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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSES AND DISCUSSION ON THE RESULTS                

OF THE PRE-TEST AND THE POST-TEST 

 

 In this chapter, the data collected are first analyzed and described, and then 

interpreted and discussed. Linguistic choices by indirectness are analyzed first, and 

then linguistic choices by politeness. In each of these two sections of data analyses, 

the Chinese subjects are taken as a whole first, to provide a general picture of the 

Chinese students’ reactions to this teaching program of language function. Next, these 

students are divided into smaller groups according to the teaching methods they 

received, the schools they attend, and the interaction of teaching methods and school 

types, for further comparisons in order to examine the effectiveness, the feasibility 

and the necessity of this teaching program. All of the results are presented in terms of 

ordering, grouping, ranging, and degree of approximation. At the end of indirectness 

section and that of politeness section, a summary of the major findings is given. 

  

Data Analysis of Linguistic Choice by Indirectness 

 

In this section, in order to examine the effectiveness of this program of teaching 

language functions in the aspect of indirectness, the data are analyzed according to 

teaching methods, the linguistic strategies, and the Chinese subjects’ school types.  

 

Holistic Test Results of Indirectness 

It is hypothesized that appropriate choices of linguistic strategies are determined 

by the strength of indirectness, and this hypothesis is verified in this study.  

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

Table 6 shows the ratings of the eight testing sentences by the American subjects 

and those by the Chinese students in the pre-test and the post-test. For convenience of 

analysis and discussion, Table 6 is transformed into Figure 2 and Figure 3.
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Table 6 Strengths of indirectness by the American subjects and the  Chinese students  
Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 American 

subjects Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25
Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 Pre-test 

Mean 5.70 4.36 4.12 3.50 3.49 2.36 1.79 1.53
Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 C

hi
ne

se
 

su
bj

ec
ts

 

Post-test 
Mean 4.86 4.69 3.70 2.99 2.96 2.41 2.17 1.58

 

Table 6 indicates that both Chinese students’ judgments of indirectness in the 

pre-test and those in the post-test resemble the pattern offered by the American 

subjects. To be specific, the eight testing sentences are arranged in the same ordering 

on the scale of indirectness: first comes S8 and S7 (Hinting strategy), followed by S5, 

S6, and S4 (Modality-willingness strategy, Modality-ability strategy and 

Modality-wish strategy), followed by S3 (Modality-desire strategy), S2 and S1 (Direct 

strategy). According to this finding, the Chinese students, even before receiving the 

teaching, were able to perceive the strength of indirectness in English.  

Two possible reasons are offered. First, the Chinese students assigned a fixed 

association between syntactic structure and indirectness. The assumption is supported 

by Hong (2002), who claims that syntactic structure and lexical modification in 

Chinese directives are markers indicating indirectness of speech act (e.g. invitation 

and request). Since Chinese speakers tend to differentiate indirectness of sentences in 

Chinese language by syntactic structure, it is very likely that Chinese learners of 

English also rate indirectness strength of English sentences based on syntactic 

structure. For example, Chinese EFL learners are familiar with imperative, declarative, 

and interrogative structures since they can distinguish imperative from declarative by 

the way whether the subject “you” is omitted or not, and differentiate interrogative 

from declarative by the positions of auxiliaries and question marks in a sentence. In 

other words, when the learners can perceive the syntactic structure of a sentence, they 

can assign a relative degree of indirectness to it. 

Second, the indirectness strengths of invitational (or requestive) sentences for 

Chinese are very similar to English. In other words, the Chinese subjects and the 

American subjects shared with each other their perceptions in ranking the indirectness 

strengths of those linguistic forms for invitation. It seems that the Chinese learners of 

English are able to recognize the strength of indirectness without extra explicit 

instruction of indirectness strength of English. Hong (2002) also mentions that 
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Chinese syntactic modifications bear a striking resemblance to those in English. 

Hong’s idea can be used to infer that Chinese learners of English do not need to learn 

indirectness strength of each linguistic structure; instead, more emphasis of teaching 

should be put on other pragmatic aspects. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

Figure 2, transformed from Table 6, displays the Chinese subjects’ and the 

American subjects’ judgments of the range and the grouping of the eight testing 

sentences on the scale of indirectness. 

 

Figure 2 Scales of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 

students 

 

According to Figure 2, in the pre-test, the Chinese subjects’ grouping of the eight 

sentences is quite different from that of the American norm. According to the 

American norm, the eight sentences are divided into three groups: S8 and S7 (Hinting 

strategy) are categorized as the group of high indirectness; S5 (Modality-wish strategy) 

alone as the group of medium indirectness; and S6, S4, S2, S3, and S1 

(Modality-ability strategy, Modality-wish strategy, Direct-performative strategy, 

Modality-desire strategy, and Direct-imperative strategy, respectively) as the group of 

low indirectness. Unlike the American subjects, the Chinese students, in both the 

pre-test and the post-test, ovecategrorzied the eight sentences into five groups of 

indirectness. However, although in the post-test the eight sentences seemed to be 

overcategorized by the Chinese students, the grouping is similar to that in American 

norm. To be specific, in the post-test, there are five groups, with S7 and S8 being put 

together as a group, S5 alone forms a group, S4 and S6 moving close to the group of 
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S1, S2 and S3 and alone in a group. In other words, although the eight sentences are 

still overcategorized in the post-test, the grouping of high indirectness group 

(including S7 and S8) and that of medium indirectness group (S5 alone) successfully 

coincide with those given by the American subjects. Actually, the phenomenon of 

overcategorization emerges only on those sentences of low indirectness. In Chinese 

culture, direct expressions (e.g. imperatives) are taken as impolite; therefore, Chinese 

speakers tend to bend strong effort on differentiating sentences of low indirectness.  

Another finding derived from Figure 2 is that the range of the indirectness 

strengths of the eight sentences, which is broad in the pre-test, is narrowed down in 

the post-test and becomes closer to that given by the American subjects. That is, 

according to Figure 2, the range of indirectness offered by the American subjects 

(ranging from 4.70 to 1.25) is significantly narrower than that offered by the Chinese 

students in the pre-test (ranging between 5.70 and 1.53); however, in the post-test, the 

range is significantly reduced (between 4.86 and 1.58). This change indicates that the 

teaching program seems to be effective.  

Although the students did improve after the teaching, the improvement is not 

strong. Perhaps it is because Chinese speakers’ verbal behaviors are deeply controlled 

by Chinese culture. Therefore, Chinese people, who demand indirectness in every 

way in their life, actually show a wide range of indirectness, which would enable 

them to do delicate discrimination in differentiating indirectness strength to cope with 

interlocutors of various social distances. Such overdistinction is very similar to the 

findings provided by Carrell and Konneker (1981). They suggest that it is very likely 

that English learners over-sense differentiation of syntactic or semantic forms, and 

this “oversensitivity” (p. 27) of English learners is expected to associate different 

forms to various intents in communication. In the present study, since low indirectness 

were tested to include five sentences or two strategy groups, it is understandable that 

Chinese students would make further distinction of low indirectness into subgroups. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

Since the major goal of this study is to investigate the effectiveness of teaching 

language functions to EFL students, Chinese students’ performances in the pre-test 

and those in the post-test are compared. For convenience of description, Table 6 is 

transformed into Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the 

Chinese students 

 

Figure 3 gives further evidences to prove that this teaching program is effective. 

First, S8 (Hinting-interrogative strategy), S4, S5, and S6 (Modality-wish strategy, 

Modality-willingness strategy, and Modality-ability strategy, respectively) scored 

significantly closer to the American norm in the post-test than in the pre-test. Next, S7 

(Hinting-affirmative strategy) and S1 (Direct-imperative strategy) are insignificantly 

different in the two tests and the American norm. These patterns indicate a general 

improvement in the Chinese students’ ratings of indirectness strength after the 

teaching of language functions.  

However, it is noticed that the students’ performances in S3 (“I want you to come 

to my party.”) became even worse in the post-test. It is possible that, for Chinese 

students, S3 was considered as a very direct way to invite since the word “want” is 

conventionally used for command, which is inappropriate for invitation. But, after the 

teaching, the Chinese students might add it into the Modality strategy to shorten the 

distance between S3 and the other members of the group (i.e., S4, S5 and S6) so that 

all members of this strategy group would behave in the same way (in here, sharing a 

similar strength of indirectness). 

S3 (“I want you to come to my house.”), which is a member of conventionally 

indirect strategy (i.e., Modality strategy in this study) as categorized by Blum-Kulka 

and Olshtain (1984) in the study of CCSARP. That is to say, as Cohen (1996) 

suggested, when teaching a speech act, the differences between various linguistic 

manifestations of a strategy in realizing a speech act can be used for instruction in 
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EFL classrooms. Therefore, teaching a speech act by strategy is more effective than 

teaching by sentence. In this study, the Chinese students were given an instruction of 

speech act of invitation by strategy groups, instead of sentence by sentence. Based on 

this idea, the Chinese learners of English would perceive the indirectness strength 

strongly by strategy group. Therefore, in here, S3 was categorized in conventionally 

indirect strategy (Modality strategy). Since conventionally indirect strategy (Modality 

strategy) is intrinsically more indirect than Direct strategy, and is considered as less 

indirect than non-conventionally indirect strategy (Hinting strategy) (Blum-Kulka and 

Olshtain, 1984), Chinese learners of English, after receiving the teaching program, 

may mistakenly rate Modality-desire sentence (S3) more indirect than it really is in 

the American norm. It is more likely that such mistake is a teaching-induced error, not 

because the students are unable to learn.  

