
In local secondary classrooms, the English-teaching curriculum usually highlights such formal aspects of knowledge of the language as syntax and lexis, pragmatics, on the contrary, is often neglected. One may argue that it can be acquired implicitly in students’ learning the other aspects, but this claim has long been doubted. With a view to investigating the need of stressing pragmatics in the curriculum, the following essay is going to examine, through an interview, the respective knowledge of a local student who has not been taught pragmatics explicitly. Such an interview will be carried out in the context of requesting the subject to give English instructions on how to operate a video player. The appropriateness of the instructions will be analysed in terms of his politeness, understanding of socio-cultural constraints, and that of contextual constraints. After that, any miscommunications or communication breakdowns during the interview will be discussed and finally the implications that can be drawn for teaching that particular subject will be included. Before all these, the essay will start with the background information of the interview.      

Background


The subject being studied is a Form3 student of a Band 3-4 secondary school; the role of the teacher in the following discussion was taken up by me and we had not met before. The interview was carried out in front of the video player in the subject’s home and this, as well as the above, creates the necessary context for the subject to give instructions on operating a video player to an unfamiliar teacher in a familiar environment. The subject was first requested to give instructions first in English (transcriptions of which provided annex 1) and then in Chinese; finally he was asked to give a written English version [Annex2] as well. The latter Chinese and written versions will be of use in the following discussion of the subject’s understanding of socio-cultural and contextual constraints respectively, and seeing the focus of the present examination on pragmatics, the subject’s pure grammatical errors will be neglected in the following analysis.

Politeness


Throughout the conversation, there are a number of independence and involvement strategies identified and these are analysed according to the strategy list suggested by Scollon & Scollon (95). Firstly, for former, it was found that the subject often ‘dissociated himself from the discourse’ by using the second person pronoun ‘you’ instead of the more common first person ‘we’ which included him as well. Moreover, he was taciturn in the sense that he gave only short replies to most of the teacher’s questions. In fact, the use of these two strategies may be due to his insufficient language proficiency: he used ‘you’ probably because ‘I’ was used in the teacher’s questions and he did not understand ‘you’ plus such modals as ‘should’ was impolite in addressing his teacher; and he gave short replies for fear that he would make more mistakes if his utterance was longer.     


Secondly, the most obvious involvement strategy used by the subject was his exaggerating his approval to the teacher’s ideas and clarifications of his points by repeating the words ‘yeah’/‘yes’ (e.g. L9&20) while continuously nodding his head. Besides, form his serious facial expressions (e.g. staring at the teacher) and quick responses to the teacher’s questions, one would agree that he ‘noticed and attended to’ the teacher’s questions. Finally, his active participation in the whole speech event was revealed by his spontaneous provision of step-by-step instructions and authentic demonstrations on how to play the tape in the initial part of the event (he picked up the tape from the teacher’s hand, put it into the machine and pressed all the necessary buttons in synchrony with his verbal instructions), and his patience in answering every of the teacher’s questions. 


It can be concluded from the 
above that the subject had a priority of using involvement but not independent strategies. On the other hand, the teacher also showed an extensive use of such involvement strategies as attending to the subject’s instructions and giving him feedback, and ‘claiming in-group membership’ by the inclusive pronoun ‘we’ (L32). These together forms what Scollon and Scollon (95) called ‘solidarity politeness system’. However, seeing the social distance and power difference between these unfamiliar teacher and student, one would suggest the ‘hierarchical system’ should be used instead. The reasons for such a discrepancy are two-fold. First, the format of the speech event (i.e. giving instructions) typically requires imperative sentence structures: You should (not)…/ Do (not)…, which sound inherently less polite and more biased towards independent strategies. Indeed, Wardhaugh (85) claimed that an effective and usual way for presenting this kind of ‘brand-new information’ which requires listeners to adopt a new way of looking at phenomena is to turn the conversation into a ‘lecture’. This is accompanied by a change in the roles of the interlocutors into one ‘setting out to change the ideas of the other’, i.e. one taking up the role to lecture the other. In this case, as the student’s role was shifted from the unmarked information-receiver to a temporary information provider, the inherent power difference between the two would be diminished, and since the student still had to respect the teacher’s superior identity, this new ‘lecturer’ would not impose a hierarchy upon the teacher in return. Thus, ‘hierarchical politeness system’ was absent. 


