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Preface  
 

We are very pleased to publish the e-Proceedings of the Second International Conference on 

Linguistics and Language Studies (ICLLS 2016). The Conference aims to promote studies in 

language and linguistics. It serves as an international forum for researchers, scholars, educators, 

practitioners, postgraduate students and experts in relevant fields to exchange ideas, research 

results and good practices. It will also provide an opportunity for building academic networks and 

for exploring possibilities of research collaboration between institutions at both regional and 

international levels. 

 

ICLLS 2016 addresses a diversity of key issues in linguistics and language studies. Papers cover 

the following areas:  

1. Cognitive Linguistics 

2. Corpus Linguistics 

3. Discourse Analysis 

4. ICT in Language Education 

5. Language Acquisition 

6. Language and Philosophy 

7. Language Assessment 

8. Language, Culture and Identity 

9. Language, Gender and Power 

10. Language, Literature and Ideology 

11. Language Pedagogy 

12. Language Policy 

13. Phonetics and Phonology 

14. Semantics and Pragmatics 

15. Syntax and Morphology 

16. Translation and Interpreting 

 

We would like to thank all authors for their contributions. We are also very grateful to members of 

the Programme Committee of ICLLS 2016 for their diligent work in reviewing all submissions. 

 

 

 

 

 

Editors  

Francis Lee, Patrick Lee, Kat Leung, K C Li  

June 2016 
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The Idea of the Monument in the Poetry of Anna Akhmatova 

 
Joseph Altham 

 
Freelance Translator, ACIL 

5-24-20-305, Minami-Karasuyama, Setagaya, Tokyo. 157-0062. Japan. 

josephaltham@hotmail.com 

 

Abstract. Building a monument is one way in which people commemorate an impressive victory 

or a disaster. This paper will show how the Russian poet, Anna Akhmatova, uses the notion of a 

monument to remember the victims of Russia’s history and to mourn them. The paper will consider 

how Akhmatova positioned herself in relation to her literary predecessors. In particular, the paper 

will argue that Akhmatova’s notion of a monument consciously refers back to the poetry of 

Alexander Pushkin. The paper discusses how Akhmatova’s poetry deploys Pushkin’s concept in 

order to draw support from Russian literary tradition and to echo Pushkin’s plea for compassion. 

Finally, the paper discusses how Akhmatova uses the idea of the monument to criticize the 

oppressive nature of Soviet power, recording the terrible years of the Great Terror while making 

her own claim to literary immortality.  

 

Keywords: Akhmatova, Russia, poet, Soviet, history 

 

 

 

To be a writer in the USSR was a dangerous occupation. The Soviet Union was a repressive regime and 

persecuted many of its most famous poets. Osip Mandelstam died in a Siberian prison camp in 1938. Marina 

Tsvetaeva, forced to live in extreme poverty, committed suicide in 1941. The Soviet regime not only 

punished those who criticized its policies, but also attacked writers whom it considered to be insufficiently 

committed to the party line. Soviet officials expected poetry to offer ideological support and condemned the 

writers who failed to provide it. For this reason, it was inevitable that the Soviet authorities would find Anna 

Akhmatova problematic. She had made her name as a poet before the October Revolution. In 1912, five 

years before the Bolsheviks seized power, she had published her first collection of poetry, Evening, thereby 

establishing herself as a great love poet with an identity of her own. Without knowing it at the time, she had 

therefore set the stage for a long-running conflict with Soviet officialdom. Whereas the Soviets expected her 

to write poetry celebrating the collective farm, Akhmatova would remain faithful to what she described, in a 

poem dating from 1914, as her “sorrowful muse”. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Byl blazhennoi moei kolybel’iu”, 

p157). Soviet communism regarded such romanticism as ideologically suspect, a relic of the discredited pre-

revolutionary era. In 1946, the Soviet official, Andrei Zhdanov, denounced Akhmatova’s poetry for its 

pessimism and decadence. “Motifs of erotic love are the main thing in it, intertwined with motifs of sorrow, 

longing, death, mysticism and doom.” (Akhmatova, 2015, “Iz sokrashchennoi i obobshchennoi 

stenogrammy dokladov t. Zhdanova na sobranii partiinogo aktiva i na sobrannii pisatelei v Leningrade”, 

p368). 

Yet although the Soviet regime regarded Akhmatova with disapproval, it would be a mistake to 

portray her as a ‘dissident poet’ who was deliberately trying to undermine the status quo. After all, many of 

Zhdanov’s criticisms of Akhmatova could apply equally well to the metaphysical poetry of John Donne or to 

Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal. Akhmatova had never set out to fight an ideological battle and the 

ideological antagonism between her and the Soviet regime was the consequence of the very rigid 

requirements that Soviet cultural policy was determined to impose. Part of the reason why the Soviet 

authorities distrusted Akhmatova was because they suspected her of holding unorthodox political opinions. 

However, there was another, even more fundamental reason for their hostility – Akhmatova’s refusal to play 

the game. Quite simply, her poetry was too personal and too dark for the Communist Party’s taste. Marina 

Tsvetaeva praised Akhmatova as the “muse of weeping, most wonderful of muses” but Tsvetaeva admired 

Akhmatova for the very quality that the Soviet authorities so disliked. (Tsvetaeva, 2015, “Stikhi k 

Akhmatovoi”, p262). The Soviet officials were more interested in what poetry could do to serve the state. In 

their eyes, poetry needed to be written in a more optimistic tone in order to celebrate the ‘bright future’ that 

the Soviet people were building for their country. Akhmatova was reluctant to write this kind of poetry and 

she paid a high price for her failure to conform. The authorities turned her into a pariah. “A leper’s rattle 

sings in my hand,” she wrote. (Akhmatova, 2015, “Ne s liroiu vlyublennogo”, p 401). “In another poem, 

“Inscription in a book”, she compares herself to someone who has been buried alive and is speaking from 

under the ruins. Yet, as she predicted,  

mailto:josephaltham@hotmail.com
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“All the same, my voice will be known 

And all the same, it will be believed again.”  

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Nadpis’ na knige”, p542). 

Akhmatova became famous as a love poet, and continued to write love poetry throughout her life. 

However, following the outbreak of the First World War, her poetry became increasingly concerned with the 

historical events of her own time – with war and revolution. There is a very simple explanation for the way 

her poetry evolved. Akhmatova was profoundly attached to St. Petersburg, the city she “loved with a bitter 

love”. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Byl blazhennoi moei kolybel’iu”, p157). St. Petersburg, renamed Petrograd at 

the start of the First World War, was the birthplace of the event that, arguably, shaped the twentieth century 

more than any other – the Russian Revolution of 1917. Petrograd made its mark on history and history 

returned the compliment. The man who had seized power in 1917 was Vladimir Lenin, and after Lenin’s 

death, the Soviet state gave the city a new name, Leningrad, in his honour. Akhmatova did not live in an 

ivory tower and was always alive to what was happening around her. She chose to share in the fate of her 

people and to write poetry that reflected their collective experience. This meant that she was destined to 

become the chronicler of the most terrible years in Russian history. Stalin’s purges of the late 1930s, in 

which millions were sent to the camps, are the subject of her best-known poem, the “Requiem”. 

Akhmatova’s cycle of poems, “Winds of War”, honours the courage of the Russian people in their struggle 

to defend their homeland from Nazi Germany in World War II, while her “Northern Elegies”, written at the 

end of the war, offer a deeply moving meditation on loss and the stages of grieving. While Akhmatova 

certainly did write political poetry, it would be a mistake to present her as some kind of ‘fifth columnist’ or 

even as a political activist. After the October Revolution, she decided to stay in Russia rather than to 

emigrate and she accepted the Bolshevik regime. As she wrote in a poem dating from 1922, “I am not with 

the people who abandoned the land.” 

 

“But here, in the thick smoke of the fire 

As we ruined what was left of our youth, 

We did not duck 

A single blow.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Ne s temi ya, kto brosil zemlyu”, p278) 

 

Towards the end of her life, in 1965, she stated that her poems were a link with the life of the Russian people 

and that when she wrote poetry, she “lived according to the rhythms that resounded in the heroic history of 

my country.” She claimed that she was “fortunate to have lived in those years and to have seen events to 

which nothing can compare.” (Akhmatova, 2013, “Korotko o sebe”, p26). 

Anyone familiar with the course of Russia’s history must acknowledge Akhmatova to be an 

insightful observer of the events of which she was a witness. The power of her imagination, along with the 

opportunity to observe developments at first hand, meant that she had a more solid grasp of what was 

happening than most of the Western experts who visited the USSR. She had an uncanny intuition, a kind of 

‘sixth sense’, about where the revolution was headed. Her friend, Osip Mandelstam, compared her in 1917 to 

a “quiet Cassandra”, the Trojan woman whose prophecies no one believed. (Osip Mandelstam, “Kassandre”, 

in Akhmatova (2015), pp257-258). Akhmatova’s prophetic insight is apparent in her poem, “Petrograd, 

1919”. This poem, which draws a striking contrast between the beauty of the city and the freedom of the 

outside world, is full of foreboding. 

 

“No one wanted to help us 

Because we stayed at home, 

Because, loving our city,  

Rather than winged freedom,  

We kept for ourselves 

Its palaces, fire and water.  

 

“A different time is approaching, 

The wind of death already congeals the heart,  

But the sacred city of Peter 

Will be our unwitting monument.”  

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Petrograd, 1919”, p271) 

 

This notion of a monument is something that Akhmatova uses in her poetry to explore the 

relationship between language and ideology, between the poet and the state, and between the poet and 



8 

 

history. At the heart of the concept, there is an unresolved tension: a monument can represent a tribute to 

what is purest and most noble in Russia’s past, but at the same time, a monument also symbolizes the pomp 

of power and the glory that, unlike the immortality of great poetry, is transitory. Similarly, Akhmatova’s 

own poetic personality is torn between spiritual impulses and a love for the created world. Sometimes she 

soars above the earth, boasting that she can “conquer any height” with her imagination, while at other 

moments she emphasizes the strength of her connection with her surroundings. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Ya 

davno ne veryu v telefony”). For example, in the poem, “Komarovo Sketches”, an elegy for her dead friends, 

the poets Osip Mandelstam, Marina Tsvetaeva and Boris Pasternak, Akhmatova claims that living is little 

more than a habit: “in life, we are all of us a bit like guests.” (Akhmatova, 2013, “Komarovskie nabroski”, 

p463). However, in other places, Akhmatova’s poetry often expresses her fierce attachment to landscape and 

architecture, and to the gardens and buildings of St. Petersburg in particular, proclaiming the “dark city on 

the awesome river” to be the source of her poetic inspiration. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Byl blazhennoi moei 

kolybel’iu”, p157). She admits the transitory nature of the beauty of the world but cannot bring herself to 

renounce the pleasure she takes in it. This contradictory, all too human attitude is poignantly expressed in the 

poem she wrote at the end of her life, “The Last Rose”.  

 

“Take everything, but let me feel 

The freshness of this red rose once more.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Poslednyaya roza”, p464) 

 

Although Akhmatova explored the contradiction between the spiritual and the sensual side of her 

nature, her poetry is clear and emphatic on the need to respect the memory of the dead and to provide some 

kind of physical memorial for them. Akhmatova was a loyal friend and she wrote many elegies; 

unfortunately, too many of the people she loved died untimely deaths. In a country ravaged by war and 

political repression, this impulse to remember the victims by name constituted a basic reassertion of human 

dignity. During the Great Terror, corpses were routinely thrown into burial pits, with no ceremony and no 

headstone to mark the grave. Even today, no one knows the final resting-place of Osip Mandelstam. 

(Argumenty i Fakty, 2015). So sometimes Akhmatova was using her poetry in order to perform a kind of 

funeral rite for people who had been deprived of a decent burial. As she put it, she “buried those who had no 

funeral”. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Nepogrebennykh vsekh – ya khoronila ikh”, p540). As she went about this 

task, we see her striving to name the dead and to recognize their identity as individuals. To Akhmatova, the 

victims of the purges were real people, not just anonymous statistics. Likewise, when Akhmatova came to 

write about the Second World War, she honoured the heroism of the soldiers who died in the siege of 

Leningrad by promising to “cry out all your names to the whole world.” (Akhmatova, 2013, “A vy, moi 

druz’ya poslednego prizyva!”, p383). In her poem, “To the victors”, she offers us a list of names to illustrate 

how, through their courage and self-sacrifice, the humblest of men can win lasting fame.   

 

“They will write books about you: 

‘Men who laid down their lives for others’, 

Down-to-earth lads – 

Vankas, Vaskas, Alyoshkas, Grishkas, – 

Grandsons, brothers, sons!” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Pobeditelyam”, pp382-383). 

 

Down-to-earth is an adjective that fits Akhmatova herself. She was learned without being either 

pompous or pretentious. “She was one of the most erudite poets of her era,” wrote the children’s author,  

Kornei Chukovsky. “Her references to books and to writers always impressed me with their originality. They 

bore the stamp of a free, penetrating intelligence that had not subordinated itself to the herd instinct.” 

(Kornei Chukovsky, “Anna Akhmatova”, in Akhmatova, 2013, p379). Nevertheless, she wore her learning 

lightly. She valued “freshness of language and simplicity of feeling” and her poetry conveys a great zest for 

life along with a sense of life’s sadness. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Nam svezhest’ slov i chustva prostotu”, p155). 

She ruefully admits that for her, the pleasures of physical love, the “earthly joys that are too sweet”, 

sometimes proved difficult to resist. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Stol’ko prosb u lyubimoi vsegda!”, p95). She 

delighted in the beauty of a sunburnt fisherman whose eyes were “bluer than ice”. (Akhmatova, 2013, 

“Rybak”, p62). As she confesses, she used to love parties where she could flirt with men. In her youth, her 

favourite club, the Stray Dog, was a place where she had enjoyed 

 

“The entertaining wit of a literary jest 

And the scary, helpless first look of a new lover.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Tri stikhotvoreniya”, p325). 
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Yet in her everyday life, she was a woman of few possessions and of modest tastes. Visitors to her flat were 

struck by its Spartan appearance. She kept her manuscripts in a tattered old suitcase and she owned only a 

few books. “She even gave books, except for her most favourite ones, to other people once she had read 

them,” Kornei Chukovsky recalled. “The only books that were her constant companions were Pushkin, the 

Bible, Dante, Shakespeare and Dostoyevsky. And she often took these books, one book or another, on her 

travels. The other books that found their way into her flat would disappear.” (Kornei Chukovsky, 

“Vospominaniya ob Anne Akhmatovoi”, in Akhmatova, 2015, p213).  

The counterpart to this austere lifestyle was a towering poetic ambition. In a famous poem dating 

from 1913, she complains that she has not found love or tranquillity, and so asks for “bitter fame” instead. 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Stol’ko prosb u lyubimoi vsegda!”, p95). She consciously positioned herself among the 

greatest of the poets. In her poem, “The Muse”, she claimed that her muse was the same one that had 

dictated the pages of the Inferno to Dante. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Muza”, p334). Her self-assurance has no 

trace of affectation. In the case of Fyodor Dostoyevsky and of Alexander Pushkin (Russia’s greatest novelist 

and Russia’s national poet), their work is so familiar to her that she can step easily in and out of their 

imaginative worlds, moving from their era to her own and back again. For Akhmatova, Leningrad is a living 

reminder of these men: the city is so evocative of the past that it makes her feel in touch with their presence. 

When she sees Leningrad at dusk, the city looks to her like a lithograph of the 1870s, conjuring up the 

Russia of Dostoyevsky. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Severnye Elegii. Pervaya: predystoriya”, p597). When she 

contemplates the gardens of Tsarskoye Selo, which had been devastated by the German invasion, their 

association with Pushkin adds to the pathos of the scene. For Akhmatova, Tsarskoye Selo, the “tsar’s 

village” outside St. Petersburg where Pushkin had spent his schooldays, was hallowed ground because she 

felt it was a place where she could hear the rustle of his footsteps. (Akhmatova, 2013, “V Tsarskom Sele”, 

pp30-31). Like Shakespeare, she believed that poetry had the power to preserve the beauty of nature from 

the ravages of time. Although the gardens may not have been as well kept as they used to be in Pushkin’s 

day, she promised to make the beauty of the scene live on in her verse.   

 

“The leaves of this willow-tree withered in the nineteenth century 

In order to grow silver with a hundred times more freshness in the line of a poem. 

The wild roses have become a purple briar patch 

But the hymns of the high-school boys still sound loud and clear.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Gorodu Pushkina”, p446) 

 

For Akhmatova, the poetry of Pushkin was not only an endless source of joy and consolation, but it 

also set a standard of artistic integrity that underwrote her own work. Pushkin was Akhmatova’s essential 

point of reference. From him she learned “to head down the free road, in the direction your free mind takes 

you.” (Pushkin, 2015, “Poetu”, p174). In her struggle to write under a repressive regime, the legacy of 

Pushkin gave her strength. She was sustained by the power of the literary tradition that Pushkin had 

established and she tried to follow in Pushkin’s footsteps. Pushkin taught her not only what a Russian writer 

had to expect, but also what a Russian writer might have to endure. In his sonnets, Shakespeare had 

proclaimed that his “powerful rhyme” would outlive “the gilded monuments of princes”. (Shakespeare, 

1999, Sonnet 55, p55). Similarly, Pushkin claimed to have built an invisible monument with his poetry that 

was higher than the Alexander Column in St. Petersburg’s Palace Square. My fame, Pushkin declares, will 

survive my death, my name will be remembered throughout the Russian Empire, and I will still be dear to 

the people, 

 

“Because I inspired gentle feelings with my lyre 

Glorified freedom in my cruel century 

And called for mercy for the fallen.” 

(Pushkin, 2015, “Ya pamyatnik sebe vozdvig nerukotvornyi”, p206) 

 

Akhmatova, a poet in a dark time, was guided by Pushkin’s spirit. Faithful to her vocation, she 

chose to be a chronicler of the extraordinary events occurring around her and to ask for compassion for those 

who had fallen foul of the regime. Unfortunately, in the terrible atmosphere of Stalin’s Russia, to voice 

regret or grief for the victims of the purges was itself regarded as an act of defiance. During the 1930s, the 

authorities arrested and imprisoned Akhmatova’s son, Lev Gumilyov, and she worried constantly about his 

fate. Later, in 1956, she recalled that she had spent 30 years under the shadow of death. (Akhmatova, 2015, 

“Ne s liroiu vlyublennogo”, p 401). Poets were persecuted and transported to the camps together with 

millions of ordinary Russians, who were often selected for punishment in a completely arbitrary fashion. So 

in the poetry that Akhmatova wrote about the Great Terror, she never presents herself as a special person 



10 

 

because of what she suffered. Akhmatova is special not for her pain but for her quality of her poetry, and the 

fact that she managed to produce it under such difficult conditions. Merely by choosing to write poems that 

showed the reality of what was happening all around her, Akhmatova had overstepped the mark. It was out 

of the question for poetry of this kind to be published. Even in manuscript form, verses recording the impact 

of the purges were a danger to their author. This was a period when “fear and the muse kept watch in turn.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Voronezh”, p345). For a poet, survival was to a large extent a matter of chance, but it 

also took great strength of character. When every year felt like a granite century, she remembered, “I myself 

was also like granite.”  

 

“But I needed to convince myself 

That all this had happened many times 

And not to me alone – to other people as well.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Severnye Elegii. Tret’ya”, pp600-601). 

 

In her darkest moments, Akhmatova was sustained by her conviction that she was speaking on behalf of 

other victims of history and telling their story as well as her own. She had been made “stronger than 

anything on earth,” she recorded in 1960, thanks to the unlucky, damaged people who looked to her for 

comfort. “All the holy fools and mutes, the political prisoners and the cripples” had shared their strength 

with her. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Esli b vse, kto pomoshchi dushevnoi”, p457). 

The Great Terror is the subject of Akhmatova’s long poem, the “Requiem”. This poem, which 

could never be published in the USSR in her lifetime, is today her most famous work. The poem describes 

her desperate anxiety about the fate of her son as she queued day after day for news of him outside the 

Kresty prison in St. Petersburg. As she recalled, what prompted her to write the poem was a request, or 

challenge, from one of the other women queuing beside her: “Can you describe this?” (Akhmatova, 2013, 

“Rekviem: vmesto predisloviya”, p623) 

The poem that Akhmatova produced records the misery and humiliation that she endured. With the 

“Requiem”, she created something unique. While other poems have been written about the Great Terror, 

probably none of them offers such a vivid sense of how it actually felt to be caught up in this horrible 

episode. The poem has the immediacy of an eyewitness account. With an eye for detail, Akhmatova notes 

the grim sights and sounds of the prison yard where she waited: the hateful grinding of keys, the heavy steps 

of the soldiers and her hot tears falling onto the New Year’s ice. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Rekviem: 

posvyashchenie”, pp623-4). In controlled, measured lines, Akhmatova records moments of incredible strain, 

when the balance of her mind was disturbed and madness was looming over her.  

 

“And I have understood  

That I must concede victory to it. 

I am already listening to my own ravings 

As though they were the ravings of someone else.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Rekviem, ‘Uzhe bezumie krylom’”, p628) 

 

As a poem, the “Requiem” is unique, but it records an experience that countless others were forced 

to suffer. So while the poem has the kind of emotional authenticity that can only be achieved through direct 

experience, Akhmatova is speaking on behalf of the Russian people as well as for herself. The “Requiem” is 

both an incredibly honest account of one woman’s individual torment and a statement of solidarity with the 

other Russians who suffered the same fate. Akhmatova compares her poem to a shroud, woven from the sad 

words of the other people who were with her outside the prison walls. She promises that she will always 

remember her companions in misery. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Rekviem. Epilog”, p629-31). 

In the climax to the “Requiem”, Akhmatova once again makes use of the concept of the monument. 

While the image of a monument had already appeared in her poetry, in the “Requiem”, its association with 

Pushkin is explicit. Once again, we see Akhmatova’s incredible degree of faith in her own talent. At the time 

she wrote the “Requiem”, she had been officially silenced. In Soviet society, she was a marginal figure, 

isolated from her readers and denied the right to any kind of public profile. Nevertheless, it was at this very 

moment that she laid claim to literary immortality. Taking her cue from Pushkin, she is confident that her 

name will be dear to the Russian people long after her death. However, whereas Pushkin had compared his 

poetry to a monument “not made by hands”, in the “Requiem”, Akhmatova considers the possibility of a 

real, physical monument being erected in her honour.  

The allusion to Pushkin pays tribute to him, demonstrating both Akhmatova’s devotion to the 

Russian literary tradition and the high standards that she set herself. At the same time, the way she adapts 

Pushkin’s concept of the monument reveals something fundamental about her attitude to life and to her city. 

Few poets are so profoundly attached to one particular place as Akhmatova was to St. Petersburg. In 1915, 
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she had declared that she would not trade her “splendid granite city of glory and disaster” for anything else 

in the world. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Ved’ gde-to est’ prostaya zhizn’ i svet”, p171). In a poem from the 

previous year, she depicts St. Petersburg as the place where her “sorrowful muse” led her along like a blind 

woman. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Byl blazhennoi moei kolybel’yu”, p157). In a later work, she declared that she 

knew “only one city in the world” and that she could find her way around it blindfold. (Akhmatova, 2013, 

“Severnye Elegii. Tret’ya”, pp600-601). Akhmatova cherished specific places and particular sights in and 

around St. Petersburg, such as the path by the lake at Tsarskoye Selo. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Primorskii 

sonet”, p440). Her poetry is often positioned at the point of contact between the physical and imaginative 

world, exploring the associations between individual places and memories. For Akhmatova, gardens are 

numinous. As she contemplates the Summer Gardens in St. Petersburg, Akhmatova says that the statues 

there remember her when she was young. The Summer Gardens are haunted by the ghosts of all those who 

once trod its paths. 

 

“And there is no end to the procession of shades 

From the granite vase to the doors of the palace. 

 

“There my white nights whisper 

Of someone’s great and secret love.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Letnii sad”, p443) 

 

Certain physical objects make her feel like she is in contact with the dead: for example, in one eerie poem, 

she compares a fresh elder branch growing by her ‘cabin’ at Komarovo to a letter from her dead friend, the 

poet Marina Tsvetaeva. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Komarovskie nabroski”). Just as parts of the city seemed to 

Akhmatova to be haunted, so it was natural for her to expect her spirit to be associated with one particular 

place after she had died.  

Because Akhmatova’s imagination was so dominated by St. Petersburg, she adapted Pushkin’s 

concept of the monument in a striking way by putting it into reverse. Pushkin, following Shakespeare, had 

drawn the classic contrast between a physical monument to a military triumph and the greater glory of the 

monument that the poet builds from words alone. Akhmatova, on the other hand, looks forward to the day 

when a physical monument, cast in bronze, will be erected in St. Petersburg in her memory. Surprisingly, 

perhaps, she did not want the monument to be built in the gardens of Tsarskoye Selo, although this was a 

place whose gardens had a magical feel for her and where she felt haunted by Pushkin’s ghost. Instead, she 

asked for the monument to be located right by the Kresty prison, in the place where she had “stood for 300 

hours” and had shared in the suffering of the people. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Rekviem”, p630). This represents 

an astonishing gesture of solidarity and humility. Whereas Pushkin had boasted that he was building an 

invisible monument that would be higher than the Alexandrovsky Column in Palace Square, Akhmatova 

makes her monument record the lowest point in her life and asks to be remembered at a moment when she 

felt powerless and wretched.  

 

“Not there, in parkland by the tree 

Where the restless shade still haunts in vain,  

 

But here where I my vigil kept 

And where the locks were heedless of my grief; 

 

Lest I forget in death’s last sleep 

How the fateful Black Marias rumbled, 

 

Or how the dreadful door would crash, 

Or how the women wailed like wounded beasts.” 

(Akhmatova, 1989, “Requiem” (translated by Graham Whittaker), p241) 

 

Though located away from Pushkin’s shade, the statue, with melting snow falling like tears from its bronze 

eyes, would send the same message as Pushkin – a plea for compassion and for mercy to the fallen.  

Akhmatova’s prophecies were fulfilled. In writing the “Requiem”, she was telling the story of her 

own descent into hell. In that sense, her muse was the same as Dante’s, just as she had claimed back in 1924. 

St. Petersburg owes its survival to the courage of the thousands of Russians who died defending it against 

Hitler’s forces. It therefore stands today as a monument to Akhmatova’s generation, just as she had foretold 

in her poem, “Petrograd 1919”. And the Russians have indeed built a monument to Akhmatova, which is 

located, just as she requested, beside the Kresty prison. 
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Akhmatova was ready to agree to a monument being erected in her honour because she wanted to 

be remembered as a poet who spoke for the Russian people and had suffered alongside them in their darkest 

hour. In imagining her own monument, she derived and adapted a concept that was familiar to her from the 

work of Alexander Pushkin, the poet whose memory she most revered and whose values had shaped her own 

style. As a poet, the one thing that was more precious to her than St. Petersburg was the Russian language 

itself. In her war poetry, she presented the fight against Nazi Germany as a fight to preserve the purity of the 

Russian language for future generations. (Akhmatova, 2013, “Muzhestvo”, p381). Like Shakespeare, 

Akhmatova knew that marble crumbles and that “sluttish time” would tarnish everything, even a statue. The 

conclusion she drew was that language is the only thing that lasts … apart from sorrow.  

 

“Sorrow lasts longer than anything else on earth 

And the regal word lives longer than anything.” 

(Akhmatova, 2013, “Verenitsa chetverostishii”, p399) 
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Abstract. Total Student Experience (TSE) encompasses all aspects of learners’ engagement with 

higher education, is a key factor in assessing quality at the tertiary level, and is the focus of much 

attention in national-level surveys through which many influential institutional rankings are 

derived. We interviewed a purposeful conceptual sample of 12 Japanese students majoring in 

English. Semi-structured interviews probed issues such as the balance between academic and other 

pursuits, transitions between academic grade levels, quality of instruction, and program 

effectiveness. Results suggest that: (1) a wide range of orientations toward TSE exist; (2) students 

with the greatest amount of academic engagement showed the most satisfaction in terms of TSE; 

(3) while other affective domains such as motivation will always be important in L2 programs, TSE 

appears to influence L2 learners’ pre- and post-graduation outcomes, in particular when language 

learning is either supported or hindered by factors outside of faculty control. 

Keywords: L2 learning, total student experience, student satisfaction, qualitative enquiry 

1   Introduction 

The Department of International Studies of Culture is one of seven departments at Kyushu Sangyo 

University, a private university in the south of Japan. International Studies of Culture students spend their 

first year taking general education credits before selecting a major at the start of their second year. The 

available choices focus on Asian languages and culture, European languages and culture, North American 

literature, or a course in English Communication. The latter option is a relatively new addition, and at 

present accepts a maximum of 24 students per year, and students are accepted depending on their academic 

performance in first grade and an interview. The curriculum was devised by Japanese and native instructors 

working together (Kakimoto, Carter, & Miura, 2013) and classes are currently divided between four 

teachers: two bilingual Japanese and two native speakers of English. Courses include training for future 

English teachers, business-related modules, and support for students wishing to study in English-speaking 

countries. The first students graduated in 2012 and to date, the program's students have had three main post-

graduation goals; to move abroad, to continue their education (inside Japan or abroad), or to enter the 

workforce. 

 Japanese universities compete for students more than ever, due to a decline in the number of 

college-age citizens (Goodman, 2009), and the course instructors decided to make graduate satisfaction one 

its research priorities because of the close links many Japanese students retain with their high schools and 

former teachers as this was thought to lead to greater numbers of high quality applicants choosing the 

department in the long term. Unpublished data show that at present, a slight majority of applicants (55%) to 

the course report that the possibility of entering the course in 2nd grade was one of the prime factors that led 

to them choosing the department. 

2   Satisfaction at the Tertiary Level 

Educational satisfaction is frequently studied at the national level as it is considered a proxy for quality 

(Kuh, 2008), although it is often termed "engagement" in a number of countries (Bryson). Satisfaction is 

known to correlate with positive experiences at the undergraduate level, during graduate studies, and in 

terms of post-graduation employment options. However, a number of criticisms of the way in which 

satisfaction is evaluated and reported have been published. For example, Lawson, Leach, and Burrows 

(2012) report that England's National Student Survey has only one question which addresses the issue 

directly; more recently Dean and Gibbs (2105) have suggested that national surveys such as those used in the 
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UK, North America, and Australia conflate students' personal happiness with educational satisfaction, 

meaning that it is not necessarily the quality of the education that is being measured at all. Finally, a 

systematic review of the research literature (Bendermacher, oude Egbrink, Wolfhagen, & Dolmans, 2016) 

noted that is not possible to ignore contextual differences between intuitions, and yet this is what many 

governments do when they report student satisfaction data as (for example) a score of 3.6 in Institution A 

and 4.2 in Institution B. Clearly, a more nuanced approach is needed. 

3   L2 Studies of Satisfaction in Japan 

Two groups of researchers have studied educational satisfaction among Japanese English majors. In a paper 

recently published, Nae, Fraysee-Kim, & Averianova (2016) showed that satisfaction is a moving target, 

with early grades reporting higher scores than later ones. This accords with our own experiences of large 

programs in Japanese universities, and provides more useful guidance than national level surveys that are 

only conducted at the point of graduation (Richardson, 2005). Nae et al.'s sample included 540 English 

majors, and their instrument was a 15-item survey, of which 14 items employed a five point Likert-scale. 