According to Kasper (1982), teaching-induced errors may result from the 

teacher’s explicit statement of wrong input or the teacher’s unconsciously omitting 

particular input. Similarly, as proposed by Kapser (1996), one possible reason why the 

learners are unable to perform a target-language-like pragmatic behavior is that the 

teacher can not provide his/her students complete inputs for the students to learn the 

target speech act, or that they are misled by a limited or biased presentation of the 

target speech act given by the teacher. For the instruction given by this researcher, it is 

probably for the researcher to provide unequal amount of practice and emphasis on 

every strategies of invitation. It may result in students’ behavior of 

hypercorrection—overemphasis and overcategorization of linguistic strategies and the 

concept of indirectness behind the sentences. 

 As discussed above, Chinese speakers, indeed, do share with American subjects 

the same ordering of different indirectness strengths. However, these Chinese EFL 

learners under the control of Chinese culture overcategorized indirectness. The EFL 

learners’ inabilities to recognize the cross-cultural differences of the influence of 

indirectness (and politeness) on linguistic choice for invitation implies that teaching 

language function is necessary in EFL classrooms. More importantly, since the 

Chinese subjects did improve after receiving the teaching program, it is safe to 

announce that language functions are teachable and learnable in high schools, and 

should be taught.   
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The Test Results of Indirectness by Function-based Method and Structure-based 

Method 

After an explicit instruction of language functions, it is proved to be necessary 

that teaching methods should be taken into consideration in order to examine which 

method would bring forth better effectiveness in teaching/learning. In this study, two 

teaching methods, function-based method and structure-based method, are closely 

examined. 

 

Function-based method. Table 7 shows the means of the eight sentences by 

indirectness strength based on function group. Also, Table 7 is transformed into 

Figure 4 and Figure 5 for convenience of discussion. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

 It was predicted that function-based method would induce a greater effectiveness 

of teaching language functions. 

 

Table 7 Strengths of indirectness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
under function-based method 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 American 
subjects Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S4 S6 S2 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 5.58 4.37 4.15 3.92 3.47 2.69 1.87 1.67

Sentence S7 S8 S5 S4 S6 S3 S2 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 4.73 4.55 3.42 2.87 2.79 2.44 2.40 1.56

 

Table 7 indicates that, neither in pre-test nor in post-test, the Chinese students 

who received function-based method show same orderings of the testing sentences as 

that given by the American subjects. However, in American norms, since S7 and S8 

were rated insignificantly different, S4 and S6were insignificantly different; and S2 

and S3 were also statistically similar to each other, the exchanges in ordering between 

S7 and S8, between S4and S6, and between S2 and S3 in the post-test do not matter 

too much. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 Figure 4 shows the results of the American subjects’ and the Chinese students’ 

grouping and ranging of the testing sentences in terms of indirectness strength. 
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Figure 4 Scales of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under function-based method 

 

Although in the pre-test, the eight sentences are scattered on the scale of 

indirectness, in the post-test, the grouping of the eight sentences by indirectness 

strength seems to become similar to the categorization given by the American subjects. 

To be specific, in the post-test, S7 and S8 are successfully merged into the group of 

high indirectness; S5, in isolation, forms the group of medium indirectness; S2, S3, S4, 

and S6 are combined as the group of low indirectness in a way similar to that offered 

by the American subjects. The only difference is that S1 (Direct-imperative strategy) 

drifts away from the other member of the low indirectness group. Since the Chinese 

students are so familiar with imperative sentences, and they stereotypically consider 

imperative sentences as commands, they might have decreased inappropriately (or 

hypercorrectly) the strength of indirectness of S1 (i.e., imperative sentence) after the 

function-based teaching method was given.  

Also, as shown by Figure 4, under the function-based method, the range of 

indirectness strength in the post-test is substantially narrowed ( between 4.73 and 

1.65), as compared with that in the pre-test (5.58 and 1.67), and resembles the rage in 

the American norm ( between 4.70 and 1.25). In other words, this improvement in 

setting the range of indirectness verifies that this function-based teaching method is 

effective. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

Figure 5 provides another view to give better explanation to the effectiveness of 

function-based method of teaching language functions. 
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Figure 5 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the 
Chinese students under function-based method 

 

Figure 5 displays improvements of students’ ratings of indirectness strength. 

First, in the post-test, S2, S4, S5, S6, and S8 significantly approach the American 

norm. Second, S1 and S7 are insignificantly different in the American norm, which is 

repeated in both the pre-test and the post-test. Generally speaking, function-based 

method appears to be effective in the ratings of indirectness strength. However, results 

of the post-test suggest that S3 (Modality-desire sentence, “I want you to come to my 

house.”) seems to be in line with the idea of overemphasis on strategy grouping as 

mentioned above. This result indicates that function-based method is not as effective 

as expected in reducing the students’ overemphasis on the indirectness strength of S3. 

 

Structure-based method. Students who received structure-based method behave 

differently from students who received function-based method. Table 8 presents the 

results derived from the data collected in the pre-test and the post-test along with the 

American norm. Also, Figure 6 and Figure 7, transformed from Table 8, help to show 

more details in describing the related findings.  

 

1. Ordering of testing sentences 

 It is presumed that the structure-based method would offer limited effectiveness 

in teaching language functions.  
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Table 8 Strengths of indirectness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
under structure-based method 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 American 
subjects Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 5.80 4.35 4.11 3.53 3.14 2.09 1.72 1.58

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.11 4.66 3.93 3.16 3.04 2.41 1.96 1.59

 

According to Table 8, the orderings of the eight sentences by strength of 

indirectness in the pre-test and the post-test are exactly the same in the American 

norm. The effectiveness of the structure-based method can not be verified. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of testing sentences 

 Figure 6, which transformed from Table 8, displays the American subjects’ and 

the Chinese students’ grouping and ranging of the testing sentences in terms of 

indirectness strength. 

 

 
Figure 6 Scales of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under structure-based method 

 

Figure 6 displays differences between the results of structure-oriented classes 

and those in the American norm. According to Figure 5, first, there is no clear 

grouping of indirectness strength in both the pre-test and the post-test. That is to say, 

structure-based method is not effective in improving the Chinese students’ grouping 

of the eight sentences based on indirectness.  

Another finding in Figure6 is that the range of indirectness strength in the 

pre-test is wider than that in the American norm. Such discrepancy is reduced in the 

post-test. In other words, under structure-based method, the range of indirectness 

strength is shortened, and this improvement validates the effectiveness of the 
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structure-based method in teaching language functions. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

As shown in Figure 7, although the findings mentioned above account for the 

fact that structure-based method positively influenced students’ performance of rating 

indirectness in terms of range, teaching effectiveness seems not very persuasive. 
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Figure 7 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the 

Chinese students under structure-based method 

 

According to Figure 7, the results in the pre-test and those in the post-test bear a 

close resemblance to each other, except S8 (Hinting-interrogative strategy), which 

scored very high in the pre-test, but was lowered down apparently in the post-test, and 

become closer to the American norm. The findings derived from Figure 7 imply that 

the effectiveness of the structure-based method is not evident. 

 

 Cross-method comparison. As there are similarities and differences between 

function-based method and structure-based method, the data of the two methods are 

combined to make a comparison.  

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

Table 9 summarizes the results of these two teaching methods, and it is 

transformed into Figure 8 and Figure 9 to offer a clearer picture for discussion. 
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Table 9 Strengths of indirectness by the Chinese students under function-based 
method and the Chinese students under structure-based method 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 
American subjects 

Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S4 S6 S2 S3 S1 Function-
based 

method Mean 5.58 4.37 4.15 3.92 3.47 2.69 1.87 1.67

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 Pr
e-

te
st

 

Structure-
based 

method Mean 5.80 4.35 4.11 3.53 3.14 2.09 1.72 1.58

Sentence S7 S8 S5 S4 S6 S3 S2 S1 Function-
based 

method Mean 4.73 4.55 3.42 2.87 2.79 2.44 2.40 1.56

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 

C
hi

ne
se

 su
bj

ec
ts

 

Po
st

-te
st

 

Structure-
based 

method Mean 5.11 4.66 3.93 3.16 3.04 2.41 1.96 1.59

 

 The results derived from Table 9 offers several patterns. First, in the pre-test, the 

general orderings of the eight sentences provided by the students in function-oriented 

classes and those in structure-oriented classes, and those by the American subjects are 

almost identical. However, in the post-test, whereas ratings from the 

structure-oriented classes remain identical to the American norm, those ratings given 

by the function-oriented classes are evidently different from the American norm, in 

the ordering of S7 and S8 (Hinting strategy), followed by S6, S4, S3 (Modality 

strategy) and S2 (Direct-imperative strategy). Since sentences were in the same group 

of strategy are insignificantly different from each other, the difference in ordering the 

eight sentences given by students of structure-oriented classes are taken as minute and 

should be ignored. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 In Table 4, the ratings of indirectness strength offered by the function-oriented 

classes and the structure-oriented classes are presented on the scale of indirectness to 

compare the groupings and the ranges of the eight sentences. 
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Figure 8 Scales of indirectness strengths by the Chinese students under 

function-based method and the Chinese students under structure-based method 

 

There are several findings shown in Figure 8. First, in the pre-test, students of 

function-oriented classes and those of structure-oriented classes render similar 

groupings of the testing sentences for indirectness, neither of which coincides with 

that in the American norm. In other words, there are only three levels of indirectness 

in the American norm, while there are more than three levels in the two groups of 

Chinese students. However, in the post-test, only the grouping offered by the 

function-oriented classes becomes a similar to that given by the American subjects. In 

details, S8 and S7 (Hinting strategy) are grouped as high indirectness; S5 

(Modality-willingness strategy) alone is in the group of medium indirectness; S2, S3, 

S4, and S6 (Direct-performative strategy, Modality-desire strategies, Modality-wish, 

and Modality-ability) are generally grouped together in the category of low 

indirectness group, with S1 (Direct-imperative strategy), being pushed into the group 

of lowest indirectness. It seems that function-based method is more effective than 

structure-based method in helping students categorize the sentences. 

