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One of the areas of second language acquisition that enjoyed popularity

in recent years is interlanguage pragmatics. The main reason for this

popularity lies in the critical role of pragmatic competence in

appropriate use of a target language. The aim of this paper was to

examine L2 learners' pragmatic behavior in their speech act

performance and determine main sources causing pragmatic difficulty.

Four major sources of pragmatic errors were identified: linguistic

proficiency, L1 transfer, waffling and teaching activities. Each source

was discussed with empirical evidence in some detail, and teaching

suggestions were provided for developing learners' pragmatic

competence in EFL classrooms.

The advent of the notion of communicative competence stimulated much

research on functional, sociocultural aspects of learner language. Many applied

linguists and materials developers have explored specific components of

communicative competence in an attempt to assist learners in communicating in

a way that is accepted by target language speakers. Canale & Swain (1980) and

Canale (1983) were among the first in this line of research and proposed an

influential, comprehensive model of communicative competence that has served
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as a guiding principle in L2 learning and teaching during the last decades. As

one component of the model, sociolinguistic competence or pragmatic competence

has received much attention from researchers and teachers since this

competence is held responsible for appropriate use of language. Recent research

on interlanguage speech acts clearly shows that sociolinguitic competence does

not originate from grammatical competence (Chen, 1990; Politzer & McGroarty,

1983; Walters, 1980).

Language learners with insufficient pragmatic knowledge are likely to

misinterpret an interlocutor's message and unwittingly misuse language,

violating social, cultural norms of a target community. As compared to

grammatical errors, pragmatic errors may induce negative judgments of learners

from target language speakers who see them as unfriendly, impolite, or even

rude (Bardovi-Harlig, Hartford, Mahan-Taylor, Morgan & Reynolds, 1991).

Therefore, in order to save face of both participants in conversation (i.e., a

speaker's desire to be approved of by a hearer and a hearer's desire not to be

interrupted by a speaker), maintain communication, and ultimately keep a good

relationship with each other, it would be the best for learners to develop their

proficiency which enables them to use a target language socioculturally

appropriately as well as grammatically correctly.

Given the decisive role assumed by pragmatic competence in L2 use, and the

definite need for students to attain this competence, the present paper placed

focus on examining learners' pragmatic behaviors in the performance of speech

acts and providing suggestions for helping them to achieve target-like

pragmatic competence in L2 learning. To this end, through a review of studies

on interlanguage speech acts in the literature, four main sources of pragmatic

errors were identified, and based on them, suggestions were presented for better

teaching pragmatic aspects of language in EFL classrooms.

A quick look at the literature on interlanguage pragmatics shows that there
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have been numerous studies of L2 speech acts. One of the aims of these

studies was to find out the similarities and differences between learners and

native speakers of a target language in the production and comprehension of

speech acts in context. Speech acts that have been investigated to date include

requests, apologies, rejections, suggestions, complaints, and expressions of

gratitude, among others. Learners who were asked to perform these

communicative acts were found to experience difficulty executing them and

differ from native speakers in form, content, and semantic formula

(Bardovi-Harlig, 1996). Among many factors to account for learners' pragmatic

behaviors in their speech act performance, four main factors were identified and

considered in this paper: Linguistic proficiency, L1 transfer, Waffling, and

Teaching activities. Particularly these factors are also major sources leading to

pragmatic errors, so they need special attention in classrooms. Though they

have been dealt with frequently elsewhere, there is a need for an in-depth

analysis of them so as to not only let teachers gain a solid understanding of

what is going on non-native speaker pragmatic behaviors, but better teach them

the rules of speech acts.

The speech act theory views language use as doing verbal acts for social

interaction (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). Speaking with language, we perform

three major acts: act of simply stating state of affairs (i.e., locutionary act), act

of doing something by producing an utterance expressing a speaker's intended

meaning (i.e., illocutionary act), and act of affecting interlocutor's beliefs or

thoughts (i.e., perlocutionary act). Among the three acts, a locutionary act is the

most basic in that an effective, successful communication is based on

grammatical, meaningful utterances. To L2 learners an illocutionary act is more

important and more problematic to execute than any other act since an actual

performance of illocutionary acts (i.e., speech acts) requires both a selection of

L2-specific language forms and a consideration of social, cultural norms relevant

to the realization of a given speech act in a particular context. Considering

sociocultural norms involves assessing values of situational factors placed

within a target community, which may differ from culture to culture.

Consequently, learners need to be prepared to comprehend a speaker's intended
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meaning of an utterance under a specific situation accurately and get their

intended meaning across appropriately.

