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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

This study attempted to put forward possible explanations for the results in 

Chapter Four. In this chapter, the major findings would be restated and interpreted. 

First, the researcher made an overall comparison with the previous studies. Second, 

the participants’ realizations of directive response strategies were discussed in terms 

of the different cultural norms in Chinese and American society. In this part, the 

researcher tried to figure out how Chinese and American culture affected the 

participants’ directive speech behaviors. Finally, the investigator explored whether the 

teachers’ native languages influenced their directive response strategies and 

perception toward the speech contexts. 

Overall Comparison with Previous Studies 

The overall distribution in Chapter Four showed that nonnative English teachers 

enacted the most non-conventionally indirect strategies, then direct, conventionally 

indirect, and other strategies accordingly. As for native teachers, they also used the 

most non-conventionally indirect and then direct strategies, but the enactments of the 

conventionally indirect and other strategies were different; that is, conventionally 

indirect strategies were adopted the least frequently by native teachers.  

As a whole, both nonnative and native teachers adopted the most 

non-conventionally indirect strategies, but this result was inconsistent with the 

previous studies. Much previous research has shown that English speakers had a great 

preference for the conventionally indirect strategies (e.g., Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; 

Bresnahan & Liao, 1996; Byon, 2004; Garacia, 1996; Trosborg, 1995; Yu, 1999; 

Zhang, 1995). Xu (2003) further indicated that Chinese people enacted the fewest 

non-conventionally indirect strategies. However, Chinese teachers in this study used 
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non-conventionally indirect strategies the most frequently. Also, in comparison with 

English speakers in preceding studies, Chinese speakers were reported to adopt more 

direct strategies (Lee-Wong, 1994; Xu, 2003; Yu, 1999). The result that Chinese 

teachers used more direct strategies than native teachers also showed this tendency. 

In the present study, the percentage of native teachers’ using non-conventionally 

indirect strategies (46.69%) was higher than that of nonnative teachers’ (42.08%). 

This result conformed to Yu’s finding (2004), which pointed out that American 

speakers enacted more non-conventionally indirect strategies than Chinese speakers.  

But with regard to the results in SRQ, both nonnative and native teachers had 

similar perceptions toward each situation. This result was contrary to Yu’s (2003) 

study, in which Chinese and American speakers perceived the imposition of each 

situation differently. In Yu’s (2003) study, the seriousness of face threatening acts in 

American culture tends to be lower than that in Chinese culture. 

One possible explanation for the two groups’ preference for non-conventionally 

indirect strategies may be that the addressees of each situation were senior high 

school students. They were supposed to become aware of self-image and to be 

ultra-sensitive to how other people perceived themselves. Factors surrounding ego 

and self-esteem were at pinnacle; therefore, teachers had to keep their self-esteem 

high by “avoiding embarrassment of students at all costs” (Brown, 1994, p. 96). This 

may account for the participants’ frequent enactments of non-conventionally indirect 

strategies, including mild hints and strong hints. The students were reminded to avoid 

making mistakes and to perform good behavior without losing their face and 

self-esteem by taking these hints. 

Universality versus Culture-specificity 

Another important issue is universality versus culture-specificity. It has left room 
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for cross-cultural variation on account of the participants’ preferences for 

non-conventionally indirect strategies rather than conventionally indirect forms.  

It has been alleged that speakers are likely to adopt conventionally indirect 

strategies across diverse languages whenever there is a threat to listeners’ territory or 

autonomy. The social control acts, like directives, also have this tendency. In fact, 

universality theorists have made much effort to search for conventional norms of 

speech acts based on linguistic generalizations across different cultures and languages 

(Bach & Harnish, 1979; Cole & Morgan, 1975; Searle, 1969, 1975). Therefore, these 

theorists suggested that speakers in a certain culture have common expectations about 

what behavior is appropriate in diverse contexts (Blum-Kulka & Levenston, 1987; Yu, 

1999).  

However, the application of universal principles is systematically different across 

cultures. These different preferences for the strategy types in this study implied the 

influences of a culture on the speech performance. It is a culture’s ethos and its 

particular way of speaking that cause these differences (Hymes, 1974). The results of 

the DCT questionnaire indicated the distribution of nonnative and native teachers’ use 

of directive strategies across all situations, and the chi-square tests and standardized 

residuals further ensured that the direct and other strategies of nonnative and native 

teachers showed significant discrepancy. This observed difference was likely to 

ascribe to the participants’ cultural values. 