Using a regression analysis, Nae and her co-authors uncovered four factors affecting student satisfaction, 

namely: enjoyability; awareness of personal development; awareness of an improvement in English level; 

and, active class participation.  

 One limitation of this study was that it lacked explanatory power as to why student satisfaction 

decreased over time (Nae, Fraysse-Kim, & Averiana, 2016, p.24). Studies built around large numbers of 

respondents tend to use methods that are excellent at reporting how people feel, but are less good at 

explaining why they feel the way they do. A second limitation that the authors reported was that the research 

only focused on educational satisfaction (i.e. the quality of their learning experience) and not their overall 

experience, commonly known as Total Student Experience (TSE), defined as "all aspects of engagement of 

students with higher education" (Harvey, Burrows, & Green, 1992, p.1). As the second group of researchers 

exploring a similar topic, we understand and support Nae et al.'s findings, although we do not consider their 

focus on education satisfaction to be a limitation, per se. We also initially investigated student satisfaction as 

it relates to learning, and we still think this is a most important area, especially when second languages are 

involved, due to the powerful role that affect plays. In order to better understand student satisfaction with our 

L2 program, we have recently expanded our own endeavors from educational satisfaction to TSE.  

 Our original study was based around a survey targeting 4th grade students, and was adapted from 

Lozano-Lozano, Sanduvete-Chaves, Chacón-Moscoso, & Pérez-Gil’s 2013 study of educational satisfaction. 

In this, and all our subsequent work, we only focused on issues that teachers had some influence over. While 

TSE includes every aspect of the student experience, many things that students care about and that affect the 

quality of their experience (for example transportation, costs, scheduling issues) are not within the teachers' 

remit, and there is little if anything that teachers can do to improve imperfect situations. We later expanded 

our work to include 3rd and 2nd grade students, meaning that we now have valid tools to assess satisfaction 

as students go through our program. In contrast to Nae at al.’s survey, our versions only have 9 items, and 

although four questions use a Likert-type scale, each of the 9 items is designed so that respondents can write 

as much as they wish. As such, despite the small size of our sample, we can get a relatively large amount of 

data. 

 Findings from our research into educational satisfaction suggest that for our learners there are seven 

drivers of L2 learner satisfaction: teaching quality; student participation; program value; quality of 

relationships; richness of program content; a sense of continuity; and, the opportunities the program offers. 

(Carter, Kakimoto, & Miura, 2014) As such, there is quite a degree of overlap with Nae et al.'s work, despite 

the fact that the sample sizes are very different, and our data were qualitatively derived. We now seek to 

understand TSE, because it is clear that students’ learning in their major is bound up with what happens to 

them in other parts of their university experience, and if we want to provide a maximally satisfying L2 

education, we need to know what adds to and detracts from students' ability to master the skills and 

competencies they should attain as English majors before they graduate.    

4   Method 

A purposeful conceptual sample formed of six 2nd grade, two 3rd grade, and four 4th grade students was 

formed through discussion among the four instructors. These students comprise approximately 1/5th of the 

current total enrollment, and reflect the composition of the program in terms of proficiency, motivation, and 

gender. For all grades, a semi-structured interview protocol was created, with each grade receiving attention 



15 

 

based on specific concerns appropriate to that group as well as general probes into TSE that are equally 

applicable to all grades. In the case of 2nd grade students, we wanted to know about the transition from 1st 

grade, the early days within the Communication Course, and student perceptions of our seminar classes.  

For third grade students our focus was on pathways through the curriculum. By this point in their 

academic careers, students will have made choices that impact their future choices; for example, if they have 

taken the necessary classes to obtain a teaching license, they will have also improved their chances of 

finding work at large companies that recognize candidates who put in extra effort. Oppositely, if they have 

taken part in one of the exchange programs abroad, they may have gained valuable skills they could not have 

easily got in Japan, but they may need to take a larger number of classes in 4th grade to make up for the time 

they were away.  

 The protocol for 4th grade students took a retrospective approach to TSE, and also asked about the 

program's effectiveness from the point of view of each student's respective post-graduation goal. All 

interviews were recorded, the data transcribed, hand-coded, and then reevaluated using NVivo software.  

5 Results and Discussion 

First, the participants showed a wide range of opinions about how they felt student days should be spent, 

with some highly focused on language learning and other goal-focused activities, while others sought to 

balance academic pursuits with recreational ones such as club activities, travel, and working part-time in 

order to finance hobbies. However, as we have previously noted, this may be a function of students’ grade, 

with younger students being more inclined to enjoy themselves while older ones are more focused. From our 

2014 study, we found that in 1
st
 grade, students’ conceptions of satisfaction centered largely around being 

“customers”, rather than investors or producers (Carter, Kakimoto, & Miura, 2014). This may also partially 

explain Nae, Fraysse-Kim, & Averiana’s findings, because if students only move away from customer-

service models of satisfaction when it is somewhat late to acquire useful experiences, skills, or licenses, they 

may become dissatisfied with their program. 

 A connected finding is that in the case of 4
th

 grade students, those with a greater sense of academic 

engagement got better post-graduation results in terms of the nature of work they were offered. For this 

cohort, the job-hunting success rate was 100%, and students found work including as teachers, a police 

officer, at a bank, an oil company, an import-export agency, and a travel agency, among others. Across all 

grades, academic engagement correlates approximately with higher levels of TSE, although no causal 

relationship can be inferred from this. 

  Students of all grades reported negative aspects of TSE with regard to the curriculum imposed by 

the university. Students in Japan need a large number of credits in order to graduate, and many of these 

classes are mandated by the Ministry of Education, while others are selected by the university. For language 

majors this can be a frustrating system in two ways: first, when the classes they are required to take have no 

connection with language learning it can feel that their time and attentional resources are being wasted; and 

second, there is a certain amount of overlap in the curriculum for language majors because the university 

requires students to take English classes outside of the department in addition to the ones they take as part of 

their major. At times, the content and instructional styles are a good match for the student and what they 

learn in one class they can put to good use in another. Less happily, students reported cases of not being able 

to study as smoothly as they wanted due to perceptions of conflict between the goals of the program they 

chose to join and the university’s mandated goals for all students. 

 With regard to language learning in the department, the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 grade students had more positive 

things to say. A particularly encouraging finding was that they stated that they derived most benefit from the 

more technical classes such as Linguistics, Phonetics, and 3
rd

 and 4
th

 grade seminar classes. Students in the 

2
nd

 grade lack experience of these classes and thus cannot really comment. 

6 Conclusion 

The English Communication Course at Kyushu Sangyo University made student satisfaction a priority in the 

sense that the instructors wanted to make a valuable (rather than entertaining) three-year experience during 

which students could develop as much as possible. We have now looked at the issue from the perspective of 

aspects teachers can influence, and this paper represents our first attempt at the wider issues that exist. It 

appears that a focus on satisfaction is worthwhile as the course attracts a good number of applicants who 

then go on to achieve sometimes quite challenging goals, despite which it must be noted that a majority of 

students felt that fewer demands from outside of the department (i.e. university or Education Ministry 
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mandated classes, including other English classes) would aid their language learning, and increase their 

productivity.  
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Abstract. Code-switching (CS), the use of students’ mother tongue in EFL classrooms, has been a 

controversial topic in the field of English language teaching and second language acquisition. 

While it has been widely investigated in various contexts, little empirical research has been 

undertaken in China. This study aims to exam teachers’ CS practices in EFL classrooms at tertiary 

level and to explore internal and external factors which influence their CS behaviors. Semi-

structured interviews, audio-recorded classroom observations and follow-up stimulated recalls will 

be used in order to achieve the above goals.  
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1 Introduction 

Code-switching, as a very common phenomenon in bilingual or multilingual societies, refers to the use of 

more than one language or one variation of a language in a conversation. It has been analysed by researchers 

from a variety of aspects such as sociolinguistic perspective, grammatical approach, psycholinguistic 

approach, etc. Turning to a more specific context, foreign language classrooms, code-switching means the 

choice of target language (TL) or students’ mother tongue. Code-switching, use of mother tongue, or the role 

of L1 have been examined in studies of second language acquisition (i.e. Marcaro & Lee, 2013). However, 

those studies in recent decade were mainly conducted in western societies. Few studies on code-switching, 

especially teachers’ code-switching in university public English classrooms in China have been done. 

1.1 Aim and rationale 

I first developed my interest in code-switching during my MA courses at the University of Edinburgh. I was 

completely exposed to an entire English-speaking environment the first time I studied abroad. Almost half 

students of our subject (Teaching English as a Second Language) are from China. Even with very high score 

of IELTS exams (at least 7), many students still struggled with understanding the information delivered by 

the lecturers, especially those courses relevant to cultures, social values, academic conventions such as 

Research Methodology or Education Philosophy. Unsuccessful communication leads to tremendous pressure 

on both teachers and students. Sometimes, a classroom activity or task could not develop very well just 

because of non-native (NN) students’ lack of understanding of one key element. I still remembered one day 

a lecturer introduced the Scaffolding theory to us. When some students appeared to be confused about the 

word ‘scaffold’, the lecturer tried his best to explain it but ended up with failure. At that moment, when one 

student said with a very low voice that it means Jiao Shou Jia (scaffold in Chinese), many of us understood 

immediately and we even joked that we will never forget the Scaffolding theory.  

 

When I became a university EFL teacher myself, I found that most of my colleagues and I to some 

extend still used Chinese in classrooms, even though there was an unwritten rule that Chinese was not 

encouraged in EFL classrooms by the department. For instance, teachers would be required to only use 

English in a national teaching competition. A few teachers told me they hardly talked in Chinese in classes 

while there were some teachers using Chinese for almost half time. The great variety among teachers’ use of 

Chinese in EFL classrooms made me thought about this interesting phenomenon which surprisingly have not 

been explored roughly in Chinese context. Cheng (2015) reviewed articles about teacher code-switching of 

Chinese researchers in recent decade and found that nearly half of them were not naturalistic studies but just 

reviews of findings of researchers of western countries and most of the rest naturalistic studies adopted 
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quantitative surveys to explore teachers’ rationales or attitudes towards code-switching. However, a 

qualitative approach might be more appropriate to explore the aspects under study in people’s full 

complexity and therefore to reach an understanding of their unique nature. This is made possible only by 

studying teachers in their natural contexts, i.e. their educational setting and classrooms, and by spending 

many hours with them in the field and listening to their voices directly (Santi, 2010).  

 

My research purpose is not to get any judgement on how effective the teachers’ behaviours on 

students’ learning but on understanding and describing the internal and contextual factors influencing their 

practices in their particular context. Through classroom observation and in-depth interviews, it aims to 

provide rich descriptive and interpretive data that could reflect the inherent complexity of ELT in China.  

1.2 Research questions 

The purpose of the present research is to explore teachers’ code-switching behaviours, both internal and 

contextual factors which influence their behaviours and how those factors inform the practices in EFL 

classrooms at the tertiary level in China. The study aims to provide answers to the following two research 

questions: 

 

1. To what extend, do teachers use code-switching in university EFL classrooms? 

2. What are the internal and external factors which influence teachers’ code-switching behaviours in 

university EFL classrooms? 

2 Educational and institutional background 

It is imperative to have a comprehensive understanding of the context for studies aiming to explore teachers’ 

perceptions and practices. “The experiences the participants bring to pedagogical settings are shaped by the 

broader social, economic, and political environment in which they have grown up” (Kumaravedivelu 2001, 

p.543). Considering the social and institutional context helps to better interpret teachers’ code-switching 

practices and understand both internal and external factors influencing their behaviors, as “the contexts 

within which they work are extremely influential in shaping how and why teachers do what they do” 

(Johnson 2006, p.236). 

2.1 EFL education in China 

English education has a long history in China. It is estimated that there are approximately 330 million 

English users and learners in the twenty-first century in China (Bolton, 2008). With the economy 

development of China, international communication and cooperation are increasingly popular which make 

English, as a world language, more frequently used by many people. Chinese government also provide great 

support for improving EFL education.  

 

English teaching at the tertiary level in China consists of two different systems: courses for English 

majors and non-English majors. A degree in English requires students not only to achieve a high level of 

language proficiency in speaking, listening, reading and writing, but also to have a knowledge of linguistics, 

literature and culture, as well as subject-matter knowledge in English relevant fields such as diplomacy, 

management, journalism, business and trade, etc. (Ministry of Education, 2000).  

 

English teaching for non-English majors, known as Public College English, makes up the majority 

of English learners at China’s tertiary-level institutions and is normally provided as compulsory courses in 

the first two years to all non-English major students. In many universities, College English is taught in one 

course called Comprehensive English which integrates the development of four skills (Cheng & Wang, 

2012).   

 

The assessment of college English often consists of three parts: (1) classroom performance 

including attendance, performance in classroom activities such as poster design, role-play dramas, 

presentation; (2) Semester exam. There are two exams at the middle and end of each semester, respectively, 

which are made by universities themselves; (3) College English test (CET4, CET6). It is a national English 
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as a foreign language test which has been prevailing for decades among college students, aiming to check if 

students reach the required English proficiency specified in the National College English Teaching 

Syllabuses (Gao, 2010). There is also an informal regulation that university students cannot get their final 

diplomas without passing CET4 exams before graduation. Although this regulation has not been 

administered by the Ministry of Education, the result of students’ CET exams is still an important reference 

for their job applications.  

 

As there are different admission requirements for students from different provinces, students of the 

same subject could have great diversities in their English proficiency, especially speaking and listening.  

 

In the recent decade, College English has shifted from mainly focusing on students’ reading ability 

through explaining new words and phrase and analysing the text (Song, 2005) to developing students’ ability 

to use English in an all-round way, especially in Speaking and listening (Fan, 2010). College English 

Curriculum Requirements (2007) highlighted that “The objective of College English is to develop students’ 

ability to use English in a well-rounded way, especially in listening and speaking, so that in their future 

studies and careers as well as social interactions they will be able to communicate effectively, and at the 

same time enhance their ability to study independently and improve their general cultural awareness so as to 

meet the needs of China’s social development and international exchanges”. 

2.2 The institutional context   

Yangzhou University (YZU) is a key comprehensive provincial university in China. Currently in YZU there 

are 34,620 full-time undergraduate students, 7,362 postgraduate (doctorate and master) students and 11,000 

students of continued education. YZU has 26 colleges offering 101 undergraduate programs in 11 disciplines 

(YZU website, 2014). It is not “985” or “211” universities, but   

 

Like other universities in China, there are two years of compulsory English courses for all non-

English major students in YZU. Teachers of College English at least have masters’ degrees in English or 

Linguistics, and a few of them have attained doctors’ degrees in Linguistics or Applied Linguistics.  

 

As early as 2004, YZU pioneered a College English curriculum reform. According to the College 

English Curriculum Requirements Tentative Version (2004) which highlighted the importance of providing 

guidance for students of different levels of English competence, there are three major forms of College 

English courses.  

 

1. Integrated English. This type of English courses is particular for students of Sports, Arts and Cooking 

subjects, who get access to higher education not depending on their National Matriculation Examination 

results but certain talents in sports or arts. These students normally have lower level of English 

proficiency. This integrated English aims to develop students’ basic skills, especially in reading and 

writing. The textbook is Experiencing English Integrated Course book and teachers mainly adopt 

traditional teacher-centered ELT approach such as explaining new words and phrases, analysing 

grammar and sentence structures.   

2. Speaking and Listening English (SLE). This is the dominant type of college English courses for the 

majority of students. There are four periods of classes each week including two periods of internet-

based autonomous learning and two periods of small-sized oral and listening classes. SLE mainly 

focuses on improving students’ communicative ability and providing many opportunities for practicing 

oral English. There are two types of textbooks, New Horizon College English (Listening & Speaking) 

and New College English (Listening & Speaking Course). Both textbooks include different topics for 

oral English practices and Listening exercises. This type of classrooms is mainly student-centered, while 

teachers only play a guidance role who give supports and instructions on particular occasions.   

3. IELTS courses. Students whose CET4 scores are higher than 550 have the chance to choose between 

SLE and IELTS courses in the end of the first academic year. IELTS classes help those who want to 

study abroad after graduation to prepare for the IELTS exams. 

 

 

 



20 

 

3 Literature review  

3.1 Approaches to code-switching 

 

Codeswitching has been studied in social settings since the 1970s from a number of different theoretical 

approaches. Some researchers investigated codeswitching from a sociolinguistic perspective, for example 

Bloom and Gumperz (1972), Gumperz (1986), Auer (1984, 1995, 1998), Milroy & Muysken (1995), and 

Wei (1995, 1998). Others focused on grammatical features of language codes, e.g. the intra-sentential 

grammatical approach. In addition, Myers-Scotton (1993) analyzed codeswitching through a Markedness 

approach. 

 

3.1.1 The Markedness Model  

 

Myers-Scotton (1993) suggests that language choice is guided by interpersonal relationship desired by 

speakers: solidarity, social distance and power difference. The Markedness Model (MM) is stated in the 

form of a principle and three maxims. First, the idea that bilingual speakers make language choices to 

achieve a desired interpersonal relationship is formalized as The Negotiation Principle (ibid). In addition, an 

unmarked language choice refers to a more common, expected or normal linguistic form, whereas a marked 

language is less common, expected or more unusual (Kamwangawalu, 2010). The MM can be applied to 

analyze teacher codeswitching in EFL classrooms. 

 

3.1.2 The interactional approach 

 

The ideas of situational codeswitching, metaphorical codeswitching and contextualization cue of Bloom and 

Gumperz (1972) have been used to analyze codeswitching in sociolinguistics. The concept of situational 

codeswitching takes place when participants switch languages in changed social contexts which include 

setting, participants and relationship between participants. Another influential concept of Gumperz (1982) is 

that codeswitching acts as a contextualization cue. In conversation, a speaker often narrows down the 

relevant contextual information by talking about it or hinting at it. The process is called contextualization 

and any signal that highlights contextual information in discourse can be called a contextualization cue 

(ibid). Turing to EFL classrooms, teachers might use codeswitching to signal a changed relationship or 

identity. For example, they might switch to a more familiar code to indicate a closer relationship with 

students. 

 

To sum up, EFL classrooms are different from bilingual social settings, as EFL teachers in my study 

cannot be regarded as bilinguals but monolinguals with ability of teaching English to NN learners; besides, 

there is a pedagogic relationship between teachers and students, especially in traditional Chinese pedagogic 

context where teachers usually hold the authority. However, theories in social contexts show the root of 

codeswitching studies which help to establish a more comprehensive understanding of codeswitching from 

different perspectives. Besides, the Markedness Model of codeswitching and interactional theory might be 

helpful to understand teachers’ reasons for codeswitching practices. 

 

3.2 Codeswitching in foreign language (FL) classrooms 

 

As my study aims to investigate teacher codeswitching, researches focusing on learners’ codeswitching or 

their attitudes towards codeswitching in EFL/ESL classrooms (Martínez, 2014; Eldridge, 1996; Macaro & 

Lee, 2013; Liang, 2009, etc.) will not be included here. Previous literature about teacher codeswitching and 

their perceptions of codeswitching in EFL/ESL classrooms is discussed in the following sections. 

 

3.2.1 The quantity of teachers’ L1/TL in FL classrooms 

 

A few studies have adopted quantitative analysis to estimate the distribution of L1/TL used by teachers in 

the classrooms. Some studies required teachers to report the distribution of their L1/TL through surveys (e.g. 

Dickson, 1996; Meij & Zhao, 2010, etc.). Researchers, however, found that it was difficult for teachers 

through surveys to estimate the actual amount of L1/TL and it appeared that codeswitching practices were 

reported less frequently than they actually occurred (ibid). To address this, audio/video recorded classroom 

observation was adopted to count the actual amount of teacher codeswitching in foreign language 

classrooms (e.g. Meij & Zhao, 2010; Rolin-Ianziti & Brownlie, 2002, etc.). The variability of the amount of 

L1/TL across teachers in foreign language classrooms was indicated by a number of studies. For example, 

Macaro (2001) found a considerable range in the L1 used by teachers, which made it impossible to 



21 

 

generalize about teacher language use in their research context. The discrepancy of L1/TL distributions 

suggested that a number of variables related to teachers, students and classrooms might influence teacher 

codeswitching. For example, Duff & Polio (1990) found that teachers’ TL proficiency, department policy 

and lesson content possibly played a role in the amount of L1/TL used by teachers in their research contexts.   

 

These studies help to depict the patterns of teacher codeswitching behaviors in different research 

settings from a quantitative approach. Nevertheless, factors influencing individual teacher’s decision-making 

or reasons for particular codeswitching behaviors have not been explored comprehensively, which calls for 

in-depth qualitative studies in terms of different research contexts.  

 

3.2.2 Functions of teacher codeswitching in FL classrooms 

 

Functional analysis helps to understand how codeswitching is used by teachers in the classrooms. Different 

researchers, according to their particular research stances, have developed different functional systems. (See 

Guthrie, 1984; Canagarajah, 1995). Utterances were assigned into different functional labels. For example, 

teacher codeswitching is commonly used to explain vocabulary or grammar. Liu et al (2004) noted that 

teachers often introduced a new expression in TL and then switched to L1 to explain its meaning and 

structure. However, Kraemer (2006) found that experienced teachers occasionally used this function.  

 

Functional analysis of codeswitching has some limitations. First, it Is too simplistic because there 

may be multiple functions involved in any codeswitching activity. For example, teachers switch to students’ 

L1 to check their understanding because they believe L1 is more suitable to explain complicated definitions 

(Liu, 2004) or they are just lazy (Edstrom, 2006). There are also issues with understanding rationales. For 

example, Flyman-Mattsson & Burenhult (1999, p.11) indicated that ‘apart from the functions of 

codeswitching discussed above, there are also some cases that are difficult to explain since there are no 

obvious reasons for switching code’. For my study, therefore, I included the opportunity for teachers to 

explain their reasons for codeswitching using a stimulus to aid recall.  

 

3.2.3 Teachers’ reported rationales for codeswitching in FL classrooms 

 

The decision to use the L1 reflects a variety of factors, and students’ better comprehension is the most 

frequently cited reason for switching to L1. Teachers adopt a variety of pedagogical techniques and among 

those, switching to L1 is utilized by most teachers and it is often preceded by some minutes of other 

techniques such as explanation and elaboration (Samar & Moradkhani, 2014). 

Switching to L1 sometimes is due to the difficulty of making the grammar point comprehensible and 

explaining cultural issues through the TL. For example, Edstrom (2006) noted that it was not easy to teach 

about target cultures only in the TL, even through visual images, realia and so on, especially when students 

had stereotypical understanding or inaccurate comprehension, as it might not be possible to reach the deeper 

understanding of cultural products by using the students’ level of TL.  

 

Moreover, the use of L1 can make TL input more salient (Turnbull, 2001). Sometimes, teachers use 

L1 to highlight important information as using L1 is more likely to catch the students’ attention than TL (Liu 

et al, 2004). In addition, teachers think it would become easier for students to remember the newly learned 

knowledge if there is a comparison between L1 and TL in terms of particular knowledge points (Samar & 

Moradkhani, 2014).  

 

Furthermore, teachers switch to L1 when they care about students’ feelings as L1 is the most ‘real’ 

for them. Some teachers regard the issues of feelings, respect and rapport between students and teachers as 

important as how much TL they learn (Edstrom, 2006).  

 

Teachers’ perceptions of their low TL proficiency is one of the reasons for using L1 to express what 

they think should have been said in TL (Liu et al, 2004). In addition, teachers’ perceptions or attitudes 

towards education systems or policies also influence their use of codeswitching. For example, Liu et al 

(2004) found that some teachers felt pressure by the curriculum policy of maximum use of TL in China, 

which influenced their codeswitching behaviors, but others who did not believe maximum TL use was 

helpful spoke far more L1. Even though the policy encouraging TL maximum, teachers resisted increasing 

the amount of TL used by responding that English curricula and tests mainly focused on form rather than 

use.  
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To save time is another motive for teacher codeswitching. For example, Liu et al (2004) indicated 

that for students at lower levels, it would be more appropriate to use L1 than any of the modified TL 

strategies, considering time-cost effectiveness. de la Campa et al (2009) suggested that teachers gave activity 

instructions in L1 so as to save some time. Kraemer (2006) found that teachers believed that a certain 

amount of L1 would be beneficial for the same of time management considering that the main goal for most 

of students was to pass the class. 

 

Finally, Rolin-Ianziti & Brownlie (2002) noticed that sometimes teachers appeared to switch to L1 

to express emotions, either a feeling of pleasure at a good student’s performance or a feeling of displeasure 

at a poor performance from the class. It is a spontaneous use of L1 that is triggered by the teachers’ 

emotional motivation rather than a pedagogical purpose of using codeswitching. In other words, teachers’ 

perceptions of their emotional status might also influence their decision-making of codeswitching.  

 

Therefore, teachers’ reasons for codeswitching appear to be influenced by a variety of factors. Most 

importantly, the majority of studies involving teachers’ reported reasons for codeswitching have not 

attempted to relate their perceptions to their actual behaviours. Liu et al (2004) indicated that the teacher 

interview results to some extent supported findings from examining teachers’ codeswitching patterns, but it 

was not clear if teachers used L1 entirely because of the consideration of students’ better comprehension or 

because of their lack of language proficiency of expressing in TL. Hence, few studies have examined how 

teacher codeswitching practices are informed by their perceptions.  

4 Research design  

This study will mainly adopt a qualitative approach for several reasons. Cheng (2015) reviewed the articles 

on code-switching in EFL classrooms in Chinese context published from 2001 to 2013 in key journals of 

foreign languages in China and found most studies adopted quantitative methods such as questionnaire. 

However, numbers cannot explain this complicated phenomenon very well. Qualitative approach with an 

interpretive and naturalistic character helps to understand teachers’ code-switching behaviours and various 

factors influencing them. Semi-structured interviews, classroom observation and stimulated recall interviews 

will be used to help the researcher to appreciated and to gain different perspectives on the issues.  

 

4.1 Pilot study 

 

A short period of fieldwork helps to build trust with the participants (Heather et al, 2011). Before the formal 

data collection, each research method will be piloted through different ways. First, as the questions of the 

semi-structured interviews will be related to teachers’ backgrounds and general ideas about EFL teaching, 

the interview questions will be piloted on non-participating Chinese teachers for comprehensibility and 

capacity to generate appropriate responses. Second, preliminary fieldwork is extremely important for the 

audio-recorded classroom observation, as it can provide the resources to identify the requirements for 

recording, including the position, alignment and focus of recorder. Moreover, the pilot study will also 

include the checking of the quality of audio recordings. Even though the conduct of stimulated recall in my 

study will not require special training for the participants, each step of this session, e.g. which part of the 

audio recording to show the participants, how to show them, and how to elicit their responses, will be 

considered carefully and piloted before the formal data collection.   

 

4.2 Semi-structured interview 

 

Semi-structured interviews with the participants will be conducted before the classroom observation in order 

to collect background information. Interviews questions will be designed to obtain information about 

teachers’ personal background, e.g. their experiences as EFL learners, their educational and professional 

backgrounds, as well as their general beliefs or attitudes towards EFL teaching and particularly the use of 

codeswitching in EFL classrooms.  In addition, if time permits, basic information, e.g. the size of classes, the 

time of lessons taught by the participants, etc., will be informed through the interviews, which will help the 

arrangement of the subsequent classroom observation and help the researcher to establish a closer 

relationship with the participants. It will also alleviate the participant’s nervous and uncomfortable feelings 

when being observed and recorded by an outsider. In addition, knowing about participants’ characteristics 

might facilitate the researcher to choose appropriate stimulated recall instructions (Gass & Mackey, 2000).  
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The interviews will be conducted in the language preferred by the interviewee and then translated into 

English if conducted in Chinese, as language proficiency can affect the quality and quantity of the interview 

data (Mackey & Gass, 2005).  

 

4.3 Audio-recorded classroom observation 

 

Researchers can obtain more detailed and more direct data through observation than through other methods 

(Simpson & Tuson, 1997) because of memory issues or awkwardness. In the study, video recording and field 

notes will be used to collect data about the distribution of codeswitching, the types of codeswitching and the 

functions of codeswitching. Furthermore, audio recordings will be used as a stimulus for the follow-up 

stimulated recalls, which will be explained more specifically in next section. 

 

The researcher will attend the class as a non-participant observer in order to reduce the influence on 

the class to minimum. It is admitted that the impact of recording and the presence of an observer on the EFL 

classrooms and the teachers’ behaviors is inevitable. In order to reduce the participants’ anxiety of being 

observed by an ‘expert’, the researcher will attempt to make herself known by the teachers and students 

before doing observation. For example, the researcher will attend the class a few times before the real 

classroom observation.  

 

4.4 Follow-up stimulated recall 

 

Classroom observation and stimulated recall interviews will be used together in my study. It is not easy to 

understand the perceptions and actions of people only by entering into their world or taking an active part in 

their activities and experiences, especially when attempting to investigate the reasons behind the behaviors, 

and so stimulated recall interview is often used to address questions in research on teachers and their 

behaviors (Calderhead, 1981). This type of interview gives teachers and the researcher opportunities to 

interpret the issues happening in the classroom and establish links to the reasons which lead to those issues 

(Nunan, 1992). Therefore, in my study the stimulated recall interviews will be used to provide participants 

with the opportunities to explain their rationales for using codeswitching on particular occasions.  

 

In my study, the recordings will be used as a stimulus in the interviews, both to facilitate 

interviewees’ recall of specific classroom and events and to promote discussion of their deeper ideas about 

their perceptions of codeswitching, not just confined within the specific instances (Torronen, 2002). 

Therefore, in my study, the interviewees will be given the chances not only to comment on their practical 

behaviors but also provide other information including their ideas, feelings, experiences or anxiety of using 

codeswitching in the EFL classrooms. 

 

Each stimulated recall interview will take up to 60 minutes. Episodes of codeswitching practices 

will be identified by the researcher before the stimulated recall session and during that only episodes 

including codeswitching instances will be showed considering participants’ energy and time. The researcher 

will not give any specific comments or reactions on recordings as well as participants’ responses but will act 

as a listener and an elicitor in order not to affect the participants’ ideas or alter the nature of their recall 

comments. Participants’ comments like ‘I don’t remember’ will be accepted without forcing the interviewees 

to provide recall comments in order to reduce the possibility of flawed or biased recollection (Gass & 

Mackey, 2000). “One segment of the recording will be shown to the interviewee at first and then the 

researcher will ask the interviewee some questions like: 

 

What were you thinking here/at this point/right here? 

Can you tell me why did you use codeswitching at that point? 

You stopped there, what were you thinking then? 

 

Data collected by now indicate that sometimes teachers switched codes unconsciously. In that 

situation, the participants were required to provide comments on their behaviors, which also gave the 

researcher some useful information. The interviews will take place as soon as possible after the class 

observation so that the participant’s memory of the event is as fresh as possible.  
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Table 1. Features of stimulated recall in this study (Adapted from Gass and Mackey, 2000 & Sanchez, 2010) 

  Category                My research 

Object of 

introspection 

EFL teachers’ rationales for their code-switching practices 

and factors influencing their behaviors. 