A successful execution of speech acts presupposes sufficient linguistic

resources of L2, and numerous studies of interlanguage speech acts well show a

significant role played by linguistic proficiency in speech act performance. For

instance, Trosborg (1987) studied the act of apologies by asking Danish learners

of EFL and native speakers of English to engage in dyadic face-to-face

conversations. Learners were found to differ from native speakers in the use of

apology strategies due to a limited repertoire of linguistic forms in L2. In a

study of the effect of explicit instruction on the learning of speech act rules,

Han (1999) used a pretest questionnaire designed to elicit various acts including

requests. The analysis of pretest data showed that most students made quite

short, simple requests with few supportive moves and downgraders. This

finding indicates that students did not seem to have sufficient linguistic

knowledge which enables them to map their requestive goals into correct

language forms. Similarly, Eisenstein & Bodman (1986) and Bodman &

Eisenstein (1988) clearly demonstrated that grammatical knowledge and

vocabulary played a key role in speech act performance because their subjects

(learners of ESL) had a hard time expressing thanking.

In contrast to Trosborg (1987), Eisenstein & Bodman (1986), Bodman &

Eisenstein (1988), and Han (1999), Takahashi & Beebe's (1987) study suggests

that a high level of linguistic proficiency results in pragmatic errors. In their

study of refusals, four different groups of subjects (i.e., Japanese native

speakers, English native speakers, Japanese learners of ESL, and Japanese

learners of EFL) performed their refusals in artificially contrived situations of

discourse completion test. As compared to a Japanese native group, learners of

both ESL and EFL in higher proficiency employed more L1 sociocultural rules

in their refusals (e.g., formality in tone and philosophical statement) than those

in lower proficiency. High proficient learners tended to transfer L1 Japanese

pragmatic features into their refusals more often than low proficient learners

because of superior linguistic knowledge. Even though much information is

available on conditions under which L1 transfer occurs at the sentence level (for

a full discussion, refer to Ellis, 1996), it is still unclear how linguistic proficiency

triggers L1 transfer at the utterance level. However, it is quite certain that

linguistic proficiency is one of the leading factors to influence L1 transfer in



Learner's Sociolinguistic Behavior:... 39

speech act performance.

Research on second language acquisition has well demonstrated that

L1 transfer is operative at the level of syntax, phonology, and semantics in

sentences produced by learners. In addition, research on L2 speech acts provides

plentiful evidence showing that speech act realizations are affected by L1

sociocultural norms. Such a phenomenon of using L1 sociocultural rules in L2

speech act performance is known as pragmatic transfer. Pragmatic transfer may

lead to more serious errors than the sentence-level transfer since it can cause

conversation breakdown. According to Kasper (1992), two different types of

pragmatic transfer are at work in learners' utterances. One is pragmalinguistic

transfer, and the other sociopragmatic transfer. The former has to do with using

L1 linguistic forms in encoding an illocutionary force of a given speech act,

while the latter results from employing L1 sociocultural norms in L2 speech act

performance.

Considerable amount of evidence for pragmatic transfer is available in the

literature. Cohen & Olshtain (1981) examined apologies by Hebrew learners of

EFL and native speakers of English and reported the differences between the

two in the use of semantic formulas because of the transfer of L1 specific

language forms. House (1989) compared English marker please with its German

equivalent bitte in the speech act of requests. The results suggest that German

learners of English transferred their L1 requestive behaviors since, like native

speakers of German, they used please more often than native speakers of

English. Robinson's (1991) study provides a good example for sociopragmatic

transfer. He was interested in determining mental, cognitive processes occurring

during the production of refusals. During a study, one of his subjects (12 female

Japanese learners of ESL) was shown to be hesitant to execute refusals since

her parents taught her never to say ‘no’ in Japanese society. According to

Robinson, “The memory of this lesson and the social responsibility it conveyed

increased this subject's difficulty in making a refusal in a less familiar,

American cultural context. Sociopragmatic transfer, then, prompted at least part

of this subject's confusion over what to say” (p. 57). Another example for

sociopragmatic transfer in L2 speech act realizations comes from Beebe,
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Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz (1990). In a study in which subjects (Japanese

learners of EFL, native speakers of Japanese, and native speakers of English)

made rejections to requests, invitations, offers, and suggestions, learners

provided indirect, unclear excuses, and produced statements of philosophy and

principle in their refusals, which indicates the use of Japanese sociocultural

norms.

One of the findings that we encounter frequently in research on

interlanguage speech acts is learners' talking- or speaking-much behavior

unlike native speakers of a target language. Such a universal tendency of

non-native speakers to make their speech act realizations lengthy is referred to

as ‘waffle phenomenon’, which Edmondson & House (1991) defined as

“excessive use of linguistic forms ...to achieve a specific pragmatic goal” (p.

