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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Background 

It has been indicated that teachers devote little time and apply few classroom 

activities that offer sufficient opportunities and practices to improve students’ 

sociolinguistic competence and performance (Yu, 2006) because most of the school 

instruction aims to help students to pass exams. Hence, when talking with a foreigner, 

even a student who always gets high grades in English may become speechless. 

Mastery of linguistic competence does not seem to ensure one’s communicative 

competence (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999).  

In foreign language teaching and learning theories, the focus has changed from a 

grammatical approach to a communicative approach. Language use has become more 

important than language usage. In other words, the main function of language is to use 

it in real communication rather than to learn the grammatical rules (Canale & Swain, 

1980; Widdowson, 1978). Studies have also proposed that cultural differences in 

social rules of language use and interactional styles may be a possible source of 

misunderstanding and miscommunication among speakers from diverse cultural 

backgrounds (Gumperz & Tannen, 1979). 

Therefore, teachers also have the responsibilities of assisting students in 

communicating and behaving properly in order to facilitate their communicative 

competence, such as pragmatic competence, which refers to use appropriate speech in 

a given context and thus express different functions of language (Canele & Swain, 

1980). Thomas (1983) suggested that teachers have to “equip the student to express 

her/himself in exactly the way he/she chooses to do so” (p. 96) either in an elaborately 

polite or in a rudely impolite manner. The teachers’ responsibilities are to teach 
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students what to say under what situations in appropriate English so as to prevent 

unintentional impoliteness or misunderstanding. 

Pragmatics is the study of natural language speakers’ ability to communicate, 

especially what decisions they make and how their language use influences the 

addressees in social interaction and communication (Crystal, 1997). It can be more 

than what the speakers express explicitly. The hearer’s capability of understanding the 

addresser’s intended meaning is pragmatice competence. Multitudinous studies have 

claimed the importance of pragmatice competence (Boxer, 1996; Ervin-Tripp, 1972; 

Koike, 1996; Thomas, 1983; Wolfson, 1981, 1989). They have indicated that native 

speakers are less likely to forgive pragmatic errors and often regard these errors as 

impoliteness or arrogance. In addition, pragmatic errors may lead to the listeners’ 

being unable to interpret the speakers’ intended meanings.   

Motivation 

Speech acts have been considered adequate ways to examine the learners’ 

pragmatic competence. They are utterances of speakers which convey meaning and 

imply that the hearers can perform certain acts in order to make the things 

accomplished (Austin, 1962). If students only understand the literal meaning and the 

grammatical structures without knowing the allusive meaning, pragmatic failure may 

occur and thus cause their trouble and difficulty in communicating with others 

(Thomas, 1983). Chen (1995) indicated that pragmatic failure emerges when 

nonnative speakers transfer the norms of their mother tongue to their use of the target 

language. Actually, what is considered polite in one language may not be so in 

another. It is recommended that students have to learn the pragmalingusitic aspect of 

the target language (Cohen & Olshtain, 1983; Hinkel, 1997; Kasper, 1997; Koike, 

1989). Nevertheless, students can only be taught to perform pragmatic competence 
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well when teachers understand the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge of 

the target language. Therefore, it is necessary for teachers to help students understand 

pragmatic differences in politeness and teach them how to response appropriately in 

order to avoid pragmatic failure and to attain effective communication (Li, 2003). 

Otherwise, they may be considered offensive and ill-mannered.    

As a matter of fact, students are seldom taught what to say under what situation 

in English by teachers. There appear to be some difficulties in instructing pragmatic 

competence. First, the teachers lack pragmatic knowledge. The teachers have paid 

more attention to reading and writing skills than listening and speaking abilities, 

because they were proficient in linguistic competence but poor in communicative 

competence.  

Furthermore, most of the textbooks are “artificial” and “misleading” because 

most of the materials are derived from written language or from “the intuitions of the 

authors” on a grammatical basis (Wolfson, 1989, p. 43). Some research even criticized 

that most textbooks are grammar books and are not authentic (King & Silver, 1993; 

Savignon, 2002). The investigation on the textbooks in senior high schools in Taiwan 

also indicated that textbooks used in school do not include any explicit pragmatic 

information and do not provide sufficient opportunities for students to practice speech 

act patterns in a meaningful context (Lin, 2004). It may be problematic for students in 

Taiwan to adopt suitable response strategies when performing speech acts in different 

contexts.    

On account of the deficient information in textbooks, teachers become the main 

source to offer students authentic language inputs and hence have great influence on 

students’ acquisition of speech acts. Studies have shown teacher talk usually 

determines student talk (Dillon, 1988), and other researchers (Bardovi-Harlig, 1996) 
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also indicated that explicit instruction may be effective for facilitating and promoting 

sociopragmatic proficiency. It is therefore necessary for teachers to instruct students 

how to response in English correctly and adequately for students from different 

backgrounds in diverse contexts to avoid pragmatic failure (Yu, 1996).   

Many of the earlier studies on interlanguage pragmatics explored second 

language learners’ utterances of target language speech acts cross-culturally, like 

request, compliment, and refusal (e.g., Kasper & Rose, 1999, 2002; Rose, 1992; 

Thomas, 1983; Yu, 1999). Compared with these speech acts, only a few of these 

studies focus on directives (e.g., Blum- Kulka, 1982; Dore, 1977, 1979; Ervin-Tripp, 

1976).  

As for teacher directives, there are even fewer (e.g., Dalton-Puffer & Nikula, 

2006; He, 2000; Iedema, 1996; Manke, 1997; Tapper, 1994). Besides, cultural values 

play an important role in speakers’ performance, but very little research has focused 

on speech acts in Chinese culture (Yu, 1999).   

In Taiwan, few studies have discussed learners’ strategy use in face threatening 

speech acts (Hinkel, 1997; Liao & Bresnahan, 1996). Hinkel (1997) showed that 

speakers in Taiwan tend to give more direct advice than American speakers do. 

Moreover, directive speech acts have been paid little attention to and have only been 

investigated among pre-school children (Su, 1988), high school and college students 

(Lei, 2001). 

In addition, most research has focused on learners and their learning process, but 

little has focused on teachers (Arva & Medgyes, 2000). Among the studies on 

teachers, teacher talk has been a major concern (Huang, 1998; Tsui, 1985). However, 

to the best of the investigator’s knowledge, none of them specifically focus on the 

teachers’ speech acts.   
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Purpose of the Study 

The present study centered on the teachers’ directive behavior. The main reason 

for choosing directives is their high occurrence in the classroom. Directive speech acts 

are not confined to imperatives in this study. All the verbal messages to ask for 

hearers’ reaction are included. The study investigated directive speech acts of senior 

high schools in Taiwan from a discourse-pragmatic perspective and compared 

nonnative and native English teachers’ strategies of issuing directive speech acts, so 

as to identify whether the nonnative teachers have similar pragmatic competence as 

native teachers and how directives get realized by English teachers in senior high 

schools. In addition, the present study aims to shed some light on the issue of 

universality versus culture-specificity to examine if there were general norms for the 

realization of speech acts and if these norms can be extended to Chinese. Therefore, 

much attention was also paid to exploring whether the cultural values may cause 

cross-cultural differences in conducting politeness behavior and how the teachers’ 

native languages and cultures influenced their speech behavior. In this way, a better 

way to facilitate both teachers and students’ acquisition of pragmatic competence will 

be figured out. 

  

  

 


