
ABSTRACT 

When addressing to non-native speaker, native speakers will modify his speech 

to what he thinks is simpler and easier for the non-native listener to comprehend. 

Such simplified register is referred to as “Foreigner Talk.” The present study aims to 

explore both the syntactic and discourse characteristics of FT in Taiwan’s adult 

English classrooms. Three measurements (1) syntactic complexity (2) grammaticality 

and (3) discourse functions are adopted to investigate if the interlocutor’s language 

proficiency affects the foreigner teacher’s language use. The data were collected from 

18-hour recording of three English native speakers’ utterances in intermediate and 

advanced classrooms. The major findings of this study are summarized as follows: 

(1) In terms of syntactic complexity, the mean words per t-unit at both levels are 

very similar with 8.197 at the intermediate level, and 8.388 at the advanced level. The 

result of t-test (p>0.05) also indicates that no significant difference is found 

concerning the language complexity between the two levels. It is suggested that the 

adjustment of language complexity may only resort to students with lower proficiency. 

Once the student’s proficiency goes beyond a specific level, the length of teacher’s 

utterances will keep in a fixed range. 

(2) In terms of grammaticality, over 99.79% of the foreigners’ utterances are 

grammatical sentences in both language classrooms, showing that the foreigners’ 

language form is quite accurate. By analyzing the 20 ungrammatical utterances, it 
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reveals that the foreigner teachers are more likely to utilize the syntactic adjustment 

for the lower level learners and conserve the discourse adjustment for the more 

advanced ones. 

(3) In terms of discourse functions, Sinclair and Coulthard’s model (1992) is 

modified to categorize the functions of the foreigners’ utterances. It is found that the 

distribution of the functions varies with the development of the students’ language 

ability. The foreigner teachers use significantly more initiation functions to the 

intermediate students and provide much more responsive functions for the advanced 

students.  

Based on the findings of this study, some pedagogical implications are addressed. 

It is suggested that teachers should pay more attention to their language use and 

consider if their adjustments of language really enhance language learning. In order to 

increase the learning potential, teachers are recommended to employ more judicious 

silence, to reduce the percentage of teacher-initiated utterances and to resist the 

temptation to interrupt. Also, teachers should realize that they are not only an 

instructor but also an interlocutor for their students at the same time. By realizing the 

dual roles as being a language teacher, the teacher can make language class less 

artificial and help learners to overcome the gap between communication in and 

outside the classroom. 
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