  Second, in the education system nowadays, teachers are strongly advised to build up good rapport with the students so that they are trusted by the latter in sharing not only their academic problems but also those concerning their families, emotions etc. In Chinese, there is even an old saying ‘a teacher can also be a friend of the students’, which emphasises that students should strictly respect the teachers during lessons, but the two parties can be good friends once outside the classroom. In this kind of school atmosphere, it is not surprising to see that the teacher and the subject treat each other as friends having equal status even if they had not met each other before. Thus, ‘solidarity politeness system’ was used.     


In regard of the above two reasons, it is justified for the subject to use more involvement than independent strategies and hence his instructions are appropriate in terms of his politeness.

Understanding of Socio-cultural Constraints


The subject’s level of understanding of the socio-cultural constraints is best revealed through a contrast between his Chinese and English versions of the instructions. First, in the Chinese version, he used a lot of imperative sentences throughout the speech event
. In the Chinese culture, a speaker’s attitude towards the listener is very much determined by such supralinguistic and paralinguistic features as loudness, intonation, facial expressions and body gestures rather than the linguistic sentence types. Thus, it is perfectly acceptable for the subject to use imperatives even if he speaks to the teacher who is superior to him, provided he uses the appropriate intonation, gestures etc. However, in English-speaking culture, this use of imperatives is known as ‘bald on record’, and unless they are used among close familiars, they would be interpreted as commands (Yule, 96). In this case, since the two interlocutors were unfamiliars, the teacher may interpret the subject as being impolite, as if he were ordering but not instructing the teacher.

  Second, in cases where he did not know the answers to the teacher’s questions, he just replied ‘I don’t know’ (L59&67). In the Chinese culture, this comes to the listener as a neutral utterance which states the speaker’s innocence. There is no sense of impoliteness coveyed, and the interlocutors would normally continue their conversation, either finding the answer to the question together or moving to a new topic. In Western culture, on the contrary, such an utterance is usually followed by the speaker’s explicit explanation of the innocence or promise to find out the answer. Thus, the subject’s reply seemed to flout the maxim of quantity of the cooperative principle, which requires the speaker’s ‘contribution as informative as is required’ (Yule,96). In this sense, the teacher may perceive that the subject was unwilling to ‘cooperate’ with him, which, in turn, made him reluctant in asking further questions.      


In fact, one would agree that the above two problems are related to the subject’s incomplete acquisition of the target English language. To be more precise, they are due to a strategy commonly adopted by learners at this level (which is well-known in the second language acquisition field)—L1 (1st language) language transfer. It is the undesirable transfer of the syntax of the subject’s mother tongue which brought forth the potential misunderstanding between the interlocutors. Fortunately, in this particular speech event, the misunderstanding was absent. This mainly resulted from the teacher’s taking into account the subject’s target language proficiency while interpreting the meanings that he conveyed. Moreover, the subject’s extensive use of such friendly paralinguistic clues as smiling and sincere eyesight, and a polite intonation aided, to a certain extent, revealing his inoffensive intention as well.        


In short, although the subject’s lack of understanding of the sociocultural constraints adversely affected the appropriateness of his instructions, no miscommunications resulted and the instructions are presented effectively after all.

Understanding of Contextual Constraints


In comparing his oral and written versions of the instructions, it was found that the subject addressed the differences in the requirements of the two contexts appropriately. First, in the oral version, he adopted such sequential markers as ‘first’ & ‘then’ (L11&29 ) in organising the instructions that he gave. These markers were necessary because, unlike the written context in which one can make use of a list format and order the instructions by numbering them, oral instructions have to be organised orally, without any form of assistance from the context. Second, he was fully aware of the potential of using body language to aid his conveying meanings which is available only in the oral context. Two typical examples were his pointing to the object whenever he did not know how to call it (L11 &22) and his shaking or stretching his head to signal his inability to answer the teacher’s questions (L30,67&59). 