273-274). As the definition indicates, waffling is most likely to occur when

non-native speakers are not fluent, or confident enough to determine appropriate

use of form and meaning in attaining their communicative goal. Here is an

example for non-native speakers' verbosity.

(asking a student in a nearby room of dormitory to turn down

the music)

Non-native speaker:

“Hi, I'm sorry. Time is very late. Do you finish your

mid-term exam? Well, I'll take a big exam tomorrow, but I d i d n ' t

study yesterday. So I have to study now, but I can't concentrate on

studying because of your radio. Could you turn down the music?”

Native speaker of English:

“I am studying and your music is distracting me, could you p l e a s e

turn it down?”

(Suh, 1998, p. 202)

As shown above, non-native speakers' talk-too-much behavior can make them
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appear pragmatically deficient and lead to pragmatic errors since verbosity can

distract interlocutor's attention from a request and as a result, weaken a

requestive force. A non-native speaker might hope that making a lengthy

request would reduce some degree of imposition of a request and make them

sound polite.

Many researchers reported non-native speakers' verbosity in their studies of

speech acts such as requests, and complaints. Blum-Kulka & Olshtain (1986)

found a significant difference between native and non-native speakers of

Hebrew in length of request realizations. Non-native speakers used more

supportive moves in their requests than did native speakers. Learners of ESL in

Rintell & Mitchell's (1989) study made their requests lengthier than English

native speakers by using more restatements and longer supportive moves. In

the same vein, Olshtain & Weinbach (1993) looked into complaints as performed

by learners of Hebrew and native speakers of Hebrew and provided evidence

that learners tended to make their complaints much longer than native speakers.

Also Han (1999) reported that her subjects (learners of EFL) became verbose

with the more frequent use of supportive moves and downgraders after six

weeks of instruction on speech act rules of requests. She cogently showed how

subjects made their requests lengthy by comparing request realizations from

pretest data with those from posttest data as given below:

(asking a classmate to lend a notebook)

Pretest:

“I missed the class yesterday. Please lend me your notes.”

Posttest:

“Judith, I'm sorry, but can you please lend me your notes for

me? You know, I couldn't come to the class yesterday, because

my uncle went to a hospital. After a quick look-over, I'll get it back to

you soon”.

(Han, 1999, p. 138)
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Selinker (1972) in his influential paper introduced the notion of ‘interlanguage’

and put forward five principal mental processes (i.e., language transfer,

overgeneralization, transfer of training, learning strategies, and communication

strategies) involving in interlanguage development. Among those processes,

transfer of training did not draw much attention from researchers due in part to

the fact that around the early 1970s, studies of various grammatical functors

(i.e., morpheme studies) consistently showed that there seemed to exist a

natural order of acquisition which all learners would follow regardless of age,

gender, L1 background, and whether they have been instructed in a classroom

setting, or not. In spite of serious methodological problems in this type of

research (for a full discussion, see Ellis, 1996; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991), a

natural order of acquisition hypothesis enjoyed popularity and received

considerable support (e.g., Fathman, 1975; Larsen-Freeman, 1976; Dulay, Burt &

Krashen, 1982).

Then, one important corollary from the natural order of acquisition hypothesis

is that type of learning environment (i.e., either classroom setting, or naturalistic

setting) may not affect the formation of interlanguage. However, such is not the

case since abundant evidence is available for the influence of learning context

on L2 learning. It has been reported that part of interlanguage is built upon

teaching environment, and that syntactic, morphological, and lexical features of

interlanguage can be traced back to teaching activities (Kasper, 1982). Teaching

activities, or transfer of training can also be observed at the discoursal,

pragmatic level.

Teaching methods, techniques, and materials used during instruction can not

only facilitate interlanguage development, but interfere with it. In other words,

teaching-induced errors can occur due to a wrong application of knowledge

learned from teaching activities including instruction, and learners have been

observed to produce such errors at the utterance as well as the sentence level.

They can be deviated from the norms of language appropriateness just as

teachers mislead them to use wrong forms or expressions in a certain context,

or textbooks they use provide defective pragmatic information. Kasper &

Schmidt (1996) provided an excellent example for this case, showing that

Japanese learners of EFL used should more often than must even when the
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latter was appropriate in context because of their teachers' insistence that

should has more politeness than must.