Modality Oral introspection 

Relationship to 

concrete action 

The introspection will be related to concrete classroom 

events or actions. 

Participant training 

No specialized training on the part of the participants in this 

session will be needed, but basic instructions will be given 

to them. 

Stimulus texts 
A recall support (audio recording of selected classroom 

events) will be used to prompt teachers’ responses. 

Preparation 

The researcher will identify and mark all the teacher 

codeswitching episodes which occurred during the class. 

All the codeswitching instances will be used as stimulus 

during the follow-up stimulated recall sessions. 

Elicitation procedure 
The interviewees are required to listen to the provided 

audio episodes and comment on their behaviors. 
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Abstract. This study aimed to examine the relationship of academic efficacy, learning motivation 

and learning strategies of English learning among primary school students in China. Two 

dimensions learning motivation: intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation, and four types of 

learning strategies use: cognitive strategies, control strategies, communicative strategies, and 

resource strategies were measured in relation to students’ academic efficacy in English learning. 

368 students from Grade 4 to Grade 6 as well as their 3 English language teachers from a typical 

primary school in China participated in the study. Results showed that English academic efficacy 

was strongly correlated with language learning motivation and learning strategies use, and there 

was a significant difference in learning motivation and learning strategies use among students at 

different levels of English academic efficacy. Implications were for English language teachers were 

discussed 

Keywords: learning components; psychological predictors; English academic efficacy; language 

learning motivation; learning strategies; early age 

1   Introduction 

The concepts of academic efficacy, learning motivation and learning strategies are keys in foreign language 

classrooms for learners. They all play an important role in student achievement (Slavin, 2012). In the 

literature, many recent studies in this areas have been conducted overseas. For example, in the study of 

Majzub and Yusuf (2011), a strong relationship was found between self-efficacy, achievement motivation, 

and learning strategies use of Malaysian undergraduates. In another study, Ersanli (2015), found a 

considerable relationship between academic efficacy and learning motivation in eight-graders.  Similar 

studies are rare to find in the educational settings in China, with the exception of the study of Wang (2015) 

which showed a close connection between learning motivation and learning strategies of primary school 

students. 

Despite the convergence of overseas research findings show that English academic efficacy, learning 

motivation, and learning strategies use coexist to have impacts on English achievement, especially for those 

low-achieving students who are at the early stage of language learning. However, seldom do English 

teachers in China show concern about these elements. The present study aimed to explore the relationship of 

English academic efficacy, language learning motivation, and learning strategies use in primary English 

language classrooms in China. It also aimed to identify ways to support low-achievers in order to improve 

their English learning achievement. The following are the three research questions that guided the present 

study: 
1. What is the relationship between English academic efficacy, English language learning motivation, 

and learning strategies use in primary school students? 

2. What are the differences in learning motivation between high-efficacy students and low-efficacy 

students among primary school students? 

3. What are the differences in the use of learning strategies between high- and low-efficacy students 

among primary school students? 

mailto:h231100003@mail.uic.edu.hk
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2   Literature Review 

Academic efficacy is a psychological construct, referring to individuals’ beliefs in a specific academic 

domain (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). Differently put, it is self-perceived ability of oneself to have successful 

performance in particular academic tasks (Schunk, 1991). This kind of belief impacts on students’ learning 

in many functional ways, like academic engagement, persistence and effort, intrinsic motivation, and 

language strategies use (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). With high academic efficacy, students have the confidence 

and willingness to accomplish their academic tasks (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). English academic efficacy is 

one dimension of academic efficacy, which refers to students’ beliefs in their English language learning. 

Learning motivation is an inner state to inspire, direct and maintain behavior that drives a learner to spend 

their effort and time in their engagement of learning activities (Slavin, 2012; Ormrod, 2007). Learning 

motivation can be divided into two categories, intrinsic and extrinsic. Extrinsic motivation refers to external 

factors like grades, rewards, and recognition, and it is unrelated to the task itself (Ormrod, 2007). For some 

students, what they have to learn in school is required by schools and there are no inherent interest for them 

(Slavin, 2012). They study hard for getting good grades or win the compliments from their teachers (Eggen 

& Kanchak, 2004), so a task is used as a means to achieve these external goals (Ormrod, 2007). In the case 

of intrinsic motivation, the main driving force to learn comes from the learners’ interest in the task itself 

(Ormord, 2007). These students have strong interest in knowing and learning of the target knowledge and 

skills so that the time and effort spent in achieving a mastery level of the knowledge and skills is considered 

to be worthwhile for themselves (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). It is found that learners with intrinsic learning 

motivation have the tendency to be more efficacious and have deeper learning than those with extrinsic 

learning motivation, and that individuals with intrinsic motivation prefer to be engaged in meaningful 

learning, whereas those with extrinsic learning motivation prefer to be engaged in superficial learning 

(Ormord, 2007). This is the reason why intrinsic motivation can sustain strong continuity and stability in the 

process of learning. 

Learning strategies are used by learners to help themselves to fix their problems, to overcome their 

difficulties, or to enhance their understanding and memory of new knowledge and skills (O’Malley& 

Chamot, 1990). In an earlier study, Ehrman and Oxford (1990) classified learning strategies into direct 

strategies and indirect strategies. Cognitive strategies is a kind of direct strategies and Metacognitive 

strategies is a kind of indirect strategies. As shown in Table 1, each kind of strategies help learners to 

achieve specific functions in their learning process.  In China, there is a different way in the classification of 

learning strategies. According to the official document of the New Curriculum Standards of Primary School 

English Compulsory Education issued in 2011, English language teachers are required to teach their students 

all the specified learning strategies in their English language classrooms (Huang et al. 2001). See Table 1 for 

the strategies categories used in this document.. 

Table 1.  The classifications, categories, function of direct strategies and indirect strategies and keys in “New 

Curriculum Standards of Primary School English Compulsory Education” (Huang et al. 2001) 

Clas. Categ. Function Keys in “NCS of 

PSECE” (Huang et al. 

2001) 

Direct 

Strat. 

Cog. 

Strat. 

-retain understand, and use information (Samida, 

2004); 

-operate the language with a practice, a formula 

or a summary (Ehrman & Oxford, 1990); 

-Using the senses to understand and remember to 

learn new vocabulary 

-control strategies: 

Planning, monitoring, 

and evaluating  

-communicative 

strategies: request to 

orchestrate cognitive 

strategies to improve 

both accuracy and  

fluency 

-resource strategies: 

search through the 

Internet or dictionaries to 

figure out their 

difficulties 

Indirect 

Strate. 

Metacog. 

Strat 

-work with direct strategies to help learning 

(Samida, 2004); 

-processes information through thinking, 

planning, monitoring and producing in language 

in language procedure (O’Malley & Chamot, 

1990); 

-orchestrating cognitive strategies use, obtaining 

and using resources for cognition (Oxford, 2011); 



28 

 

3   Methodology 

3.1   Participants 

Data collection was conducted in a primary school in Guangzhou, China. 368 grades 4-6 students and 3 of 

their English language teachers were invited to participate in the present study. The participating teachers 

had between five and ten years of English teaching experience in China.  

3.2   Procedure 

Quantitative data were collected via a student questionnaire survey, whereas qualitative data were collected 

from semi-structure student interviews. Besides, qualitative data from teacher and student interviews was 

used to elicit more in-depth information from the participants. The student questionnaire surveys were 

administered by the author. Two students from each grade were selected to participate in the student 

interviews were selected on the basis of their English achievement shown in the latest school English test. In 

each grade, one high-achiever and one low-achiever were selected.  

The collected quantitative data were used to study the relationships between academic efficacy, learning 

motivation and learning strategies of the student participants. Also, various between-group differences 

would be analyzed. Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was mainly used for analyses. Interview 

data transcriptions and field notes were analyzed by the author by identifying patterns of the participants’ 

responses. 

3.3   Instruments 

Student Questionnaire.  There were four parts in the student questionnaire (see Appendix 1). The first part 

aimed to collect biographic information and other three parts were respectively the scales of English 

academic efficacy, learning motivation and learning strategies. Each scale consisted of several subscales 

related to the construct concerned. In the biographic information, the 3-item subscale elicit information 

about students’ interest in learning English, their English achievement and their self-evaluation of their 

English achievement. This information was for understanding the students’ English learning in general. The 

academic efficacy subscale contained 7 items, which were adapted from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning 

Scales of Midgley et al. (2000). As for the learning motivation subscale, the four items were adapted from 

Wang (2014) which included two types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic. In respect of language learning 

strategies, their classifications were based on the New Curriculum Standards of Primary School English 

Compulsory Education (Huang et al., 2011), which included cognitive, control, communicative and resource 

strategies. Students’ responses were scored on a 5-point likert scale, for those items using negative wordings 

were reversed scored.  

 

Semi-structured Interviews. Both student and teacher interviews were used to collect supplementary 

information about students’ academic efficacy, learning motivation and learning strategies However, the 

questions in the student interviews were a little different from those in the teacher interviews. To assist data 

collection each interview was audiotaped. Participants were allowed to answer questions in their first 

language.   

For student interviews, there were 10 main questions (see Appendix 2) asking students’ views on their 

own English language learning, their English academic efficacy, their English learning motivation, as well as 

the frequencies and types of English language strategies use.  

For teacher interviews, there were 6 main questions to ask teachers about their views on the English 

language learning of their students, and their views on the relationships of student achievement, learning 

motivation and learning strategies use in their English learning. In the conversations, the teachers were 

requested to give examples to support their views. 
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4   Results 

4.1   Results of Questionnaire Data Analyses 

As for the relationship between academic efficacy, learning motivation and learning strategies use, Pearson 

Correlation revealed the results that a strong significant positive correlation was in between English 

academic efficacy and English intrinsic learning motivation (r = .608, p<0.01), whereas extrinsic motivation 

was negatively correlation with academic efficacy in English (r = - .354, p<0.01). English academic efficacy 

was positively correlated with cognitive strategies use (r = .223, p<0.01), control strategies (r = .590, 

p<0.01), communicative strategies (r = .426, p<0.01), and resource strategies use (r = .323, p<0.01). 

Table 2.  Correlations between Academic Efficacy, Learning Motivation and Learning Strategies Use 

R Learning Motivation Learning Strategies Use 

 Intr. Extr. Cog. Strat. Con. Strat. Com. 

Strat. 

Res. Strat. 

Eng. Acad. Eff .608
**

 -.354
**

 .223
**

 .590
**

 .426
**

 .323
**

 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

In terms of the are the differences in learning motivation between high-efficacy students and low-efficacy 

students, the results of ANOVA displayed a significant difference of intrinsic motivation in various English 

efficacy groups, F(2, 269) = 79.09, p = 0.00. As reported by post hoc tests, high-efficacy students (M = 4.49, 

SD = 0.54) had higher intrinsic motivation in learning English than mid-efficacy students (M = 4.09, SD = 

0.65) and low-efficacy students (M = 3.22, SD = 0.83). Thus, intrinsic motivation was higher in mid-efficacy 

students than low-efficacy students. In contrast, there was a significant difference between English academic 

efficacy and English extrinsic learning motivation, F(2, 269) = 19.07, p<0.01). Post hoc tests demonstrated 

that high-efficacy students (M = 1.84, SD = 0.91) performed with lower extrinsic motivation compared to 

low-efficacy students (M = 2.74, SD = 1.03) and mid-efficacy students (M = 2.74, SD = 1.03). No significant 

differences in extrinsic motivation were found between low-efficacy students and mid-efficacy students. 

Table 3.  Between-group difference Academic Efficacy Level 

 Low Efficacy 

Means (S.D.) 

Mid Efficacy 

Means (S.D.) 

High Efficacy 

Means (S.D.) 

F-value & p-value 

Learning Motivation 

Intr. 3.22 (0.83) * 4.09 (0.65) * 4.49 (0.54) * F(2, 269) = 79.09, p = 0.00 

Extr. 2.74 (1.03) * 2.74 (1.03) * 1.84 (0.91) * F(2, 269) = 19.07, p<0.01 

Language Learning Strategies Use 

Cog. 3.23 (0.67) * 3.49 (0.62) * 3.54 (0.54) * F(2, 269) = 6.41, p = 0.00 

Con. 2.98 (0.63) * 3.50 (0.68) * 4.05 (0.81) * F(2, 269) = 49.88, p = 0.00 

Com. 2.83 (0.70) * 3.26 (0.84) * 3.72 (0.77) * F(2, 269) = 28.52, p = 0.00 

Res. 3.33 (0.86) * 3.54 (0.85) * 4.02 (0.75) * F(2, 269) = 16.67, p = 0.00 

*Significant difference at the 0.05 confidence level 

 

In terms of learning strategies and academic efficacy, four parts were taken into consideration, cognitive 

strategies, control strategies, communicative strategies, and resource strategies. On the basis of Pearson 

Correlation, ANOVA illustrated that between dissimilar levels of academic efficacy students. There was 

significantly different in cognitive strategies use, F(2,269) = 6.41, p = 0.00; control strategies, F(2, 269) = 

49.88, p = .00; communicative strategies F(2, 269) = 28.52, p = .00; and resource strategies use F(2, 269) = 

16.67, p = .00. High-efficacy students (respectively M = 3.54, SD = 0.54; M = 4.02, SD = 0.75) used 

cognitive strategies and resource strategies more frequently than did low-efficacy students (respectively M = 

3.23, SD = 0.67; M = 3.33, SD = 0.86); but there was no significant difference between mid-efficacy students 

and low-efficacy students. High-efficacy students (respectively M = 4.05, SD = 0.81; M = 3.72, SD = 0.77) 

used control strategies and communicative strategies more frequently than mid-efficacy students 

(respectively M = 3.50, SD = 0.68; M = 3.26, SD = 0.84) and low-efficacy students (respectively M = 2.98, 

SD = 0.63; M = 2.83, SD = 0.70).  

In order to compare frequencies of different learning strategies used by students who were at the same 

level of academic efficacy, frequencies analysis was used. The results showed that 23.8% of low-efficacy 
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students and 34.4% of mid-efficacy students tended to use cognitive strategies most frequently, whereas 

54.3% of high-efficacy students tended to use of communicative strategies most frequently. Additionally, 

Item 15 was a special measurement to investigate what kind of cognitive strategies was preferred by students 

in learning new words. Five factors were given as choice options for students: remembering by rote, 

memorizing by means of imagination, breaking down long words, dividing words into different categories, 

and others. The descriptive statistics results showed that three academic efficacy levels of students preferred 

using breaking down long words as their tool to remember new words. One thing needed to be pointed out is 

that 27.4% of low-efficacy students and 19.8% of mid-efficacy students preferred other types of cognitive 

strategies for learning new words. 

Table 4.  Frequencies of Different Learning Strategies Use for Students with the same level of English Academic 

Efficacy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a summary, high-efficacy students had higher intrinsic motivation compared with mid-efficacy 

students and low-efficacy students, whereas low-efficacy students performed in higher extrinsic motivation 

compared with high-efficacy students, and there was no difference in extrinsic motivation between low-

efficacy students and mid-efficacy students. High-efficacy students used these four different learning 

strategies more frequently than low-efficacy students. Both mid-efficacy students and low-efficacy students 

preferred cognitive strategies more frequently, whereas high-efficacy students had a preference in 

communicative strategies. In terms of learning new words, three levels of students preferred to break new 

words into several parts. 

4.2   Results of Interview Data Analysis 

Students Interview Results.  As mentioned before, the student interviewees were chosen according to their 

English achievement. In terms of their preference of learning English, high-achieving students, generally, 

showed a high learning motivation in English. The student from Grade 4 said, “I like English, because there 

are lots of interesting words in English as well as nice English songs. Also, learning English is beneficial for 

me to get into a good university.” On the other hand, even though some of low-achieving students indicated 

that English was not “hateful” for them; but they thought that English was challenging and difficult. The 

student from Grade 6 said, “I like English, because the vocabulary was easy to memorize sometimes, though 

it is still a challenge for me.” When students faced difficulties, a low-achiever from Grade 5 responded that 

even though he would find the solutions to the pronunciation problems, the difficulty of pronunciation 

impacted in their English learning incentives and confidence. In terms of getting good scores in English tests, 

those high-achieving students showed a high level of academic efficacy. Concerning the relationship of 

English academic efficacy, English learning motivation, and learning strategies use, a high-achieving student 

from Grade 4 said, “Learning strategies taught by teachers are very effective, which increase my confidence 

and interest in English learning,” whereas a low-achieving student from Grade 5 illustrated that learning 

strategies taught by teachers would influence his learning motivation and academic efficacy in English. 

In summary, data from student interview demonstrated that students at different levels of achievement 

had dissimilar favor for and confidence in achievement in English. High English achievement led to high 

 Cog. Strat. Con. Strat. Com. Strat. Res. Strat. 

Eff. (Binned) Freq. Per. Freq. Per. Freq. Per. Freq. Per. 

L. V. Low 41 48.8 63 75.0 66 78.6 60 71.4 

Mid 23 27.4 17 20.2 7 8.3 13 15.5 

High 20 23.8 4 4.8 11 13.1 11 13.1 

Total 84 100.0 84 100.0 84 100.0 84 100.0 

M. V. Low 41 42.7 38 39.6 46 47.9 56 58.3 

Mid 22 22.9 44 45.8 22 22.9 21 21.9 

High 33 34.4 14 14.6 28 29.2 19 19.8 

Total 96 100.0 96 100.0 96 100.0 96 100.0 

H. V. Low 30 32.6 15 16.3 25 27.2 29 31.5 

Mid 28 30.4 40 43.5 17 18.5 28 30.4 

High 34 37.0 37 40.2 50 54.3 35 38.0 

Total 92 100.0 92 100.0 92 100.0 92 100.0 
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English academic efficacy and learning motivation. Even though students with high English academic 

efficacy, when they faced difficulties, their learning motivation was still affected; but appropriate learning 

strategies use had a positive impact on English academic efficacy, and it also influenced learning motivation. 

Teacher Interview Results.  Information provided by teachers offered lots of idea about the relationship of 

English academic efficacy, English learning motivation, and learning strategies use. As for the relationship 

of English academic efficacy and learning motivation, an interviewee said, “High English achievement leads 

to high learning motivation in English and English academic efficacy. Also, high English academic efficacy 

would lead to high English learning motivation. They even hope that all classes are changed into English 

classes.” Another teacher gave an example that there was a student who had low English academic efficacy 

at the very beginning of the semester when this teacher took over the class. After she encouraged this student 

over the whole semester, the student’s English learning incentives and confidence were increased and he was 

willing to share with his teacher his goal achieving better in the final exam. 

In addition, these three teachers had taught learning strategies to students. They not only taught learning 

strategies required by “New Curriculum Standards of Primary School English Compulsory Education” 

(Huang et al. 2001), but also shared their own experience for students as reference. For the relationship of 

learning strategies and learning motivation, there were two different perspectives. While a teacher believed 

that learning strategies would assist students to achieve higher in learning English so that their learning 

motivation would increase, other teacher illustrated that those learning strategies were only problem-solving 

strategies, which had a little effect on English learning motivation. 

In summary, according to the data analysis of teachers’ interviews, encouragement could make 

contributions to increasing English academic efficacy, and high academic efficacy led to high learning 

motivation. Though learning strategies use was regarded as assistance in English learning, it still had a 

positive impact in the increase of learning motivation and academic efficacy.  

5   Conclusion 

A major finding of the present study was that English academic efficacy was strongly correlated with 

language learning motivation and learning strategies use, and there was a significant difference in learning 

motivation and learning strategies use among students at different levels of English academic efficacy. In 

particular, students with high intrinsic motivation also had high academic efficacy. Moreover, these students 

also more frequently used more communicative learning strategies than those with low intrinsic motivation 

and low academic efficacy. Therefore, an implication is communication strategies need to be emphasized in 

the processes of teaching and learning of English. 
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Appendix 1. Questionnaire Items (1-22) and their Associated Scales and Subscales of English 

Academic Efficacy, Achievement Motivation, Learning Strategies 

Part 1. BIOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

1. I think English learning is difficult. 

2. The English average score of students 

3.The level of English average score in class 

Part 2. ENGLISH ACADEMIC SELF-EFFICACY: 

4. I am satisfied with my score (mentioned in question three). 

5. I’m certain I can master the skills taught in class, like the skill to memorize vocabulary. 

*6. I’m not sure if I could do the hardest work.  

7. If I don’t give up, I can do almost all the work in class. 

8. Even if English learning is hard, I can learn it. 

9. If I try, I can figure out how to do the hardest work. 

10. I can pay attention to the class during every class. 

Part 3. LEARNING MOTIVATION: 

Extrinsic Motivation: 

11. I like studying English. 

12. I’m interested in English because I like English songs, movies and books. 

Intrinsic Motivation: 

13. The reason of why I learn English is the requirement of my parents or the school.  

14. The goal of my English learning is only to get high marks in exams. 

Part 4. LEARNING STRATEGIES: 

Cognitive Strategies: 

**15. When learning new words, the strategies students usually use. 

16. On my own initiative, I will review what I have done in class. 

Control strategies: 

17. I would make a simple plan of English learning. 

18. I try to explore what learning strategies are suitable for me. 

Communicative Strategies: 

19. On my own initiative, I try to participate as much as I can when I do speaking practice activities in 

class, like the group discussion in English. 

20. I will use body language as an alternative when I don’t know how to express specific words or 

sentences in English. 

Resource Strategies: 

21. If I have something not clear, I would look them up on the Internet or in a dictionary. 

22. I would enrich my study through audio-media materials. 

Note: A five-point Likert scale was used: Strongly Agree = 5; Agree = 4; Neutral = 3; Disagree = 2; Strongly Disagree = 1or 

Always = 5; Often =4; Sometimes = 3; Rarely = 2; Never = 1. Item 6 with an asterisk was reversely scored. 
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Appendix 2. Student Interview 

1. Do you like English learning? Why? 

2. Where does your interest to learn English come from? Which aspect of English do you prefer? 

3. If you’re interested in English, will you increase your confidence to learn English? Why do you say so? 

4. Do you think English learning is difficult? Will these difficulties reduce your interest in English 

learning? Why? When you have something not clear, how can you figure out the solutions? Can you 

give some relevant examples that you experienced? 

5. Have you ever answered questions in English? How did you feel at that moment? Could you give me an 

example? 

6. When you answered incorrectly, would you feel embarrassed? Will this embarrassment decrease your 

interest in English learning? Why? 

7. Have your teachers taught you some English learning strategies? Do you think those strategies work? 

Why? 

8. How do you learn English by yourself? What particular learning strategies do you think is beneficial to 

your English learning? 

9. What do you think of the learning strategies taught by your teacher? Are they useful or helpful to you? 

Why? 

10. If you have found some learning strategy that work for you, will you be willing to learn more English to 

achieve a higher performance? Why? 

 

 

Appendix 3. Teacher Interview 

1. According to your observation, what are the major reasons for students’ English learning being 

successful or not so successful? 

2. What do you think of the confidence difference of English learning of these two groups of students? 

What factors do you think that will affect their confidence? When you find they lack confidence, how 

would you guide them? 

3. In your opinion, what are the differences of interest in English learning between these two groups of 

students? When you find that some students gradually lose their interest in English learning, what would 

you do? 

4. Do you think that their English learning confidence will affect their interest in English learning? If so, in 

what way? 

5. “New Curriculum Standard of English Compulsory Education in Primary School” requires teachers to 

teach English learning strategies. Do you actually teach English learning strategies to your students? Do 

you think it is easy to teach? Why? 

6. Do you think teaching students English learning strategies will have some positive impact on students’ 

English learning? In what way? Would you require students that they must use a particular set of 

English learning strategies? (When students figure out an approach suitable for them, would you think 

this may increase both their interest and confidence in English learning? Why?) 
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Abstract. Language Arts (LA) is a curriculum innovation in the New Senior Secondary (NSS) English 

Language Curriculum in Hong Kong. Despite the centrality of teachers in the process of curriculum 

innovations, the cognitive bases of teachers’ reactions towards curriculum innovations are relatively 

unexplored. Teacher cognition is an inclusive term developed by Borg (2003, 2006) to capture the 

complexity of teachers’ mental lives and develop understandings of teachers’ thinking and practices. 

This study aims to explore teacher cognitions on the integration of LA electives, the factors which affect 

their cognitions and the effect of teacher cognitions on their teaching practices. In the first stage of the 

study, open-ended interviews with 5 in-service teachers were conducted to get an overview of teacher 

cognitions on the integration of LA electives. It is hoped that this study can give insights on the 

interactions and considerations of different factors which affect teacher cognitions on reacting to 

curriculum innovations in ESL context. 

 

Keywords: Teacher Cognitions, Language Arts, curriculum innovations 

 

1. Introduction 

The traditional English Language Curriculum in Hong Kong is characterized by the use of teacher-

dominated instructions to focus on grammar and the formal elements of language tested in the examinations 

(Adamson & Morris, 1998; Evans, 1997; Morris et al, 1999; Lee, 2005). Language Arts (LA) is a curriculum 

innovation in the New Senior Secondary (NSS) English Language Curriculum to increase students’ exposure 

to literary language (e.g. poems, songs, drama, etc) through different elective modules. LA was first 

introduced in the Hong Kong Syllabus in early 1980s and was defined more specifically as “the use of 

literary texts” in 1999 (CDC, 1999, p.103), which include poems, novels, and other genres intended to foster 

creativity and language awareness among learners (Mok, Chow & Wong, 2006). The purpose of LA 

activities was defined as seeking to “exploit the potential that English offers for pleasurable experiences and 

the development of language awareness” (CDC, 2004, p.178).  

    LA differs from traditional language learning in that it emphasizes the multimodalities of language in 

different situational contexts. English Language Arts refers to the knowledge of applying the conventions of 

language according to the situational context (Gutiérrez, Baquedano, & Turner, 1997), which includes visual 

communication besides spoken and written forms of expression (NCTE/IRA, 1996, p.2-16). Taking the 

importance of situational context into consideration, the LA electives in the NSS English Language 

Curriculum give students a chance to understand how the English language works in different contexts. For 

example, in the Learning English through Drama module, developing learners’ ability to “understand how 

the English language works in the context of drama, and how dramatic texts are organized and expressed, 

and apply this understanding to their learning and use of the language” is one of the learning targets (CDC & 

HKEAA, 2007, p.31). 

     LA can be seen as a response to the rising influence of technology on the use and expressions of 

language. Helen et al (1996) and Hagood (2009) argued that language arts education should reflect the 

changing view of literacy due to media and technological advancement. Therefore, multimodal texts should 

be taught along with the traditional texts. The NSS English Language Curriculum (CDC& HKEAA, 2007) 

reflects the change brought by multimodalities and digital literacies through including films, lyrics and 

documentaries as examples of a wide range of literary materials besides poems and short stories in the LA 

electives. The inclusion of film and documentaries as examples of LA materials reflects Tompkins’ (2013) 

view of including viewing and visual representations as elements of literacy. The LA electives in the NSS 

English Language Curriculum consist of the following modules: 

 Learning English through Poems and Songs 

 Learning English through Short Stories 

 Learning English through Drama 

mailto:laihang0623@gmail.com
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 Learning English through Popular Culture 

 Integrating LA in the NSS English Language Curriculum is an example of curriculum innovation in 

recent years. The teaching of LA aligns with the principle of student-centred learning which emphasizes 

student participation in the learning process as students are given more chances to be active participants 

when they exercise their creativity and imaginative thinking in creating different literary texts in the LA 

electives (e.g. students can develop their creative thinking in rewriting their own ending of a story or lyrics 

of a song). A curriculum innovation normally introduces new ideas of teaching and learning which may go 

against teachers’ current perceptions and consequently affect its implementation. Similar to other examples 

of curriculum innovation in Asian contexts which look to Anglo-American countries’ model of learner-

centred pedagogies (Hui, 1997; Li, 1998; Cheah, 1998, Deng& Carless, 2009), integrating LA in the NSS 

English Language Curriculum may contain aspects which contradict with the tradition of teacher-dominated 

instructions typical in Hong Kong classrooms (Cannon & Newable, 2010).   

 

 Different studies have demonstrated that teachers are more influential than any other factors in the 

process of curriculum innovation (Qi, 2005, 2007; Carless, 2007; Deng & Carless, 2010; Watanabe, 1996, 

2004). In the example of previous curriculum innovation in Hong Kong, Carless (2004) found that teachers 

only implemented the aspects of TOC that they feel comfortable with. Therefore, Carless (1997, p.359) 

argued that teachers are at the sharp end of most curriculum innovations in that their attitudes are significant 

in the “adoption, reinvention or rejection of a new curriculum”.  

 

 Due to the increasing recognition of the role that teachers play in educational processes, there has been 

growing interest to research the cognitive bases of teachers’ decisions in a more holistic and qualitative 

manner (Borg, 2006). The cognitive base of teachers’ decision is particularly significant in the case of 

curriculum innovation, as remarked by Kennedy (1988, p.329), “It is not enough for people to act differently, 

which is a surface phenomenon, they may also be required to change the way they think about certain issues, 

which is a deeper and more complex change”. Teacher cognition is defined as “the store of beliefs, 

knowledge, assumptions, theories and attitudes” that teachers have about their work (Borg, 1999, p.19) and 

is suggested to have a powerful influence on teachers’ classroom practice (Borg, 2003). Woods (1996) thinks 

teacher cognition includes teachers’ interpretation of various processes which affects the choice and 

implementation of classroom activities. Different kinds of educational and professional experiences in 

teachers’ life form the context of teacher cognition which gives rise to a “tacit, personally-held, and practical 

system of mental constructs held by teachers” (Borg, 2006, p.35). Given the importance of teachers’ role in 

the process of curriculum innovation, this study would have an in-depth look at teacher cognitions regarding 

the integration of LA electives in Hong Kong secondary schools. The theoretical framework of the current 

study is presented in Figure 1 below: 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework of the current study starts from seeing teacher cognition as related to the 

“knowledge” and “belief” held by the teachers (Borg, 1999, p.19). However, “belief” and “assumption” are 

interconnected and thus difficult to distinguish (Grossman et al, 1989; Woods, 1996; Verloop et al, 2001). 

Therefore, Woods (1996) proposed the notion of BAK (belief, assumptions, knowledge) to point out that 

they are points on a spectrum rather than being distinct concepts. Borg (2003, 2006) later used teacher 

cognition as an inclusive term to capture the complexity of teachers’ mental lives (instead of focusing on 

observable behaviours) and develop understandings of teachers’ actual thinking and practices. Due to the 

affective and evaluative elements of belief (Nespor, 1987), the emotional factor cannot be neglected when 

capturing the complexity of teachers’ mental lives. Therefore, the current study tries to extend Woods’ (1996) 

notion of BAK to include the emotions of teachers besides the knowledge, belief and assumption of teachers 

as major factors of teacher cognition in the theoretical framework presented in Figure 1.  