Apart from the above contrast between oral and written contexts, it was found that the subject also managed to distinguish between different types of oral contexts. First, unlike a speech where usually there are only one-way communications, he was conscious about the need to have two-way communications in that particular context. This was shown by his continual ascertaining the teacher’s understanding by such words as ‘yeah’/’yes’ and his answering every of the teacher’s immediate questions before going on to present the next instruction. Second, seeing that the interlocutors did not have much time for the conversation as in chatting among close friends, the subject made an effort in making his utterances more precise by excluding any unnecessary words while still keeping the main ideas successfully conveyed. This accounted for the relative proportion of the content words being significantly larger than that of the function words in his utterances and the enormous incomplete sentences produced. 


Seeing all the above, it can be concluded that the subject has quite profound understanding of the contextual constraints and that his instructions were thus appropriate in this respect.

Miscommunications/Communication Breakdown


Throughout the speech event, there were three main causes of miscommunications between the interlocutors. First, the subject’s insufficient vocabulary knowledge affected the expressions of his meanings. For instance, he used ‘open’ instead of ‘press’ for the motion of turning on the video player. When the teacher wanted him to clarify the action ‘open the button’, he still gave a wrong but nearer word ‘push’. It was only until the teacher’s guessing in his second clarification was the right word suggested (L15 -19). Particularly, the student’s pronunciation knowledge of the vocabulary was particularly weak. When the teacher wanted him to talk about the ‘red’ button, he misunderstood the pronunciation of the word as that of the elliped form of ‘record’, and he said ‘red (record) it on the tape’ (L51-54). Besides, he had problems in pronunciating the word ‘tape’. Therefore, he initially hesitated and used ‘it’ with pointing to the object when he was required to use the word (L22-24),and after hearing the teacher’s pronunciation, he still mispronunciated it as ‘cheap’ (L69). 


Actually, since these problems remain at the one-word level, they did not cause much communication breakdowns as the teacher could still guess what the subject wanted to say by his body gestures and the contexts in which the wrong words were used. Even if these two cues were ineffective, the teacher could ask for the subject’s clarifications, although this inevitably delayed the transmission of the important messages.


The second problem lied in the subject’s low awareness of the comprehensibility of the technical terms used. When he was asked to introduce what the ‘rewind’ and the ‘autoplay’ buttons stand for, he just gave the names of the functions concerned (L41&72), without explicitly explaining what these functions are. This may be due to the subject’s overestimating the teacher’s background knowledge of interpreting the terms by himself. Seeing that there were spontaneous explanations provided for a minority of terms (e.g. channel, L61-62), one would agree that the subject was immature in learning to take the listener’s perceptive rather than completely being unaware of it. Like the above, this problem did not cause any communication breakdowns, as the teacher could get the desired information just by asking it explicitly afterwards.     


Finally, the third problem resulted from the student’s incomplete grasp of the pragmatic meanings of the target language. When the teacher said ‘Can we try playing the tape now?’, the student just replied ‘Yes, you can’ (L32 -33). This revealed that the subject was not aware of what Yule (96) called the particularized conversational implicature incorporated in the teacher’s utterance: i.e. with reference to the particular context, it was obvious that an indirect request for the subject’s demonstrating the previous instructions was implied in such an utterance. The subject’s response which showed a failure in picking up the pragmatic request may be, in Wardhaugh’s (85) terminology, ‘necessary’, but not ‘sufficient’. A sufficient one requires either his ‘compliance with or rejection of the request’; thus such a response was out of the teacher’s expectation and so he smiled. This required him to restate the request more explicitly and thus, together with the mentioned clarifications, made the overall speech event less smooth. Interestingly, it was found that in the Chinese version, when the subject was asked the same question, he still gave the same reply, but with simultaneous switching on the TV. One may argue this was the result of his having encountered the miscommunication experience in the previous English version. It should not be denied, however, that the subject’s familiarity with the L1 also contributed to his competence in picking up the pragmatic meaning, since his motion of switching on the TV came so natural and quick that one would agree it was a subconscious process. 


In analysing these three problems, it was found that the miscommunications caused were minor ones with no significant breakdowns or misunderstanding between the interlocutors.     

