladness” and “Follow-up Question”) constitutes transfer.

   The above-mentioned findings about pragmatic and discourse transfer based on Naturalized

Role-play data were strengthened by real-life data because Naturalized Role-play data was

found to be equivalent to natural data. (For a comparison of Naturalized Role-play data in this

study and real-life data, see Tran, 2004d, 2006a, 2006b. How natural data supports findings

herein cannot be presented here because such a presentation exceeds the space limit of this

article).

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

In conclusion, this study has substantiated pragmatic and discourse transfer and identified

transferred pragmatic and discourse features. Two new continua of CR strategies were

proposed to account for the CR data collected. The first continuum is the acceptance to denial

continuum which consists of “Compliment Upgrade”, “Agreement”, “Appreciation Token”,

“Return”, “Explanation”, “Reassignment”, “Non-idiomatic Response”, “Compliment

Downgrade” and “Disagreement”. The second continuum is the avoidance continuum which

comprises “Expressing Gladness”, “Follow-up Question”, “(Doubting) Question” and “Opting

out”.

   Along these continua, evidence of pragmatic and discourse transfer was found in the

frequency of use of the following CR strategies by Vietnamese speakers of English:

“Compliment Upgrade”, “Agreement”, “Appreciation Token”, “Return”, “Compliment

Downgrade”, “Disagreement”, “Expressing Gladness”, “Follow-up Question” and “Opting

out”. So out of the thirteen CR strategies that account for all of the CR data in this study, nine

were transferred. Pragmatic and discourse transfer was also found in the miscellaneous

category of “Laughter”.
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   What distinguishes this investigation from antecedent studies of its kind is the creation and

application of an innovative methodology in cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics

research — the Naturalized Role-play — to collect data on pragmatic and discourse transfer.

Findings about pragmatic and discourse transfer were grounded on the statistically significant

differences in terms of CR strategy use between the VE and E informants and on the close

resemblance between the VE and V informants’ CRs.

   Although there was a significant difference between the V and VE groups in terms of the

use of “Appreciation Token” (Table 2), the difference between the V and E groups concerning

the use of this strategy was even greater than the difference between the VE and E groups as

regards this strategy (Tables 2 & 3). An interpretation of this result is that the Vietnamese

speakers of English have adopted the English routine of saying “Thank you” to compliments,

so they used this strategy more than the Vietnamese speakers. However, the fact that they still

used this strategy at a significantly lower frequency compared to Australian English speakers

exemplifies pragmatic and discourse transfer.

   Evidence of pragmatic and discourse transfer herein was further analyzed and found to fall

into patterns. The patterns of pragmatic and discourse transfer laid the foundations of a new

hypothesis — the CR Continuum Hypothesis (Tran, 2007) — which can account for cross-

cultural differences on the basis of universality (See Tran, 2004d, 2006a, 2007 for more

details).
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APPENDIX

Naturalized Role-play

SITUATION 1:

To the role-play informants:

The following situation describes you in a certain familiar role at school or in the society.

Please listen to the description of the situation and identify yourself with the character

“you” in it. If you have any question, please feel free to ask.

   You are one of the best students in your class/office. Your articles have been

published in popular journals in your field. There is a newcomer to your

class/office. You two know each other’s name and have said hello to each other

sometimes but have not yet had a chance to talk much.

   It is now around 5pm and you are leaving school for home. You are walking in the

parking lot towards your new car/motorcycle. That new classmate/colleague approaches

you and says some greetings. You two talk while walking together. The social talk

should include but is not limited to the following points (See the card for role-play

informants below).

In the card for the role-play informants:

- (When being asked) Please give him/her directions to get to the “Bookery”

bookshop.

- (When being asked) Please tell him/her when the bookshop is closed today.

- Please offer him/her a ride to get there.

The directions and the hours can be found in the map below.

Please make the conversation as natural as possible. Speak as you would in real life.
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To the role-play conductors:

It is your task to lead the conversation in a flexible and natural way. Please listen to the

description of the situation and identify yourself with the character “you” in it. If you

have any question, please feel free to ask.

   You are a newcomer to a class/office. One of your new classmates/colleagues is

a very good student with articles published in popular journals in your field. You

two know each other’s name and have said hello to each other sometimes but have

not yet had a chance to talk much.

   It is now around 5pm and you are leaving school. You want to stop by a bookshop and

have heard that there is one named “Bookery” not far from school but you do not know

where it is. You are passing by or taking a short cut through the parking lot and see that

new classmate/colleague. You approach him/her and say some greetings. You two talk

while walking together. The talk should include but is not limited to the following points

(See the card for role-play conductors below).

    University
   Entrance

University

parking lot

Coles Student

Travel

Bookery

Bookshop

(Open 9am-
7pm everyday)

Train Station

Myer David
Jones

K
F
C



Linguistics Journal Volume 3 Issue 3 204

In the card for the role-play conductors:

- Please ask for directions to get to the “Bookery” bookshop.

- Please ask him/her what time the bookshop is closed today.

- Please accept the ride there that he/she offers.

- When it is most natural during the talk, compliment him/her on:

his/her article published last week

his/her car

Please make the conversation as natural as possible. Speak as you would in real life. It is

very important that you compliment naturally and make your compliments a part of the

normal social talk. Do not make it obvious that the compliments are among the tasks

listed in the card for you.

SITUATION 2:

To the role-play informants:

About a week after that situation, you were invited to a dinner party of

classmates/colleagues at that new classmate/colleague’s house. When he/she invited you

to come over, he/she gave you a printed map showing where to park your car/motorbike.

Today is the day of the party. You dressed up for the event and drove your car/motorbike

there. Now you are at his/her doorstep. You two will say some greetings and talk while

he/she leads you to the living room. The social talk should include but is not limited to

the following points (See the card for role-play informants below).

In the card for the role-play informants:

- (At the door and after some greetings) Please check with him/her whether you have

parked your car in the right place.
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- (After he/she has put your coat in the hall for you) Please ask if he/she is all right/

feeling better now (because you did not see him/her at the departmental seminar a few

days ago and were told that he/she was not well).

Please make the conversation as natural as possible. Speak as you would in real life.

To the role-play conductors:

   About a week after that situation, you invited this new classmate/colleague to a dinner

party of classmates/colleagues at your house. Today is the day of the party. Now you are

greeting him/her at the door. You two will talk while you lead him/her to the living

room. The social talk should include but is not limited to the following points (See the

card for role-play conductors below).

In the card for the role-play conductors:

- (When being asked) Please assure him/her that he/she has parked in the right place.

- Please respond to his/her question expressing concern about your health (which is

asked because he/she did not see you at the departmental seminar a few days ago and

they said you were not feeling well).

- When it is most natural during the talk, compliment him/her on:

his/her appearance that day

his/her clothing (e.g. her dress or his tie)

Please make the conversation as natural as possible. Speak as you would in real life. It is

very important that you compliment naturally and make your compliments a part of the

normal social talk. Do not make it obvious that the compliments are among the tasks

listed in the card for you.