 

 Besides different factors affecting teacher cognition, the theoretical framework also tries to explore the 

effect of teacher cognitions on teachers’ practice from a personal practical perspective, taking different 

contexts of teachers’ life into consideration. Teachers’ practices are viewed as “thoughtful behaviour” arising 

out of teachers’ “psychological processes” (Borg, 2006, p.7) and represent “the teachers’ underlying beliefs, 

assumptions and knowledge” (Woods, 1996, p.184). “What teachers think, know, and believe” affects 

teachers’ action in the classroom (Borg, 2003, p.81; Borg, 2006). Teacher cognition is seen to have an 

influence on teachers’ teaching practice (Johnson, 1992; Collie Garden, 1996; Brumfit et al, 1996; 

Mangubhai et al, 2004) and seeks a comprehensive understanding of teaching and learning personally and 

practically (Clark and Peterson, 1986; Clandinin and Connelly, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Fang, 1996) from a 

“context-sensitive network of knowledge, thoughts and beliefs” (Borg, 2003, p.81). The contexts which 

affect teacher cognition and its effect on teachers’ practice include different kinds of external and internal 
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contexts (Woods, 1996), teachers’ previous learning experience (Borg, 2003; Hird et al, 2000; Lortie, 1975; 

Numrich, 1996), the impact of teacher education (Grossman, 1990; Dunkin et al, 1994; Borg, 1998), etc. The 

different contexts from teachers’ various life experience give rise to a personal pedagogical system, which 

reflects the personal style of the teacher to solve the practical problems in their daily teaching (Calderhead, 

1984; Elbaz, 1993). Through exploring the relationship between teachers’ perceptions and actual practices in 

the process of integrating LA electives in the NSS English Language Curriculum, this study seeks to get an 

in-depth look at various aspects of teacher cognition on the integration of LA. The theoretical framework of 

the current study is presented in Figure 1 below, which examines the influence of teacher cognition on 

teacher practice, the contextual factors which affect teacher cognition, and the personal practical nature of 

teacher cognition. 
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                                     Figure 1: Teacher Cognition on the integration of Language Arts (LA) electives 

 



3. Design and Method 
Open-ended interviews with 5 ESL teachers in Hong Kong were conducted at the beginning phase of the 

study to gauge teachers’ perceptions towards the integration of LA. The profile of the teachers who have 

participated in the interviews is shown in Table 1 below: 

 

Teacher Academic Qualification Teaching experience 

A Bachelor of Social Science 

(Sociology) 

MA in TESOL 

Diploma in Education (Economics) 

31 years in a band 1 EMI school 

His major teaching duties are teaching Liberal 

Studies, with just 1 to 2 English classes 

B BA in English Language and 

Literature 

MPhil in English (Literary Studies) 

PGDE 

8 years in a band 1 EMI school which operates in 

the DSS mode 

C BEd in Language Education 

(English) 

6 years of teaching experience in four different 

schools, most of them are band 2 to 3 schools 

D BA (1
st
 honour) in English 

PGDE 

Certificate in Career Education 

Certificate in Guidance and 

Discipline 

9 years in a Band 3 CMI school 

E BA in Music 

PGDE in English 

MA in Music 

MEd in English Language Studies 

Postgraduate Diploma in Business 

16 years of teaching experience in 11 different 

primary and secondary schools, most of them are 

Band 1 Girls’ school. Currently teaching in a Band 

2 CMI Girls’ school 

Table 1: The profile of teachers who have participated in the interviews 

 

 Dobbert (1982) recommended including a sample with reasonable variation of the phenomenon in the 

process of conducting qualitative research. Maximum variation approach of sampling, in which the 

researcher samples cases or individuals that display different dimensions of the characteristic, is often used 

at the beginning stage of the research study to build complexity and display the multiple perspective of the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2005, 2007; Patton, 2002). Different from the target of getting a representative 

sample from a whole population in stratified sampling, the aim of maximum variation approach is to derive 

significance from different perspectives (Creswell, 2005). Based on the principle of maximum variation 

approach of sampling, which samples cases or individuals that display different dimensions of the 

characteristic or trait (Creswell, 2005), 5 ESL teachers with various academic backgrounds, years and 

context of teaching experience were invited to take part in the open-ended interviews at the beginning phase 

of the study. The teachers participated in the present study, besides having different years of teaching 

experience (from novice teachers who have just served in the profession for a short period of time to 

experienced teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience), they also come from different 

academic backgrounds and teaching contexts. The interviews tried to gather a typology of teachers that fit in 

Tsui’s (2003) concept regarding the expertise of teachers by inviting teachers of different years of teaching 

experience, academic training and teaching context to participate in the research. This strategy of including 

sufficient variation of cases is recommended by Rubin and Rubin (1995) to get a broader picture of 
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integrating LA from different groups of teachers. Each teacher was identified by an alphabet letter. The 

profile of the teachers who participated in the interviews was shown in Table 1. The open-ended interviews 

with teachers in the current research aims at exploring teachers’ perceptions towards the changes brought by 

the LA electives and explore different factors which affect teacher cognitions and practice of integrating LA.  

 

 Based on Hennink et al (2011)’s three interlinked cycles in conducting qualitative research, the 

theoretical framework developed in the conceptual cycle affects the data collection in the ethnographic cycle 

and the data analysis in the analytic cycle. The theoretical framework of teacher cognition mentioned in 

Section 2 influences the choice of the topics to be explored with the teachers in the open-ended interviews. 

The main assumption upon which the interview protocols were based is that teacher cognitions on the 

integration of LA depends on various factors that were found to influence teacher cognitions in the literature 

(Borg, 2003). It is argued that teacher cognitions refer to the belief, knowledge, assumptions and emotions of 

teachers about their work and teaching practices in different kinds of contexts (Borg, 2003, 2006; Hayes, 

2005). The personal practical nature of teacher cognitions also highlights the importance of context in 

understanding teacher cognitions (Golombek, 1998). Therefore, the open-ended interviews with teachers 

invited them to share their views on how various factors in different kinds of contexts affected their view, 

knowledge, feelings and teaching practices of LA. The topics explored with teachers in the open-ended 

interviews are presented below: 

 The teachers’ previous learning experience of LA and the effect of such experience on their 

teaching practice 

 The context of integrating LA 

 The tensions in the process of integrating LA or the factors which facilitate the integration of LA 

electives 

 Their views and feelings of integrating LA 

 The factors which affect the teaching practice of integrating LA 

 

 A copy of the open-ended interview guide used at the beginning stage of the study is in Appendix 1. 

Before each interview, the participants were asked if they allowed tape-recording of the conversation and all 

of them gave their consent. The interviews lasted from 30 to 45 minutes. Following the advice given by 

Merriam (1998), data collection and analysis is simultaneous in that “Emerging insights, hunches, and 

tentative hypotheses direct the next phase of data collection, which in turn leads to the refinement or 

reformulation of the question” (p.151). The data was reviewed immediately after each interview, 

transcriptions and preliminary data analysis were conducted through highlighting the important points, 

jotting down questions or reflections, which leads to continuous refinement of the questions during the 

process. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 
Due to the word limit of this paper, only three teachers (Teachers B, D and E) with contrastive characteristics 

will be presented in this paper. It is hoped that the comparison and contrast of three teachers with distinctive 

characteristics can shed light on different factors which affect teacher cognitions on the integration of LA 

electives. As shown in the following analysis, the factors which affect teacher cognition are unique in each 

teachers’ personal practical context 

 

Teacher B 

Teacher B has a strong background in literature. She majored in English literature during her undergraduate 

and MPhil studies. When mentioning her previous experience in learning literature, she recalled that, “I 

formally started learning literature when I was in university. My first literature lesson was Introduction to 
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Literature in my undergraduate studies. I did my MPhil in 2003. I selected poems because of the multiple 

interpretations of the content.” Her background as a literature major during her undergraduate and 

postgraduate studies equips her with the knowledge of teaching literary texts and possibly contributes to her 

positive perceptions of integrating LA. In her view, “The integration of LA in the syllabus is good in fact. 

Even if you are not a literature major, you have the right to read all those literary texts. It is part of our 

culture. It is a chance for youngsters or teenagers to start learning something invaluable to their culture”.  

The relationship between her comparatively strong background in literature and her positive views on LA 

integration can be understood with reference to the notion of BAK proposed by Woods (1996), highlighting 

the interconnections between “knowledge”, “belief” and “assumptions”. It is argued that teachers’ 

knowledge affects their confidence and perceptions on the subject matter taught. Therefore, “knowledge”, 

“beliefs”, and “assumptions” are points on a spectrum rather than distinct concepts, which are part of the 

complexity of teachers’ mental lives in understanding teacher cognition (Borg, 2003, 2006; Woods, 1996). 

The knowledge of literature learnt during her undergraduate and postgraduate years enables her to see the 

integration of LA from the “cultural enrichment” perspective proposed by the curriculum guide (CDC & 

HKEAA, 2007, p.87). Teacher B pointed out the function of literary texts as “culturally-rooted language” 

(Carter, 1996, p.12) to expose students to different cultures and enhance their cultural understanding (Collie 

& Slater, 1987; Carter & Long, 1991; Lazar, 1993; McKay, 1996).  

 

 Teacher B displayed features of “apprenticeship of observation” proposed by Lortie (1975), which refers 

to the situation that teachers inherent their own experiences of learning to their teaching. When recalling her 

experience of learning literature as a secondary school student, “When I was a secondary school student, 

learning literature was theme based. The teachers mainly focus on the content of the poem, but not the 

literary devices or techniques of writing poems. The teacher did not mention the writers and the background 

of the writers. I learnt literature in a very superficial way.” When mentioning her teaching practice of 

integrating LA, “ I never talked about the background of the writers, and I never talked about the politics or 

the philosophies behind the poems. I mainly focus on the content of the poem and sometimes I explore the 

poem thematically”. Similarities can be found through comparing descriptions of her current teaching 

practices of LA and her previous experience of learning literature, which are both “theme-based”, with a 

“focus on the content” of literary texts, and neglecting “the background of the writers”. This situation 

reinforces Freeman’s (1992) view that the experiences and views derived from the apprenticeship of 

observation is hard to change and functions as a guide for teachers’ practice in the classroom. Teacher B’s 

adoption of teaching behavior from her school years is similar to the teachers in Numrich’s (1996) study, 

who transferred some of the teaching techniques in their language learning experiences in their teaching. As 

a literature major during her undergraduate and postgraduate studies, she mentioned that, “I like using 

American New Criticism (learnt in my undergraduate years) as a perspective to perceive poems and short 

stories and even drama, which does not need to study the sophisticated background of the writers and mainly 

focus on the content and literary devices. My learning experience of American New Criticism is rather useful 

because I do not need to talk about historical background. I just focus on teaching literary techniques to 

convey meaning. I think my experiences in the Introduction to Literature course can help me a lot when I 

need to teach those unsophisticated students.” It can be seen that Teacher B transferred her learning 

experience both in her secondary school years and her undergraduate studies to her current teaching 

practices of integrating LA. Teacher B highlighted that her learning experience is one of the factors which 

affect her teaching practice of integrating LA as she expressed that “My learning experience also affects my 

teaching practice. Even the exam questions do not require students to have literature knowledge, I think if 

my students know more about that (literature knowledge), they will be more capable to answer the questions 

in their own way, different from other candidates. I think this is the comparative advantage that my students 

can enjoy against the other candidates”. From her sharing, Teacher B believes that transferring the literature 
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knowledge she acquired through her previous learning experience to her teaching can help her students in 

her examination. This belief leads to her practice of transferring some of her literature knowledge in her 

learning experience to her teaching. Teacher B’s teaching practice of imparting some literature knowledge in 

the process of integrating LA due to her belief of its positive impact on students echoes the influence of 

teachers’ beliefs and cognitions on their teaching practices cited in different studies (Johnson, 1992; Collie 

Graden, 1996; Brumfit et al, 1996; Mangubhai et al, 2004).  

 

 When mentioning the influence of her teacher training on her teaching practice of integrating LA, 

Teacher B mentioned that, “I started my PGDE three years after my MPhil study and I took my PGDE from 

Open University. In fact, it did not teach us much about literature because the tutors are not experts on 

literature and I think I learnt a lot when I was pursuing my MPhil degree. That’s why I did not take my 

learning in literature very seriously when I was pursuing my PGDE.” From her sharing, her source of 

knowledge in integrating LA comes from her undergraduate studies and MPhil studies rather than her 

teacher training. While this can be seen as an evidence in support of the limited impact of teacher education 

on teacher cognition (Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 1996) and the argument that teachers’ pre-training belief 

derived from the apprenticeship of observation could be equally influential or even more powerful than 

formal teacher education (Goodman, 1988), more consideration needs to be done on the nature of teacher 

education courses before exploring the effect of teacher education on teacher cognition. Teacher B’s 

perceptions on the limited impact of teacher education courses on her teaching could be due to the nature of 

the course. She mentioned that her teacher training “was a distant learning course. I did not need to attend 

lectures and I only had tutorials which are optional. I was teaching in Tin Shui Wai (a comparatively distant 

part of Hong Kong), that’s why I don’t have lot of time to attend tutorials.” The perceived limited impact of 

Teacher B’s teacher training could be contrasted with the significant impact of teacher education on teaching 

practices in Borg’s (1998) study. The adoption of inductive learning approaches by a teacher in Borg’s (1998) 

study was due to the input from the teacher education course. Borg (1998) attributed the success of the 

teacher education course to several factors: the nature of the course (its short and intensive nature, the 

practical orientation of the course), the quality of the tutors, and the teacher’s personality (his open-mindness 

and willingness to learn novel concepts). While these factors can contribute to the success of teacher 

education programmes, they can also explain the limited impact of teacher education programmes on teacher 

cognition. Taking Borg’s (1998) study into account, the limited impact of teacher training on Teacher B’s 

cognition could be due to the distance learning nature of the course (which affects the quality of interaction 

between teachers and students), the organization of the course (i.e. the lectures and tutorials are not 

compulsory, which results in less learning opportunities for teachers), the quality of the teachers (Teacher B 

mentioned that the tutors in her teacher training courses are not expert in literature), etc. Borg’s (2003, p.91) 

notion of “variable outcomes” and “individual development pathways”, which highlights the different and 

unique nature regarding the influence of teacher education on language teacher cognition, can explain 

Teacher B’s reaction to the input in the teacher training courses. Since Teacher B thinks she has learnt a lot 

of literary knowledge during her undergraduate and postgraduate studies, she did not take the learning of 

literature seriously in her teacher training. The location of her school (in a relatively remote part in Hong 

Kong) puts another limitation on her attendance and learning in an institute in the urban area of Hong Kong. 

These factors may lead to the situation that Teacher B did not take the learning in her teacher training 

seriously, which consequently lead to the limited impact of teacher education on her cognitions and teaching 

practice. It reinforces Gimenez’s (1994) view that the teachers’ previous learning experience, personal 

experience, and the social context of work “filter” the way in which teacher education is viewed.  

 

 Despite having positive perception on the integration of LA electives, Teacher B integrated LA to a 

limited extent. The discrepancy between her perceptions and her reported practices of integrating LA are due 
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to several factors. First of all, students’ limited language proficiency affects the extent of integrating LA 

electives. “I never talked about the background of the writers. I never talked about the politics or 

philosophies behind the poems, because my students are in fact Band 3 students. They will not understand 

what philosophy is about. Their critical thinking is weak.” From her sharing, she tends not to teach the 

literary texts in-depth due to the limited language proficiency of students to learn the complexity of different 

aspects of literary texts. She shares the views that the learning of literary texts is for students with better 

language proficiency (McRae, 1991; McRae, 1996). “Whether a secondary school student can appreciate 

literature depends on whether they are exposed to literature when they were in primary schools. I think those 

in elite primary schools are better in literature because they have a chance to read those texts and they got a 

better learning environment. In some ordinary schools, it is really hard to promote literature or LA because 

they are not exposed to it and that’s why they are not interested in it. That’s why they won’t have an artistic 

eye to understand all these and this makes their learning of LA difficult. I just need to teach something very 

simple and I doubt whether I can arouse their interest in it”. In her view, students’ level of language 

proficiency affects their ability and motivation to learn literary texts, which affects her level of depth in the 

process of integrating LA. She tends to “focus on the content” of literary texts and explores them 

“thematically”, which are more related to the language of literary texts. Her emphasis on the language aspect 

in the integration of LA electives is the same as the predominant focus on language enrichment in previous 

LA research in Hong Kong (Tong, 2011; Li, 2012). This is understandable given the focus on accurate 

language forms in the traditional English Language Curriculum in Hong Kong (Adamson & Morris, 1998; 

Evans, 1997; Morris et al, 1999; Lee, 2005).  

 

 Secondly, the perceived lack of alignment between the integration of LA electives and examination 

affects students’ motivation to learn English through LA and consequently teachers’ extent of integrating LA. 

“LA is not part of the exam. Students do not need to take an exam related to literature.” Besides students’ 

lack of proficiency to comprehend the LA materials, the absence of link between LA and examination also 

affects students’ motivation to learn English through LA. When mentioning the tension in the process of 

integrating LA, “They (students) do not understand and they have no intention to understand because it is 

not part of the exam.” Teacher B attributed the ways of assessing LA in the exams to the perceived lack of 

alignment between LA and examinations. “In the Writing Exam, they(students) were asked to talk about 

something superficial. When you are organizing a drama for your schoolmates, what you need to do, 

something like that. They do not really need to know a lot about literature. They just need to read the 

textbooks and understand the superficial content. In fact, if you don’t study the module, you can answer the 

questions in the module.” Teacher B mentioned listed “the exam format” as one of the factors affecting her 

practice of integrating LA because “finally my students need to attend HKDSE. That’s why I need to help 

my students tackle these questions.”. However, when her students cannot see the relevance of LA and exams, 

they are not motivated to learn the LA electives and will “complain” when she attempts to teach the literary 

texts. This echoes the influential role of examination in teachers’ pedagogical practice and implementation of 

curriculum innovations in Hong Kong context where teachers’ practice and willingness to implement 

curriculum innovations are affected by the content and relevance to exams (Evans, 1996, 1997; Chow and 

Mok, 2004; Lee, 2005; Carless & Harfitt, 2013). Teacher B’s explanation regarding students’ lack of 

motivation to learn through the LA electives reinforces the point made by Carless (2013) and Orpwood 

(2001) that pedagogic reform will not be taken seriously by teachers unless it is aligned with the 

corresponding change in assessment. 

 

 The discrepancy between Teacher B’s positive view on literature and LA and the limited extent of LA 

integration can be understood in light of the influence of different external and internal contexts proposed by 

Woods (1996) on teacher cognition. Despite her strong knowledge of literature to integrate the LA electives 
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more comprehensively, from Teacher B’s sharing, she only integrated LA to a limited extent due to the 

influence of several contextual factors: students’ weak level of language proficiency, the perceived lack of 

alignment between LA and examination, students’ lack of motivation to learn English through LA, the 

difficulties to arouse students’ interest in learning LA materials, etc. Teachers’ perception of different 

contexts affects their decision made (Borg, 2006). Similar to the teachers in Sengputa & Falvey’s (1998) 

study, Teacher B justified her approach of integrating LA to the institutional, social and cognitive contexts. 

In terms of institutional and social context, the exam-oriented environment leads her to focus on the 

elements most relevant to the exams. Cognitively, she thinks the assessment of LA in the exam is very 

“superficial”, which is different from the “sophisticated” knowledge of literature she learnt in her 

undergraduate and postgraduate years. Therefore, she adjusts her teaching of literary texts in the LA 

electives that suit the format of the exams and students’ level of proficiency. This demonstrates the 

significance of contextual factors in determining the extent to which teachers are able to implement 

instructions consistent with their cognitions (Beach, 1994; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1986). 

 

Teacher D 

Same as most teachers in HK, Teacher D was not exposed to the teaching of literature in his secondary 

school years and only formally learnt different literary knowledge in his university education. Though he did 

not study literature formally as a school student, he mentioned that he self-studied a lot of English materials 

which could be related to LA in out-of-school context. “When I was actually a high school student, I didn't 

take any subjects related to English literature or Language Arts to be exact.  I was only exposed to short 

stories or books of the teacher's choice in general.  But in my leisure time, I love reading a lot.  I read the 

newspaper every single day, and I kept a records of websites that I frequently visited at that time, and they 

were all about English that were used in the daily context, so part of the content could be related to 

Language Arts, like song lyrics, poems, or some comic scripts, etc.  That was my exposure to Language Arts 

in my high school time.” From his sharing, it can be seen that he was exposed to literary elements through 

his exposing himself to different English language environment in his secondary school years. This personal 

experience enables him to see the closeness between language and LA. “In my mindset, I don’t have a 

separate entity for LA, to me LA also involves English”. Therefore, he does not feel teaching LA is 

something new. “I am not surprised or shocked or afraid at the moment I knew that I have to teach LA”. 

Teacher D’s personal experience and views on the relationship between language and LA echoes the 

interconnection between language and literature (Sage, 1987; Brumfit & Carter, 1986; Collie & Slater, 1987; 

Falvey and Kennedy, 1997; Education Department, 1991; CDC & HKEAA, 2007). Teacher D’s personal 

experience and views on the relationship between language and LA influences his perception and readiness 

of teaching LA.  “To me, I was OK to take up that challenge (of integrating LA)”. The effect of Teacher D’s 

personal learning experience on his views and perceptions regarding language and LA highlights the “tacit” 

and “personally-held” nature of teacher cognition (Borg, 2006) which arises from various kinds of 

experiences in teachers’ life.  

 

 Majoring in linguistics and literature during his undergraduate studies equips him with adequate 

knowledge to teach English and LA. “ I took a double major in Linguistics and English Studies. Of course, I 

got a lot of exposure to LA. I learnt poems and great works of art. The experience could help me prepare 

myself for the teaching of LA.”  He mentioned that the exposure to literature in his undergraduate years 

enables him to see language beyond the communication of meanings but also the expression of emotions. 

“Before university, I simply focus on grammar or skills that were relevant to tackling the public exams, or 

words to me was a mean to communicate my ideas, or to manipulate ideas more beautifully. After university 

education, my view on Language or literature completely changed. Now, I would feel language or literature 

as a mean to communicate emotions, rather than just meaning. So words are not words alone, but reading for 
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a particular work, the rationale behind some rhetorical devices, something that we can dig deeper behind the 

textual level. This has been imprinted in my mind and now I would bear in mind very much when I am 

teaching LA. So, my focus is not grammar, not on plural forms, not on anything related to the 

communication of ideas but the emotions behind”. His learning experience during his undergraduate years 

has affected his view of teaching LA as something beyond the comprehension of textual meaning to the 

expression of feelings, moods and emotions. In other words, he learnt the distinction between referential 

language and representation language proposed by McRae (1991) during his undergraduate years. Following 

McRae’s (1996) suggestions, he attempted to expose students to a wide range of texts that go beyond the 

mechanical aspect to the creative and imaginative appeal of language in the process of teaching literary texts. 

He shared that when introducing a song to his students, he would “go beyond the textual meaning of words 

to the use of rhetorical devices and the overall emotional output of the songs”. Teacher D’s strategy of 

introducing the rhetorical devices and emotional elements of literary texts when introducing songs to 

students possibly originate from his training of learning the emotional and other aspects of literary texts 

during his undergraduate years. This is an example of the relationship between teachers’ perceptions, 

knowledge, belief and teachers’ action in the classroom (Borg, 2003; Borg, 2006). Teachers’ decisions in the 

classroom are a result of their “psychological processes” (Borg, 2006, p.7) and is a representation of “the 

teachers’ underlying beliefs, assumptions and knowledge” (Woods, 1996, p.134). Teacher D’s personal 

experience of exposing to literary elements during his course of language learning and his university 

education led to his belief system which sees the connection between language and literature. Therefore, he 

interprets the integration of LA as an ordinary task for language teachers and try to expose students to the 

imaginative appeal of literary texts.  

 

 Similar to Teacher B, who also majored in Literature, Teacher D thinks that huge gap exists between the 

depth of complexity in the literary texts learnt during his undergraduate years and the “superficial” 

knowledge in the LA electives. Teacher D mentioned that “Our university education was actually very 

specific, because we did English literature, we did Macbeth, we did great works of art. All these great works 

of Art are not supposed to be for secondary school students, the meta-language and also the jargon would be 

unfamiliar to our secondary school kids. The language (in the LA electives) is by default not as difficult as 

what we got in university education. The concepts are very basic indeed. If you teach short stories, books by 

publishers like Longman, Aristole, and Oxford are all dealing with very superficial bits, like plot, setting, 

characterization, the climax, resolutions, etc. All these are not expertise knowledge, people with common 

sense could also know about these”. His view is similar to Teacher B’s that the level of depth in the LA 

electives is not very complicated. The knowledge of literature learnt during university education makes it 

easier for teachers with language majors to prepare the LA lessons as Teacher B mentioned that, “The 

difference (between the literature knowledge learnt in university and the knowledge taught in the LA 

electives) does more impact on my preparation time. I don’t have to spend too much time getting ready for 

class.” 

 

 Same as other teachers, he did not receive a lot of input on integrating LA during his teacher education. 

“I don’t particularly remember a course or a particular module about LA. In general, the lecturer was mainly 

focusing on the four macro skills, reading, writing, listening, and speaking, and some techniques for 

conducting assessment or marking. Actually, I graduated in 1997. The curriculum at that time did not have 

LA components. LA were not a concern”. Teacher B’s comment suggested the fact that LA was not included 

in the teacher education courses when some relatively experienced teachers received their teacher training. 

Therefore, it might be a challenge for some teachers to integrate LA in their daily teaching practices without 

sufficient exposure to LA both in their previous learning experience and their teacher training. Teacher B and 

Teacher D do not feel particularly hesitant on the possible teaching approaches of integrating LA. This could 
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be due to their similar background of majoring in literature. However, for teachers who are not language 

majors (e.g. Teacher A), integrating LA could be a challenge to them when they may not have sufficient 

exposure to literary language themselves. Therefore, Teacher A mainly relies on the worksheets provided by 

the school in the process of integrating LA, which include the use of “a lot of teaching materials”, 

“handouts”, “exercises”, “worksheets” etc. On the other hand, Teacher B and Teacher D could think of 

various approaches of integrating LA based on their knowledge and experiences in different contexts. Their 

different teaching practices of integrating LA could be understood with reference to the role of teacher 

content knowledge on teaching practices (Hashweh, 1987; Wilson and Wineburg, 1988; Stein, Baxter and 

Leinhardt, 1990): Teachers with less subject matter knowledge tend to rely on the textbook and view the 

subject matter from a fixed point of view while teachers with more subject matter knowledge usually view 

the subject matter and content presented in the textbook more flexibly and be able to offer alternative 

perspective from the textbook. 

 

 Similar as other teachers, Teacher D views the low language proficiency of students in his school as one 

of the tensions in the process of integrating LA. When describing his students, Teacher D mentioned, “I am 

not belittling my students but their English could be very weak. They can’t even tell the differences between 

“this” and “that”. They can’t even tell the meaning of simple words like watermelon. It’s not about LA, even 

if you have to teach basic English in Form 1, you will find the task very challenging, because they lack the 

basic vocabulary or meta-language that is necessary for basic learning and teaching. So, even if we put aside 

LA, daily learning could be a problem to be honest. It could be the biggest tension.” From his sharing, the 

students’ low language proficiency is a challenge in the daily English lessons, not only LA. The 

communication of language on multiple levels and the complexity of literary texts (McRae, 1996) present 

difficulties for his students to comprehend the language of texts in the LA electives with their comparatively 

weak language foundation. To help his students, he starts from the basic classroom language and sometimes 

uses the students’ first language to facilitate students’ understanding of classroom teaching. “In the first place 

we have to have basic classroom language to be able to teach something meaningful. If they don’t 

understand how to construct a basic question, they don’t literally understand you in class. We do speak 

Chinese in class to help them understand more.” It can be seen that Teacher D has come up with some 

strategies to cater for the low language proficiency of his students. The teaching strategy that he has come up 

with to cater for the abilities and needs of his students originates from his practical knowledge, which 

according to Elbaz (1993), refers to the decisions made by teachers to solve the practical problems in their 

daily teaching based on their past experience, taking the range of possibilities in different layers of contexts 

into consideration (which include knowledge of students, parents, schools, instructional materials and 

pedagogical strategies). As he has been teaching in the same school for 9 years, he is very familiar with the 

different kinds of contexts in his teaching situation to come up with pedagogical strategies to cater for his 

students’ needs.  

 

 Besides students’ low level of language proficiency, their low motivation is another source of tension in 

Teacher D’s daily teaching and in the process of integrating LA. To illustrate the extent of students’ low 

motivation, Teacher D mentioned, “Motivation is at the end of the day, the main cause of the problem. They 

(students) are not motivated to learn. They are not motivated even to play. Many people have the 

conceptions that in Band 2/3 schools, the students are more energetic. They enjoy joining different contests, 

drama, competitions, etc while Band 1 students focus more on their study. This is a general misconception. 

For our kids, they don’t even want to play. If we have a singing contest, it would be rather hard for us to find 

contestants. We have a fashion show on something that in principle should attract them. It turns out it would 

be a disaster. They are not even motivated to play, let alone study English. Next week, we will have a talent 

show, which in principle requires all classes to join. But as far as I concern, out of 18 classes in our school, 
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only 2 classes have so far prepared something. For the rest, they are still deciding what songs to sing, or 

what performance to give or they are simply not joining.” From Teacher D’s description, his students are not 

motivated to do anything, both academic tasks and non-academic tasks, due to various reasons, which “is a 

long history, their background, their family income, the social status, the upbringing of their parents, a lot of 

factors I will say”. In this case, the reasons of students’ low motivation in Teacher D’s school are different 

from the reasons of students’ low motivation in Teacher B’s school. In Teacher B’s school, the students seem 

just lack motivation and interest to learn LA due to the perceived lack of relevance of LA to the exams while 

the students in Teacher D’s school seem to lack interest in doing anything due to different contextual factors. 

Comparatively speaking, Teacher D thinks integrating LA “could have a slightly positive impact” on his 

students in the sense that “it is more related to them. After all, songs and short stories are more manageable 

or achievable to them, better than an essay or newspaper article about environmental protection.” It seems 

that Teacher D tends to choose some literary texts which are tailored to students’ levels and interests, rather 

than choosing literary texts which represent multiple layers of meaning beyond students’ current level of 

capacity. The examples of literary texts that Teacher D used in integrating LA are “songs” and “short stories”, 

which are examples of a wide range of discourse with literary elements, i.e. what McRae (1991) referred as 

literature with a small “l”. Using texts which share the features of literature with a small “l” (McRae, 1991) 

is believed to yield the benefit of language enrichment for students of all abilities range (Brumfit & Carter, 

1986; Collie & Slater, 1987; Falvey & Kennedy, 1997).  

 

 Teacher D’s sharing pointed out the importance of teachers’ personal aspect in teachers’ teaching 

practice and cognition. Firstly, he thinks the integration of LA “is all about your own categorization”. His 

comments suggest that teachers’ feelings of LA are due to their own personal perceptions. If teachers have 

separate entities for language and LA, they would treat language and LA separately and may feel burdened 

by the addition of LA in their daily teaching. However, if teachers see the interconnections between language 

and LA, they would view the integration of LA as an ordinary task in their service as an English teacher. 

This echoes the connection of teachers’ belief, knowledge and assumptions in Woods’ (1996) notion of BAK.  