 Next, the results derived from the two types of classes based on different 

teaching methods reveal that, in the post-test, the range of indirectness strength, which 

was wider than that in the American norm, has become narrower in the post-test. To 

be specific, the range of indirectness given by the students of the function-oriented 

classes is closer to the range in the American norm than that given by the students of 

the structure-oriented classes is. In this regard, function-based method, again, shows 

greater positive influence to the students than structure-based method does. 
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3. Degree of approximation 

 To explore how strong the students’ improvements are by the two different 

teaching methods, comparisons are made. Figure 9, which is transformed from Table7 

for convenience of analysis, presents related data for such comparisons. 
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Figure 9 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the Chinese students under 
function-based method and the Chinese students under structure-based method 
 

According to Figure 9, in both function-oriented classes and structure-oriented 

classes, the patterns of indirectness strength are similar to each other in the pre-test; 

however, in the post-test, function-oriented classes’ ratings are closer to those 

provided by the American subjects. To be specific, for function-oriented classes, S8 

(in Hinting strategy), and S4, S5, and S6 (in Modality strategy) approach the 

American norm with significant improvement. In contrast, for structure-oriented 

classes, only one significantly improvement (namely, S8) is located. 

Generally speaking, both teaching methods are effective in the Chinese students’ 

ratings of indirectness strength; however, the function-based method seems to exert 

qualitatively and quantitatively better influences than structure-based method does on 

the Chinese students in learning functional aspects of invitation sentences.  

 

The Test Results of Indirectness by School One and School Two 

 To explore the relationship between the learner’s language proficiency and the 

effectiveness of teaching language functions, performances of students of School One 

(i.e., school of high in BCT score) and those of School Two (i.e., school of low in 
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BCT scores) are analyzed and compared.  

 

School One. As compared to School Two, the students of School One are 

generally of higher language proficiency, and are thus expected to learn better. The 

test results of School One are presented in Table 10. Also, Table 11 is turned into 

Figure 10 and Figure 11 to provide other ways to analyze the results. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

The eight testing sentences are arranged in linear order according to their 

indirectness strengths given by the students of School One in the pre-test and the 

post-test. Table 10 presents these orderings. 

 

Table 10 Strengths of indirectness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
of School One 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 American 
subjects Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 5.97 5.45 3.98 3.33 3.00 2.23 1.38 1.28

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.45 4.98 3.70 3.03 2.83 2.25 1.92 1.73

 

In Table 10, a consistent pattern is found in the orderings of the eight sentences 

by their indirectness strengths in the American norm and in both the pre-test and the 

post-test. That is to say, with or without the teaching, the ordering of the eight 

sentences given by students of School One is identical to that in the American norm. 

In other words, in the aspect of ordering, the effectiveness of this teaching program 

can not be evaluated. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 Some other findings are located in Figure 10, which shows the results of 

grouping and ranging of the testing sentences by their indirectness strengths. 
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Figure 10 Scales of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 

students of School One 

   

According to Figure 10, first, the eight sentences, originally significant different 

from each other in the pre-test, are generally categorized into four levels of 

indirectness in the post-test. The first level includes S7 and S8; the second level 

includes S5 only; the third level contains S6 and S4; and the fourth level covers S1, 

S3 and S2. Different from the grouping provided by the American subjects, the 

students of School One overcategorized the group of low indirectness, namely, S1, S2, 

S3 S4, and S6. Again, it is proposed that the Chinese students may overemphasize the 

low indirect expressions by enlarging the distance between S2 and S4, since in 

Chinese culture, imperatives are command markers used for invitation; therefore, 

Chinese speakers have a tendency to regard imperative sentences as impolite, and 

delicately differentiate them from other sentences for invitation. 

Moreover, it can be seen in Figure 10 that the range of indirectness strength 

given by the students of School One in the pre-test is really broad. These students, 

receiving the teaching, still failed in shortening the range of indirectness. 

Hypercorrection of Hinting strategies is proposed as an explanation to the problem. 

That is, in order to stress the differentiation between Hinting strategy and the other 

strategies, the students of School One hypercorrected these two hinting sentences by 

widening excessively the gap between the Hinting strategy and the others. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 From the findings shown in Table 10 and Figure 10, it is found that the teaching 

did not effectively improve School One students’ concept of indirectness. This weak 

improvement can easily be located in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the 
Chinese students of School One 
 

In Figure 11, the ratings in the pre-test and the post-test do not differ from each 

other too much. In other words, the results of the post-test are still far away from 

those in the American norm. In the post-test, five sentences (including S4, S5, S6, S7 

and S8) were weakly improve; one sentence (S2) was scored about the same as in the 

pre-test; two sentences (including S1 and S3) even drifted farther away from those in 

the American norm. 

 

School Two. As compared with School One, the students of School Two are 

generally of lower language proficiency, behave differently. Table 11 displays the 

means of the indirectness strengths of the eight testing sentences by School Two and it 

is transformed into Figure 12 and Figure 13 for convenience of analysis and 

discussion. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

It is presumed that after the teaching, the students of lower proficiency would 

also improve, although less than the students of higher English proficiency. 
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Table 11 Strengths of indirectness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
of School Two 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 American 
subjects Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S5 S4 S6 S7 S2 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 5.47 4.24 3.92 3.65 3.42 2.47 2.15 1.74

Sentence S7 S8 S5 S4 S6 S2 S3 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 4.43 4.34 3.70 3.08 2.96 2.54 2.39 1.45

 

According to Table 11, the School Two students’ orderings of the eight sentences 

by strength of indirectness in the pre-test is far different from that in the American 

norm, but the ordering in the post-test (especially S7, which is moved forward to join 

the other member of the same strategy, S8) becomes closer to that in the American 

norm. In other words, the teaching is effective. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

Some other findings are revealed in Figure 12, which shows the grouping and the 

ranging of eight linguistic forms for invitation by indirectness strength. 

 

 
Figure 12 Scales of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students of School Two 
 

According to Figure 12, the eight sentences were scattered on the scale of 

indirectness in the pre-test, but a more clear grouping appears in the post-test, and it is 

similar with the categorization given by the American subjects. More specifically, S7 

and S8 (Hinting strategy) are categorized as a group, and S5 (Modality-willingness 

strategy) alone in another. These changes resemble those in the American norm. 

However, there is a difference between the groupings by the Chinese subjects and by 

the American subjects: whereas the American subjects put the rest of the sentences 
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(i.e., S1, S2, S3, S4 and S6) into the group of low indirectness, the Chinese students 

particularly single out S1 as an individual group, a group of low indirectness strength. 

The finding here is consistent with that mentioned in the section of School One, and 

the cause again, lies in the students’ overemphasis on the importance of the  

distinction among sentences of low indirectness, due to the fear of imposition. 

Another finding offered by Figure 12 is that School Two students’ ranging of 

indirectness strength is successfully shortened. In the pre-test, the eight sentences are 

distributed in a wide range, as compared to the American norm; however, in the 

post-test, the range becomes significantly narrower (dropping from between 4.70 and 

1.25 in the pre-test, to between 4.43 and 1.45 in the post-test). In short, the students of 

School Two are significantly improved after the teaching. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 13, derived from Table 11, provides another way to examine the teaching 

effectiveness in School Two. 
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Figure 13 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the American subjects and the 
Chinese students of School Two 
 

 Figure 13 indicates that the results of the post-test, when compared with those in 

the pre-test, turns out to be closer to those offered by the American subjects. First, in 

the post-test, S8 and S7 (the most indirect sentences) and S1 (the least indirect 

sentence) strongly resemble those in the American norm. Second, distance between 

the Modality strategy (i.e., S5, S6, and S4) in the post-test and that in the American 

norm tend to be shortened. Third, S2 (Direct-perfomative strategy) and S3 
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(Modality-desire strategy) remains unchanged (at least, not significantly getting worse) 

in the post-test. In general, the ratings of indirectness by students of School Two were 

generally improved by the teaching.  

Moreover, it is important to note that the students of School Two made more 

significant progress in the sentences at the two opposite ends on the scale of 

indirectness, namely, the most indirect strategy, Hinting strategy (S7 and S8); and the 

least indirect strategy, Direct-imperative strategy (S1). It is not too surprising that the 

students would discern in particular the most and the least indirect expressions on the 

scale; after all, the two polar of any scale always the largest discrepancy. An 

implication derived from this phenomenon is that the instruction to students of lower 

proficiency should focus more on the sentences between the two ends of indirectness, 

which belong to Modality strategy, a strategy that is more complicated and more 

difficult than the strategies on the two ends. 

 

 Cross-school comparison. In here, the data of School One and those of School 

Two are put together to make comparison of the results derived from the two schools.  

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

Table 12 presents the means of indirectness strengths given by American subjects 

and the Chinese students of the two schools. 