Cultural Norms in Chinese and American Society 

In Chinese society, people have a cultural belief laying high value to sincerity in 

speech and stressing respect and subordination to others. Therefore, they appear to use 

direct forms in most situations; however, they often combine utterances with lexical 

politeness markers in order to make the request more polite and less offensive 
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(Lee-Wong, 1994). For instance, among the direct strategies, the mood derivable is 

enacted the most. “The mood derivable is suitable for all occasions” (Liao et al., 1997, 

p.34) in Chinese society because it is not really impolite. The addition of lexical 

markers, such as please, may make the direct forms less impolite. However, it was 

inappropriate to use the mood derivable to a high-status addressee in American 

society. The adequacy of the mood derivable in Chinese culture indicates that the 

pragmatics rules suitable for Americans may not be so for Chinese.  

In the following sections, the researcher would discuss how Chinese and 

American cultural values might affect the participants’ directive speech performances 

and make their realizations of speech acts culturally specific. Moreover, the 

participants’ actual response utterances would offer deeper insights into how different 

cultures may affect the participants’ responses. 

 Collectivism versus individualism. Chinese highlight collectivism whereas 

Americans emphasize individualism. Collectivist cultures assume that everyone 

belongs to “in-group”, from which one cannot be separated. And the “in-group” 

protects the benefit of its members and requires the members’ cooperation and loyalty 

(Brown, 2000, p.190). Every member in the same group is apt to seek the support and 

approval of his/her group. Chinese traditionally put a high value on communal needs 

or the maintenance of order for the majority over individual preference (Gu, 1990; 

Mao, 1994), as shown in Examples 12 and 13: 

(12) “It is an honor to join the contest on behalf of our class. You will be highly 

praised whether you win the contest or not.”  (S8-54: speech contest; NNEST)  

(13) “Please be quiet or you will keep others from concentrating on their study. If you 

don’t want to study quietly, you can just leave.”                              

(S4-21: talking in class; NNEST) 
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Consequently, when interacting with students, Chinese teachers valued the 

benefits of the whole class and paid more attention to classroom order management. 

They probably thought that the peer pressure of classmates would make students 

change their behavior because everyone wanted to be liked by others and would not 

like to be isolated from his/her group. See Examples 14 and 15:  

(14) “You are all grown-ups but don’t seem to know how to respect yourselves and 

others.”                               (S4-28: talking in class; NNEST) 

(15) “You should respect the other students’ right to learn, which in turn makes you a 

sensible learner.”                    (S2-54: interrupting lecture; NNEST) 

Hence, it was common and usual for nonnative teachers to take action to prevent or to 

stop the student’s inadequate behavior immediately at the expense of the student’s 

face as long as the classroom disciplines were violated. They were often accompanied 

with a threat of possible punishment which carried aggressive imposition to warn the 

students to follow their direction once the student violated the classroom order, as 

shown in Examples 16 and 17:   

(16) “If you can’t hand in your paper within two days, you’ll get some extra 

homework as punishment.”             (S1-58: assignment delay; NNEST) 

(17) “Tony, please be quiet! If you keep interrupting others, I will punish you 

standing for the class.”               (S2-21: interrupting lecture; NNEST) 

The tendency of Chinese teachers’ preferences for the directive of threatening 

students also converged with Bresnahan and Liao’s (1996) finding. 

Individualist cultures presume that one cares mainly about his/her own interest. 

English speakers appear to place importance on “the rights and on the autonomy of 

every individual” (Wierzbicka, 1991, p.30). They respect one’s privacy and are 

unlikely to intervene and disturb other people’s affairs. Therefore, with a cultural 
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belief laying special emphasis on individual’s right, English teachers preferred to deal 

with the students’ problems in private or not to interfere their business in order to save 

their face and respect their autonomy. They seemed to treat the students with more 

equal fairness and appeared to be more tolerant of students’ mistakes, which was 

consistent with Medgyes’ (1992) study. 

As the standardized residuals indicated, native teachers employed more other 

strategies than expected. Other strategies included any strategies which could not be 

categorized into the three main strategies, direct, conventionally indirect, and 

non-conventionally indirect forms. The strategies which occurred most frequently for 

native teachers were either to deal with the situation privately or to accept the 

student’s behavior. Native teachers were inclined to deal with disciplinary matters 

outside of class to save the students’ face so as not to spend valuable class minutes on 

one student. They tended to try hard to preserve the dignity of the student even though 

the discipline in the classroom was violated. This phenomenon may be due to the 

individualism in American society. 