 

 Secondly, Teacher D mentioned that he was given a lot of flexibility in his teaching context. In such 

contexts, he puts “the personality of the teacher” as one of the important factors which facilitates the 

teaching of LA. He elaborated, “The personality of the teacher has a big impact on the learning outcomes of 

the students. If you are energetic, if you keep a good relationship with your students, you don’t need many 

pedagogical ways to attract them, because after all they are attracted to the person yourself, but not to the 

way you teach”. In Teacher D’s view, the personality of the teacher affects teacher-student relationship and 

could have an influence on teachers’ teaching practice. He elaborated, “Once you have built a positive 

relationship, they (the students) will follow you.” The importance of teachers’ personality in students’ 

learning could be particularly relevant in Teacher D’s context as his students do not have a strong academic 

interest in tackling the exams but maybe more attracted to the personality of the teacher. Together with the 

high degree of flexibility that he was given in his context, Teacher D could adopt the teaching practices 

which reflect his personal style. Teacher D’s emphasis on teachers’ personality highlights the personal 

practical aspect of teacher cognition which explores the personal values and beliefs in his/her practical 

situation (Elbaz, 1983).  

 Teacher D’s teaching practice of integrating LA is affected by both external contexts and internal 

contexts mentioned by Woods (1996). Externally, same as Teacher A, he faces some time constraint in the 

process of integrating LA, “For our school, we do two electives in Form 5. Over the one year course, we will 

still introduce two types of assessment for the SBA mark submission. The schedule is very tight for Form 5. 

The depth of how much you teach in LA sometimes is restricted by schedule itself”. The tight teaching 

schedule has been a constraint in implementing previous curriculum innovation in Hong Kong (Cortazzi, 
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1998; Carless & Gordon, 1997; Carless, 2003; Tong, 1996). In Teacher D’s sharing, it seems that SBA and 

other types of assessment are the focus given the time constraint in integrating LA electives. Teacher D’ 

focus on the SBA and assessment in the process of integrating LA reinforces the point made by Carless and 

Harfitt (2013) that SBA significantly affects the behavior and responses of students and teachers because “it 

is a core element of the HKDSE examination grade”(p.183).  “Whereas exhortations to modify pedagogy or 

the curriculum can be downplayed or ignored, changes to assessment are invariably heeded by teachers and 

students because of their high-stakes impact” (p.183). Internally, Teacher D mentioned that he will adjust his 

teaching practice of integrating LA according to “students’ interest and ability”. “Maybe for better classes, I 

would be using more example because the examples would further consolidate their understanding. But for 

weaker classes, once you have reached the point, you just stop there, that would be good enough”. His 

sharing regarding the importance of “teachers’ personality” and adopting different pedagogical strategies 

based on the different interests and abilities of students suggests that he has developed a personal practical 

pedagogical system arising from continuous classroom experience in different contexts to make instructional 

decisions (Borg, 1998). 

 

Teacher E 

Teacher E had limited exposure to literature during her high school years. “I was exposed to some literature 

education during my high school years, but it was only very brief”. Different from other teachers, Teacher E 

main source of knowledge in teaching literary knowledge came through self-exploration during her needs to 

teach literary language in her service as an English teacher.  “In fact, only when I started teaching, I was 

exposed to more literature because I have to teach and do my own research. I did my own studying. I knew a 

bit more about literature.” Her reliance on self-exploration to learn literature in the course of her teaching is 

due to the fact that her undergraduate degree “was a Music degree, a totally different field” and the exposure 

to literature and LA during her teacher training “was also very brief, not intensive”. Therefore, self-

exploration seems to be her only way of learning literary language. Teacher E mentioned that this self-

exploration process helps her got “more familiar with the techniques and strategies of different literary 

devices”, which increases her confidence “to deliver the instructions more clearly”. Teacher E’s sharing 

demonstrated the importance of teachers’ personality in teacher cognitions and practice. From her sharing, it 

can be seen that Teacher E is comparatively open-minded and positive to embrace different changes and 

challenges in her daily teaching. Even though she did not come from a language major background, it seems 

that she does not let this perceived comparative disadvantage in her knowledge of language affects her 

teaching. Although she occasionally lacks confidence to teach literary language in a higher level, she tries to 

make it up through continuous self-exploration and learning. “In general, I could handle it (LA) pretty OK 

with the lower form. But with the upper form, at the DSE level, then I am not confident.” 

 

 Through the comparison and contrast of the interview findings of three different teachers regarding 

different aspects of their cognitions towards the integration of LA electives, most teachers are positive on the 

integration of LA electives due to the reasons of “language enrichment”, “cultural enrichment”, and 

“personal enrichment” (CDC & HKEAA, 2007, p.87) as specified in the curriculum guide. However, 

echoing Woods’ (1996) notion of BAK, their perceived level of knowledge affects their confidence in the 

process of LA integration. Different factors which affect teacher cognition in the literature can be seen in the 

factors which affect their cognitions on LA integration: students’ abilities and interests, their own experience 

in and knowledge of learning literature, and their perceived lack of alignment between LA and the exam. 

The findings reinforce the point that teachers’ previous learning experience would affect their teaching 

practice (Borg, 2003; Hird et al 2000; Numrich, 1996) and teacher cognitions are affected by different kinds 

of external and internal contexts (Woods, 1996).  
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Appendix 1 Copy of the open-ended interview 

1. Could you share your experience of learning literature/ LA in your school years and your teacher 

education courses?  

 

2. How did your experience of learning literature/ LA affect your teaching practice of LA? 

 

3. Can you describe the context of teaching LA to students? 
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4. Have you experienced any tensions in the process of teaching LA? 

 

5. What are your views on the integration of LA? 

 

6. How do you feel when you need to integrate LA? 

 

7. What are the major factors that affect your practice of integrating 
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Abstract. In the recent report of Miniwatts Marketing Group last 2015, Filipino language still 

remains at the bottom list of the most used languages in the Internet. In Fact, the Filipino language 

is categorized in the “other languages,” proving it to be one of the many minor languages in the 

Internet. As the national language of the Philippines, the 1987 Philippine Constitution mandates its 

usage and development in all the social institutions, including new media, particularly the Internet. 

Drawing from Bernard Spolsky’s theory on Language Management where beliefs, practices, and 

policies as its components, this paper seeks to describe and analyze the beliefs of Filipinos on their 

use of the Filipino language in the Internet. Using a survey-questionnaire as methodology, data is 

gathered from the respondents’ answers concerning their personal information, language preference 

in the Internet, primary activities in the Internet where Filipino language is used, individuals whom 

they use Filipino language in the Internet, and their personal beliefs why they use/do not use 

Filipino language in the Internet. From the respondents’ answers, contexts such as topic, target 

audience, and activity, influence the Filipino’s use of the Filipino language in the Internet. This 

paper finds that the Filipino language is mainly used for communication and discussion purposes, 

while the English language for accommodation and transaction purposes. In light of Language 

Management as a process and project, this paper argues that the main problem for the Filipino 

language to be actively used in the Internet is not linguistic, but rather on ideological issues. This 

paper then suggests that proper interventions should be made to change the Filipinos’ beliefs how 

they use, value, and treat the Filipino language in relation to the Internet.     

Keywords: Filipino language, Internet, Language Management, ideology, language beliefs  

1   Introduction 

One of the topics that is seldomly discoursed in the study of Filipino language is about language 

management in the Internet. Language management particulary in the Philippine setting, is always discussed 

and discoursed in the context of Education, eg. language in medium of instruction. To date, there is no 

particular study that utilizes the theory and dynamics of language management vis-a-vis Filipino language in 

the Internet. This perspective has a practical function, for language is used in the Internet and Internet use. 

First, language is used between participants so that communication would be possible. Second, language is 

used so that the Internet user will understand the vast information ready to be accessed. Third, language is 

used to transact and interact with the different technical procedures using the Internet so that the user may 

survive its structure and complexities. If for example, a particular language can not meet these functions, that 

language might not be used or might die in the context of Internet and Internet use. In this same premise that 

the theory and dynamics of language management can be applied in managing the Filipino language in the 

Internet.  
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This paper argues that by describing and analyzing the beliefs of the Filipinos regarding their use of the 

Filipino language in the Internet, appropriate steps and interventions can be planned and implemented that 

will enhance, protect, and promote the Filipino language in the Internet. This paper is a contribution to the 

study of language management as a discipline, and how can it be applied in the analysis or assessment of 

“strengths” and “weaknesses” of the Filipino language; towards the conceptualization and implementation of 

needed activities, projects, or policies that will eventually “strenghten” the use of Filipino langugae in the 

Internet.   

1.1   The Phenomenon of Internet and Internet Use in The Philippines 

The Internet and its technologies brought about huge changes how personal, organizational, institutional, 

national, and transnational interactions are processed and made. To date, almost all activities are done using 

the Internet. Some of these are communicating thru the use of e-mail, chat, blog, personal message, forum, 

video conference, Social Networking Sites (SNS); file sharing; disseminating and gathering information via 

the Web; transacting online like e-banking, e-shopping, e-government, e-learning; marketing and selling 

online; and many more. The Internet and its technologies therefore, made an impact on the processes of 

communication, interaction, and transaction on the daily activities of its users. 

Miniwatts Marketing Group reported last November 2015 that 47,134,843 have access to the Internet 

from the total population of 109,615,913 Filipinos in the Philippines. It can be deduced that only 2 out of 5 

Filipinos use the Internet, a very low percentage compared to the Philippines’ neighbours in the Southeast 

Asian Region. Although the Philippines remains one of the countries with slow yet very expensive Internet 

service, ironically it’s one of the top Asia countries with the most number of members in Facebook, Twitter, 

and Instagram. As a matter of fact, TNS Digital Life (2012) reported that an ordinary Filipino spends an 

average of 30 hours every week to Internet use, which lessens radio use by 30% and newspaper reading by 

40%, while internet use grew by 19% in the Philippines.     

Internet use became a mundane activity for the Filipinos. These past few months for example, national 

issues were discoursed using Facebook. Filipinos used the Internet to unleash their ideas and sentiments 

about the Mamasapano massacre, laglag-bala (bullet planting) scam at the Ninoy Aquino International 

Airport, Lumad killings, anti-governement pleas, and the “controversial” triumph of Pia Wurtzbach in the 

Miss Universe pageant. Also, reading and watching news and updates on everyday issues are being done via 

the Internet. The Internet and its technologies therefore, packaged and popularized the Filipinos’ psyche of 

attachment, interaction, and involvement as a people. 

While the Filipinos continue to patronage and use the Internet, it shaped a radical change in their language, 

culture, and society. Proof of this are the new concepts such as “e-burol” (online wake) and “e-misa” (online 

mass) that changed the Filipinos’ customs and traditions. New words were invented thru the use of social 

media such as “pebebe” (childish) and “beast mode” (in rage). With “just one click or tap,” Filipinos use the 

Internet almost in their everyday activities, whether its for leisure, entertainment, communication, building 

relationships, disseminating and gathering information, and transacting in online processes (Cruz 1999; 

Aguila 2006; Sandoval 2009; Labucay 2011).  
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1.2   A Heirarchy of Language 

If the Internet is used from communication to transaction purposes, the role of language is therefore 

important. Language connects individuals and the Internet’s many activitites for them to understand each 

other. Language also articulates what the Internet has to offer as a technology. It is in these primary roles 

that languages may be seen in competition with each other. If only a handful of the world’s languages are 

privileged to be used in the Internet, the majority of these languages are being set aside. Therefore, not all 

languages are used in the Internet (Cullen 2001; Warschauer 2003; Canazza 2009; Dubey 2011).  

In fact, this problem where not all languages are used in the Internet goes beyond on the issue of language 

alone. Using the concepts of digital divide and language divide for example, a “split” can be seen between 

the users of technology, and what language these users use. Looking at the developed countries where there 

are more Internet users, there is a big chance that their language is actively used in a wide audience. In most 

cases, these countries are the producers of technology which have the disposition on what language to use on 

their technological products, what language to use in a global situation, or what language to use in the many 

transactions the Internet has to offer. While developing countries in most times remain to be consumers of 

these technologies, they have no or little disposition what language to use depending on the technicalities of 

such products. Therefore in most cases, languages of developed countries are more priveleged to be used in 

the Internet, while languages of developing countries are not.  

To date, a handful of the world’s languages dominate the Internet. From the report of Miniwatts 

Marketing Group in June 2015, the top 10 most used languages are (1) English, (2) Chinese (3) Spanish, (4) 

Arabic, (5) Portugese, (6) Japanese, (7) Russian, (8) Malay, (9) French, and (10) German. From the same 

report, the Filipino language remains at the bottom of the list (no particular rank was given) and is 

categorized as  “other languages.” 

If there are languages not used, seldomly used, or “minor” compared to the handful “major’ languages, it 

is imperative therefore to assess and analyze these languages before proper interventions can be made. 

Whether this premise falls under the framework of linguistic rights or language dynamism, it is clear that 

there is a need to enhance, protect, and promote all languages, particularly in the context of the Internet. This 

will open ways and ensure the rich identities of the world to be presented in a global context, by the 

promotion of digital information specially using the minor languages of the world (Mico and Pasip, pp.112-

113). 

One of the many thrusts of United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

to date is to enhance, protect, and promote all the languages in the Internet (UNESCO Expert Meeting 

Report, p. 19). This objective is important so that all languages can be used in the digital age, create and 

disseminate information in the Internet using local languages, and strenghten access to digital information in 

the Internet (Pimienta et al. 2009). Therefore, the steps or processes to be made is a response so that 

competent intervention can be made to enhance, protect, and promote a particular language in the Internet. 

On the other hand, while the figures reported by Miniwatts Marketing Group are important and deemed 

necessary to understanding the general status quo of the Internet use and language use in the Philippines, 

there is still a research gap on the use of the Filipino language in the Internet. First, from the 47,134,843 

Filipino Internet users, it is not implied whether they use Filipino language in the Internet. Second, Filipino 

Internet users have personal beliefs why, where, when, whom they use or do not use Filipino language in the 

Internet.   

Therefore, there is a need to describe and analyze the different beliefs of Filipino Internet users that may 

influence their use of the Filipino language in the Internet. These will serve as empirical data towards 

language management, focusing on what proper interventions should be made to enhance, protect, and 

promote the Filipino language in the Internet. 
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2   Language Management 

Language and language use is articulated within the complicated interplay of social, cultural, historical, 

religious, and political factors in the society – dynamic and interwoven within the community’s psyche. 

Language and language use is never neutral, because these various factors influence what language to be 

used, and how it is used. The community’s language practice is always connected to the community’s beliefs 

on their particular language, which further leads to how they will value their language. Therefore, the 

community’s language practice is the direct manifestation of their beliefs as a community on their language. 

Often times, there are obvious efforts made by individuals or groups of people on language use that 

intervenes what language should be used, and/or how it should be used. For example, policies of “English 

Speaking Zone” in Philippine schools directly  mandates its students to use a foreign language instead of the 

national language which is Filipino, or the student’s vernacular language. Ironically, the Filipino language is 

usually used as medium of instruction and language of outputs in Filipino classes, only to manifest from 

class policies.  

In this perspective, an individual has a choice what language to use and how to use it. This may manifest 

as language choice, language style or register, wherein various factors directly influences the language 

participants. If a particular objective needs to be accomplished related to language for example, proper 

interventions should be made.    

Language Management seeks to intervene and/or influence the use of a particular language. These are 

efforts directed on the language users that will greatly influence their use of a particular language (Spolsky, 

2009 pp. 1-3). These efforts are situated within various social institutions, social organizations, and even to 

the individual language user. It is perennial therefore, to analyze the various internal and external factors that 

influence what language they use and how they use that particualr language. In this view, instead of 

analyzing the whole language community, it is easier and more feasible if particular domains will be 

subjected to inquiry. Some of these domains are family, religion, profession, public spaces, government, 

academe, and others. By using this approach, the language speakers as participants can be analyzed vis-a-vis 

their language beliefs and language practice within a particular domain of the community (p. 3). 

Drawing from Spolsky’s theory on language management, efforts and interventions must be situated 

within a particular domain, suggesting that language beliefs should be described and analyzed. These baliefs 

may be in the form of perceptions, attitude, ways of thinking, principles that are related to to collective 

psyche or ideology of a community towards a particular language, that may imply or tell something on how 

they value and treat that language (p. 4).   

The Internet can be viewed as a public space because it’s neither private nor institutional. Language 

management can be practically applied to the Internet due to the fact that there are a number of problems a 

particular language might face. One, the shift from a monolingual to multilingual internet, implying that all 

languages should be practically used. Second, ortographic issues, where the symbols of the majority of 

languages could not be used as interface (eg. Navajo, Mandarin, Arabic). Third, language use, where a 

community of language speakers choose a target foreign language (eg. English over local language). Fourth, 

localizing or internationalizing contents, problematizing translation as a major issue and project. Fifth, 

representation and penetration of languages as a medium for online communication and transactions (p. 66).    

It’s a legitimate problem therefore, how the beliefs of a language community influence or affect their use 

of that language. The issue of language and language use in the Internet can be viewed and discoursed from 

different language manifestations, where there is a need for specific contexts to be magnified. Although this 

can be answered by using participant-observation alone, there is a gap that forces one to view these contexts 

in the personal level, where beliefs can be the take-off point in understanding the status quo of these 

language manifestations in the Internet.  
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In understanding the individual as the source and focus of any observable situations and conditions 

concerning language and language use in the the Internet, there will be some important variables that may 

answer this objective. First, demographic information such as age and education might reveal “who” uses 

what language in the Internet. Second, forms of communication and transaction where a particular language 

is used. Third, topics or settings where a particular language is usually used. Fourth, personal responses that 

reveal their beliefs why or why not use a particular language.  

As a caveat, personal beliefs can never be “measured,” but this paper argues that these can be observed, 

analyzed, and comtemplated. These beliefs can be used as empirical data that will guide language managers 

and language planners, how a particular language is “seen” and “valued” by a particular community of 

language users. Appropriate efforts can now be planned and/or implemented whether for the enhancement, 

protection, and/or promotion of a particular language in the Internet. 

3   Methodology 

In collecting the information regarding the personal beliefs of Filipino netizens using the Filipino language 

in the Internet, a survey was conducted. By using this methodology, a wide and extensive information can be 

gathered in the shortest possible time; plus the fact that this method can collect personal views and responses 

regarding the topic in the most accessible way.  

Using convenience sampling, a two-step approach was employed in describing and analyzing beliefs in 

using Filipino language in the Internet: 1) collecting personal information about Filipino netizens’ language 

use in the Internet; and 2) categorizing different personal beliefs into general scopes of attributes on the use 

of Filipino language in the Internet.   

3.1   Limitations and Scope 

The study is limited to the answers given by the respondents. The validation of observable practices is 

another independent study in the future vis-a-vis the description and analysis of the respondents’ beliefs in 

using Filipino language in the Internet. This study was implemented in Metro Manila; thus, is not a 

representation of the entire Philippines and the entirety of its population. 

3.2   The Questionnaire 

By using a questionnaire, large amounts of information can be collected from a large number of people in a 

short period of time and in a relatively cost effective way. Four categories of questions were constructed that 

will supply information on the respondents’ 1) demographic information, 2) language preference in the 

Internet, 3) use of Filipino language in various contexts and settings, and 4) reasons why they use or do not 

use Filipino language in the Internet. The first three categories of questions are closed, while the last 

category is open-ended.  

The questionnaires were given to five malls in Metro Manila where a lot of Filipinos usually pass by or 

hang-out. These places can be considered as a hub where Filipinos from different socioeconomic classes 

converge. Two thousand questionnaires were given to Filipino mall goers for each mall, namely Glorietta 

Mall, Alphaland Southgate Mall, Pasay Mall, Mall of Asia, and Metropoint Mall from August 2, 2014 to 

August 31, 2014. A total of 4,740 out of 10,000 questionnaires were answered by the respondents. 
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3.3   The Respondents 

Individuals who answered and returned the questionnaire are the respondents in this study. If at any point a 

respondent left some items in the questionnaire unanswered, these items were not included in the encoding 

and referencing using MS Excel.   

Half of the respondents belong to the 12-16 year old bracket, in their secondary education, and mostly 

females. Almost all of the respondents reported that they use the Internet everyday uing their smart phones 

or computers; specially in communicating with people, doing research and gathering information, playing 

online games as entertainment, and using SNS such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram; thus, proving 

Internet use to be mundane. 

Table 1.  Some Demographic information  

Demographic Factor Number of Respondents Percentage % 

*Age 

12-16 2653 55.97 

17-21 1403 29.60 

22-35 451 9.51 

36-above 110 2.32 

 

*Sex 

Male  

Female 

 

*Education 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

Graduate  

 

*Internet use 

Everyday 

Twice/Thrice a week 

Every other day 

Once a week 

 

 

2102 

2415 

 

 

1113 

2705 

798 

62 

 

 

1977 

1063 

1115 

521 

 

 

44.3 

50.95 

 

 

23.48 

57.07 

16.84 

1.31 

 

 

41.69 

22.42 

23.51 

10.99 

4   Result and Discussion 

From the analysis of the respondents’ answers, it is important to note that two demographic factors were 

seen as significant in their use of Filipino language in the Internet. Although most of the respondents prefer 

the use of Filipino language in the Internet, age and education showed a curve in their choice of what 

language to use. The data collected showed that Filipinos belonging to the younger age bracket (12-16), 

usually in their primary and/or secondary education, prefers the use of Filipino language in the Internet. On 

the other hand, Filipinos belonging to the older age bracket (17-above), usually in their tertiary education, 

prefers the use of English language in the Internet. 
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4.1   Filipino Language for Personal and Private Communication 

Filipino language is frequently used in communication contexts specially in chat and private messages, while 

seldomly used in forums, blogs, and surfing the Web. The data show that the use of Filipino language in the 

different communication facets in the Internet is somewhat active in “personal” and “private” 

communications, while weak in “global” and “public” communications. The shift from private to public 

interaction influences the language preference of the respondents. In this case, if Filipino language is not 

used, English language is used for global audience.   

4.2   Filipino for Filipinos, English for Foreigners  

Filipino language is frequently used to a Filipino audience, and never used to a foreign audience. The 

function of Filipino is clearly seen as the nation’s lingua franca, if the communication participants are 

Filipinos. This is related to the functionality, ease, and convenience of using Filipino language.    

4.3   Filipino in Search Engine Researching 

Almost all respondents reported that they use the English language in almost all their activities in the 

Internet. The use of Filipino language is not present in activities such as e-commerce, online banking, paying 

bills online, online marketing, job application, and e-government. In the case of search engine researching, 

the respondents use Filipino for topics related to the Philippines, the Filipino culture and society.  

4.4   Beliefs why Filipinos use Filipino 

Different answers that articulate the personal beliefs of uing the Filipino language in the Internet can be 

summed up to seven points – 1) ease of understanding and/or comprehension, 2) if Filipinos are the target 

audience, 3) ease of use, 4) becuse the speaker/language user is a Filipino and/or in the Philippines, 5) more 

adept in using Filipino because it’s the native language, 6) not to be embarrased in case of communicativon 

slips, 7) if Filipino/Philippines is the topic. 

Most of the answers are rooted in the function of the Filipino language as the national lingua franca; a 

language oftenly used for communicative expressions and interactions by the majority of the Filipinos. 

Beliefs on the use of Filipino language in the Internet is related to communication. In fact, words like 

“madali” (easy), “mabilis” (fast), and “magaan” (convenient) that were used by the respondents in their 

answers, all relate to the functionality of the Filipino language in communication contexts. 

Furthermore, words used in the answers of the respondents such as “pagiging Pilipino” (being Filipino) 

and “nasa Pilipinas” (in the Philippines), convey their beliefs on the use of Filipino language in the topics 

and contexts of sentimentalism, identity, nationalism, and nationhood whenever these are articulated in the 

Internet.  

4.5   Beliefs why Filipinos do not use Filipino 

Different answers that articulate the personal beliefs of not using the Filipino language in the Internet can be 

summed up to nine – 1) prestige in the use of English language, 2) information in the Web is written in 

English, 3) English language is easier to write, 4) communication to foreigners, 5) more people will 
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understand if the speaker uses English, 6) if the topic or context is formal, 7) English language is used in all 

transactions in the Internet, 8) depending on the topic, 9) unaccustomed to using Filipino language in 

Internet. Altough the questionnaire never mentioned a particular language besides Filipino, English is the 

only language that was mentioned in the respondents’ answers in lieu of Filipino. 

A number of realities are conveyed thru the beliefs of Filipinos why at times they do not use Filipino 

language in the Internet. First, Filipino is not a lingua franca in the Internet; often, the use of English can be 

seen as accommodation in times a Filipino speaks to a foreigner in the Internet. Second, Filipino is seldomly 

used as the language of information in the Internet. Third, the value and treatment to both languages are 

ideological – Filipinos see an individual using English in the Internet as intelligent, formal, and classy. 

Fourth, Filipino has no or limited representation in the Internet as interface language, content language, and 

transaction language, that is why a number of the respondents answered that they’re unaccustomed to using 

Filipino language in the Internet.   

5   Towards Language Management 

As seen in the study, it’s not in the level of form where the primary problem of the use of Filipino language 

in the Intenet lies, but of its use in the Internet. There were no linguistic issues conveyed by the respondents. 

It appears that the nature of this problem is rooted in the ideological aspect. Personal beliefs over the use of 

Filipino language influnce the individual’s value and treatment of the language.  

To change the ideology of the community therefore, is crucial in the process of language management. 

This paper suggests that appropriate steps be planned and implemented to boost the Filipino language’s role 

and status. These may later be dichotomized as to the language’s strengths, weaknesses, restrictions, and 

limitations as a language in the Internet.  

By describing, analyzing, and reflecting on the beliefs in using Filipino language in the Internet, 

language choice and language preference became legitimate problems for the language planners and 

language managers. It should be an immediate concern how to change the existing beliefs of the Filipinos 

towards their national language. Appropriate interventions should also be planned and implemented in terms 

of technological issues concerning the use of Filipino language in the Internet. For example, this paper 

suggests that all goverment websites in the Philippines be translated to Filipino, including all official 

documents, informations, news, announcements posted so that Filipinos get “accustomed” to use Filipino 

language in their government transactions in the Internet.  

The Philippines as a developing country, management should not be confined inside economic contexts 

only. This paper showed that management should also be applied to Filipino as the national language, for it 

to survive being a minor language in the Internet. It is important to have a representation of the Filipinos’ 

culture and society in a global space, by enhancing, protecting, and promoting the use of Filipino language 

in the Internet.   
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Abstract. Japanese is one of the languages that have no articles. Hence Japanese students have 

struggled with trying to acquire them when they learn foreign languages as their L2 or L3. This 

paper is intended as an investigation of article errors made by Japanese students. It is concerned 

with the error types of articles, and the cause of these errors based on the discourse feature of the 

NPs. In order to investigate the errors of article usage, the authors gave an article-cloze test to two 

hundred thirteen Japanese students who had studied Spanish for two years as their university major. 
With this test, it will be showed that the concept of non-specificity brings about the errors, and the 

difficulty of this concept will be explained if the authors examine the ways of expressing the non-

specificity of NPs between these languages and some pedagogical problems.  

Keywords: acquisition of articles, Nominal Mapping Parameter, L2, L3, non-specificity, zero 

article, article system 

1   Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the acquisition of the article system in L3 Spanish by Japanese 

university students of L2 English. It is well known that Japanese is one of the languages that totally lack the 

article system, morphological agreements and plural markers in nominals. Due to these differences, Japanese 

students sometimes struggle with the acquisition of articles when they are faced with their second or third 

language whose noun phrases and determiner phrases have completely different structures.  

We are here concerned with what kind of error is most likely to occur in the L3 Spanish article system, 

and the mechanism of article choice errors made by Japanese students. We try to explain some of the causes 

that make it difficult for Japanese students to acquire the articles. Through the results of our grammatical test, 

we propose that the most frequent article choice error is type D [-SR, -HK], and it is derived from, at least, 

two factors: the first factor is a theoretical one, that is, the syntactic mapping difference in the nominal 

domains of Spanish, English, and Japanese, and the second is more of a pedagogical one, that is related to 

the teaching methodology of L2/L3 acquisition. 

2   Theoretical backgrounds 

Though the article choice errors made by L2 learners have received much attention so far, and various 

explanations have been presented (Ionin, et al. 2004; Snape 2006; Guella, Déprez and Sleeman 2008, among 

mailto:yurie_t_okami@yahoo.co.jp
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others), in the case of the L3 acquisition the problem will be more complicated due to the three factors that 

we have to take into consideration: L1, L2 and L3 (the target language). 

In the current studies of L2 acquisition models, a considerable debate has gone on over the initial state of 

L2 acquisition. For example, Full Access (No Transfer) Hypothesis (Flynn & Martohardjono 1994), or 

Initial Hypothesis of Syntax (Platzak 1996) supposes that the initial state of L2 grammar is not L1, but UG. 

On the other hand, Fundamental Difference Hypothesis (Bley-Vroman 1990) or Full Transfer/Full Access 

Hypothesis (Schwartz & Sprouse 1996) assumes that L2 learners transfer their L1 grammar, to varying 

extents, in the initial state of L2 acquisition. To put it briefly, we can summarize that the problem is whether 

the initial state of L2 learners can be UG or not. In the case of L3 acquisition, although there has been 

relatively little research on acquisition of articles so far, to investigate the relation between L1, L2, and L3 

will have great importance in the problem of the initial state of language acquisition. In this section we start 

with a review of some theoretical backgrounds, and we will make some predictions about the acquisition of 

articles. 

2.1   Nominal Mapping Parameter 

How do the structures of DP in Spanish, English and Japanese differ with respect to the syntactic realizations 

of definite, indefinite and zero articles, and their semantic interpretations? To put it briefly, these three 

languages make a clear contrast in terms of the nominal domain.  

Firstly, we take a look at Nominal Mapping Parameter (henceforth NMP) of Chierchia (1998a) which 

regulates possible types of NPs of each language. This parameter is a combination of two features: [±arg] 

and [±pred]. In [+arg] languages, NPs without articles can be mapped onto argument position with kind 

denotation. In [+pred] languages NPs may be mapped onto predicates with an overt or covert article. With 

NMP, Spanish, English, and Japanese are well distinguished as follows (taken from Snape 2006, p.6). 

 

(1) a. NP [+arg, +pred]  b. NP [+arg, -pred]  c. NP [-arg, +pred]  

  English, German Japanese, Chinese, Thai Spanish, Italian, Greek 

   [+(in) definite articles]  

   [+Number on Ns] 

   Bare mass Ns 

[- an article system]  

[- Number on Ns]  

[+ (in) definite articles] 

[+Number on Ns] 

No bare mass Ns 

 

According to the NMP, [+arg, -pred] type languages such as Japanese, all NPs appear as an argument or 

as predicate without a determiner, and all the nouns are mass nouns which require a classifier to be counted. 

Both English and Spanish are [+pred] language, and need an (overt or covert) article to be a predicate. 