 

Table 12 Strengths of indirectness by the Chinese students of School One and the 
Chinese students of School Two 

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 
American subjects 

Mean 4.70 4.50 2.55 1.70 1.60 1.35 1.30 1.25

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 School 
One Mean 5.97 5.45 3.98 3.33 3.00 2.23 1.38 1.28

Sentence S8 S5 S4 S6 S7 S2 S3 S1 Pr
e-

te
st

 

School 
Two Mean 5.47 4.24 3.92 3.65 3.42 2.47 2.15 1.74

Sentence S8 S7 S5 S6 S4 S2 S3 S1 School 
One Mean 5.45 4.98 3.70 3.03 2.83 2.25 1.92 1.73

Sentence S7 S8 S5 S4 S6 S2 S3 S1 

C
hi

ne
se

 su
bj

ec
ts

 

Po
st

-te
st

 

School 
Two Mean 4.43 4.34 3.70 3.08 2.96 2.54 2.39 1.45

 

According to Table 12, School One students yield a pattern identical to that in the 
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American norm. To be specific, the eight sentences were arranged by the American 

subjects and the Chinese students of School One in the order as follows: first come S8 

and S7 (as Hinting strategy), followed by S5, S6 and S4 (as Modality strategy), 

followed by S2, S3 and S1 (as Direct strategy combined with Modality-desire 

strategy).On the contrary, the students of School Two, in both the pre-test and the 

post-test, ordered the eight sentences in a way quite different from that given by the 

American subjects. In other words, the findings reveals that students of School One 

do not need the teaching too much since they are already armed with the ability to 

judge the degree of indirectness in terms of ordering. On the contrary, the students of 

School Two tend to be less able to judge the strength of indirectness of those English 

sentences for invitation in terms of ordering, and they hardly make progress after 

receiving this teaching program. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

Table 12 is turned into Figure 14 to show the locations of the indirectness 

strengths of the eight sentences on the scales of indirectness.  

 

 
Figure 14 Scales of indirectness strengths by the Chinese students of School One and 

the Chinese students of School Two 

 

 As shown in Figure 14, in both School One and School Two, the eight sentences 

are scattered on the scales of indirectness in the pre-test as well as in the post-test. 

Although the eight sentences are not clearly divided into three groups in the pre-test, 

the grouping appeared to be clearer in the post-test. That is, S7 and S8 (Hinting 
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strategy) are categorized as the group of high indirectness, and S5 

(Modality-willingness strategy) only in the group of medium indirectness as shown in 

the American norm. Nevertheless, sentences of low indirectness are overcategrized by 

both the students of both schools. It seems that the Chinese students, regardless of 

their English proficiency, tend to give a delicate distinction to less indirect 

expressions because these sentences may evoke impoliteness in Chinese culture.  

Another finding from Figure 14 is that, in the post-test, School Two students’ 

rating of the range of indirectness strength becomes significantly closer to that of the 

American norm, but School One students’ rating remains wide. In other words, 

lower-proficiency students’ ratings of indirectness strength in terms of grouping and 

ranging were effectively improved by the teaching. To explain the failure of School 

One students in this regard, a possibility of hypercorrection is proposed. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 15 depicts the findings related to the effectiveness of teaching 

indirectness in School One and School Two. 
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Figure 15 Line chart of indirectness strengths by the Chinese students of School One 
and the Chinese student of School Two 
 

 As presented by Figure 15, generally speaking, in the post-test, the rating offered 

by the students of School One and that of School Two are not too different from each 

other, and they both show weak resemblance to that in the American norm. For 
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School One, S4, S5 and S6 (Modality strategy) become closer to those in the 

American norm; for School Two, it is S7, S8 (Hinting strategy) and S1 

(Direct-imperative strategy) that turn out to be more like the correspondents in the 

American norm. In this case, this teaching program is effective in helping the Chinese 

students to develop their pragmatic proficiency, regardless of their language 

proficiency. However, it is important to note that the students of higher English 

proficiency showing better ability in dealing with sentences with modality, which are 

more complex than the other sentences (i.e., hinting sentences and imperative 

sentences), which locate at the two ends of the indirectness scale. Moreover, students 

of higher English proficiency, even before receiving the instruction, are more capable 

of judging correctly the indirectness strengths of the eight sentences than those 

students of lower English proficiency. The results suggest that higher English 

proficiency would invite a better pragmatic proficiency in English.  

According to the findings mentioned above, generally speaking, the students of 

higher English proficiency have better performance in terms of indirectness than those 

of lower English proficiency. This finding supports some previous investigations on 

the relationship between learners’ language proficiency and their pragmatic 

competence. Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998) claimed that ESL learners of high 

English proficiency are pragmatically more conscious. Also, it has been proposed that 

high-proficiency learners show greater pragmatic transfer than low-proficiency 

learners, since low-proficiency learners’ verbal behavior of target language is subject 

to be influenced by their native language (Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper & Rose, 1996; 

Takahashi, 1996; Wannaruk, 2009). In this study, the students from School Two (the 

low-proficiency school) were unable to come up with a correct ordering of the testing 

sentences on the scale of indirectness, even after they were given the teaching.  

By contrast, the students with high language proficiency gave a better ordering 

of indirectness strength before the teaching as well as after the teaching. That is to say, 

learners with higher language proficiency begin to be aware of pragmatic aspects of 

language learning, which is similar to the concept proposed by Cook and Liddicoat 

(2002), because higher-proficiency learners have achieved a certain degree of 

processing automaticity, so that they can effectively process pragmatic and linguistic 

knowledge in interpreting the intention of the speech in the communication. On the 

other hand, low-proficiency students have difficulty in processing the hindering 

message, and they are inclined to using bottom-up processing or induction, which 
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may possibly yield misunderstanding of communication. 

 

A Summary of the Test Results on Teaching Indirectness 

Generally, the Chinese students, before receiving the teaching, have the ability to 

arrange correctly the order of indirectness strength as the American subjects do, but 

the grouping and the ranging of indirectness strength are quite different from those in 

the American norm. After the teaching, the range of indirectness strength is shortened, 

although overcategorization of the linguistic strategies of low indirectness is still 

persistent. This teaching program is succeeds in improving the Chinese students’ 

ranging of indirectness strengths of linguistic skills, but it fails for the reason of the 

students’ overemphasizing the categorization of those linguistic strategies of less 

indirectness. Another finding is that in the post-test, the Chinese students tended to 

score S3 (Modality-desire strategy) higher than they did in the pre-test. The reason 

may be that S3 was considered very direct by the Chinese students before the students 

were given the concept of strategy group; therefore, after the teaching, the score of S3 

was mistakenly raised. 

Since the Chinese student’s judgments of indirectness strength were bettered by 

the teaching program, different teaching methods were examined. According to the 

results of function-based method and those of structure-based method, both methods 

are found to be effective, with the former being more successful than the latter. 

Next, in analyzing the performance of the students of two different school types, 

some similarities and differences are identified. First, the test results reveal that the 

students of School One, before they receive the teaching, were able to correctly 

arrange the order of the eight sentences based on their indirectness strengths; however, 

it was not the case for the students in School Two. In addition, since the groupings 

given by the students in the two schools were weak in the pre-test, this teaching 

program of language functions was proved to be necessary. After the teaching, the 

students of both School One and School Two tended to overcategorize the sentences 

of low indirectness (i.e., S1, S2, S3, S4, and S6), which are not differentiated in the 

American norm. It is suggested the Chinese students, regardless of their English 

proficiency, tend to stress the differences among those forms of low indirectness, 

since failure in differentiating these expressions may result in impoliteness and would 

possibly breakdown interpersonal interaction. Moreover, the range of indirectness 

strength given by the students of School Two was successfully shortened, but not by 

 



 66

those of School One. One possible reason is that the students of School-High 

hypercorrect Hinting strategy by enlarging the distance between Hinting strategy and 

the others. The results of School One show a better improvement of Modality strategy 

than School Two, that is, the ratings by School One were closer to those in the 

American norm than the ratings by School Two. This finding implies that teaching 

language use of indirectness is more effective in School One than in School Two, 

which announces that the students’ English proficiency is an influential factor in 

learning language functions in terms of indirectness. 

 

Data Analysis of Linguistic Choice by Politeness 

  

As conducted in the analysis of indirectness, the Chinese students’ evaluations of 

politeness strengths of the testing sentences, the data were statistically analyzed in 

terms of ordering, grouping, and range of these sentences. Based on the results of data 

analysis, the effectiveness of teaching politeness is presented. 

 

Holistic Test Results of Politeness 

 The hypothesis, which predicts that the choice of linguistic forms would be 

affected by the strength of politeness, is verified.  

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

The American subjects’ and the Chinese subjects’ ratings of politeness strengths 

of the eight sentences are shown in Table 14, which is transformed into Figure 16 and 

Figure 17 for the convenience of examining the effectiveness of teaching politeness. 

 

Table 13 Strengths of politeness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 American 

subjects Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80
Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pre-test 

Mean 6.18 5.96 5.21 4.87 4.13 3.98 2.62 2.12
Sentence S6 S5 S4 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 C

hi
ne

se
 

su
bj

ec
ts

 

Post-test 
Mean 5.51 5.49 4.91 4.77 3.49 3.27 2.96 1.90

 

As seen in Table 13, in both American culture and Chinese culture, politeness 

strength is not correlated with indirectness strength. For example, sentences of the 
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most indirect strategy (in this case, Hinging strategy, or S7 and S8) are not necessarily 

the most polite ones. Also, cross-cultural differences are found in the judgments of 

politeness strengths of the eight sentences for invitation. In the pre-test, the students’ 

ordering of the eight sentences by politeness strength is not the same as that in the 

American norm. The ordering given by the American subjects is as follows: first 

comes S4 (Modality-wish strategy), S6 (Modality-ability strategy), and S5 

(Modality-willingness strategy); second, S2 (Direct-performative strategy); third, S7 

(Hinting-affirmative strategy); fourth, S3 (Modality-desire strategy); fifth, S8 

(Hinting-interrogative strategy); and, last, S1 (Directive-imperative strategy). 