Generally speaking, a collectivist classroom is tightly consolidated, but an 

individualist classroom is loosely integrated. This is likely to account for why Chinese 

teachers tended to have better control over the students (Medgyes, 1992; Chen, 2005).  

Concepts of politeness and face. The different concepts of politeness and face 

may also explain why Chinese teachers emphasized the students’ need to seek the 

identification of their community, and that English teachers tended to tolerate 

students’ mistakes or deal with the problems in private. 

For English speakers, the face-threatening acts were those speech acts which 

damaged their dignity and self-image, and the act of impeding others’ face is to 

intrude upon other people’s freedom of action and privacy. Positive face did not show 
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very clearly in the western culture, but it did in Chinese culture. Relatively, politeness 

framework for native English speakers was combined with negative politeness, and 

Chinese speakers focused more on positive politeness (Yu, 2004; Li, 2006). 

Interpretations about face across different cultures appeared to be dissimilar.  

In western culture, people pay more attention to their independent need and thus 

emphasize that individual right could not be constrained and coactive by others and 

the community. English speakers tend to deem face as an image that focuses on the 

self and primarily concerns the individual’s desires. They focus on taking redressive 

ways to express the hearers’ face wants. To save and enhance one’s face is to act in 

accordance with the anticipations of personal desires. American face shows respect to 

one’s autonomy and freedom of making choices. In the light of this cultural belief, 

speech act behaviors are determined by negative face desires. It may be regarded as 

impolite and unacceptable to ignore one’s negative face conflicts with the speakers’ 

cultural norms (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989; Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987). 

On the contrary, in Chinese socio-cultural context, people care about others’ 

feelings about themselves, and they have strong desires to be accepted and admired by 

the community. Chinese culture embraces the ideas that individuals have to 

subordinate themselves to the group and thus underestimate their need of ego (Oliver, 

1971; Tu, 1985; Mao, 1994). For Chinese speakers, they put higher value on 

communal preferences than on personal needs. In other words, the desire of 

communal approval (positive politeness) is more important than the desire to behave 

unimpededly (negative politeness) for Chinese speakers (Scollon & Scollon, 1983). 

Since collectivism is an essential part of Chinese cultural foundation (Li, 2006), 

Chinese face stresses the harmony of individual behavior with the social values 

instead of the accommodation of individual face wants. The realizations of Chinese 
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teachers’ directive strategies did meet students’ need for “positive face” by means of 

seeking the identification of their community.  

To sum up, Chinese face belongs to the self only when one acts converging with 

the expectations of social norms (Hu, 1944; Mao, 1994). It focuses more on 

sensibilities and the desire of deference. However, American face is regarded as an 

individualistic self-oriented image (Yu, 1999) and puts emphasis on the negative face 

whose core is action freedom.  

Teacher roles in classrooms. Teachers’ roles and styles in the two cultures may 

cause the difference (Brown, 1994). In China, teachers are considered to be powerful 

because of their knowledge and their power to judge students’ academic performance. 

Students depend on teachers’ instruction and guidance. Most important of all, Chinese 

cultural tradition of feudal hierarchical class structure and the philosophy of 

Confucianism place a high value on respect and obedience to authorities (Gu, 1990; 

Oliver, 1971). Students have the obligation to maintain teachers’ authorities and 

follow what teachers ask them to do. It is the teacher that should always be respected, 

and Chinese classrooms are usually teacher-dominant.   

This concept has long been deep-rooted in Chinese society and is supposed to 

affect their ways of thinking and speaking. From this point of view, Chinese teachers 

are regarded as controllers and expected to be “in charge of every moment in the 

classroom” (Brown, 1994, p.160). Besides, they are found to be stricter teachers and 

have greater authority over students. Hence, Chinese students are apt to denigrate 

themselves to show deference. Based on the existing literature, Chinese have been 

asked to be compliant (guai 乖) and to follow the adults’ direction (tinghua 聽話) 

since their childhood. It seems that Chinese students tend to follow directives. 

Contrary to nonnative teachers, western culture not only emphasizes individual 
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rights but also has higher degree of belief that all human beings are born equal. 

Therefore, nonnative teachers are alleged to be like making friends with students and 

seem to be lax in setting requirements (Arva & Medgyes, 2000). In their classroom, 

students are allowed to express emotions, and they admire more friendliness in 

teachers. They are likely to stress “nondirective, non-authoritarian roles and teaching 

styles” (Brown, 1994, p.420). These different cultural traditions in China and western 

countries may explain why nonnative teachers used more direct strategies than native 

teachers. 