However, these languages differ in the setting of [±arg]. That is, while bare NPs in argument position in 

English can have kind interpretation, in Spanish bare NPs can never have kind (generic) reading (Dobrovie-

Sorin and Beyssade 2012, p.51).1  

Based on NMP, we can make some predictions about the initial state for L3 Spanish acquisition and 

possible errors that are derived from it. If the L1 Japanese students have the initial state setting of L1 

Japanese, they will have more errors of article omission. On the other hand, if L1 Japanese students have the 

initial state setting of L2 English for L3 Spanish, they will not have difficulty for article supply, but will 

                                                           
1 This does not mean that Romance languages totally lack the bare nominals. Bare plurals and bare singulars can appear 

in argument positions, such as postverbal subject position, or direct object position (Cobrovie-Sorin, C. and Beyssade, 

C. 2012). However, bare singulars are much more restricted than bare plurals.  
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have a problem with the interpretations of bare NPs. They will erroneously omit or overgenerate an article to 

NPs with kind interpretation.  

2.2   Article Choice Parameter 

The second theoretical base for the acquisition of article system is Article Choice Parameter (henceforth 

ACP) (Ionin, et al. 2004). According to Ionin, et al. (2004), languages with a two-article system are divided 

into two types based on definiteness and specificity. English and Spanish, for example, are definiteness-

based article languages, while Samoan is a specificity-based article language. 

 
Table 1.  Definiteness-based articles in English. 
 

 +definite -definite 

+specific 
the a 

-specific 

 
Table 2.  Specificity-based articles in Samoan. 
 

 +definite -definite 

+specific le 

-specific se 

 

In the case of L1 Japanese students, when they encounter a two-article system of the target language, they 

fluctuate between parameter settings because Japanese has no article system. Hence, if their initial state of 

L3 acquisition is L1 Japanese, they will have errors of definite and indefinite articles of L3 Spanish until 

they fix ACP correctly. On the other hand, if L1 Japanese students acquire L3 Spanish based on the 

knowledge of L2 English, they will not fluctuate between definite and indefinite articles, and have fewer 

errors because both English and Spanish have definite-based article system.  

Before entering into the grammatical test of L3 Spanish articles and its results, there is one aspect that is 

of note: the L2 English knowledge of L1 Japanese students. Let us review the L2 English backgrounds in the 

following section. 

 

2.3   Participants’ English learning backgrounds 

Spanish is the third language for almost all the students. English is the second language which they have 

learned twelve or thirteen years at least until the test: four or five years at an elementary school, three years 

at a junior high school, three years at a high school, and two years at a university. 

In junior high school, students start to learn English as an obligatory subject, but in elementary school, 

pupils learn English not as a subject but as a foreign language activity and their performance is not evaluated 

with rankings. As for the articles, elementary school students do not learn the usage. Teaching guidelines 

indicate that teachers should avoid too detailed explanations like article usage because it could be too formal 

to bore them (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, 2010). Therefore they get the 

first concept of the articles at a junior high school level. But they never have had a chance to learn them 

systematically. 
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3   Grammatical test on articles 

In order to investigate the errors of article usage, we gave an article-cloze test to two hundred thirteen 

Japanese students who had studied Spanish for two years as their university major. None of them had ever 

had a chance to live in a Spanish speaking country.  

The research design is quantitative. The participants are second year students of Aichi Prefectural 

University (henceforth APU) and second year students of Nanzan University (henceforth NU). The sample 

sizes are 93 (APU) and 120 (NU). The tests were carried out as a proficiency test over a period of two years. 

The first test was in January 2014 and the second was in January 2015. The first test participants and the 

second ones were different students. The test consisted of forty sentences with forty nine blanks to be filled.2 

We asked the students to select the correct article for each sentence among the definite, indefinite and zero 

articles. All of the sentences had Japanese translation, therefore the students were able to understand their 

meanings without difficulty. We also asked them not to invent any particular situation but to presume a 

normal situation. 

In addition, we should mention that we weren’t concerned with errors of gender agreement. For example, 

we regarded the masculine definite article el as a correct answer even though the situation required the 

feminine article la. 

4   Results and analysis 

4.1   Results of ANOVA and multiple comparisons 

 

We have four groups of participants in accordance with the test years and the institutions: 2014APU, 

2015APU, 2014NU and 2015NU. Firstly we performed one way independent ANOVA and we found that 

there were statistically significant differences between groups (F (3,209) = 20.09, p < 0.1). A post hoc 

multiple comparison (Tukey-Kramer test) showed that there was significant difference between 2014APU 

and 2014NU, 2014APU and 2015NU, 2015APU and 2014NU, 2015APU and 2015NU at p < 0.05. We 

didn’t see any significant difference between the groups of the same institution: between 2014APU and 

2015APU, 2014NU and 2015NU (Table 3).  

 
Table 3.  Multiple comparisons. 
 

Group N Means Tukey-Kramer 

2014APU 50 30.52 a 

2014NU 62 26.53 b 

2015APU 43 30.58 a 

2015NU 58 24.94 b 

 

Based upon the results we summarize four groups into two: HP group (2014APU and 2015APU), which has 

got high proficiency level on the article usage and LP group (2014NU and 2015NU), which has 

comparatively low proficiency. 

                                                           
2 Some sentences of the test instrument are adopted from Nishikawa (2004), Castón R. and García E. (2005). Aula 

internacional 2. Barcelona: Difusión, S.L., and Fernández J., Fente, R. and Siles J. Curso intensivo de español. 

Madrid: SGEL. The others are carefully checked by native Spanish speakers. 
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4.2   Discourse features and error types 

We examined the distribution of the answers, percentages of the correct answers, and discourse features of 

the articles. The discourse features are fundamentally based on the model of Huebner (1985) on English 

articles and are summarized in Table 4. 

 
Table 4.  Classification of nouns. 

 

Discourse type Specific referent [SR] Known to the hearer [HK] 

Type A - + 

Type B + + 

Type C + - 

Type D - - 

(Partly adapted from Huebner 1985) 

 

We classify Spanish NPs based on two discourse features of referentiality, whether a noun is a specific 

referent [+/-SR], and whether a noun is assumed as known to the hearer [+/-HK]. This classification leads us 

to four types of nouns. In Type A [-SR, +HK] the referents are nonspecific and known to the hearer. In Type 

B [+SR, +HK] the referents are specific and known to the hearer. In Type C [+SR, -HK] the referents are 

specific and listeners do not have any knowledge of the reference. Finally, in Type D [-SR, -HK] the 

referents are non-specific and listeners do not have any knowledge of the reference.  

Table 5 shows some environments in which each type of noun should occur. The referents of Type A 

have generic and inclusive characteristics. The referents of Type B are referential definites such as 

previously mentioned referents, specified by entailment, definition or by inference and unique in all or a 

given context. The referents of Type C are referential indefinites like the first-mentioned referents. The 

referents of Type D are non-referentials, which include attributive indefinites and non-specific indefinites. 

The non-specific indefinites denote kinds or genus, so they could also be considered as generic nouns. But 

their features differ from generic nouns of Type A, which mean inclusiveness. The non-specific indefinite 

nouns of Type D do not have inclusive characteristics. Finally, according to Goto Butler (2002)’s model, we 

add idiomatic expressions and conventional uses as Type E. 
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Table 5.  Five types of noun phrases and their environments. 

 

Features Environments 

Type A [-SR, +HK] Generic nouns (+inclusiveness) 

Type B [+SR, +HK] 

Referential definites 

Previously mentioned referents 

Specified by entailment, definition or by inference 

Unique in all contexts or in a given context 

Type C [+SR, -HK] 
Referential indefinites 

First-mentioned referents 

Type D [-SR, -HK] 

Non-referential nouns 

Attributive indefinites 

Non-specific indefinites (-inclusiveness) 

Type E 
Idioms 

Other conventional uses 

(Partly adapted from Goto Butler 2002 and Huebner 1985) 

 

Figure 1 shows the error % of HP group and Figure 2 shows the error % of LP group in four discourse 

types. Type E doesn’t have discourse features. Hence we have not included it in this paper. 
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Fig. 1.  Error % of HP group in four discourse types. 
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Fig. 2.  Error % of LP group in four discourse types. 

 

The two figures indicate that both HP group and LP group have high percentage of errors in type D (53.8 

% in HP group and 72.0 % in LP group). (2) – (12) are sentences of type D in the test. 

 

(2) Su hermano es  Ø / *un/ *el  pintor, pero no le gusta hacer retratos. 

   ‘His brother is a painter, but he doesn’t like painting portraits.’ 

(3) Él es  Ø / *un/ *el  católico pero su mujer es  Ø / *una/ *la  protestante. 

   ‘He is a catholic, but his wife is a protestant.’ 

(4) Fui  Ø / *un/ *el  profesor de ese colegio. 

   ‘I was a professor of that institute.’ 

(5) Como  Ø / *un/ *el  abogdo debo recomendarle que tenga prudencia. 

   ‘As a lawyer I must advise you to be modest.’  

(6) Su hermano es pintor, pero no le gusta hacer  Ø / *los/ *unos  retratos. 

   ‘His brother is a painter, but he doesn’t like painting portraits.’ 

(7) Me gusta leer  Ø / *los/ *unos  libros. 

   ‘I like reading books.’ 

(8) El problema de muchos jóvenes españoles es conseguir  Ø / *un/ *el  empleo. 

   ‘The problem of many young Spanish people is to get a job.’ 

(9) Desear tener  Ø / *la/ *una  salud es el primer paso para superar la enfermedad. 

   ‘Wishing for good health is the first step to overcome the disease.’ 

(10) Mi trabajo es reparar  Ø / *los/ *unos  coches estropeados. 

   ‘My job is to repair broken-down cars.’ 

(11) Natsuko dice que le gusta ver  Ø / *las/ *unas  ciudades que son escenarios de 

 novelas. 

‘Natsuko says that she likes to see cities which are settings of novels.’ 

(12) No tengo  Ø / *una/ *la  ropa limpia para poner al niño. 

    ‘I don’t have clean clothes to dress the boy.’ 
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The referents of type D are attributive indefinites or non-specific indefinites. (2) – (5) require a zero 

article which indicates attributive indefinites. (6) – (12) also require a zero article but the other referent type: 

non-specific indefinites. Figure 3 shows error percentages of the two indefinite types in D. 
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Fig. 3.  Error % of type D: attributive and non-specific indefinites. 

 

Figure 3 indicates that non-specific indefinites have higher error percentages than attributive indefinites in 

both HP group and LP group. 

5   Discussion 

The results show that Japanese students tend to put definite or indefinite articles in by mistake instead of 

zero articles. Why do they commit such errors? In this section the following three points can be given as 

reasons. 

5.1   L1/L2 transfer and the distribution of bare NPs 

In section 2.1, we have made some predictions based on NMP and ACP, and the results show that Japanese 

students, rather than omit the articles, overgenerate articles in the bare NP contexts. One reason for 

substituting for the/a in the type D bare NP situation could be attributable to the transfer effect of their L2 

English. For example, in non-referential, attributive indefinite contexts (2) - (5), English requires articles but 

Spanish do not. In this case Japanese students clearly depend on the knowledge of L2 English, not on L1 

Japanese. In the case of bare singular NPs (8) - (9), they also count on L2 English knowledge because in 

English, bare singular NPs are excluded in the argument position (Dobrovie-Sorin and Beyssade 2012).  
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As for the bare plural NPs, the problem may be a semantic one. In (6), (7), (10), and (11), the bare plural 

NPs of type D [-SR, -HK] are not known to the hearer from the discourse, and do not refer to a specific 

entity. In this case these NPs have kind interpretation with no specific references, and neither Spanish nor 

English require articles. Nonetheless, Japanese students erroneously substitute articles for these bare NPs. 

This substitution error is derived not from the L1/L2 transfer but from the difficulty in distinguishing a kind 

interpretation with and without inclusiveness. Japanese students miscategorize the bare plural NPs of type D 

into the kind interpretation with inclusiveness, that is to say, the generic interpretation. In Spanish, both 

definite plural and definite singular NPs can have generic interpretation, and Japanese students probably 

have used the definite articles. This problem of miscategorizing the kind [-inclusiveness] interpretation into 

the generic [+inclusiveness] interpretation calls for further explanation.  

5.2   How to present a Spanish article system in education 

Spanish has a complicated article system, particularly the indefinite article which includes type D (Table 6). 

 
Table 6.  Spanish article system. 

 

Number/Countability Definite  
Indefinite 

Affirmative Negative 

Singular/Countable el/la un/una Zero 

Singular/Uncountable el/la Zero 

Plural/Countable los/las Zero + Plural morpheme 

(Partly adopted from Ueda 1989) 
 

Table 6 shows that the indefinite article has three types of zero article. The sentences (6), (7), (10) and (11) 

fall under “zero + plural morpheme”, which have non-specific property. The sentences (8) and (9) come into 

singular countable indefinite. They also express non-specificity. The sentence (12) is applicable to singular 

countable negative indefinite. It is supposed that when the existence of referent is denied, the noun normally 

takes zero article (Bosque: 1980, p. 132), thus the discourse feature is [-SR, -HK] and the referent can be 

categorized in type D. 

In actual fields of education, almost all the textbooks adopt an oversimplified article system as follows 

(Table 7). 

 
Table 7.  Spanish article system in textbooks. 

 

 Definite Indefinite 

Singular/Masculine el un 

Singular/Feminine la una 

Plural/Masculine los unos 

Plural/Feminine las unas 

 

No zero article is presented in the simplified system. With this table the students cannot get a clear concept 

of zero articles. 

Another problem is the plural indefinites (unos, unas). How to treat them depends on researchers. Real 

Academia Española (2009a) points out that some researchers claim that the definite article belongs to the 

category of article but the indefinite article must not be considered as an article. They say the fundamental 
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property of plural indefinites is to indicate indefinite quantity or number and the indefinite article must be 

categorized in the quantifier. 

Lots of textbooks used by Japanese students commonly include plural indefinite unos in the article system. 

Some textbooks put them out of the article system intentionally, but no reason is presented. The 

oversimplified system like Table 7 would mislead the students to think the plural of singular indefinite un, 

una is plural indefinite unos, unas. “When the nouns with singular indefinite get together, they do not take 

plural indefinite but zero plus plural morpheme”. (Sato:1973, p. 103) 

We have seen two problems on how to present the Spanish article system in education: an oversimplified 

article system, and how to treat the plural indefinites. Ueda (1989) among others says it is necessary to 

reconsider how to treat plural indefinite in class and we entirely agree with his opinion. 

5.3   Lack of concept on specific countability 

Secondly, the students tend to put an article when the noun is accompanied by a determiner such as 

adjectives, adjective phrases, adjective clauses, prepositional phrases, or relative clauses. This is because in 

the early stages of learning, mostly in the first year, they deal with sentences like (13) and (14). 

 

(13) Tengo hambre. 

    ‘I am hungry.’ 

(14) Tengo una hambre tremenda. 

    ‘I am starving.’ 

 

In sentence (13) the noun hambre does not have any concreteness. On the other hand, in sentence (14) the 

adjective tremenda causes specific countability and as a result the noun hambre takes singular indefinite 

article una. According to Real Academia Española (2009b), the nominal complement contributes to an 

evaluation realized by the speaker and the indefinite article is denominated “emphatic un”. With this 

emphatic un, the referent gets concreteness. In (14) the specific countability becomes positive due to the 

concreteness. But most of the students do not have a clear concept on specific countability. They put 

automatically an article before the noun when the noun is accompanied with a kind of determiners without 

considering why the article is required. The errors in (4), (10), (11), and (12), which are accompanied by a 

determiner, can be derived from the lack of concept on specific countability. 

6   Conclusion and future issues 

The aim of this paper was to test the article choice errors of L3 Spanish by L1 Japanese students, and to find 

out the cause of these difficulties. We showed that the most frequent article errors were found in the type D 

with zero articles. To explain these errors, we have proposed four factors: the L2 transfer, the difficulty of 

kind interpretation with [-inclusiveness], the complexity of the Spanish article system, and the lack of 

concept on specific countability.  

In this paper we adopted only quantitative researches, but in order to investigate what exactly is the 

reason to put articles instead of zero articles, we need to conduct some kinds of qualitative research. L3 

acquisition of articles is potentially a rich area for further research, and this domain may be of great 

importance. 
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Abstract. The Chinese government has been actively promoting and upholding Putonghua 

(common speech of ordinary people) and standardized Chinese scripts (simplified Chinese 

characters) while restricting the use of other Chinese ‘dialects’ through its language policy. 

However, Cantonese activists, who are proactive in preserving Cantonese online, intentionally use 

traditional Chinese characters, colloquial Cantonese style and informal Chinese written expressions, 

imbued with Cantonese authenticity and genuineness, when making posts and commenting online, 

in overt defiance of the language policy. This paper examines the various kinds of strategies 

adopted by the Cantonese activists and their language ideology implicated in online discourses of 

resistance which follows the semiotic processes of iconisation, recursivity and erasure when 

composing resistant ideology and sociolinguistic difference. By elucidating Cantonese activists’ 

implied and plainly articulated language ideologies, this study attempts to link the use of a certain 

linguistic code to political resistance and to counterbalance the imposition of Putonghua on 

Cantonese.  

 
Keywords: online discourses, language ideology, resistance, Cantonese, China 

 

 

1 Introduction  
In China nowadays, where more universal matters of socialist democracy, human rights, social values and 

justice are strived for, arguments over the usage, preservation and development of different Chinese dialects 

are of great significance in the public’s debate. China is a linguistically complicated nation with the 

coexistence of 70 major languages and 50 written languages, bringing about 128 kinds of Chinese languages 

in total (Zhou & Sun, 2004). Unlike other multilingual and multidialectal nations which have several official 

languages, however, China has only one national official language: Putonghua (common speech of the 

people). While rigorously promoting the standard spoken language, Putonghua and the standardized written 

Chinese characters, simplified Chinese since the language law in China came into effect in 2001, it 

disregards people’s language need, freedom of language practices and the actual language situations in vast 

areas of China, causing clashes in places where Putonghua is not the first language of the local people. 

Among them, the heated debate over the controversial issue of stringently popularizing Putonghua in an 

overwhelmingly Cantonese speaking region, Guangzhou/Canton and cities around Pearl River Delta region, 

has never stopped. During the strict implementation of the language law and the language policy in China, 

discourses and actions of resistance gradually sprang up these years. Thus, this paper examines the language 

ideology in discourses of resistance and how such language ideology is essentially produced and implicated 

during the course. Both the plainly articulated language ideology and the implied ones will be explored in 

the paper. The unalienable relationship between the discourse and the social structure prompts this paper to 

study its situated-ness within a wider sociolinguistic context. Therefore, construal will be provided in terms 
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of people’s language ideology, language attitude and language awareness, their sited-ness among the 

extensive societal and linguistic order and how they intersect and interplay with each other in interpreting 

the social and linguistic differences and similarities.  

Through the Chinese government’s language policy and planning initiated in early 1990s, the ruling 

class in the Communist Party in China has tried every means to depreciate and stigmatize other Chinese 

‘dialects’ in the national and official discourses, including Cantonese. The conflict between promoting 

Putonghua widely used in China and retaining Cantonese has been escalated during these years. Great 

concern has been aroused towards the usage of different linguistic codes in various domains in people’s life. 

Contentious events marked the intense collision between Mandarin Chinese and Cantonese. In 2010, a 

member of Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) in Guangzhou/Canton urged that 

all the radio and television programs in Guangzhou should be only broadcasted in Putonghua, which was, 

immediately, met with so much fury among the people who resorted to online discourses to defend 

Cantonese. This proposal, indeed, was characterized as a categorical scheme of a top-down endeavor to 

eradicate Cantonese and promote Putonghua. Subsequently, Cantonese activists launched a large-scale 

demonstration entitled Supporting Cantonese Movement by assembling people with the assistance of Sina 

Weibo (a microblog), the ‘Facebook’ in China. A series of supporting Cantonese activities, which endured 

more than three months, were spread out in Guangzhou and Hong Kong and hundreds of thousands of 

people were involved in this movement. The proposal was, finally, withdrawn and people in Guangzhou 

witnessed the forceful impact of the social networking for the very first time. The successful overturn of the 

proposal was largely attributed to the influential social network and the proper use of online discourses. 

Therefore, online discourse has become a very powerful tool for people to resist inequality, social injustice 

and oppression. 

Whenever there is a disputed issue associated with Government’s promotion of Putonghua strictly, 

causing the inevitable marginalization of Cantonese, wide-ranging discussions will be carried out online and 

huge responses from the public will be seen on the Internet. People’s worries over the government’s 

intentional or unintentional ‘ban’ on Cantonese would be always captured by the Internet where people 

create this online space to enjoy a bit more freedom, relatively, in voicing out their opinions. There is a 

growing tendency that more and more people will lean upon the social network in China, especially Sina 

Weibo and WeChat, to make their voice heard and their voice, sometimes, can even change the status quo if 

it is ‘loud’ enough. The use and presentation of language should not be conceived as only a means of 

communicating information and expressing ideas, but rather be perceived as a ‘power structure’ which is 

used in social policy to get power structure in our society shaped (Habashi, 2008: 269). Fairclough (2001) 

insists that language should be considered as a power discourse which largely interrelates and provides 

meanings of ideologies and policies, thus the challenged usage of language constitutes language meaning 

which renders language ideology. According to Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 271–80), discourse is able to 

do ideological work and regarded as ‘a form of social action’, which is in line with Ladegaard (2012:59) 

who argues that ‘discourse is not a neutral carrier of content but a social practice in itself’. The way that a 

specific discourse structure is deployed can reproduce a language ideology. This paper will try to 

concentrate on how certain discourse structures portray, affirm, legitimate, produce and oppose inequality, 

social injustice, dominance and power in the society. The discourses cannot be analyzed without taking the 

social and political situations into consideration for they are produced through social interactions in a 

broader social context (Van Dijk, 2003). The social structure come into play, imposing impact on the 

discourse and making the discourse inherently its crucial composition (Van Dijk, 2003). Therefore, all the 

online discourses found on the social network are also sociopolitically situated.  

Considering the harsh censorship of and infiltration of the Internet in China, this study is a timely 

research to assess whether or not the Internet could be adopted as a tool for opposing the overbearing 

language policy and upholding the language rights of those minority who are socially and politically less 



75 

 

dominant. By seeing into the online discourses during Cantonese activists making posts or commenting 

online in Sina Weibo, this paper uncovers different strategies employed by the Cantonese activists with the 

aim of counterbalancing the suppression of Putonghua on other Chinese ‘dialects’ and maintaining the vigor 

of Cantonese. This paper probes into what the Cantonese activists’ accounts in Sina Weibo are for and what 

actions and discourse of resistance Cantonese speakers would take to defy the hegemony brought about by 

the national language policy. This study could be an added knowledge of how the use of a certain linguistic 

variety can be linked to political resistance. Also, it is hoped that this paper will shed some light on the 

issues concerning online discourse, discourse of resistance, language rights of the oppressed groups, 

language identity, and language and politics. 

 

 

2 The Active ‘Actions’ of the Cantonese Activists on the Internet 
Cantonese activists have tried different means to maintain the vitality of Cantonese as well as to 

counterbalance the oppression of Putonghua on Cantonese by exploiting the Internet and producing online 

discourses of resistance. The active actions from this group of people have been captured by Sina Weibo 

when they make posts or comment online effectively and efficiently. This part of the paper will explore what 

different functions of Cantonese activists’ accounts in Sina Weibo are, what kinds of actions and strategies 

they would take, and what forms and features of resistant language they would use.  

Basically, three general types of micro-blogs can be classified on Sina Weibo. The first type acts more 

like a virtual community or an interactive discussing forum online. For example, one account on Sina Weibo, 

named Guangzhou Local Network, keeps making posts about very authentic Cantonese proverbs or sayings, 

which is an explicit way of promoting Cantonese. By popularizing some cultural activities which aim at 

spreading Cantonese culture and extending the positive effect of traditional customs and conventions, like 

Cantonese Kermis or the Lantern Festival (the 15
th

 in the first lunar month), Cantonese activists could 

reinforce a common language identity of being Cantonese-ness among all the readers. Not only a single 

cultural identity is upheld but also the sense of recognition and pride towards Cantonese culture and the 

language would be gradually increased. Some special phenomena which can be understood only if you were 

a Cantonese, would be described on purpose with an aim of striking a chord in people’s mind. ‘Guangzhou 

during Chinese New Year, all is more than words’/ 過 年 嘅 廣 州 ， 一 切 盡 在 不 言 中
(http://weibo.com/gz106?from=myfollow_all&is_all=1#_rnd1456469998750) depicts their aversion and 

hatred towards those outsiders who come from other places yet reside in Guangzhou and thus annoyed and 

bothered the Cantonese so much. And they would only go back to their original places during the Spring 

Festival and returned an ‘empty’ city back to the Cantonese. By excluding those outsiders as outgroups, 

Cantonese are constructing a united identity of being uniquely Cantonese. Another subtle way of promoting 

Cantonese culture and Canton root is to display lots of old photographs of Guangzhou. What Guangzhou 

looked like in the past was caught in these photos, ranging from the riverbed scene in Guangzhou in Qing 

Dynasty to the street view in times of Republic of China. These historical sites and old architecture is 

imbued with nostalgia, arousing people’s belongingness towards old Guangzhou and paying tribute to the 

good old days. Moreover, a more explicit way is used to ignite Cantonese speakers’ passion and 

determination to protect their mother tongues. Many up to date heated topics will be posted on this forum-

like Sina Weibo.  

 
香 港 有 大 学 内 地 学 生 因 不 懂 繁 体 字 而 退 出 学 生 会 ， 对 此 你 点 睇 呢 ？
(http://weibo.com/gz106?from=myfollow_all&is_all=1) 

‘Some students from Mainland China quit the Students Union in some Hong Kong universities because they don’t 

know traditional Chinese characters. What is your opinion?’ 

 

http://weibo.com/gz106?from=myfollow_all&is_all=1#_rnd1456469998750
http://weibo.com/gz106?from=myfollow_all&is_all=1


76 

 

美人魚是有粵語版的！但在廣州只有極少量場次…… 

‘The Mermaid does have Cantonese dubbing! But there is very few sessions (in cinema) in Guangzhou......’ 

 

香 港 春 天 話 劇 圑 在 上 海 用 粤 語 演 出 《 南 海 十 三 郎 》， 上 海 的 網 友 怎 麼 看 ？
(http://weibo.com/gznf?from=feed&loc=at&nick=%E7%BE%8A%E5%9F%8E%E7%BD%91&is_all=1) 

‘The Mad Phoenix would be performed in Cantonese language in Shanghai by Hong Kong Repertory Theatre. 

What do Shanghai netizens think of?’ 

 

Cantonese activists not only pay attention to local news but also news, films, and plays from Hong 

Kong. They are very concerned about the language status and development of Cantonese in Hong Kong as 

well since Hong Kong is considered as the last hub of speaking Cantonese in China and Hongkongers as the 

final savior of Cantonese. All these controversial topics related to the conflicted relations between Putonghua 

and Cantonese were introduced to the public in a rational, practical and tolerant way. Their main purpose is 

to draw people’s attention to different pressing language phenomenon around them and increase the public’s 

language awareness towards the imposition of Putonghua on Cantonese. The public may be gradually 

involved in the heated debate about the language issue which was brought into people’s lives and become a 

common topic for the rest of them to discuss. All the posts in these accounts on Sina Weibo are thought-

provoking, making those who have never stepped into the language issue start thinking about it and 

triggering more reasonable and logical discussions among those who have already been drawn into it.  

The second type of accounts in Sina Weibo is the private account of those media professionals who are 

Cantonese activists at the same time. To some degree, they are influential in the society in the very first place 

so they utilize their popularity to raise the public’s concern towards Cantonese preservation. For instance, Jiu 

Jyun Sang (饒原生) is a senior media professional but also a researcher and disseminator of Ling-nan 

culture studies (traditional culture of southern China). His posts focus on the publicity of the cultural 

activities related to Cantonese, such as the Selective Trials for Spokesperson of Cantonese Culture, 

Cantonese Kermis, Cantonese carnival, and The Celebration of Folk-custom of Cantonese, which 

intensively demonstrated and publicized Cantonese culture and traditional folks and customs. The 

introduction of the history and origin of those folks and customs enhanced people’s cultural interaction and 

communication.  

Another famous media professional on Sina Weibo is Siu lou (小勞) who is the founder of Guangzhou 

Net and an impeller of the Preservation of Local Culture Movement in Guangzhou. Many people follow him 

to receive the latest news regarding the development of Cantonese since he plays a very active role among 

all the Cantonese activists in Guangzhou. He is the person who revealed the news about the disputed issue 

that Government is intentionally banning Cantonese and brought them into public’s eyes. In the year of 2011, 

it was reported that all the news programs in Cantonese were secretly replaced by Putonghua broadcast 

without noticing the public in Guangdong Radio and Television Station, the most influential media in 

Southern China. After carefully examining Guangdong National Language Regulations which came into 

effect in 2011, the language law at Guangdong Provincial level, he pointed out government’s malicious and 

malevolent intent in restricting the use of Cantonese and eradicating Cantonese culture, which rekindled the 

fire between promoting Putonghua and protecting Cantonese. In 2014, he endeavored to disseminate the 

news report from Southern Metropolis Daily concerning the guiding spirits stipulated in the Conference of 

Language Work Evaluation in Second-tier City of Guangdong Province which is held in Foshan, a city very 

near Guangzhou. According to the guiding spirits, it is forbidden to speak any Cantonese in schools and 

government agencies and on radio and TV programs and to write any traditional Chinese characters and 

colloquial Cantonese expressions in Foshan. A heated debate towards this topic, again, was witnessed in Sina 

Weibo. Ironically, all the news and information referred to this, later, were deleted and censored online. Sam 

Zi Lok (心之洛), another Cantonese activist who is a film reviewer and culture innovator, revealed a piece 

http://weibo.com/gznf?from=feed&loc=at&nick=%E7%BE%8A%E5%9F%8E%E7%BD%91&is_all=1
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of news on Sina Weibo that students and teachers in Guangzhou No.1 High School who speak very standard 

Putonghua will be evaluated as Putonghua activists and rewarded 10,000 CNY at the end of the semester. A 

similar case happened in Zhuhai where students in a technical secondary school are prohibited to speak any 

Cantonese. The disclosure of these language phenomena not only stimulates people’s much anger but more 

importantly, inspires people’s rational and reasonable discussion on what tangible actions they could take to 

preserve Cantonese, counterbalance the language policy, and enhance their abilities to make arguments to 

defend Cantonese.  

The relation between language and culture is entwined and music is a very important carrier of 

language and its culture. The popularization of Cantonese songs is crucial for the preservation and 

development of Cantonese. Jau Wai (游威) is another well-known Cantonese activist in the vortex of 

protecting and developing Cantonese. He, as the producer of Chinese Golden Melody Award (華語金曲獎) 

and an experienced music critic, upholds Cantonese songs and Cantonese culture. He conducted surveys 

related to the use of Cantonese and its speakers online and corresponding statistics with reference value were 

collected in his research. Master Dongshan (東山少爺), a renowned local Cantonese singer, popularizes 

Cantonese songs by mixing traditional folk songs with modern rhyme, like Little Chick(雞公仔), Moonlight 

(月光光) and Big Falling Rain (落雨大) for instance. The amalgamation between pop music and old 

Cantonese folk songs refreshed people’s view towards Cantonese songs and acted as good examples of 

cultural innovation. Due to Master Dongshan’s active promotion in Sina Weibo, Cantonese songs are still 

popular in Guangzhou.  