Differently, in the students’ rating in the pre-test, S4 is less polite than S5 and S6; S7 

and S8 (Hinting strategy) are more polite than S3 and S1 (Modality-desire strategy 

and Direct-imperative strategy). However, in the post-test, the ordering of the 

sentences, except S4, is identical to that in the American norm. Since the ordering of 

politeness strengths given by the American subjects and that given by the Chinese 

students are generally similar with each other, this teaching program is said to be 

effective. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

The effectiveness of this teaching program is also reflected on the Chinese 

students’ grouping of the eight sentences by politeness strength. Figure16, 

transformed from Table 14, displays the American subjects’ and the Chinese students’ 

ratings of the eight linguistic forms on the scale of politeness. 

 

 
Figure 16 Scales of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students 
 

 According to Figure 16, the eight sentences are overcategorized in terms of 
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politeness strength. To be specific, in the American norm, there are only three levels 

of politeness, with, S2, S4, S5 and S6 and being considered as members of the group 

of high politeness; S3 and S7 being categorized as the group of medium politeness; 

and S8 and S1 as the group of low politeness. However, the groupings in the pre-test 

and the post-test are different from that in the American norm. To be specific, first, to 

the Chinese students, S4 (Modality-affirmative strategy) is separated from S5 and S6 

(Modality-interrogative strategy), but, in the American norm, the three sentences are 

not significantly different from each other. For American subjects, S4, S5 and S6 

together with S2 (Direct-performative strategy) are very close to each other, with S4 

being the most polite one among the four. In other words, the Chinese students 

overcategorized the members of the Modality strategy (i.e., the high politeness group). 

One possible reason lies in the fact that S5 and S6 are both in interrogative structure, 

which is considered to be more polite than affirmative structure. After all, it is 

interrogative sentence, not affirmative sentence, that would offer choices and avoid 

imposition. In here, it is noticed that influence of Chinese culture is stubborn, so that 

the teacher should make effort to convert their students’ concept of politeness into that 

in American culture. In other words, cross cultural comparison in terms of politeness 

should be made in EFL classroom. 

 Politeness is an influential factor which would determine appropriate linguistic 

choice for invitation. The test results in this study indicate some disparities between 

Chinese culture and American culture in terms of concept of politeness. Politeness has 

been related to the notion of face (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Mou, 1993). According 

to Brown and Levinson (1987), face-saving, a model originated from Goffman (1974), 

is a universal framework which claims that politeness is negotiated by the speaker and 

the hearer to maintain each other’s public self-image for the desire to be accepted in 

the group (positive face) and to avoid imposition (negative face). Obviously, Brown 

and Levinson’s universal model was challenged by some scholars (e.g. Gu, 1990; 

Mou, 1993) and even by this study. Both Gu’s (1990) and Mou’s (1993) contentions 

support the findings of this study in that Chinese politeness system is different from 

Brown and Levinson’ politeness framework. The existence of cross-cultural 

differences provide an implication that teaching politeness of the target culture is 

necessary for learning the target language (Nwoye, 1992), and it is fundamental and 

crucial for EFL learners to perceive cross-cultural differences to achieve successful 

communication (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Lakoff, 1975; Leech, 1983). 
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When examining the differences of the concept and manifestations of politeness 

in the two cultures, the researcher found that affirmative structure was considered less 

polite than interrogative structure in the group of Modality strategy. For instance, S4 

(“I would like you to…”) was scored lower than S5 (“Would you…”) and S6 (“Could 

you…”) in the judgments of the Chinese students. The reason why the Chinese 

students to rate interrogative structure higher than affirmative structure may be that 

the former is taken as more polite because interrogative structure offers options, 

which may avoid imposition and bring forth politeness. As noted by Carrell and 

Konneker (1981), politeness of requestive strategy is primarily influenced by the 

syntactic structure of the sentences and secondarily affected by modal words. For EFL 

students, both syntactic structures and modal words can be easily recognized in 

surface linguistic forms since they are fundamental grammatical points commonly 

included in grammar books (e.g., Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999). In terms of 

syntactic structure, interrogative is considered as the most polite, declarative is the 

next polite, and imperative goes to the least polite (Carrell & Konneker, 1981). 

Moreover, use of different structures (namely, interrogative or affirmative) could be 

also be related to face system, which is culturally determined. According to Brown 

and Levinson, negative politeness points out the importance of individual desire to 

avoid imposition from others in the communication. However, the results derived 

from the American subjects do not conform to the finding given by Carrel and 

Konneker (1981), which proclaims that interrogative structure shows higher 

politeness than affirmative structure. In this study, it is found that the American 

subjects’ judgments of Modality strategy violate negative politeness. The finding 

suggests that when offering an invitation, English speakers tend to impose their 

invitees by using Affirmative structure (e.g., S4, “I would like you ...”), instead of 

giving them options. 

On the other hand, the Chinese subjects in the study regarded Interrogative 

structure (S5, “Would you …” and S6 “Could you …”) as a structure of high 

politeness to avoid imposition on the hearer. It is surprising that the Chinese EFL 

learners unconsciously acquired negative politeness proposed by Brown and Levinson, 

which is in conflict with Chinese face system. According to Mao (1994), negative 

face in American culture and mianzi “面子” (i.e., face) in Chinese culture compose a 

striking contrast on politeness: while American face seeks personal desire, Chinese 
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mianzi aims for meeting expectation of in-group members and associates communal 

norms to individual desire. These two cultural presumptions of politeness conform to 

individualism and collectivism, respectively (Hofstede, 1980; Kim, 1994; Yamaguchi, 

1994; Triandis, 1995). The speech act of invitation provides an example to illustrate 

the differences between negative face and mianzi. When issuing an inviting, English 

speakers tend to use interrogative structure (which renders freedom to choose between 

Yes and No) to secure the invitee’s negative face; however, Chinese speakers may 

choose to sacrifice negative face and give mianzi to the hearer, for example, by 

repeatedly inviting the hearer even when the invitee refuses. According to the findings 

of this study, the Chinese learners of English seem to have acquired the concept of 

negative politeness by regarding interrogative sentences as the most polite form, even 

before receiving any instruction of language function. Nevertheless, the American 

norm obtained in this study tend to deviate from negative face because the American 

subjects, unexpectedly, gave a higher score to the affirmative structure sentence (S4 “I 

would like you…”). It is worth checking whether the value systems of politeness in 

American culture and Chinese culture have changed nowadays. 

 In addition, compared with the range of politeness strength in the American norm 

(between 5.60 and 3.80), both the range of politeness strength in the pre-test (between 

6.18 and 2.12) and that in the post-test (between 5.51and1.90) are significantly 

broader. As indicated in the section of indirectness, in the realm of politeness, strong 

cultural control on Chinese speakers’ linguistic choice is repeated. To be specific, 

since politeness reflected in language choice is crucial in Chinese culture to determine 

the success of communication and to maintain interpersonal relationship between the 

interlocutors, it is within expectation that the Chinese subjects show a wider range of 

politeness and yield more delicate grouping of those linguistic devices for invitation. 

Based on the results mentioned above, some findings were offered and discussed. 

The first finding is that the Chinese student’s ratings of politeness are quite different 

from those given by American speakers. More specifically, determination of the range 

and the grouping of the linguistic devices based on politeness was overdone by the 

Chinese students. Obviously, Chinese people’s perception of the delicacy of politeness 

is strongly controlled by Confucianism. According to Tu (1985), Confucian tradition 

advocates to downplay the importance of the self and to exalt the value of the group 

and community. Based on this tradition, one of the meanings of “li” (politeness) is to 

be “refined or cultivated in speech” (Wang, 1967, p. 4). In other words, Chinese 
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people may consider that there must be some different intentions when the speakers 

use different linguistic forms to achieve the same speech act. Only when they can 

carefully differentiate the intended meaning of each sentence structure, can they 

achieve the communicative purpose. Under the control of the Chinese value system, it 

is not difficult to understand why Chinese speakers tend to overdivide the strength of 

politeness.  

 

3. Degree of approximation 

Figure 17, derived from Table 13, offers some other findings. 
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Figure 17 Line chart of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students 
 

Figure 17 indicates that, in general, the results of the pre-test and those of the 

post-test differ from each other. In details, S3, S5, and S6 in the post-test scored very 

closely to those in the American norm; but the rest of the sentences were more distant 

from those in the American norm. In other words, the students show a sign of 

improvement in learning Modality strategy (namely, S3, S5, and S6). These findings 

reveal that teaching language use based on politeness is necessary and effective on the 

stage of senior high school. As for the other sentences, two of them (namely, S7 and 

S8, with both belonging to the category of Hinting strategy) turn worse after the 

teaching; and the rest three sentences (namely, S1, S2 and S4, belonging to Direct 

strategy and Modality strategy) showed no progress in the post-test.  
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Several possible reasons are offered. First, the ineffectiveness of the teaching 

derived from the fact that politeness was a complex concept to senior high school 

students; therefore, it was difficult for them to assign correct the strength of politeness 

to each of these linguistic forms for invitation. Next, Chinese students fail to rate 

correctly the politeness strengths of the members of Hinting strategy and those of 

Direct strategy, with members of the same strategy being taken as identical in 

politeness strength. On one hand, the Chinese students might have been trapped in 

their original judgments of Direct strategy in the pre-test because this strategy was the 

most recognizable and familiar one to them. By contrast, as Hinting strategy may be a 

new concept to EFL learners in high school, the Chinese students may possibly 

hypercorrect low politeness of Hinting strategy without taking into consideration the 

syntactic structure of the invitational sentences (i.e., interrogative or affirmative 

structure).  