Indirectness in Chinese. The level of directness of the speaker’s speech act 

response was primarily motivated in light of politeness (Brown & Levinson, 1987; 

Searle, 1969, 1975, 1979). Compared to English speakers studied in the preceding 

literature, Chinese speakers employed direct strategies more often. For example, 

Lee-Wong (1994) and Xu (2003) suggested that native Chinese speakers tended to 

highly prefer direct forms. In Yu’s (1999) study, Chinese speakers also appeared to be 

more direct than American English speakers. In the present study, more Chinese 

teachers adopted direct strategies, and fewer native teachers used direct forms than 

expected. This result converged with the previous research. Besides, it agreed with 

nonnative teachers’ directive speech acts in Chinese (Li, 2006).  

Based on Brown and Levinson (1978) and later Leech (1983), indirect speech acts 

were more polite than direct ones because they minimize the degree of face 

threatening acts and thus save the hearers’ face. In terms of this point of view, 

Chinese teachers seemed to be more impolite than native English teachers because 

they adopted more direct strategies. It was contradictory to the ingrained notions that 

Chinese often use language of deference and humbleness to show their courtesy and 

politeness when interacting with others (Li, 2003). 
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Actually, indirectness in Chinese is realized by “prefacing one’s intended 

illocutionary force with small talk or supportive moves” (Yu, 1999, p. 301). 

Especially when the degree of imposition incurs on the hearer seems high, the speaker 

will use more of these linguistic devices to make his speech more indirect and polite. 

As Zhang (1995) noted, Chinese speakers often realize indirectness by means of small 

talk and supportive moves at the discourse level to assess the context in order to 

“make appropriate face adjustments to others and self” (pp. 85-86). They may think 

that a straightforward and short directive sequence without any supportive moves or 

small talk will be too direct and not as proper as those with such moves or talk. For 

Chinese speakers, the linguistic devices resorting to supportive moves or small talk 

are the instruments to maintain ongoing conversation in order to make adequate face 

adjustments to both parties (Yu, 1999). Chinese speakers tend to observe others’ face 

to be polite (Mao, 1994) and such talk or moves are believed to help the interlocutors 

perceive the mood and attitude of others and then cause harmony in their interaction. 

This may account for why the nonnative teachers in the present study tended to 

employ more supportive moves and small talk to make their direct response strategies 

less offensive. They usually had students understand the necessity of their directive 

speech acts to acquire students’ cooperation. The enactments of supportive moves and 

small talk have been indispensable in Chinese politeness and face concerns (Yu, 

1999). 

Moreover, nonnative teachers’ frequent adoption of the direct strategies may be 

due to two major characteristics in classroom discourse. First, the instructional 

activities in class focus on teaching and learning. Second, teachers and students are in 

unequal relationship. To achieve efficient teaching, the teachers’ directive speech acts 

emphasize efficiency and urgency. On the other hand, teachers have to establish close 
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and harmonious relationship with students and keep encouraging students to join 

activities in class, so that learning will be facilitated. The characteristics of classroom 

discourse made the politeness of teacher talk specific and different (Xu, 2003). 

Apparently, if teachers are too coactive in their speech, it will impede both teachers’ 

instruction and students’ learning. Hence, directive strategies are supposed to be a 

good way to satisfy teachers’ needs of effectiveness and harmony in class. The 

teachers’ authoritative position and instructional efficiency made directive strategies 

natural and inevitable. In addition, traditional culture has highlighted the difference of 

power and position between teachers and students, and it therefore accounted for the 

enactment of teachers’ direct strategies and the students’ acceptance and obedience. In 

this way, the solidarity and involvement between teachers and students could facilitate 

teaching and learning.   

Native versus Nonnative Teachers 

According to Arva and Medgyes (2000), conversation between teachers and 

students are often exchanged in a teasing way, and students are allowed to tell jokes. 

Humor was found to be abundant in native teachers’ classroom, and they were noted 

to be friendlier. The atmosphere of their classroom is more lively and animatedly than 

that of nonnative teachers. Joking puts the hearer “at ease” and was regarded as a 

“basic positive-politeness technique” (Brown & Levinson, 1978, p. 124). In this way, 

a large request will become either smaller or less important, and the hearer can 

determine whether the speaker-hearer relationship will become more intimate or not. 