The third type of micro-blog in Sina Weibo concentrates on promoting the Cantonese language and 

updating Cantonese related issue, which could be seen in their account description, ‘Send (posts) to 

Cantonese speakers. Please (kindly) speak Cantonese here’ (送畀講廣東話噶你，唔該，哩度講粵語

/http://weibo.com/u/2439122472). For example, the National Cantonese Club (國民粵語會) would post the 

old newspaper released in the Republican period about the usage of Cantonese in the past. They would also 

compare the difference between Hong Kong and Guangzhou’s expressions, such as, 公仔麵 vs.速食麵 

(instant noodles), 萬字夾 vs.回形針 (paper clip), 石屎 vs.水泥 (cement), 汽水罐 vs.易拉罐 (beverage can), 

滅火喉 vs.消防栓 (Fire hydrant) (http://weibo.com/nationalcantonese). Moreover, Cantonese Program4 (粵

語節目 4) employs a more exquisite way to promote Cantonese since all the posts are with regard to 

programs in Hong Kong’s radio stations which are in Cantonese broadcast, such as Gong Dung Gong Sai (講

東講西) from Radio Television Hong Kong, Gwong Ming Ding (光明頂) from Commercial Radio Hong 

Kong, and Zeoi San Siu Sik (最新蕭息) from Memehk. Not only the Cantonese language can be widely 

spread to more audience but also the more open minded content from those radio programs produced from 

Hong Kong could reach to Cantonese speakers in Mainland in that many of those contents are the analysis 

about the social-political situation and the political ideology. These contents may abound with spirits of 

individuality, democracy and freedom of speech, which are not enjoyed by the mainlanders who desire for 

them for long. Therefore, the deliberate action of popularizing Hong Kong’s radio programs in Mainland 

may politically imply that the Cantonese activist would try covert means to counterbalance the language 

policy by strengthening people’s political awareness. Cantonese activists closely follow the most updated 

issues which clashed the dominant position of Cantonese in Hong Kong. The contentious events, like Using 

Putonghua to teach Chinese (普教中) or the appearance of simplified Chinese characters subtitles in J5, a 

channel in TVB were fervently discussed and highlighted in the third type of account in Sina Weibo. More 

concrete examples from their contents will be further analyzed in the next part since their form of language 

bears some social and political implications with reference value to written Cantonese and online discourses 

of resistance.  

 

http://weibo.com/nationalcantonese
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2.1 Forms of Language of Resistance 

This part interprets the language ideology and political ideology implied by Cantonese activists in 

constructing online discourses of resistance in order to maintain the vitality of Cantonese usage and protect 

the unique status of Cantonese as a regional lingua franca in southern China (Gao, 2012). These Cantonese 

activists are found to have employed several kinds of strategies to defy the language policy and planning in 

China. When Putonghua is subjugating other Chinese varieties to a subordinate situation (Edwards, 1994; 

Gao, 2009; Haugen, 1966; Trudell, 2010), resistant behaviors may be generated if the imposition is so strong 

that the preservation and development of the Chinese varieties are threatened. The language policy in China 

discursively frames Putonghua as the lingua franca for communication among all the Chinese people and as 

an index for a Chinese identity to unite all the people together. The worst situation is that the purposeful 

language policy breeds aversion and antipathy among people who may resort to defiance and resistance, 

which is the counter-effect. The seemingly ‘good-intent’ language policy to the unity of people may lead to 

separation of people. Research (Lai, 2011; Wang & Ladegaard, 2008) has agreed that individuals 

demonstrate their devotion and allegiance to their regional linguistic codes as a tool to maintain socio-

cultural bindings and confirm their cultural identities. Therefore, when those Cantonese activists do not have 

so many ways to freely use Cantonese as much as they want, online discourses of resistance were produced 

and spread online as a means to affirm their language attitudes and assert their identity of being Cantonese. 

This part attempts to link the usage of a certain linguistic code and the form of language to political and 

social resistance. It is hoped that added knowledge of written Cantonese and discourses of resistance could 

be gained.  

The kinds of strategy that Cantonese activists use are presented as follows. Firstly, traditional Chinese 

characters and colloquial written Cantonese are deliberately chosen by the Cantonese speakers rather than 

simplified Chinese characters and standard written Chinese (SMC). According to the stipulation by the 

language law and the Constitution in mainland China, the Cantonese activists are using non-standard 

language and non-standardized Chinese scripts when making posts or commenting on Sina Weibo. These 

language choices are overtly conflicting with the language policy and planning in China. The intransigent 

attitudes of the Cantonese activists imply that they are not gratified with the overbearing language policy 

which results to the marginalization of Cantonese. Moreover, very informal and colloquial Cantonese style is 

employed by them, which will never be tolerable and admissible in standard written Chinese. Authentic 

features of vernacular Cantonese penetrate in the style, form and diction of the online discourses of 

resistance.  
 

今晚攤喺沙發睇老片《偵探波羅》。無意中望見陪伴我廿年嘅物件，忽然感慨『我都後生過』。相信呢十幾

年都無乜人用呢啲杯飲洋酒呱？而當年嘅「戰鬥杯」今日裝住菊花茶。同樣，曾經潮人標誌，豪裝百幾個

煙頭嘅，先係名正言順嘅『煙灰缸』。但係，呢兩件曾經嘅潮物、蒲物，喺屋企從良咗廿年。想當年…… 

     (http://weibo.com/u/1685508093) 

 

Snow (2008:190) argued that written Cantonese has obtained an autonomous status from Standard 

Written Chinese and that a clear usage norms is shared in the Cantonese speaking community in terms of 

what the representation of written colloquial Cantonese is, that Canotnese is ‘functionally elaborated’ and 

that its prestige keeps increasing. Some of the language form is shared by people from Hong Kong and 

Macau, for instance, 喺 (hai2/Yes), 嘅 (ge2/possessive case/of), 呱(gwaa2/final particle), 乜 (mat1/what), 咗 

(zo2/aspect marker) or 啲 (di/quantifier). Cantonese speakers will not have any difficulties in understanding 

these colloquial written forms no matter they are from Cantonese speaking regions in mainland China or 

Hong Kong or Macau. These posts may exclude those who are not Cantonese speakers and cannot read 

traditional Chinese characters. In some posts, the word choices and even the punctuations were scrupulously 
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selected, conveying a sense of belongingness towards the peculiar Cantonese culture and identity and 

perpetuating the nostalgia for the glorious Cantonese culture in the past.  

Secondly, some of Cantonese activists’ posts are full of playfulness, which can attract more people to 

read their posts, and in return, those people will be unconsciously involved in the Cantonese protection and 

realize the pressing status of Cantonese in China. Their wording is very lively and interesting, delivering 

Cantonese activists’ humor and amusement.  
 

容貌不整潔，我哋會講肋脦（讀音 lak6 dak6），最經常聽到嘅就有話人鬍鬚肋脦，意思即係話尒個人鬚又

唔剃，不修邊幅，邋邋遢遢。新年到啦，當然都係要執得四四正正，好好睇睇，去舊迎新嘛，同時希望更

多人來傳承粵文化。 

 

掙扎個掙，大家都識，讀音 zang1，或轉讀成爭 zaang1 音。但當佢表達充滿到容不下的程度尒個意思嘅時

候，讀作 zaang6，明<清河縣繼母大賢>:灌得你眼睛花，掙得你肚皮脹。平時都會話隨便食尐嘢掙飽個肚

啦，又如個袋塞得太多物件，掙爆咗。其實掙本源來自撐，普通話都有吃飽了撐的說法，當然寫掙更容易

讀明白 

(http://weibo.com/gardensavage) 

 

For instance, they use ‘掙爆咗’ to express the fullness of a bag which is squeezed in too many things to 

a degree of explosion. Moreover, the colloquial expression, ‘執得四四正正，好好睇睇’ is used to convey 

that one person should care about his/her appearance especially before Chinese New Year, therefore, this 

person should manage and put everything in order so that he/she would look tidy and handsome. The written 

form of the vernacular and authentic Cantonese is a life-based language which is close to people’s lives, and 

thus, it is easy for the readers to understand the articulated meaning at the surface and the implied meaning 

in behind. Special attention needs to be paid to the phonetic transcription of those Cantonese. Jyutping (粵

拼), a Romanization scheme of Cantonese developed by Linguistic Society of Hong Kong, is promoted and 

recognized by the Cantonese activists in mainland who do not embrace the Pinyin system for the Chinese 

language. This implies that they think the Pinyin cannot phonetically represent the sound of Cantonese and 

Pinyin is only for Mandarin Chinese, the Putonghua. Actually, there is a Cantonese Romanization scheme 

based on the accent of Guangzhou, which was developed and further revised by the Education Bureau in 

Guangdong Province. However, the Cantonese activists in Guangzhou do not choose their own 

Romanization system but the one from Hong Kong which is more widely spread and influential. Therefore, 

the Cantonese activists, again, show closely alliance with Hong Kong.  

Furthermore, the abundant vocabulary of Cantonese is valued by the Cantonese activists, sometimes, 

foul language in particular. Cantonese activists are proud of the rich expression of Cantonese curse and dirty 

words when comparing Cantonese with Putonghua which has far less. In the following post, the Cantonese 

rude language can vary from one word to longer expression with six or more words. Though the foul 

language is rude and obscene, it helps Cantonese speakers to divide an us and other groups since Putonghua 

speakers are unable to comprehend the meaning.  
 

粵語詞彙甘豐富特別系粗口詞彙甘豐富,居然凈系講到甘少?粵語鬧人主要可以用粗口,首先系兩個字既:癡

線/癡筋/撲街/含柒/傻閪/跛閪/昂鳩/蠢閪/豬閪既:傻閪閪/癡閪線/癡鳩筋/刁哪嗎/化臭閪.臭化閪等,四個字既:

屌你老母,掉你家姐,再多字:你阿媽架/撲你個臭街/屌你個屎忽/你吾含下柒先?等 

(http://weibo.com/u/1752930492) 

 

The adoption of simile, metaphor and comparison is the third type of strategy that Cantonese activists 

use in making posts to convey a strong sense of irony. For example, Cantonese and traditional Chinese 

characters are considered as a good housing which is cost effective and in a high quality but the government 

http://weibo.com/u/1752930492
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recovers the possession of the premises by threatening the people. The language right to speak Cantonese 

and use traditional Chinese characters is likened to the possession of a premise which is now taken back by 

the government. Another Cantonese activist alleged that what the government does assimilates with 

Putonghua Chauvinism, a narrow ultra-nationalism. Cantonese activists lashed out against government’s 

nationalism which forces people to speak only Putonghua and write simplified Chinese. Through the 

language campaigns by the government, the Communist Party and the policy makers can retain and confirm 

its operation and ruling. Moreover, when they know that the drama from Hong Kong was performed in 

Cantonese in Shanghai, one Cantonese activist responded that ‘Good. The Cantonese opera performed in 

Guangzhou was in Putonghua as well.’ A strong sense of irony was clearly delivered in this post. The 

original Cantonese speaking drama was not performed in Shanghai dialect or Mandarin Chinese in Shanghai, 

but the Cantonese opera which originates from Canton was adapted and performed in a Putonghua version. 

Sarcasm was employed to express their helplessness and frustration towards the language policy.  

 

#粵語傳承# 粵語正體皆笋盤，政府靠嚇來收樓。 

(http://weibo.com/u/5265944604?refer_flag=1001600001_&is_all=1) 

 

普通话沙文主义分子？(Putonghua Chauvinism?) 

 (http://weibo.com/u/1752930492) 

 

好，我们广州也有用普通话演出的粤剧。 

(http://weibo.com/cookieoo?topnav=1&wvr=6&topsug=1&is_all=1) 

 

The last strategy that Cantonese activists take is to dig out the source and indicate the reference of some 

Cantonese expressions. By linking Cantonese expressions back to the ancient style prose, poems or verses, 

Cantonese activists pay tribute to the cultural roots, traditional culture and the heritage. It is clear that those 

Cantonese activists want to elucidate that Cantonese is more closely connected to the prose written in a 

classical literary style and the traditional cultural roots than Putonghua expressions. Therefore, Cantonese is 

a culture that we cannot afford to lose.  
 

好似”是好像的意思。读音：好 hou2 似 ci5 ；出处：1.忽觉天风吹海立，好似春霆初发。——宋 吴琚《酹

江月》. 2.如同久旱逢甘雨，好似他乡遇故知。——明 冯梦龙 《警世通言·玉堂春落难逢夫》. 

 

髀 bei2:普通话大腿的意思。组词：鸡髀、鸭髀、大髀。谚语俗语：鸡髀打人牙骹软；膝头对上就係髀。

出处：1.今不复骑，髀里肉生。《三国志•蜀书•先主传》；2.家富良马，其子好骑，堕而折其髀。《淮南子•

人间训》. 

(http://weibo.com/u/2328388682) 

 

The format and the form of the online discourses feature Cantonese activists’ language ideology and 

their political resistance. The resistance in online discourses can be classified into two categories. One is 

realized by the language form and the other by implied and overtly articulated language ideology in the 

discourses. People openly challenge the national language policy by using a deviating language form and 

articulating their language ideology in online discourses of resistance. The next part of the paper will reveal 

the language ideology implicated or explicitly uttered by Cantonese speakers when responding to a 

particularly controversial issue. 

 

http://huati.weibo.com/k/%E7%B2%B5%E8%AA%9E%E5%82%B3%E6%89%BF?from=501
http://weibo.com/u/1752930492
http://weibo.com/cookieoo?topnav=1&wvr=6&topsug=1&is_all=1
http://weibo.com/u/2328388682
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3 The Ideology in Online Discourse  
Shared patterns of composing sociolinguistic difference and similarity are penetrated in the online discourses 

of resistance made by the Cantonese speakers. This part of the paper investigates those shared patterns of 

semiotic processes of iconisation, recursivity, and erasure to see into how online discourses implicate the 

ideology of the Cantonese supporters (Tan, 2012). In Sina Weibo, the online discourses of resistance 

produced by the Cantonese activists display prominent traits of these semiotic processes. The online 

discussions and comments in Sina Weibo towards the particularly disputed issue of the imposition of 

Putonghua on Cantonese will be thoroughly examined. It is clear to see Cantonese speakers’ ongoing 

dedication to preservation and defense on Cantonese. The online discourses are collected from netizens’ 

responses to one particular event: Andy Hui (許志安), a Canton-pop singer from Hong Kong, was criticized 

and denigrated in a popular Singing Contest, Survival I’m a Singer (我是歌手), held in Mainland China in 

2015 since he chose to sing Cantonese songs instead of Mandarin ones. The judge in this show, Cui Jian, 

who is a rock singer from the Mainland, sternly commented that ‘I don’t quite understand your Cantonese 

song... and I don’t know why you would choose such an old Cantonese song for the youngsters in Mainland’. 

His criticism towards Cantonese songs offended Cantonese speakers and aroused irritation and much 

resentment from the Cantonese speaking regions and their media. The analysis differentiates between 

Cantonese activists’ plainly articulated language ideology with assessing value and their implied language 

ideology with resistance.  

Irvine and Gal (2009: 37–39) propose that there are three important semiotic processes in establishing 

the sociolinguistic difference, namely iconisation, recursivity, and erasure. Iconisation is understood as a 

transforming process ‘of the sign relationship between linguistic features (or varieties) and the social images 

with which they are linked’ (Irvine & Gal, 2009: 37). By this transformation, the linguistic traits linked to a 

certain social group are considered as an indexical and iconic alikeness which characterizes that group’s 

intrinsic nature.  

In the online discourses, the process of iconisation takes shape through linking the language issue to a 

political one, depicting that Cantonese speakers are politically sensitive in stereotyping the linguistic matter. 

In their mind, the language issue is out of the sheer domain of language itself but intersects with politics, 

which reflects their social-psychological and sociolinguistic evaluation on Cantonese-related issues. It 

implies that Cantonese speakers are well aware that the strict language policy in China is a crucial scheme of 

language use, which is a deliberate action by the government and the Communist Party. It is interesting to 

discover that how Cantonese speakers could relate an entertaining TV show to a series political issue and 

how an opinion from a Mainland singer could be raised to a national language policy level. This could be 

explained by the fact that the imposition of Putonghua and marginalization of Cantonese have been 

infiltrated in many aspects of people’s lives, so whenever there is a controversial issue related to the 

oppression on Cantonese, people can’t help but denouncing it as a political issue. Iconisation also takes the 

form of equaling Cantonese to the Yue Culture or the Cantonese-ness. Cantonese, the language itself, has 

become a very important index of the culture and an indicator of the identity of being a Cantonese. Moreover, 

iconisation involves in correlating the person who is intolerant of Cantonese songs or Cantonese to the 

perception of this individual’s cultural narrow-mindedness, regional discrimination and disrespectfulness 

towards Cantonese speakers.   
 

连你呼吸的空气都是政治的 

‘lian ni hu xi de kong qi dou shi zheng zhi de’ 

‘Even your breath is political.’ 
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在这里一切都是政治问题 

‘zai zhe li yi qie dou shi zheng zhi wen ti’ 

‘Everything is political issue here.’ 

 

粤语是一种文化。 

‘Yue yu shi yi zhong wen hua.’ 

‘Cantonese is a kind of culture.’ 

 

因为哥哥所以喜欢上粤语歌 支持粤语文化 

‘yin wei ge ge suo yi xi huan shang yue yu ge...zhi chi yue yu wen hua’ 

‘I like Cantonese songs because of Gorgor... (I) support Yue culture.’ 

 

这个真的好无语，对地域歧视一样 

‘zhe ge zhen de hao wu yu, dui di yu qi shi yi yang’ 

‘This really (makes me feel) speechless. (It is like) a regional discrimination’ 

 

    Constructing resistant ideology also involves a process of closely associating the personality, the 

temperament or the characteristics of the individuals with language use (Tan, 2012). From the online 

discourses below, it is obvious to see that how Cantonese activists’ responses and their language attitudes 

towards Cui’s negative comment on Cantonese songs go far beyond the emotions concerning the linguistic 

code itself, yet extend to the conception about that individual. The following includes foul language, sex, 

mother, smelly and sensitive body parts and curse words.  
 

崔健真把自己当根葱了。扑街仔 

‘Cui Jian zhen ba zi ji dang gen cong le. Pok3 gaai1 zai2’ 

‘Cui Jian really considers himself as a scallion. Street-bashing boy.’ 

 

崔健你條撚樣返屋企割自己條閪撚落嚟含七住佢啦。 

‘Ceoi1 gin6 lei5 tiu4 lan2 joeng6 faan1 uk1 kei5 got3 zi6 gei2 tiu4 hai1 lan2 lok6 lai4 ham4 cat2 zyu2 keoi5 laa1.’ 

 

崔健含撚啦~屌个你老母 

‘Ceoi1 gin6 ham4 lan2 laa1~ diu2 go2 lei5 lou5 mou2’ 

 

The semiotic process of iconisation plays an essential part in formulating linguistic difference and 

drawing the line of us versus others by projecting Cantonese as a unique culture. Perishing characteristics 

and stereotypical attributes are attached to all of the online discourses of resistance to the targeted individual 

who denies the value of Cantonese. Therefore, Cantonese activists condemn those who have sharp criticism 

and acidulous comments on Cantonese, eternalizing their determination to defend and preserve Cantonese 

and resist Putonghua promotion. 

Recursivity is the second type of semiotic process through which ‘an opposition, salient at some level 

of relationship’ is framed ‘onto some other level’ (Irvine & Gal 2009: 38). For example, an intergroup clash 

may be projected inwardly into an intra-group hostility or vice versa (Irvine & Gal 2009: 38). Netizens’ 

online discourses of resistance exceed the regional limitation of Guangdong Province, extending to a 

national scale to the whole mainland or other provinces such as Zhejiang and Sichuan Province. And the 

original Canton-pop music issue is furthered projected into the Hong Kong film and its prominent influence 

to Chinese film development, Southeast Asia, and even the world. The antagonism towards Cui’s rude 

treatment of Cantonese songs is out of the music context and regional restrictions. Recursivity reflected in 

these resistant discourses shows that Cantonese supporters would trace back to the past glory of Cantonese 

in Canton-pop music and the influential Hong Kong films, highlighting the unique status of Cantonese and 
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its invaluable treasure to pop music and film industry. The discourses of resistance also stretch to an 

international scale, bolstering the powerful impact of Cantonese on the world. On another level, Cantonese 

activists associate the suppression of Putonghua on Cantonese caused by the language policy and planning in 

mainland China with the preservation of Cantonese in Hong Kong. Although the stringent implementation of 

the language policy leaves no room for Cantonese and inevitably causes the marginalization of it, Cantonese 

supporters from the Mainland feel satisfied that they still have Hong Kong as their ally. Thus, recursivity is 

translucent in the way Cantonese activists connect the oppressed Cantonese in China to the well retainment 

and development of it in Hong Kong. Besides that, the linguistic issue between Cantonese and Putonghua is 

sophisticatedly understood as the involute relations between Hong Kong and Mainland China in culture and 

politics.    

 
我不是广东人，不管现在粤语歌坛或是香港电影如何，都不影响我喜欢粤语文化啊！ ‘’ 

‘I am not people from Guangdong. No matter how the current Canton-pop music and Hong Kong films develop, 

they won’t influence my love for Yue culture.’ 

 

作为大陆人，支持粤语！一直不怎么喜欢崔健所谓个性 

‘As (a) mainlander, (I) support Cantonese! (I) don’t like Cui Jian’s strong character’ 

 

浙江人也要出来撑粤语了，崔健系边个 

‘Zhejiang people also need to come out to support Cantonese. Who is Cuijian?’ 

 

我特别理解广东人上海人不愿意说普通话的心理，因为在我们心中，方言就是最美的文化，因此我从不觉

得说四川话丢脸。 

‘I can really understand why people in Guangdong and Shanghai are unwilling to speak Putonghua. It is because 

(our own) dialect is the most beautiful culture in our mind. Thus I never feel shameful to speak Si Chuan dialect.’ 
 

......不過你應該要知道粵語在幾年前就被聯合國定義為「語言」而非「方言」，在國際影響力非常大 

‘...but you should know that Cantonese is regarded as a ‘language’ rather than a ‘dialect’ in United Nations. Its 

influence in the world is very big.’ 

 

上世纪香港歌手是整个中国乐坛的半边天，当时听不懂粤语的比现在多的多，但是大多数人照样喜欢也包

括我。还有当时香港影视是可以代表整个中国，影响整个东南亚。现在呢？ 

Singers from Hong Kong were really popular in the whole China’s pop music in last century. The number of 

people who didn’t understand Cantonese was much more than that now, but many people still like it (Canton-pop 

music), including me. Moreover, Hong Kong films at that time could even represent China and influenced 

countries in Southeast Asia. How about now?  

 

怎么感觉只有讲国语的才算大陆人，才算中国人......我们的传统就会被埋了，还好现在还有香港。 

‘How come I feel that only those who speak Putonghua are considered as mainlanders and Chinese? ......Our 

traditions would be buried. At least, (we still) have Hong Kong...’ 
 

粤语能够有今日嘅地位，全靠香港 

‘That Cantonese can have this prestige today is attributed to Hong Kong.’ 
 

最主要是因為粵語被打壓，逐漸沒落，其次是香港與內地的政治文化問題！ 

‘The main reason is because Cantonese is suppressed (by the government) and gradually declined. Besides, it is 

due to the political and cultural issue between Hong Kong and Mainland China. ’ 
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Therefore, recursivity is evident in online discourses of resistance in emphasizing the distinctive role of 

Hong Kong in preserving Cantonese, the unique status of Cantonese for people in Guangdong and a larger 

scale of the world, and the irreplaceable position of Cantonese in pop music and film industry.  

The last type of semiotic process in producing linguistic difference and resistant discourse is erasure by 

which ‘facts that are inconsistent with the ideological scheme either go unnoticed or get explained away’, for 

instance ‘ideology, in simplifying the sociolinguistic field, renders some persons or activities (or 

sociolinguistic phenomena) invisible’ (Irvine & Gal 2000: 38).  

 
我系广东人，我撑#粤语# ！！！ 

‘I am Guangdong people. I support #Cantonese#’!!!’  

 

作为大陆人，支持粤语！一直不怎么喜欢崔健所谓个性 

‘As (a) mainlander, (I) support Cantonese! (I) don’t like Cui Jian’s strong character.’ 

 

Ironically, erasure is clear in the interpretation of Cantonese permeating in a certain area and being 

spoken by a group of speakers who belong to a single category of dialect, but in fact, people in Guangdong 

province speak different Cantonese varieties and various Chinese dialects such as Teochew, Hokkien and 

Leizhou dialect, which is deliberately neglected in the discourses of resistance. In the rhetoric, all these 

people, speaking different dialects with various accents, are regarded as one united group of people with one 

shared identity: Cantonese from Guangdong Province. Both nuance and difference between these dialects 

are totally ignored. This semiotic process of erasure commonly occurs in language ideological construction 

and discourses of resistance in that cohesiveness and unity can be generated during the course to confront the 

language policy. Only by accentuating the common predicament of Cantonese, Teochew, Hokkien and other 

Chinese dialects which are on the verge of dying off by eliminating the sociolinguistic differences can these 

less dominant speakers unite together and exert joint efforts to combat the language policy and Putonghua’s 

hegemony.  

The online discourses reproduced by the Cantonese supporters implicate their linguistic ideological 

constructions and the social-psychological status. A shared presupposition is found either in explicitly 

uttered ideology or implicit ideology: that the strict implementation of the language policy has been clashing 

with the preservation and development of other Chinese ‘dialects’, which led to their less dominant positions 

and marginalization in China. The importance of language ideology lies on its interrelations with the 

establishment and confirmation of the speakers’ language identity, dividing us and other groups. Thus, the 

language awareness and ideology is of significant value for the Cantonese activists’ bid for an irreplaceable 

identity for being Cantonese-ness.  

 

4 Conclusions and Discussions  
In conclusion, this paper has thoroughly examined the processes of how Cantonese activists’ language 

ideologies inform their online discourses of resistance in Mainland China. Sina Weibo, along with other 

interactive discussion forums on the Internet, has become potent sites of sociolinguistic debate and 

sociolinguistic discourses for Cantonese activists based in Guangdong as well as China and at overseas. It is 

hoped that this paper has attended not only how these language ideologies of resistance are generated but 

also why they are being produced. Yet, an interesting question related to this is raised in terms of why the 

predominant language ideologies produced from the official bodies and their discourses cannot dominate 

those of some Chinese ‘dialects’ speakers, such as Cantonese, who chose to move beyond such ideologies, 

which suggests further exploration. By interpreting these online discourses of resistance as a form of social-

psychological and sociopolitical action, this paper figures out that discourses can really do ideological work 

and Cantonese activists depend on their language ideologies derived from making posts or commenting 

http://huati.weibo.com/k/%E7%B2%A4%E8%AF%AD?from=501
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online with the aim of their political resistance. It proves that the usage of a certain linguistic code can be 

linked to political and social opposition.  

    The usage of ‘divergent’ written forms and the features of the online discourses overtly challenge the 

language policy and planning in China. The various kinds of strategies adopted by the Cantonese activists 

against the imposition of Putonghua on Cantonese are comprehensively provided in this study. Nevertheless, 

a theoretically conceptual framework is needed in order to fully acknowledge the strategies involved and to 

perceive how such purposes and political resistance are implied, explicitly articulated and accentuated when 

Cantonese activists uphold their language rights and make their sociolinguistic contestation. The online 

discourses made by the Cantonese activists are consistent with the shared patterns of semiotic processes in 

composing sociolinguistic difference through iconisation, recursivity and erasure. When analyzing the 

resistant online discourses and the ideology implicated in the course, one can obviously see the strong 

ambition of the Cantonese activists to defend the status of Cantonese, preserve and develop the language and 

to uphold the Cantonese culture. There will be more and more people involved in the team of Cantonese 

activists and people’s political and language awareness will be enhanced as well. A prospect of further study 

is suggested to be carried out to draw more data and concrete examples from broader levels, going beyond 

the sphere of Guangdong and establishing interrelatedness and intersection between Guangzhou, Guangdong, 

Hong Kong and Macau, trans-regional and transitional sociolinguistic perspectives.  
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Abstract. This paper explored the differential amount of L1 support in incidental vocabulary 

learning in the L2. We randomly assigned 73 L1-Cantonese-L2-English learners into three groups 

along an L1-support continuum – one end of having no L1 support (i.e., reading monolingual L2 

texts, n=27) through the middle with some L1 support (i.e., reading in the L2 with L1 gloss, n=21) 

to the other end with full L1 support (i.e., reading bilingual texts, n=25). Students were first asked 

to read the texts and complete comprehension questions, followed by a vocabulary test. The post-

test of vocabulary meaning recall indicated that the only difference lay in the gloss group 

outperforming the other two groups. It was suggested that the use of gloss, but not bilingual texts, 

promoted the learning of the target vocabulary items. Pedagogical implications were also discussed, 

pointing to the importance of the principled use of L1 in L2 vocabulary acquisition. 

 

Keywords: incidental vocabulary learning; use of L1 in L2 learning, L1 gloss, bilingual texts for 

L2 reading 

1   Introduction 

Vocabulary plays a vital role in language learning. Research suggests that a learner needs to have knowledge 

of a high percentage of lexical items in a given text in order to gain comprehension (e.g., Hu & Nation, 

2000; van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013). One line of research focuses on how learners acquire vocabulary 

knowledge incidentally through reading (e.g., Pellicer-Sánchez & Schmitt, 2010; Waring & Takaki, 2003). 

As the findings suggest that acquisition of partial vocabulary knowledge requires multiple encounters, this 

prerequisite could become a problem for learners who have limited exposure to the target language. Even for 

those who have adequate exposure, they could have problems in spotting unfamiliar items and/or in guessing 

the meaning right. As a result, means to enhance incidental vocabulary learning have been explored. One of 

these means includes providing support in the learner’s first language (L1) in the form of gloss and 

translation at the sentence level. While converging evidence seems to suggest that L1 use has its value, what 
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amount of L1 use would be the most effective has yet been fully explored. The present study aims at 

investigating whether L1 support is beneficial, and perhaps, whether there is an issue of providing too much 

L1 support. 

2   Literature Review 

2.1   Vocabulary Learning through Reading 

In the domain of vocabulary learning through reading, the investigation is often driven by two key questions: 

first, what aspects of word knowledge can leaners learn incidentally? Second, what is the role of occurrence 

of the words in incidental learning? Pellicer-Sánchez and Schmitt (2010) asked their Spanish leaners of 

English at university (n=20) to read an English novel, Things Fall Apart. Thirty-four African words (e.g., 

obi ‘men’s hut’) in the novel were chosen as the target words. The authors measured 4 aspects of word 

knowledge: word form (i.e., spelling) recognition, word class recall as well as meaning recognition and 

recall. While the overall incidental learning of all aspects of word knowledge tested was observed in 9.4 

items (i.e., 28% out of 34 target words), participants scored the highest in meaning recognition (43%), 

followed by spelling recognition (34%) and word class recall (20%); meaning recall was learnt the least 

(14%). As for the occurrence of target items, words with more than 10 times of exposure were learnt most: 

84% for meaning recognition, 76% for word form recognition, 63% for word class recall, and 55% for 

meaning recall.  