Blum-Kula (1987) in her study argues that politeness may be influenced by the 

need of “the pragmatic clarity” (p. 131), which is an essential requirement in 

transmitting an intended meaning. Therefore, hints, which explicitly hinder pragmatic 

clarity, would decrease the strength of politeness. In the case of invitation, the Chinese 

students considered that non-conventionally indirect strategy, Hinting strategy in this 

case, was generally regarded as less polite than the conventionalized indirect 

one—Modality strategy. After the teaching program, the students learned that it is not 

necessarily true that not all invitational or requestive hints are on the same level of 

politeness, nor is it necessay that all hinting structures (including affirmative structure 

and interrogative structure) are less polite than those containing modality. In fact, the 

Chinese students differentiated Hinting-interrogative strategy (S8, “Do you know I 

am having a party?”) from Hinting-affirmative strategy (S7, “I am having a party.”), 

with Hinting-affirmative strategy being slightly more polite than Modality-desire 

strategy (S3, “I want you to come to my party.”). These findings confirm what Rinnert 

and Kobayashi (1999) found in their study, in which requestive hints are proved to be 

more polite than nonconventional indirect “desire” (S3, “I want you to…”) in 

informal situation. An explanation for the second finding is that Chinese people 

overemphasize impoliteness because, in Chinese culture, as mentioned above, 

politeness is to deal with refined and delicate differences between utterances (Wang, 

1967). In this study, as well as in many previous studies (e.g. Rinnert & Kobayashi’s, 

1999; Tsusuki, Takahashi, Patschke & Zhang, 2001), Hinting and Imperative 
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sentences are proved to be low in politeness. Thus, Chinese learners tend to 

differentiate the sentences of low politeness from the others by overstressing the 

strength of impoliteness.  

The discussions so far verified the hypothesis that indirectness and politeness are 

essential considerations in making linguistic choice. Furthermore, this study gives 

another empirical evidence to show that language use is cross-culturally different, 

therefore, explicit instruction of cross-cultural comparison is necessary in EFL 

context. 

 

The Test Results of Function-based Method and Structure-based Method 

 The hypothesis that teaching politeness would be effective in high school is 

verified. Teaching effectiveness can be obtained by comparing the influences of 

different teaching methods.  

 

Function-based method. Table 14, which is transformed into Figure 18 and 

Figure 19, presents the results of rating politeness by the students who received 

function-based teaching method. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

 It was assumed that after the teaching, the Chinese students would render correct 

ordering of the testing sentences based on their politeness strengths. Related data are 

presented in Table 14. 

 

Table 14 Strengths of politeness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
under function-based method 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 American 
subjects Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S8 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 6.13 5.95 5.20 4.97 4.19 3.98 2.73 2.03

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.58 5.55 5.35 4.65 3.53 3.53 2.90 1.84

 

According to Table 14, in the pre-test, the Chinese students’ ordering of the 

target sentences is not quite the same as that in the American norm. However, in the 

post-test, the ordering of the eight sentences becomes closer to that offered by the 

American subjects. In details, the ordering in the American norm and that in the 
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post-test differed in the organization of S5, S6 and S4. That is to say, S4, which was 

considered more polite than S6 and S5 by the American subjects, was rated as less 

polite than S6 and S5 by the Chinese students; and S5, which was the least polite 

among the three sentences in the American norm, was considered as the most polite 

one by the Chinese students. These results prove again that the Chinese students think 

that it is more polite to use interrogative structure (S5 and S6) than to use affirmative 

one (S4). However, in American speakers’ eye, these two structures are not 

significantly different from each other. Although the problem was not solved by the 

function-based teaching, this teaching method, in general, effectively improved the 

rest of the target sentences in terms of ordering. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 It was expected that function-based method would effectively help the students 

in grouping and ranging the eight sentences on the basis of politeness. Figure 18 

shows the American subjects’ and the Chinese students’ groupings and ranging of the 

testing sentences by politeness strength. 

 

Figure 18 Scales of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under function-based method 
 

As shown in Figure 18, the grouping of the eight sentences in American norm 

and that in the pre-test are quite different from each other. However, the grouping in 

post-test shows some improvement as compared to that in the pre-test. First, the 

distance between S4 and S6 is shortened, and the two sentences are grouped together. 

Next, S3 and S7, as members of medium politeness, are successfully merged into a 

group as in the American norm. In other words, in the post-test, only S2 and S1 

(namely, Direct strategy) deviate from those in the American norm, with S1 being 
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distant from S8, and S2 being singled out of the group of S4, S5 and S6. The findings 

imply that using function-based method to teach the politeness strength of Direct 

strategy is not effective. It seems that Chinese people are so deeply influenced by 

their culture that their thoughts can hardly be changed by school teaching. 

 Another finding shown in Figure 18 is that the range of politeness strengths of 

the eight sentences in the pre-test and that in the post-test are significantly wider than 

that in the American norm. In Chinese culture, this phenomenon, as mentioned before, 

is hardly improved by function-based method. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 19 provides another way to examine the effectiveness of the 

function-based teaching method. 
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Figure 19 Line chart of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under function-based method 
 

 As shown by Figure 19, the results of the post-test reveal a partial progress. As 

compared with the results in the pre-test, S4, S6, S5 and S3 (i.e., members of 

Modality strategy) in the post-test are scored closely to those in the American norm. 

Opposite to the results of Modality strategy, S7 and S8 (members of Hinting strategy) 

and S1 and S2 (members of Direct strategy) shows no sign of progress, and they even 

turned worse in the post-test. These results imply that function-based method seems to 

be effective in differentiating politeness strengths of the members of Modality strategy, 

rather than members of the other two strategies. 
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 Structure-based method. Following the same line in investigating the influence 

of the function-based method, the effectiveness of the structure-based method is 

examined. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentence 

Table 16 yields the results of structure-oriented classes’ ratings of politeness 

strength. Also, Figure 20 and Figure 21, transformed from Table 15, are used to 

discuss some other findings. 

 

Table 15 Strengths of politeness by the American subjects and the Chinese students 
under structure-based method 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 American 
subjects Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 6.22 5.97 5.21 4.79 4.25 3.80 2.53 2.20

Sentence S6 S5 S2 S4 S7 S3 S8 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.49 5.42 4.87 4.54 3.45 3.05 3.00 1.95

 

According to Table 15, the Chinese students’ ordering of the eight sentences by 

politeness strength in the post-test is nearly identical to the pattern offered by the 

American subjects, except S4. To be specific, in the American norm, the ordering of 

the eight sentences is as follows: first comes S4 (Modality-wish strategy), S6 

(Modality-ability strategy), and S5 (Modality-willingness strategy); second, S2 

(Direct-performative strategy); third, S7 (Hinting-affirmative strategy-) fourth, S3 

(Modality-desire strategy); fifth, S8 (Hinting-interrogative strategy); last, S1 

(Directive-imperative strategy). However, in the post-test, S4 was considered less 

polite than S6, S5 and S2. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

Figure 20 provides the American subjects’ and the Chinese subjects’ groupings 

and rangings of the testing sentences by their politeness strengths. 
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Figure 20 Scales of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under structure-based method 
 

According to Figure20, the grouping and the ranging of politeness given by the 

Chinese students are deviated from those in the American norm. In Figure 20, first, 

the range of politeness in the post-test is still wide; second, S4 is judged as less polite 

than S5 and S6; and, third, S3 and S8 are mistakenly regarded as almost the same in 

the post-test. From the findings above listed, structure-based method seemed not to be 

very effective. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 21 is used to examine the effectiveness of structure-based method. 
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Figure 21 Line chart of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students under structure-based method 
 

Figure 21 indicates that, in the post-test, S5 and S6conformed to those in the 

American norm; S3 is weakly improved; while the other sentences show no sign of 

progress. In short, structure-based method is not very effective in improving the 
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students’ recognition of the politeness strengths of Direct strategy (S1 and S2) and 

Hinting strategy (S8 and S7), and it even failed in correcting the politeness strength of 

Modality-wish strategy (S4). 

 

Cross-method comparison. To make a clearer comparison between effectiveness 

of the two methods in teaching the concept of politeness, the test results offered by the 

students of function-oriented classes and those of function-oriented classes are 

combined together in Table 16, which is transformed into Figure 22 and Figure 23. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

 It is presumed that function-based method is more effective than structure-based 

method in teaching politeness. 

 

Table 16 Strengths of politeness by the Chinese students under function-based method 
and Chinese students under structure-based method 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 
American subjects 

Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S8 S3 S1 Function-
based 

method Mean 6.13 5.95 5.20 4.97 4.19 3.98 2.73 2.03

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pr
e-

te
st

 

Structure-
based 

method Mean 6.22 5.97 5.21 4.79 4.25 3.80 2.53 2.20

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 Function-
based 

method Mean 5.58 5.55 5.35 4.65 3.53 3.53 2.90 1.84

Sentence S6 S5 S2 S4 S7 S3 S8 S1 

C
hi

ne
se

 su
bj

ec
ts

 

Po
st

-te
st

 

Structure-
based 

method Mean 5.49 5.42 4.87 4.54 3.45 3.05 3.00 1.95

 

According to Table 16, the ordering of the politeness strengths of the eight 

sentences given by the students of function-oriented classes and that given by the 

students of structure-oriented classes are similar to that in the American norm. 