Joking may attempt to redefine the rank and distance of the FTA and can be used as a 

kind of realization of politeness strategies. It was possible that native teachers cared 

about the student’s self-dignity and tried to save their face in an easy way. 

For nonnative teachers, they were likely to have an enhanced sense of 
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responsibility and be more regulated to school rules and administrative pressure 

because most of them are brought up in forced education environment (Arva & 

Medgyes, 2000). Therefore, Chinese students are more willing to obey the teachers’ 

instructions, and this has led their academic success at schools (Hirschman & Wong, 

1986; Lee & Schneider, 1990; Peng & Wright, 1994).  

The above-mentioned findings suggested that culture specificity does exist 

across American and Chinese cultures. Language learners may have to acquire speech 

acts and new social attitudes for realizing communicative functions and effective use 

adequately in a given context, because the markers of polite or impolite speech acts 

depend much on speakers’ intention, listeners’ expectation and other factors in the 

context (Sifianou, 1992). 

Pragmatic competence and directive strategies. As the result indicated, native 

teachers used higher percentage of non-conventionally indirect strategies (46.69%) 

than nonnative teachers (42.08%), which conformed to Yu’s (2004) research. On the 

contrary, nonnative teachers enacted more conventionally indirect strategies (8.13%) 

than native teachers (3.83%) proportionally. Although it did not reach significant 

difference, it manifested some important aspects. 

The possible reason may be that native teachers had better command of English 

and pragmatic competence. Generally speaking, the non-conventionally indirect forms 

are open-ended, so its pragmatic force depends heavily on the context. Contrarily, the 

conventional indirect use of an intended speech act combines the conventions of 

linguistic forms to make the illocutionary force realized (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). 

Native teachers were reported to be more fluent and idiomatic. Also, they had more 

knowledgeable about the English culture (Braine, 1999). It was easy for them to 

respond to diverse situations without repeating the fixed modals; therefore they were 
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considered appropriate language models and were found to be more capable of 

motivating students to speak.  

On the contrary, nonnative teachers’ lack of identity might lead to their low 

self-confidence (Braine, 1999), so they were prone to sidetrack in their mother tongue 

and thus used less English to provide students sufficient input. The existing studies 

have also shown that foreign language learners were less likely to take account of all 

the variables, such as familiarity and social status when determining their speech 

response strategies (Cohen & Olshtain, 1993). Some even criticized their bad 

pronunciation and outdated language use (Arva & Medgyes, 2000). Hall and Kim 

(2002) suggested that the main cause is that the teachers are unlikely to have ample 

opportunities to develop and improve their pragmatic knowledge and competence. 

Because English is only taken as a foreign language for nonnative teachers, it is quite 

difficult for them to acquire pragmatic skills naturally in the context without the 

native speakers’ input. 

Acculturation of native teachers. As the result in SRQ showed, no significant 

difference was found between nonnative and native teachers with regard to the 

seriousness and frequency of the situation and the participants’ necessity of the 

responses. This ensured the situations in DCT were comparable and authentic for 

nonnative and native teachers. It appeared that both of them had the similar perception 

of the situations, and there was no great cultural difference in classroom discourse. 

This made sure that the situations devised were culturally plausible and parallel for 

both groups.  

The participants’ perception in SRQ also entailed that their degree of imposition 

towards each situation was similar. Nevertheless, it was inconsistent with previous 

finding. Yu (2003) suggested that speakers’ assessment of the imposition of the 
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context factors varies across different speech communities and further indicated that 

Chinese tend to regard the degree of imposition of face threatening acts higher than 

that for Americans.  

The cause of this phenomenon may be that teachers, even though in different 

cultures, were usually in higher social status and had the power to command students 

and thus facilitated students’ correct behaviors. Just like several studies have pointed 

out, speakers of higher power tend to be less polite than those of lower status (Brown 

& Gilman, 1989; Cansler & Stile, 1981).  

Furthermore, the result may suggest that native teachers who had taught English 

in Taiwan for years were likely to be influenced by Chinese culture of their colleagues. 

According to Brown (2000, p. 184), the last successive stages of culture acquisition 

represented “either assimilation or adaptation, acceptance of the new culture.” 

Currently, the trend of learning English has attracted many native teachers to teach 

English in Taiwan, and it has become more common that native teachers teaching in 

Taiwan create a new identity and penetrate Chinese culture deeply into their patterns 

of thinking and acting.  

 

 
 