The literature on teaching-induced aspects of interlanguage pragmatics has

been underrepresented. Only a few studies (e.g., Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986;

Kasper, 1982; Loerscher & Schulze, 1988) deal with the effect of transfer of

training on pragmatic, discoursal behaviors of L2 learners. Blum-Kulka &

Olshtain (1986) examined requestive behaviors of native speakers of Hebrew and

learners of Hebrew, and showed that learners referred to contextual information

on items of discourse completion test and incorporated it into their request

realizations. Such a tendency was explained by the fact that during classroom

instruction teacher urged learners to make their sentence completed. In an effort

to describe and analyze politeness behaviors of German learners of English in

foreign language classroom, Loerscher & Schulze (1988) found that both

teachers and students seldom used any explicit politeness expressions in their

utterances. Researchers attributed such behavior patterns to the fact that

teachers were unaware of a key role the notion of politeness assumes in

everyday interaction, so they did not provide their students with a chance to

practice politeness strategies in classroom interactions.

Kasper (1982) proposed that foreign language classroom should be dealt with

as a critical factor in interlanguage development, and divided teaching induction

into two types: primary and secondary teaching induction. Primary teaching

induction occurs when students are given incorrect, deviant L2 norms from

either teacher or teaching materials. Secondary teaching induction occurs when

the ways in which students practice L2 rules lead to psycholinguistic processes

that in turn produce inappropriate rule formation. Further, she showed how the

two types of teaching induction influence non-native speakers' discoursal

performance with data from face-to-face interactions between German learners

of English and native speakers of English. According to the analysis of data,

primary teaching induction was operative since learners selected inappropriate

registers and did not use modal verbs in appropriate ways because of their

textbook or course book. Also learners used rising intonation for declarative

functions and tended to respond in a whole, complete sentence, which indicates

the influence of secondary teaching induction, and can be traced back to

classroom discourse norms.
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For the actual realization of a given speech act, first, a speaker must

determine to attain a specific communicative goal. Second, under a particular

situation in which a speech act is performed, speaker needs to evaluate

contextual variables (e.g., social status, familiarity, age, gender, and degree of

imposition, among others) in relation to interlocutors. Third, speaker with the

evaluation in mind maps his/her intended meaning into linguistic forms. As

illustrated above, performing speech acts presupposes two different types of

abilities: sociolinguistic ability and sociocultural ability (Cohen & Olshtain, 1994).

Sociolinguistic ability indicates the ability of encoding linguistic forms for

expressing a speaker's intended meaning while sociocultural ability means to

know about appropriateness of performing a particular act in a specific situation,

assess contextual factors involving interlocutors, and use politeness strategies

and formality appropriately according to situations. Hence, given the two

abilities needed for speech act performance, it is obvious that teachers of EFL

should help their students to focus on developing both abilities harmoniously.

In other words, students need to have a sufficient repertoire of language

forms and vocabulary, not to mention a wide range of strategies for a given

speech act that fit into a variety of situation. As for ungrammatical use of

language forms, it is desirable that students receive corrective feedback from

teacher or peers in the way that they do not get hurt. Concerning the

prevention of negative transfer of L1 sociocultural norms, one way is through

providing students with circumstances which naturally encourage them to

compare native speakers' realizations of a specific act with their own

realizations in a particular context and to make them find out the differing

cultural aspects of language use between L1 and L2. In doing so, students are

likely to enlarge their insight into a target culture which contributes greatly to

the overall development of sociocultural ability. Such circumstances can be

created by inviting a native speaker of English into classrooms who presents an

L2 culture-specific topic and discusses it with students, or by watching

documents or movies containing cultural aspects of two languages.

Regarding waffling, as stated earlier, since it can make students pragmatically

deficient and at the same time, reduce an illocutionary force of an act, students'

talking-much behavior should be considered as inappropriate use of language
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and corrected by promoting students' sensitivity to verbosity. Finally, in relation

to teaching-induced errors, teachers themselves need to continue to increase

their pragmatic knowledge and keep it updated by actively participating in

in-service training courses and conferences, subscribing to journals and

magazines, and visiting English-speaking countries if possible. This in turn

would enable teachers to select textbooks which do not contain incorrect, in

appropriate information on both sociolinguistic and sociocultural aspects of L2,

and to develop their own teaching materials with up-to-date information on L2

learning and use.

The focus of this paper was on examining language learners' sociolinguistic

behaviors by looking through four main factors which assume a critical role in

speech act performance. These four factors (i.e., linguistic proficiency, L1

transfer, waffling, and teaching activities) are also major sources of pragmatic

errors commonly found in research on interlanguage speech acts. For a

successful performance of acts, various suggestions were provided for assisting

learners in increasing their pragmatic competence in EFL classrooms. In light of

the fact that the ability to not only express meaning grammatically correctly,

but get it across in socioculturally appropriate ways is central in language use,

teachers of EFL need to make their students aware of the importance of

developing pragmatic ability, and to provide classroom environments where they

are encouraged to use the L2 under a variety of context for functional,

communicative purposes.
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