Teaching Implications


Based on the above discussion, one would agree that most of the subject’s weaknesses in the aspect of pragmatics of instruction are related to his problems concerning language transfer from L1 to L2. Thus, this transfer should be placed the top priority in his learning schedule. The underlying principle is two-fold. First, as mentioned, the subject’s use of imperatives and flouting the quantity maxim in expressing innocence may give the listener the impression that he was not being cooperative and reluctant to communicate. In the above context, it is the teacher’s understanding of his language proficiency and his own use of paralinguistic features that prevent the otherwise possible miscommunications. In other situations where he is to communicate with someone whom he has not encountered before in a medium in which the use of paralinguistic features is not allowed (e.g. phone talk), miscommunications or even communication breakdowns are very likely to occur, since being cooperative is an ‘unstated assumption’ which interlocutors have in conversations (Yule, 96). Such breakdowns, without the subject’s knowing the exact reason, in turn discourages him from continuing to communicate with others in the second language.


Second, the subject’s failure in picking up the implicature in L2 in replying the pragmatic request should be considered as a serious one, since they are a core component of pragmatics of any language. In L1, knowledge of implicatures are acquired simultaneously with that of such other language forms as grammar and semantics. In his acquisition of L2, however, such knowledge cannot be transferred, possibly because knowing how to reply a question with pragmatic meanings ‘is a sophisticated bit of learned behaviour’ (Wardhaugh, 85). Unfortunately, this learned behaviour is often neglected in the present Hong Kong English classrooms, making it worth highlighting in the teaching schedule for this particular student.    


In real practice, teaching concerning the above language transfer is best carried out by comparing the use of the two languages in daily conversations, and , more specifically, in giving instructions. Two activities of this type are suggested. The first is focussed on developing the subject’s awareness of the similarities and differences between the use of the two languages. At first, the teacher shows some conversational TV clippings of which suitable amounts of pragmatic meanings are conveyed in the constituent utterances. In order to increase authenticity of the data, the clippings are best extracted from such programmes involving natural and authentic speech as news reports and interviews. Then, after playing the clippings, the teacher initiates the readers to identify, from the contexts, the pragmatic meanings included in the particular utterances and whether they are conveyed in the same way in L1. Through discussing any interesting points of the results, it is hoped that the subject will be motivated to identify the pragmatic similarities and differences on his own when he watches English programmes in future. As a less-demanding alternative, the student can be allowed to infer the pragmatic meanings from, in addition to the contexts, the Chinese translations at the bottom of the TV screen as well.


The second activity is a guided role-play which requires the subject’s own production of oral instructions. To begin with, the teacher shows the initial part of the Chinese and English versions of a tape featuring the user-guide of an electrical appliance
 respectively. Afterwards, like the above, the teacher compares and contrasts the two versions with the subject, and highlights any important findings. Afterwards, the teacher continues to show the tape, but this time only the Chinese version, and finally, the subject is required to make up the English version, with special attention being paid to the important findings identified above. The aim of this activity is to ensure not only the subject’s awareness of the pragmatic similarities and differences across the languages, but also his ability to make use of them in his own language production.

Conclusion


Generalizing from all the above, it was found that the subject’s instructions are appropriate in most of the respects analysed. This justifies, at least to a certain extent, the claim mentioned at the beginning of the essay that even without explicit teaching, students can acquire a certain level of pragmatic awareness. Nevertheless, seeing the presence of some occurrences of miscommunications caused by the subject’s insufficient pragmatic knowledge and the relevant need to assist his transfer of such knowledge from L1 to L2, it is obvious that explicit teaching will help and pragmatics worths emphasising in the English curriculum. 

Annex 1                    

Transcriptions of the Interview

A teacher in a classroom is thinking about how to insert a video-tape into the video player and operate it. Just at this moment, a student is passing the classroom and is stopped by the teacher. They start the following conversation:

(T: teacher,  S: student)

T: Hey, excuse me. Could you do me a favor? In the next lesson, I’ll have to play this 

   tape to my students but I don’t know how to operate this machine. How can I insert 

   this tape into this video player and play it on the TV and also what all these buttons 

   stand for? ( T points to the buttons)

S: Oh… yeah, yeah, yeah…(nodding his head without looking at T but looking at the  

   video player)

 First, you will open ….button …(pointing to the ‘power’ button and speaking in a very 

 low voice)
T: Open this button? Excuse me, could you speak louder? I can’t hear what you have  

 said.
S: You will open this button.
T: Hand on. (interrupted by T). How can I open it?
S: Um.. er… push it? (looking around, thinking for a few seconds and pointing to the 

 ‘power’ button again)
T: Press it? (clarifying)
S: Yeah, yeah, press it and it will turn on. 