However, in the post-test, S4 (Modality-wish strategy in affirmative structure), which 

was judged as more polite that S6 and S5 (Modality-ability and willingness strategies 

in interrogative structure) and S2 (Direct-performative strategy), was considered less 

polite than S6 and S5 by the students of function-oriented classes, and was rated as 

even less polite than S2 by the students of function-oriented classes. The results 
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suggest that function-based method is more effective than structure-based method in 

teaching politeness. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 Figure 22 displays the grouping and the ranging of the testing sentences by their 

politeness strengths offered by the Chinese students under the two teaching methods. 

 

 
Figure 22 Scales of politeness strengths by the Chinese students under function-based 
method and the Chinese students under structure-based method 
 

Figure 22 describes the results of the two teaching methods. Under both methods, 

the most significant improvement lies in the successful differentiation between 

politeness strength of S8 and that of S7 (i.e., the two members of Hinting strategy). 

However, some differences between the two teaching methods are yielded. First, S3 

and S7are successfully merged into a group after function-based teaching, but S3 and 

S8 mistakenly regarded as strategies of same strength of politeness after 

structure-based teaching. Next, S4 is scored closely to S6 and S5 only through 

function-based method, but S4 moves far away from S5 and S6 after structure-based 

teaching. Therefore, function-based method is comparatively more effective than 

structure-based method. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 23 clearly illustrates the effectiveness of function-based method and that 

of structure-based method.  
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Figure 23 Line chart of politeness strengths by the Chinese students under 
function-based method and the Chinese students under structure-based method 
 

According to Figure 23, generally speaking, in both the pre-test and the post-test, 

the test results and those under structure-based method resemble each other in the 

following ways. First, S2, S7, S8 and S1 (namely, Direct strategy and Hinting strategy) 

do not show any improvement in the post-test. Next, S6, S5 and S3 (namely, Modality 

strategy) appear to make progress in the post-test. On the other hand, the two methods 

differ from each other in two ways. First, in the post-test, S3 in function-based 

method is rated closer to that in American norm than in structure-based method. 

Second, in the post-test, S4 is improved by function-based method, but worsened by 

structure-based method. In brief, function-based method appears to be more effective 

than structure-based method in teaching politeness. 

In sum, for politeness, the most significant difference between the two teaching 

methods lies in the Chinese students’ ratings of Modality-wish strategy (namely, S4 “I 

would like you to…”). The students of the function-oriented classes gave S4 a rating 

very close to American norm; however, those students of the structure-oriented 

classes acted the opposite way. As discussed in the previous section, S4, which is an 

affirmative structure sentence, was probably regarded as less polite than the 

interrogative forms with modalities (Carell & Konneker, 1981). If the learners 

foreground the distinction by language structure, they are very likely to persist in 

regarding affirmative structure as less polite than interrogative one. Moreover, the 
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conventionalized indirect strategy, (in this case, Modality strategy) is used most 

frequently by American English speakers (Blum-Kulka & House, 1989; House & 

Kasper, 1981; Rinner & Kobayashi, 1999). In this case, the Chinese students who 

received structure-based method would stubbornly rate affirmative Modality strategy 

(S4, “I would like you …”) as less polite than its interrogative counterparts (S5 

“Would you …” and S6 “Could you …”). For this reasons, the ideas of top-down 

processing and bottom-up processing (Carrell and Eistenhold, 1983) can be applied to 

the teaching program of language function. For instance, teaching language functions 

with function-based method can establish in students the top-down processing to 

achieve more effective learning by offering the students a general picture of the 

relationship between language functions and forms, whereas structure-based method 

can be adopted to reinforce the teaching of language functions by giving more details 

about linguistic forms. 

 

The Test Results of School One and School Two 

As the Chinese students’ performances in rating the politeness strengths of 

different linguistic strategies were holistically verified to be improved different 

teaching methods, school types was suspected to be related to the effectiveness of 

teaching politeness, and it is presumed that students from school of higher BCT scores 

would learn better than students from lower BCT score. 

 

 School One. The results given by the students of School One(the school of 

higher BCT score) are examined in this section.  

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

Table 17 presents the results of politeness strength of the eight sentences 

provided by the American subjects and the Chinese students of School One. Figure 24 

and Figure 25, which transformed from Table 17, are used to show other findings. 
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Table 17 Strengths of politeness by the American subjects and the Chinese students of 
School One 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 American 
subjects Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 6.16 5.77 5.16 4.52 4.11 4.06 2.19 1.88

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.75 5.56 5.45 4.89 3.30 3.13 2.25 1.77

 

According to Table 17, in School One, the Chinese students’ ordering of the eight 

sentences in the post-test is closer to that given by the American subjects than that in 

the pre-test. To pinpoint the details of cross-cultural differences in this respect, S8 is 

scored higher than S7 and S3 in the pre-test; however, S8 is rated lower than S7 and 

S3 in the post-test, which is akin the American norm. The results reveal that after 

receiving this teaching program of language function, the students of School One 

show improvement in organizing the eight sentences by their politeness strengths. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 Figure 24 depicts the groupings and the rangings of the eight testing sentences 

based on their politeness strengths given by the American subjects and by the students 

of School One. 

 

 
Figure 24 Scales of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students of School One 
 

As shown in Figure 24, the grouping of the sentences by politeness in the 

post-test becomes quite similar with that in the American norm. In the post-test, S7 

and S3 are successfully combined into a group of medium politeness; S8 and S1 are 

put into the same group of low politeness; how S4, S5 and S6, (namely, members of 

Modality strategy) are merged into the group of high politeness, with S2 (i.e., 
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Direct-performative strategy) being excluded from this group of high politeness by 

mistake. One possible explanation to the exclusion of S2 from the high politeness 

group is that the students of School One are able to recognize the sentences of high 

politeness, but they seem to rate the members of the group of high politeness as 

sharing the similar strengths of politeness. Therefore, although generally the Chinese 

students can distinguish levels of politeness strength after the teaching, they still fail 

to handle the minute differences. 

 About the range of the politeness strengths of the testing sentences, the range 

offered by School One is significantly wider than that given by the American subjects. 

Moreover, it seems that the Chinese students overemphasize low politeness by giving 

significantly lower scores to the members of the low politeness group. In other words, 

in spite of the students’ English proficiency, the Chinese culture casts powerful 

influences on influences the Chinese speakers’ concept of politeness, so that the 

effectiveness of the school teaching is fairly low. To put it in anther way, it is not EFL 

language proficiency alone that would explain the patterns of students’ linguistic 

performance. Frequency and length of contact with the target culture may also be 

influential in changing the students’ concept of the range o politeness reflected in 

linguistic devices. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Some findings about School One are revealed by Figure 27. 
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Figure 25 Line chart of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students of School One 
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 As shown by Figure 25, the test results indicate that Modality strategy (including 

S4, S6, S5 and S3) and Direct strategy-performative (S2) are all improved in the 

post-test. However, Hinting strategy (S7, S8) and Direct-imperative strategy (S1), 

which are low in politeness, are even deteriorated in the post-test. A possible reason is 

that Chinese people tend to delicately differentiate the nuance of those linguistic 

forms of low politeness. Therefore, members of low politeness group (i.e., Hinting 

strategy and Direct-imperative strategy) were rated low in politeness by the Chinese 

students. It is such tendency that makes the range of politeness in Chinese culture 

wider than that in American culture.  

 

School Two. Table 18 reveals the results of rating the testing sentences by 

students of School Two, and Figure 26 and Figure 27, transformation of Table 18, are 

used to facilitate discussion. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

 

Table 18 Strengths of politeness by the American subjects and the Chinese students of 
School Two 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 American 
subjects Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pre-test 
Mean 6.20 6.14 5.26 5.18 4.15 3.91 2.99 2.34

Sentence S6 S5 S2 S4 S7 S8 S3 S1 C
hi

ne
se

 
su

bj
ec

ts
 

Post-test 
Mean 5.47 5.27 4.66 4.43 3.65 3.57 3.39 2.01

 

According to Table 18, the Chinese students’ ordering of the eight sentences by 

politeness strength in both the pre-test and the post-test are quite different from that 

given by the American subjects. To be specific, first, S4 (Modality-wish strategy) was 

rated as the most polite sentences among the eight testing sentences by the American 

subjects; however, S4 was judged as less polite than S5 and S6 by the Chinese 

subjects. Next, S8 (Hinging-interrogative strategy), which was considered less polite 

than S3 (Modality-desire strategy) in the American norm, was rated more polite than 

S3 by the Chinese subjects. That is to say, the students of School Two did not show 

improvement in ranking the politeness strengths of the eight sentences. 
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2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences. 

 Figure 26 shows the grouping and the ranging of the politeness strengths of the 

eight sentences given by the American subjects and the Chinese students of School 

Two. 

 

 
Figure 26 Scales of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students of School Two 
 

In Figure 26, the results rendered by School Two in the pre-test and those in the 

post-test are similar in terms of grouping, neither which are consistent with the pattern 

offered by the American subjects. Specifically speaking, there are only three levels of 

politeness strength in the American norm, but there are more than three levels found 

in the rating given by the students of School Two, in both the pre-test and the post-test. 

The only improvement shown in the post-test falls on the grouping of S3 and S7 

(Modality-desire strategy and Hinting-affirmative strategy, respectively), which is 

consistent to that in the American norm. 

