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Abstract

The focus of ‘In‘t‘erlafnguage Pragmatics research has predom-
inantly Been on second language use, rather than development.
The present study investigated the second language pragmatic
development of Chinese lgarners at three proficiency levels by f_o~
cusing on their acquisition of the English speech act of requests.
Following a cross-sectional design, the study collected the data
of low, intermediate and advanced learners (37, 40 and 57 in-
formants respectively) and of both English native speakers
(ENS) and Chinese native speakers (CNS) (36 and 45 inform-
ants respectively) as éomparison. The data were elicited by a
background questionnaire, an open questionnaire with 10 request
scenarios and a metapragmatic assessment questionnaire to obtain
the demographic information of informants, the production data
of requests and the informants’ perception of social parameters
respectively. The data were analyzed with a coding scheme of re-
quests adapted from the CCSARP. by Blum-Kulka et al (1989).
Three illocutionary aspects of requests—request strategies, in-
ternal modification and external modification were examined to
find out the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic features of
-learners’ requests,

The major findings are summarized as follows:



1. Of the three directness levels of request strategies, con-
ventionally indirect strategies were strongly preferred by Chinese
learners as well as ENS and CNS while hints were the least used.
Specifically, the employment of imperatives, most frequently
used by low proficiency learners, decreased with proficiency.
The advanced learners employed significantly more conventional-
ly indirect strategies than both low and intermediate learners.
Although none of the learner groups differed significantly from
ENS in the frequency of conventionally indirect strategies, exam-
ination of the sub-strategies indicated that they differed from
ENS in terms of the content and variety of request strategies. In
addition, low, intermediate learners and ENS had more cases of
opting out and invalid responses in the open questionnaire than
the advanced learners and CNS. The reason for learners to opt
out was probably the lack of adequate linguistic means and target
pragmatic knowledge, whereas ENS did so due to awkwardness
of the situations per se,

2. With regard to the internal modification, Chinese learn-
ers employed significantly fewer syntactic downgraders in modif-
ying their requests than ENS but they didn’t differ significantly
from ENS in terms of the frequency of lexical/phrasal downgrad-
ers and upgraders. Upgraders, especially lexical intensifiers,
were lacking in learners’ requests, Although the advanced learn-
ers outperformed both the low and intermediate learners, they
had much difficulty in employing a wide range of internal modifi-
ers compared with ENS, In addition, no difference was found for
the overall performance of the low and intermediate learners in

terms of internal modification,
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3. Concerning the external modification of requests, Chi-
nese learners employed similar types of supportive moves with
both ENS and CNS, Of the supportive moves, “grounder” and
“thanks” were preferred by all groups, followed by “offer”,
“apology”, “promise” and “preparator” in a decreasing order.
Concerning the total number of supportive moves, only low pro-
ficiency learners employed significantly fewer supportive moves
than the advanced learners., In addition, learners differed from
ENS in the use of some situation-specific supportive moves.

4; Concerning learners’ sociopragmatic competence, differ-
ent groups including CNS and ENS differed in estimates of
weight assigned to social parameters (social distance, power and
the ranking of imposition) in most situations, showing both cul-
tural and proficiency difference in the perception of contexts,
Furthermore, Chinese learners made some sociopragmatic devel-
opment by employing similar strategies with ENS in terms of the
directness levels in specific situations. However, further exami-
nation of specific request strategies showed that the variety and
range of linguistic forms used to express requests were limited
among learners at all proficiency levels compared with those of
ENS. The overall performance of low and intermediate learners
showed little difference but they both differed from the advanced
learners who displayed higher sensitivity to contexts.

To summarize, learners at different proficiency levels dis-
played different interlanguage features in making English re-
quests, From low to advanced learners, their requests shifted
from formulaic requests and preference for impératives to pro-

ductive conventional indirectness, to increasing pragmalinguistic
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repertoire with increased use of mitigation and complex syntax,
and to more variations to contexts, Low proficiency learners’
performance was constrained by their. low 1.2 proficiency but ad-
vanced learners, who had better control of English, showed a
range of interlanguage features ,éuch as verbosity and overgener-
alization. In order to make a pragmatically appropriate request,
learners should attach equal importance to the learning of the
modification devices as well -as request stratégies; learners need
to acquire not only more metapragmatic knowledge of performing
1.2.speech acts but also the knowledge of matching that knowl-
edge with cultural and situational contexts.

The present study also identified the effect of L1 pragmatic
transfer and classroom instruction-on learners’ 1.2 pragmatic de-
velopment.,* It was found that L1 transfer worked on various as-
pects of learners’ requestive behavior. The inadequate or inap-
propriate input from the teaching materials and the different EFL
elassroom arrangements might constrain the pragmatic develop-
ment to some extent but the instruction targeted at L2 pragmat-
ics was proved effective. In order to improve Chinese learners’
pragmatic competence, the author suggests integrating the in-
struction on L2 -pragmatics into the curricula and proposes five
phases of pragmatic instruction.