T: O.K. The player will be turned on and then …

S: And then, put the um… … (pointing to the tape)

T: (T interrupts) this tape?

S: Yeah, put it into this ….um…er (pointing to the hole)

T: Into here? This hole? (pointing to the hole)

S: yeah.

T: which side should be the top one?

S: (pointing to the top side) This side should be the top one.

T: Then, after putting it into the machine, how can I play it?

S: You will um…er (shaking his head, hesitation again) you have to press the ‘play’ button and you can see it on the television (point to the TV)

T: O.K. Can we try playing the tape now?

S: Yes, you can.

T: (smiling) But how should I set up the TV in order to watch the tape?

S: (picking up the remote controller) you press this button and change to AV3 channel.

T: O.K. AV3 channel and then…

S: Then, you press the ‘play’ button and you can see it on the television.

T: Sorry, how can I stop playing the tape?

S: You have to press the ‘stop’ button (pointing to the ‘stop’ button)

T: Oh, I see, this is the ‘stop’ button. Um… then what do the nearby buttons stand for?

S: This is the ‘rew’ button. 

T: ‘rew’? What do you mean by ‘rew’?

S: (hesitation). Go to the  …..(pointing to the left hand side) Um… ‘rew’ ww….

T: Going back to the first part of the tape. Do you mean that?

S: Yes. (nodding his head)

T: (pointing to both ‘forward’ and ‘rewind’ buttons) Oh, look! These two symbols are quite similar. Then, what does this button (pointing to ‘forward’) stand for?

S: (again, S is pointing to the right hand side) 

T: Oh, go forward?

S: yeah…

T: Then, what does this red button stand for?

S: ‘red’ it on… (he picks up the tape cover and continues). ‘red’ it on this.

T: ‘red’? what do you mean by ‘red’?

S: (hesitation) copy the TV (pointing to the TV again)

T: (smiling) copy the TV? (clarifying) Ah, ‘record’, record the TV programme into the tape.

S: Yes (nodding his head)

T: Oh! I see! Then, how about ‘SP’ and ‘LP’?

S: (shaking his head), I don’t know.

T: Never mind. And …how about these ones?

S: (he points to one of the buttons) this is the channel… changing the channel of the ….movie.

T: You mean to change the channel of the TV?

S: yes, yes.

T: Then how about this button? I’m really interested in it. ‘Prog’ does it stand for programme?

S: Sorry, I don’t know (stretching his head).

T: How about this one? (pointing to the ‘Eject’ button)

S: If we…. (he picks up another tape and continues) put this ‘cheap’ on this machine ….and we want to take it out, ….we have to press this button.

T: How about the ‘display’ here?

S: Auto…. Auto play.

T: Oh, auto play. That means …what do you mean by ‘auto play’? 

S: (taking out the tape again and thinking for a while) um..er, if the film is stopped, it will replay it.

T: Hm.. why is the film stopped? Do you meant that when it comes to the end of the tape?

S: Yes, when the tape comes to the end, it will go back to the starting point again.

T: (clarifying) then after it comes back to the starting point, the tape is played again.

S:                   (accidentally speaks in Cantonese)

T: How about the numbers over here? (pointing to the screen where on the left hand bottom there is a series of numbers: 00:00:00)

S: It’s the clock.

T: Oh, it’s now twelve o’ clock in the morning.

S: I haven’t          I have not change it to the correct time.

T: It doesn’t matter. It’s not your fault. O.K. Thank you very much. I think I can handle this video player now.

� Examples of these imperatives include: “                     ” (First you should turn on the machine); “                 ” (Then you should inert the tape into it); “               ” (Afterwards you have t turn on the TV).


� An example of such user-guides is the complimentary tape/VCD included in a mobile phone package.