Moreover, according to Figure 26, the range of politeness shown in the pre-test 

and that in the post-test are both broader than the range given by the American 

subjects. That is to say, the students of School Two made little progress in terms of 

ordering, grouping, and ranging the politeness strengths of the testing sentences. Since 

the English proficiency of the students of School Two is not high, it is not easy for 

those students to deal with complex concepts like politeness. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

Figure 27 summarizes the teaching effectiveness in School Two. 
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Figure 27 Line chart of politeness strengths by the American subjects and the Chinese 
students of School Two 
 

 Figure 27 indicates that although most of the means of the testing sentences in 

the post-test are still distant from those given by the American subjects, School Two 

students’ performances were improved in certain ways. First, S6 and S5 

(Modality-ability strategy and Modality-willingness strategy, respectively) in the 

post-test score very closely to those in the American norm. Next, S3 (Modality-desire 

strategy) seems to be approaching that in the American norm. In other words, in 

School Two, Modality strategy (including S6, S5 and S3) was significantly improved, 

with only S4 (Modality-wish strategy) deviated from the American norm in the 

post-test. In conclusion, although the students of School Two did not perform well in 

general ordering, grouping, and ranging of the politeness strengths of the testing 

sentences, they still developed beneficially in learning Modality strategy. 

 

Cross-school comparison. All in all, Table 19 exhibits the test results given by 

the Chinese students from the two schools for cross-school comparison. For 

convenience of discussion, Table 19 is transferred into Figure 28 and Figure 29. 

 

1. Ordering of the testing sentences 

 It was predicted that students from School One would do better than School Two 

in ordering the eight sentences by their politeness strengths. 
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Table 19 Strengths of politeness by the Chinese students of School One and the 
Chinese students of School Two 

Sentence S4 S6 S5 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 
American subjects 

Mean 5.60 5.55 5.35 5.25 4.65 4.60 4.15 3.80

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 School 
One Mean 6.16 5.77 5.16 4.52 4.11 4.06 2.19 1.88

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S8 S7 S3 S1 Pr
e-

te
st

 

School 
Two Mean 6.20 6.14 5.26 5.18 4.15 3.91 2.99 2.34

Sentence S5 S6 S4 S2 S7 S3 S8 S1 School 
One Mean 5.75 5.56 5.45 4.89 3.30 3.13 2.25 1.77

Sentence S6 S5 S2 S4 S7 S8 S3 S1 

C
hi

ne
se

 su
bj

ec
ts

 

Po
st

-te
st

 

School 
Two Mean 5.47 5.27 4.66 4.43 3.65 3.57 3.39 2.01

 

According to Table 19, both School One and School Two tend to rate the 

strengths of politeness by strategy groups. In the pre-test, S4 was scored lower than 

S5 and S6 by the students of the two schools, and S8 are rated higher than S3 and S7. 

However, in the post-test, S4 of School One remains unchanged in, but S4 of School 

Two was rated even lower than S2; next, S8 of School One is successfully scored 

lower than S3 and S7, while that of School Two keeps close to S7. The results reveal 

that the students of School One show mild improvement in ordering testing sentences 

by their politeness strengths after receiving this teaching program. 

 

2. Grouping and ranging of the testing sentences 

 Figure 28 presents the test result of the grouping and the ranging of the 

politeness strengths of the eight sentences given by the American subjects and those 

by the students of the two schools. 
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Figure 28 Scales of politeness strengths by the Chinese students of School One and 
the Chinese students of School Two 
  

As presented in Figure 28, although, in the post-test, the groupings of the eight 

sentences by politeness offered by the Chinese students of School One and those by 

students of School Two are better than those in the pre-test, the performance of School 

One seems to surpass that of School Two. To be specific, first, the three sentences in 

Modality strategy (namely, S4, S5 and S6) are categorized into the same group in 

School One; however, S4 is distant from S6 and S5 in School Two’s rating. Second, 

the distance between S8 and S1 is shortened in School One’s rating, but it is not the 

case in School Two’s rating. Another finding displayed in Figure 28 is that in School 

One as well as in School Two, the range of politeness strength is broader than that in 

the American norm. As just mentioned, the maintenance of the wide range of 

politeness strength seems to be deep-rooted in Chinese speakers’ mind. 

 

3. Degree of approximation 

 Figure 29 gives evidences to the improvements made by the students of the two 

schools in learning the eight sentences. 
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Figure 29 Line chart of politeness strengths by the Chinese students of School One 
and the Chinese students of School Two 
 

As shown in Figure 29, generally speaking, School One makes greater progress 

than School Two does in judging the politeness strengths of the testing sentences. In 

the results of the post-test offered by School Two, only S6, S5 and S3 show traces of 

improvement, but the other sentences failed. However, the results given by School 

One indicate that all the members of Modality strategy (i.e., S3, S4, S5 and S6) and 

Direct-performative strategy (i.e., S2) are significantly improved, with the most 

indirect sentences and the least indirect sentences being underestimated. The results 

suggest that higher language proficiency may induce greater effectiveness in making 

linguistic choice for politeness’ sake. 

As for the influence of school type on effectiveness of teaching language 

functions, the test results of politeness are similar to that of indirectness. ESL learners 

of high English proficiency are more aware of the pragmatic aspect of language use 

( Bardovi-Harlig & Dornyei, 1998). In addition to language proficiency, some other 

issues may be raised in relation to pragmatic transfer. Although teaching language use 

is proved to be effective in high school in Taiwan, and students’ language proficiency 

is found to be correlated with pragmatic learning, high-proficiency learners’ verbal 

behaviors in L2 are not easily influenced by their native language, which implies that 

high L2 proficiency invites higher degree of positive pragmatic transfer from native 

language to the target language. (Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper & Rose, 1996; 

Takahashi, 1996; Wannaruk, 2009). However, since pragmatic transfers in 
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indirectness and politeness seem to be incomplete in this study, these pragmatic 

failures are proved to be culturally controlled. For example, in this study, the Chinese 

students seem to be persistent in overemphasizing the strength of politeness and the 

forms of least indirectness. Since persistence suggests that cultural values can hardly 

be changed for EFL learners, because they do not have the chance or do not have 

enough chances to contact with the target culture. 

 

A Summary of the Test Results on Teaching Politeness 

In the pre-test, the Chinese subjects’ ratings of politeness strength are different 

from those given by the American subjects. First, the two members of Hinting 

strategy (S7 and S8) were grouped together by the Chinese subjects, but not by the 

American subjects. Second, Modality-wish strategy (i.e., S4.) was rated lower by the 

Chinese subjects than by the American subjects. After the teaching, the grouping of 

the testing sentences by their politeness strengths is improved. First, S7 is detached 

from S8, and joins S3 to form a group of medium politeness strength. Second, S8, 

which is detached from S7, joins S1 to from the group of low politeness strength. 

Third, S4, although still rated low, is combined with S2, S5, and S6 to form a group of 

high politeness strength. The reason why S4 is persistently rated low may be that S4 

(Modality-wish strategy in affirmative structure) is considered as less polite than S6 

and S5 (Modality-ability and Modality-willingness strategies in interrogative 

structure), since in Chinese culture, interrogative structure gives more freedom and 

options than affirmative structure.  

Moreover, similar to indirectness, the range of politeness given by the Chinese 

students is broader than that in the American norm. In here, politeness is proved to be 

another crucial factor in linguistic choice for invitation, so Chinese speakers tend to 

show persistence in refining the range of politeness. Generally, Modality-ability 

strategy, Modality-willingness strategy, and Modality-desire strategy (namely, S6, S5 

and S3) are improved in the post-test; however, Hinting strategy (S7 and S8) turns 

worse, and Direct-imperative strategy (S1) is not improved. One possible reason is 

that the notion of politeness in Chinese culture is more delicate than that in American 

culture. In order to subdivide the politeness strength, the range of politeness is 

broadened in Chinese culture. Since the Direct-imperative strategy and Hinting 

strategy are rated as less polite than the others, the Chinese students overstress these 

two strategies of low politeness strength. 
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As for the impacts of the teaching methods, Function-based method and 

structure-based method show different degree of effectiveness in teaching politeness. 

The greatest improvement falls at assigning politeness strengths to the sentences of 

Hinting strategy (i.e., S7 and S8). First, the distance of politeness between S7 and S8 

is enlarged, like that in the American norm Moreover, S4 is rated to be close to S5 and 

S6 by students of function-oriented classes. Also, S7 and S3 are successfully grouped 

together both by the students of function-oriented classes and by the students of 

structure-oriented classes. However, S3 and S8 are inappropriate combined into a 

group by the students of structure-oriented classes. To conclude, both methods 

positively influence the students’ learning of Modality strategy, but fail in Direct 

strategy and Hinting strategy. Among all, S4 is improved by function-based method, 

not by structure-based method. Therefore, teaching politeness with function-based 

method is surely a more effective way than structure-based method. 

In addition, the test results of School One and those of School Two reveal some 

different findings. School Two (i.e., school of lower BCT score) made little progress 

in ordering, grouping, and ranging the testing sentences according to their politeness 

strength. On the contrary, School One (i.e., school of higher BCT score) shows 

improvement in grouping the sentences, with a pattern resembling that in the 

American norm. It is important to note that both the students of School One and those 

of School Two tend to emphasize Hinting strategy and Direct-imperative strategy, 

strategies of low politeness. Overstressing low politeness, which is evoked by the 

powerful control of Chinese culture, is hard to be eliminated simply by school 

teaching. As School One improved in rating Modality strategy and Direct-imperative 

strategy and School Two made progress in rating Modality strategy, teaching language 

functions seems to be more effective to students of higher English proficiency than to 

students of lower English proficiency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


