
CHAPTER 1                         

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background and Motivation 

In the modern society of increasing international contact, the interaction between 

native speakers (NSs) and non-native speakers (NNSs) become an ubiquitous 

phenomenon. When addressing to non-native speakers, native speakers will make 

appropriate linguistic and conversational adjustments depending on their 

presupposition of the interlocutor’s language competence. They modify their speech 

to what they think will be simpler and easier for non-native listeners to comprehend. 

For example, NSs may speak more slowly, pronounce words more clearly, use more 

pauses between utterances; they may also use a more generic term to replace a 

specific one (e.g. using “flower” rather than “tulip”), or adopt more foreign 

vocabulary when talking to NNSs. It is also found that utterances to NNSs are filled 

with more repetition, more clarification, and more comprehension checks. All these 

linguistic and conversational adjustments which aim to make the utterances more 

easily to be understood are commonly referred to as “Foreigner Talk.”  

The term “Foreigner talk” (henceforth: FT) was coined by Ferguson in1968. He 

defined FT as a kind of simplified speech. “Speech communities tend to have 
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conventional varieties of ‘simplified’ speech which are regarded by speakers as 

appropriate or use when the hearers do not have full understanding of the language.” 

These conventional varieties of simplified speech include baby talk (also called 

“motherese,” “caretaker talk”), the way talking to deaf people and FT.  

Many researchers have investigated the characteristics of these varieties in 

different cultural and linguistic contexts (Freed, 1981, 1983; Chaudron, 1983; Henzl, 

1983; Long 1983; Ravid et al 2003), and they have found that these varieties do share 

many features in common. They are all characterized by frequent pauses, limited 

vocabulary, short and simple sentences, and more repairs, etc. These findings shed 

some light on the basic, simple and deep mechanism of our linguistic system. They 

provide valuable data for the studying of language universal. 

In Taiwan, as more and more people are devoted to English learning, we can find 

language institutions everywhere for different target students. Many of them have 

hired NS language teachers as a selling point since many English learners regard 

native speaking teachers as superior than the non-native ones(Lin,2005). For that 

reason, the language classroom has become the most common place where FT occurs.  

However, despite the fact that English learning has become a nationwide craze, 

very little is known about what and how English native speakers uttered in the 

language classrooms here in Taiwan. As to the researcher’s knowledge, there was 
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almost no study concerning the FT in Taiwan’s language classroom. What the 

characteristic of FT is and what the NS has done with the FT in the EFL classrooms in 

Taiwan are still unclear.  

Since previous studies have reported similar finding concerning the characteristic 

of FT, there arises another question which intrigues the researcher’s interest, “Is this 

simplified speech (i.e. FT) a stable system? If not, what triggers its “variation?” Snow 

et al (1981) indicates two possible sources of the variation. One is “social status” and 

the other is “language proficiency of the NNS.” “It may be that foreigners who are 

perceived as relatively high status, intelligent or the social equal of the NS are not 

addressed with the more extreme FT characteristics…the perceived second language 

ability of the NNS may be of crucial importance.”  

Other researchers (Frees, 1983; Long and Sato, 1983) also support that the 

language proficiency of the NNS interlocutor is an important factor which induces FT 

characteristics. They claim that as NNS’s proficiency increases, the characteristic 

properties of FT diminish. However, of the studies done on FT in the classroom, few 

have touched the issue of FT across different proficiency levels. More studies are 

needed to exemplify this account.  
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1.2 Purpose of the Study 

For a better and deeper understanding of FT in the language classrooms in Taiwan, 

this study explores both the syntactic and discourse characteristics of FT in adult 

English classrooms. That is, we intend to explore not only what the “form” of the 

utterances is, but also what the utterances do (i.e. the functions) under the 

instructional context.    

 Accordingly, three measurements, “syntactic complexity,” “grammaticality” and 

“discourse functions” are adopted in this study. Besides, to verify that proficiency is a 

factor that affects FT’s characteristics, classes of different proficiency levels are 

observed.  

In conclusion, the main purpose of the present study is to conduct an investigation 

of the language complexity, the forms and functions of NS foreigner teachers’ spoken 

discourse in EFL classes at different proficiency levels. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

This study aims to answer the following questions. 

(1) Do the foreigner teachers adjust the complexity of their utterances according to the 

proficiency of their students?   

(2) Do the foreigner teachers utter any ungrammatical sentences in the classrooms for 
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the purpose of simplification? 

(3)Do the foreigner teachers’ utterances reflect any adjustments in discourse functions 

for students of different proficiency?  

  

1.4 Organization of the Study 

 In Chapter One, we have outlined the background, the motivation, the purpose 

and the main research questions of the present study.    

Chapter Two reviews some important studies of foreigner talk concerning the 

development of the concept “FT,” the characteristics and forms of FT, and its’ 

application in ESL and EFL language classroom, which provide a general picture of 

the nature of foreigner talk. Also, since this study is conducted in a classroom setting, 

“Classroom discourse” is taken as the model for categorizing the functions of FT. The 

development and main concepts of classroom discourse are introduced in this chapter 

as well. 

Chapter Three introduces the participants, the setting and the procedure for 

conducting this study. The definition of the three measurements: grammatical 

complexity, grammaticality and discourse functions are also defined in this chapter.   

 Chapter Four presents the results of the study. The possible explanation and 

answers to the research questions are put forth in the end of this chapter. 
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 Finally, Chapters Five summarizes the findings and discusses the possible 

implication and limitation of this study. The suggestions for further research are also 

given there.    
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