 

Similarly, Waring and Takaki (2003) asked 15 Japanese female university learners of English to read a 

graded reader containing 25 non-sense words (e.g., mork) as target words. These non-sense words did not 

contain common suffixes which could have given extra information at a morphological level. The authors 

measured 3 aspects of lexical knowledge: word form recognition, prompted meaning recognition, and 

unprompted meaning recognition. Contrary to Pellicer-Sánchez and Schmitt (2010), Waring and Takaki’s 

(2003) participants scored the highest in word form recognition (61% out of 25 target words), followed by 

prompted meaning recognition (42%) and unprompted meaning recognition (18%) in the immediate post-

test. Importantly, this learning decayed significantly in the delayed post-test 3 months later: in the worst case, 

the participants could only, without being prompted, recall the meaning of merely 1 word (0.04%). For the 

role of occurrence, the data suggested that the more the number of times the learners met the word, the more 

learning was measured in the immediate post-test across the board (i.e., in word form, prompted meaning, 

and unprompted meaning recognition). For example, of words the learners encountered 15 to 18 times, 

learning in prompted meaning recognition was detected in 72% of the cases, compared with 40% for words 

met 13 to 14 times. These findings led the authors to suggest that over 20 times of occurrence may be 

required for most words to be learnt.  

 

Brown, Waring, and Donkaewbua (2008) provided further data regarding the role of occurrence. The 35 

Japanese university learners of English read one of the three graded readers (they listened, or listened and 

read the other two), before taking an immediate post-test and a 3-month delayed post-test in meaning 

recognition and meaning recall. Of 28 target words, the participants showed learning of 12.5 words (45%) on 

recognition and 4.1 words (15%) on recall in the immediate post-test. In the delayed post-test, the scores 

dropped to 11.4 (41%) and 1.0 (4%) respectively. As for occurrence, with the 7 words met 15 – 20 times, 4.3 

words (61%) were recognised, 2.0 words (28%) were recalled; with those 7 met 10 – 13 times, 2.9 (41%) 
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were recognised and 1.4 (20%) were recalled. From these the researchers concluded that for some aspects of 

the new words to be learnt, much more than 7 – 9 meetings would be required.  

 

As these studies demonstrate, some aspects of word knowledge may be learnt better incidentally; but the 

evidence does not appear to be conclusive. Also, the number of word occurrence appears to have a role in 

the extent of knowledge learnt. Generally, the more the occurrence, the more likely that the item is to be 

learnt.  

 

2.2 Problems with Incidental Vocabulary Learning 

Despite the seemingly positive signs which led researchers such as Huckin and Coady (1999) to suggest that 

vocabulary learning ‘predominantly occurs’ (p.182) in incidental contexts, relying only upon incidental 

learning is not without problems. First, incidental learning requires correct guessing of meaning of the target 

items, which may not be easy for learners of relatively low proficiency when they read authentic texts with 

target words often situated among many other unfamiliar items. Studies have shown that learners need to 

know a high percentage of the words in a text (e.g., 98%) in order to gain adequate comprehension (e.g., Hu 

& Nation, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). In other words, guessing of the meaning of words 

could be challenging and ineffective for these learners who lack the first few thousands of the most common 

words. They may not understand an authentic text well enough to learn the unfamiliar lexical items because 

there are too many of them. Indeed, meanings are often not easily inferable from context (e.g., Dubin & 

Olshtain, 1993). 

 

Second, the research discussed illustrates that the amount of exposure is critical in incidental learning. 

The requirement to meet an item for multiple times (often more than 10 encounters) could prevent learners 

who have not yet developed a reading habit from acquiring vocabulary knowledge incidentally. This 

limitation may be particularly common in foreign language learning contexts where the amount of exposure 

is not sufficient because, in real-life settings, it is only through extensive reading that a learner could be 

exposed to the same lexical item for multiple times. In the light of these limitations, researchers have been 

looking for ways to better support vocabulary learning through reading. One of these ways is to provide L1 

support.   

 

2.3 Using the L1 to Enhance Vocabulary Learning through Reading 

One way of L1 use is the provision of L1 glosses. These glosses are typically L1 translation of words that the 

researchers believe to be unfamiliar to the L2 learners. Often, the items may also be beyond their current 

vocabulary levels. The gloss is usually provided in the margin or at the bottom of the text so that learners 

could refer to it as they wish. For example, Hulstijn, Hollander, and Greidanus (1996) compared the 

effectiveness of L1 marginal glosses, bilingual dictionary use and no support (i.e., the text-only condition) 

on incidental vocabulary learning. Their Dutch university learners of French (n=78) showed the most 

learning in the L1 marginal glosses condition, learning 18% and 35% of the target items appearing once and 

three times respectively. 

 

Other studies look at the effects of different kinds of glosses. For example, Miyasako (2002) compared 

single glosses with multiple-choice glosses. The former refers to the provision of a single definition of the 

target word that fits the context in question, while the latter is to give a number of definitions between which 

only one is correct. The idea of multiple-choice glosses is to let learners think about the meaning of the 

target word and choose the best definition, hence deepening learners’ level of processing. The author 
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recruited 187 Japanese senior high school learners of English who were asked to read a text of 504 words 

with 20 target lexical items. Results in both the immediate post-test and the delayed post-test 18 days later 

demonstrated no significant difference in vocabulary learning between the multiple-choice and single 

glosses conditions.  

 

Another use of L1 to support vocabulary learning is the provision of L1 translation at the sentence level. 

Grace (1998) used a CALL (i.e., Computer-Assisted Language Learning) environment to provide L1 

translation at the sentence level for 89 English learners of French during their reading. The learners had 

access to the L1 translation when they clicked the target items on the computer screen. Results showed that 

such provision had a significant effect on both short-term and long-term retention, compared with the control 

group who received no L1 translation. It was argued that this L1 support at the sentence level required 

learners to search for semantic equivalents between the L1 and L2, and to focus on the syntactic differences 

between the two languages. In other words, the richer L1 sentential context allowed learners to process the 

vocabulary items more in-depth. However, whether or not this L1 support at the sentence level promoted 

vocabulary learning more than glosses was not explored.  

 

Gettys, Imhof, and Kautz (2001) attempted to fill this gap by comparing the use of L1 translation at the 

sentence level and L1 glosses. The authors recruited 22 university students of Russian who were asked to 

read a short story containing target lexical items unfamiliar to them. The text was evenly divided into two 

parts, creating two experimental conditions. The procedure was counterbalanced in that half of the learners 

read the text in the gloss condition first, while the other half in the sentence translation condition first. After 

reading in both conditions, all participants took a prompted meaning recognition test. Results showed that 

sentence translation was less effective than L1 glosses. From these studies reviewed, it appears that at least 

some L1 is useful in supporting incidental vocabulary learning, but whether too much L1 support has a 

negative influence on its effectiveness is not evidenced. 

 

2.4 The Wider L1 Use Debate 

Despite the converging evidence supporting the role of L1 in promoting vocabulary learning through 

reading, such L1 support is part of a wider debate on L1 use in L2 learning. The debate can be 

conceptualised as a continuum where views at one end advocate an L2-only learning environment. 

According to this view (e.g., Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, 1982), L2 acquisition takes place as a result of 

comprehensible input; hence the more L2 input the better. Often, this position implies that the languages in 

the mind should be kept separated so that negative transfer could be avoided (e.g., Corder, 1983). As a 

result, L1 use in L2 learning should be excluded. However, as pointed out by Lo (2015), more input does not 

always entail more comprehensible input, which is especially true for learners of low proficiency. It is 

exactly the limited L2 proficiency of learners that causes some teachers to adopt a ‘realistic’ approach of 

using L1 to keep the lesson going (Lin, 2006) in the sense that teachers use the L1 so that students would not 

be lost. 

 

At the other end of the continuum, L1 use is seen as an indispensable tool to L2 learning. Some teaching 

methods, such as the grammar-translation method, would be impossible without the involvement of the 

learner’s L1. However, students following only this approach could miss the precious opportunities to be 

exposed to the target language. In between the two ends of the continuum, there are researchers who 

advocate principled use of L1 in the L2 classroom (e.g., Macaro, 2005). According to this view, L1 use 

should have a sound pedagogical purpose that is based on theory (e.g., to promote interaction) and students’ 

repertoire in the target language. 
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3. The Present Study 

This study aims at exploring the potential effects of different amount of L1 support in vocabulary learning 

through reading. The different amount is conceptualised along a continuum: one end of having no L1 

support (i.e., an L2-only condition) through the middle with some L1 support (i.e. principled use of L1) to 

the other end with full L1 support (i.e., L1 being indispensable). It attempts to answer the question of how 

much L1 support is beneficial, and whether there is a possibility of reaching too much L1 support. 

 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Participants 

The data were obtained from a sample of 73 undergraduate-level Chinese learners of English (19% male; 

mean age=19) from a higher education institution in Hong Kong. These students from three intact tutorial 

groups of a general English proficiency course were randomly assigned to one of the three groups: the Gloss 

group who received English materials with glosses showing the Chinese meaning of the target words; the 

Bilingual Texts group who received an English-Chinese translation of the entire texts in addition to the 

English materials; and the English-only group who received only the English materials. To ensure that 

participants’ level of English is comparable, their reading performance at the entry test administered for all 

first-year students at the institution on general English proficiency and that in their public exam prior to 

admission were compared. One-way ANOVAs showed the absence of significant differences between the 

three groups in the entry test (F(2,70)=1.23, p=.30, n.s.) and in their public exam results (F(2,70)=1.72, 

p=.19, n.s.). 

 

 

4.2 The Reading Materials and the Target Words 

The reading materials consisted of two reading texts, both of which were adopted from the English section 

of a Hong Kong Chinese-language newspaper. The topics of the texts were stock market fluctuations and 

international diplomacy, which were not related to the areas of study of the participants. The total word 

count for the two texts was 1218 (Text 1: 618 and Text 2: 602). The English-Chinese translation published 

by the newspaper was used in the Bilingual Texts group, and the one-to-one translation of the target words 

was identified by the researchers from the translation in order to construct the glosses for the Gloss group. 

The accuracy of translation was reviewed by two translation instructors in the same higher education 

institution, both of whom agreed that the translation was of a high quality for academic purposes. A number 

of comprehension questions were attached to the reading materials to ensure that the students had a purpose 

to read. The comprehension questions were designed in such a way that the participants would need to read 

the sentences containing the target words in order to answer the questions. However, this study focused on 

potential vocabulary gains, and hence their comprehension performance was not analysed as a dependent 

variable. 

 

Sixteen target words were chosen in accordance with three criteria: first, the words were believed to be 

unknown to the participants as operationalised by selecting words that are beyond the most common 4000 

English words (i.e., K5 level or above according to the Lexical Profilers based on the BNC-COCA (Cobb, 
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2015)); second, the occurrence of the target words was less than five times in the texts to avoid frequency 

effects; third, there existed a one-to-one English-Chinese translation for the target words concerned. The 

participants were not informed of the target words throughout the study, and they did not know that they 

need to also complete a vocabulary test, as described below. 

 

4.3 The Vocabulary Test 

The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS; Paribakht & Wesche, 1997) was used, with a number of 

modifications made. Specifically, participants reported their knowledge of the words by selecting one of the 

three choices that was applicable:  

 

(1) ‘I don’t remember seeing this word’; 

(2) ‘I have seen this word, but I am not sure what it means’; 

(3) ‘I know this word, and it means ________’. 

 

If they chose (3) claiming to know the word, they needed to provide the meaning of the word in either 

Chinese or English.  

 

4.4 Procedure 

Group assignment was done in a random manner, and the procedure was carried out by one of the authors 

during a regular class session. The participants were asked to read the materials and to complete the 

comprehension questions attached to the materials. They were asked to complete the reading task on their 

own without seeking help from any source. Immediately after the reading task, the vocabulary recall test was 

administered without any prior notice to the participants. To obtain biographic information of the 

participants, all participants were asked to fill in a questionnaire after the test.  

 

5. Results 

The scoring of the vocabulary recall test was conducted by two of the authors simultaneously. Any 

discrepancies in scoring were resolved through discussion immediately during scoring. The scoring method 

was as follows: when a participant chose (1), reporting not remembering seeing the item, 0 point was 

awarded; when (2) was chosen, meaning that the participant had seen the word, but was not sure about the 

meaning, 1 point was awarded; when (3) was chosen (i.e., they had seen the word and remembered the 

meaning), but an incorrect meaning was provided, 1 point was given; and finally, when (3) was chosen and 

the meaning provided was correct, 2 points were awarded. The points for all 16 questions were added up and 

averaged for each participant, making the maximum points achievable a 2. Given the lack of homogeneity 

according to Levene’s Test for Homogeneity of Variance (p>.7, n.s.), a one-way ANOVA was conducted 

with the mean score as dependent variable and group as independent variable. The results of the three groups 

are tabulated below: 
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Table 2.  The results of the vocabulary recall test.  
Mean (SD) 

(theoretical 

max = 2) 

English-only  

(n=27) 

Gloss 

(n=21) 

Bilingual 

Texts (n=25) 

Recall  

Post-test 

 

0.90 (0.27) 1.21(0.27) 0.94 (0.24) 

 F(2,70)=9.37, p<.001*** 

 

In the light of the significance in the post-test, a Tukey post-hoc test was conducted. Results indicated that 

the mean score for the Gloss condition (M=1.21, SD=0.27) was significantly different than the English-only 

condition (M=0.90, SD=0.27, p<.001) and the Bilingual Texts condition (M=0.94, SD=0.24, p<.01). 

However, the English-only condition did not significantly differ from the Bilingual Texts condition. To 

summarise the findings, participants in the Gloss condition outperformed those in the other two conditions, 

while those in English-only and Bilingual Texts conditions did not differ from each other. 

 

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

The main aim of the present study was to explore the potential effects of different amount of L1 support on 

vocabulary learning through reading. As the absence of statistical significance in the public exam results 

prior to admission as well as in the reading entry test showed, the learners of the 3 conditions were on a 

similar baseline. The key result was that learners in the Gloss condition outperformed their counterparts in 

both the L2-only and Bilingual Texts conditions in the vocabulary recall post-test, meaning that the learners 

learnt best under the Gloss condition, while learners in the L2-only and Bilingual Texts condition performed 

similarly.  

 

These results could be explained in the light of the continuum of L1 support in reading. At the L2-only 

end of the continuum, no L1 support was offered. Given the task to complete a set of comprehension 

questions, students’ purpose of reading was to understand the text. They might not attempt to tackle 

unfamiliar vocabulary items unless these items impede their understanding. Because the comprehension 

questions were designed in such a way that the learners needed to read the sentences containing the target 

words, it was likely that they had to deal with the unfamiliar words. In these cases, they could employ 

different strategies such as deducing word meaning from morphological features and/or guessing word 

meaning from context. However, the employment of strategies may or may not be effective depending on a 

number of factors, such as the richness of the context making the item inferable, or their general proficiency 

in understanding the rest of the text. As a result, success was not warranted. There were reasons to believe 

that the unfamiliar words could be missed, or that the guessing from context was not confirmed because the 

use of a dictionary was not allowed and because the teacher did not explain the items. Taken together, these 

factors could limit the learning of vocabulary incidentally through reading.  

 

At the other end of the continuum, full L1 support was given in the form of bilingual texts. The situation 

for these learners was similar but not identical as their counterparts in the L2-only condition. First, the task 
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demand was still to comprehend the text and to complete the comprehension questions, hence unfamiliar 

words needed no guessing unless they impede comprehension. However, in cases where comprehension was 

difficult, the provision of the bilingual texts allowed the learners to gain adequate understanding without 

having to process the words very deeply. For example, they did not have to evaluate how the meaning of the 

items could fit into the context. This echoes with students not needing to deploy strategies in an L2 

classroom where excessive L1 is used. In these cases, students would have no problem understanding the 

teacher, but they could have lost the chance to try to understand the L2, given that the goal of 

comprehending the language has already been achieved. In other words, the purpose of the reading task 

could be achieved without having to deploy such reading strategies as guessing unfamiliar words from 

context and making use of contextual clues. All this processing could be potentially beneficial to vocabulary 

learning, but there was not such a need. Therefore, vocabulary learning through reading could have been 

limited.  

 

In the condition where most vocabulary learning was observed, the Gloss condition, the learners’ task was 

still to comprehend the texts. They might guess the meaning of the unfamiliar words. In these cases, the 

gloss provided them with confirmation of their guesses. Not only that, learners needed to evaluate how the 

suggested meaning could fit into the context, deepening their processing of the items. The data from the 

present study seem to suggest that this confirmation of guesses and evaluation of the meaning provided by 

the gloss are vital steps to vocabulary learning through reading. Even for learners who did not attempt to 

guess the meaning, but relied on the provision of meaning by the gloss, there was still a need for them to 

process how the meaning could fit into the context. The results obtained echo with the notion of depth of 

processing (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001) which claims that learners can learn better when they process the items 

deeper. 

 

More generally, the results in the study may be taken to suggest that L1 support should be given in a 

principled manner. In the case of vocabulary learning through reading, this principle appears to mean not 

offering excessive L1 as in the case of the Bilingual Texts condition. It is concluded that principled use of 

L1, such as the provision of a gloss in this study, is relevant and important, if not beneficial, in incidental 

vocabulary learning.  
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Abstract. This study looks into nine Chinese Mandarin-speaking MA student translators’ 

justifications for strategies while encountering problems when rendering an English marketing text 

into Chinese, and explores their risk disposition – habitual use of risk strategies. A list of 

“justifications” has been detected based on Englund-Dimitrova’s (2005) “evaluation” model and 

Pavlović’s (2010) “argument” model. Experiment-group and control-group translators were 

employed in a simulated setting to test the effects of the main variable of the translator’s peer-group 

interaction with colleagues and non-Chinese clients. Subjects’ screen activities and verbalization of 

thoughts while translating were recorded. Additional data were collected through the pre-

experiment questionnaire and retrospective interviews. Qualitative and quantitative results suggest 

that use of peer-group interaction does not seem to have brought about much difference in subjects’ 

use of risk-taking/averse/transferring strategies. The “client-based” justification is crucial for 

trainees with practical translation experience regardless the amount of the experience and the group 

they belonged to.  

Keywords: risk disposition, risk management; translation process; translators’ justifications 

1   Background 

Risk analysis has become an important issue in fields such as banking and finance, information technology, 

health, safety and environmental protection, and has been adopted in project management, including that in 

translation and/or localization. Risk managers are responsible for managing risk, i.e. adopting strategies with 

the intention to minimize loss and maximize gains in spite of uncertainty (Chan, 2004, p. 5). Which strategy 

to use depends on the frequency of an event and the severity of its outcomes. A quick summary is given in 

Table 1.  

Table 3.  General principles of risk management (Chan, 2004, p. 54).  

Scenario Frequency Severity Risk strategy 

1 Low  Low Risk taking 

2 High  Low Risk taking/Loss control 

3 Low  High  Risk transfer (to an authority) 

4 High  High Risk aversion 
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Veteran localization consultant Stoeller (2003) adopts these general principles; he thinks project 

managers should plan for risks and any potential negative impact that may bring to the project. Another 

senior translation project manager Geller (2011) employs a quantitative approach when estimating risk 

probability and impact (i.e. “frequency” and “severity” respectively in Chan’s model), e.g. a three-point 

scale from high to low probability and a five-point scale from high to low impact), hence a rough calculation 

for comparison of risk exposure in different scenarios. The risk exposure value can be obtained by adopting 

the risk equation often applied in project management in other fields:  

Risk exposure value = Risk probability x risk impact.  

In short, Stoeller and Geller consider risk to be negative, and analyze risk as a part of a business: for 

frequency/probability, they mean how often a particular problem occurs in a project or a series of project; for 

severity/impact, they mean how many days of project time are lost or how many clients are lost. However, 

there seems to be no real way to estimate the probability of negative outcomes resulting from implementing 

a translation strategy while one is translating. Besides, for analysis of translation performance, impact should 

be possibly positive or negative: gains can take the form of increased clarity, for example, and loss may 

involve loss of information and lower cultural acceptability, etc. In other words, the strict business model 

may not be easily applicable to risk analysis in the rendition process. 

2   Risk Analysis in the Translation Process as an Uncharted Area 

The application of risk analysis and management in translation could be traced back to Levý’s decision-

making model in the 1960s – the translation process resembles a (chess) game, and players have complete 

information because their previous moves are traceable and the moves that follow are noticeable; players act 

rationally (1967/2000, p. 143). 

Wilss (1994, p. 132), however, believes factors such as the source text’s type for translation and 

individual differences make it difficult or even impossible to objectify problems to an extent that all relevant 

decision-making factors could be thoroughly considered. Different solutions could be adopted for the same 

problem in a translation task. He advises translators to consider desirable and/or undesirable outcomes that 

could be brought on by a decision (1994, p. 142). 

This view has been adopted in Gile’s translator training model: “[f]rom the view point of professional 

ethics, consequences to be considered are those that will affect the Client, the author and the reader [...]. In 

real-life situations, decisions are sometimes also weighed according to the expected impact of errors on the 

Translators themselves [...]. Translators should try to aim for the best possible combination of Risk and Loss 

values for each situation [...] (1995/2009, pp. 108-109)”. He does not point out what risk means and why 

“risk” in the above quotation should not be replaced with “gain”, but he highlights risk-taking as an integral 

part of translation, and that can be done if positive impact is greater than negative impact. 

Künzli (2004, p. 1) initiates research on risk taking in translation; what he means by “risk taking” simply 

means guesswork. Künzli looks into how his five translation students and five professional translators handle 

uncertainties while translating one ambiguous ST idea in a user guide from French into German, and finds 

that the novices show a higher propensity for guesswork, and thus “risk-taking”. The study rationale and 

findings are fascinating, but the sample scale is relatively small. 

Pym defines risk as “the probability of an undesired outcome as a consequence of an action” (2011, p. 91), 

and suggests that use of the same translation strategy can lead to different risk levels in different situations.  
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Akbari (2009) believes that translation is a purposeful activity requiring decision making, and the 

translator’s decision process should involve conscious risk management in order to minimize negative 

consequences and achieve success, e.g. in terms of self-satisfaction, money or reputation. Risk is not 

confined to something negative; instead it refers to “the potential for events, decisions and consequences 

[…] which constitute opportunities or threats to success” (ibid.). Akbari points out that the translator can 

implement four major risk strategies in the actual translation process: risk avoidance, risk reduction (which 

could be similar to loss control), risk transfer (to another party) and risk retention (or risk taking; i.e. bearing 

risk for an action to be taken). These strategies can be used separately or in combination. A question is 

whether risk reduction could be a specific category, when both reducing risk and avoiding risk seem to aim 

to minimize risk. 

The literature suggests that only recently have a few translation researchers come to define “risk”, but 

they have not reached a consensus, and little empirical research has been carried out to explore translators’ 

risk disposition in the rendition process. 

3   An Exploratory Study 

This study looks into translators’ justifications for strategies while encountering problems when working on 

a L2-to-L1 translation task, and explores their risk disposition. An experiment involving two roles, the 

translator and the simulated client, was designed and carried out with a class of translation students, 

attempting to test the effects of the main variable of the translator’s peer-group interaction in a simulated 

setting – whether and how risk would be managed differently by translators with peer-group interaction and 

their counterparts without such interaction. 

The research question is: How does the use of peer-group interaction in a simulated setting affect the 

translator’s risk disposition, i.e. habitual use of risk strategies? 

3.1   Working Definition of “Risk” 

I have come to understand the term “risk” as “the probability of a desired or an undesired outcome as a 

consequence of a (translational) action”. This incorporates the potential for a positive impact into Pym’s 

(2011: 91) definition of “risk”, and I agree with Pym that the concept of risk “should be used in such a way 

that the running of […] risk can be a rational, calculated option associated with the attainment of high 

benefits” (ibid.). Risk analysis and management (by the translator) is a relatively subjective issue. 

Translators unavoidably face translation problems in an assignment. They implement translation 

strategies to handle the problems. Their general approaches to the adoption of translation strategies are 

called “risk strategies” in my research, which are classified into three types and listed in Table 2.  
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Table 2.  Types of risk strategies.  

Risk strategy Description 

Risk-taking (R+) The adoption of a translation strategy via which the 

translator aims to get potential benefits even though 

they are not sure how great the probability of 

success is. 

Risk-averse (R-) The use of a step through which the translator aims 

to reduce some possible negative consequence that 

could arise.  

Risk-transferring 

(Rthe authority) 

The employment of a translation strategy through 

which the translator shares with another party (e.g. 

the source text, the client, or  an expert in a 

particular field or topic) the positive or negative 

consequences of a decision.  

 

A translation strategy may be risk-taking in one situation but risk-averse in another. Take explicitation as 

an example: if the translator is not sure of a source-text (ST) idea, explicitation is a risk-taking strategy – the 

translation gains clarity but this increases the probability of misleading the reader; however, if the translator 

is sure of the meaning and wishes to avoid the risk of low cultural acceptability, then the strategy might be 

risk-averse. To explore translators’ risk disposition, therefore, one has to interpret data (e.g. rationale behind 

the use of a translation strategy) in context. 

3.2   Research Subjects 

A role-playing experiment was conducted with a small class of Year 2 Masters students taking the 

Translation Practicum course at the Graduate School of Translation, Interpretation and Language Education 

at the Monterey Institute of International Studies (MIIS) in California. The Practicum course is specially 

structured so that students with different language combinations, e.g. English with Korea, Chinese or 

Spanish, and with varied backgrounds have an opportunity to interact with each other. A brief profile is 

given in Table 3.  

Table 3.  Student profile.  

Subject C 

1 

C 

2 

C 

3 

C 

4 

C 

5 

C 

6 

C 

7 

C 

8 

C 

9 

S 

1 

S 

2 

G 

1 

K 

1 

Sex F F F F M F M F M F F F F 

Age 24 24 32 38 25 27 33 33 30 38 22 24 29 

Experience √√ √√ √ X √√

√ 

√√

√ 

√√ 

√√ 

√ √√ √√ 

√√ 

√ X X 

China/Taiwan T T C T C C T C T N/A 

Role Exp-T Exp-T Exp-T (Con-T) x 3 Clients 

 

This study looks into the nine Chinese Mandarin-speaking student translators’ (C1 to C9) risk disposition, 

with non-Chinese students (i.e. two Spanish-speaking, one German and one Korean) being the clients. 

Among the nine Chinese translators, five were from Taiwan and four others from China; one (C7) with over 

10 years’ translation and/or interpreting experience, five (C1, C2, C5, C6 and C9) with different amounts of 
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experience of translating for the media and public services, two (C3 and C8) with some experience of 

translating theses for other MIIS students, and one other had had no professional experience (C4) before 

taking the Practicum course. 

I made use of an experiment group and a control group. The difference between the two was the main 

variable of translator’s peer-group interaction: experiment-group translators (C1&C2; C3&C4; C5&C6), 

assigned to work with translation colleagues, were allowed to communicate with the clients during their 

recorded rendition processes, then they had to present their translations to the clients, whereas the control 

group (C7; C8; C9) had to translate the client-selected ST individually and simply email their work to me, 

without being given any opportunity to liaise with the clients. 

3.3   Data Elicitation and Processing 

The experiment generated textual and extra-textual data, e.g. questionnaires, a source text and its renditions, 

and recordings. Data collected are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4.  Data collected from students.  

Stage Data  

Pre-experiment Pre-experiment questionnaire 

Experiment Non-Chinese clients: an English source text  

Chinese experiment-group translators: screen-voice recordings, renditions 

(and email to the clients); presentation videos & PPTs 

Chinese control-group translators: screen-voice recordings & renditions 

Post-experiment Recordings: interviews with subjects; post-experiment questionnaire (for 

students who were not comfortable attending a face-to-face interview) 

 

The completed pre-experiment questionnaires offered students’ background information, e.g. age, 

translation and/or interpreting experience, and perceptions of “translation” and “good translators’ essential 

qualities”, and so I could decide on which subjects to be put in the control group and to pair up people in the 

experiment group with similar backgrounds and translation beliefs. 

The English ST selected by the non-Chinese clients was taken from the website of American retail 

grocery store Trader Joe’s, consisting of about 200 words and composed of advertising and recipe elements. 

The store was known to all the participants because there is a Trader Joe’s just four minutes’ walk from their 

institute. 

To explore what kind of problems the translators faced during the rendition process and how they handled 

risks, I made use of user-friendly screen-voice recording freeware, the Blueberry Flashback recorder. The 

program records everything that happens on the screen, including every word the translator types and every 

change they make to the rendition, the websites they browse and the reference tools they use, in addition to 

the verbalization of their thoughts throughout the process. Figure 1 shows a screenshot of a subject’s 

rendition process. 
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Fig. 1. Screenshot of control-group translator C8’s translation process.  

 

Based on the data elicited in the pre-experiment stage and during the experiment, I needed the subjects to 

elaborate their concerns and risk strategies adopted, hence retrospective interviews. I preferred individual 

interviews to pair interviews because I was seeking to obtain the individual subject’s attitudes, beliefs and 

feelings. Some subjects felt uncomfortable about attending a video-taped interview, and they suggested 

answering my questions in a post-experiment questionnaire. (Non-Chinese clients were also interviewed). 

Table 5 shows students’ participation in the post-experiment stage.  

Table 5.  Students’ participation in the post-experiment stage.  

Subject C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 S1 S2 G1 K1 

Interview  √ X X √ X √ √ X √ √ √ √ X 

Questionnaire n/a X X n/a √ n/a n/a  √ n/a  n/a n/a n/a √ 

 

Among the nine Chinese subjects, two did not partake in the final stage; two others preferred to email me 

their answers to my questions. Three non-Chinese students were at the interview, and one other preferred to 

do the questionnaire. (These post-experiment questionnaires carried different questions: the ones for C5 and 

C8 aimed at exploring how they had made decisions while translating, and the one for K1 looked into her 

client experience in the project. ) 

For screen-voice recordings, I transcribed every word from subjects’ verbalization of their thoughts, 

including the tone of voice and exclamations, and described their screen activities, e.g. websites they 

browsed and revisions they made to their translation drafts. Trainees’ responses at the interviews were also 

transcribed, compared and studied together with other data, for a more thorough analysis.  
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3.4   Data Analysis 

The translator’s risk disposition, i.e. habitual use of risk strategies, could be inferred from their justifications 

for their use of translation strategies and solutions (i.e. translated versions). Working from Englund-

Dimitrova’s (2005) “evaluation” model and Pavlović’s (2010) “argument” model, I have detected a list of 

“justifications” and looked into the way subjects justified decisions, not necessarily into the way they made 

decisions; hence the use of the term “justifications” instead of “evaluations” and “arguments”. A quick 

comparison between these three models is given in Table 6.  

Table 6.  Quick comparison between the “evaluation”, “argument” and “justification” models.  

“Evaluation” 

(2005) 

“Argument” 

(2010) 

“Justification” Description  

Non-specified “Sounds better” Non-specified 

(NS) 

A tentative solution is assessed in 

vague terms, with no specific reason, 

e.g. good/clumsy; like/dislike 

 “It’s (not) said 

that way” 

Target-

language 

convention 

usage (TL) 

Concerning TL conventional usage, 

e.g. collocations & fixed phrases; 

verbalizations like “a word/phrase 

exists/doesn’t exist” 

Stylistic Pragmatic/textual 

reasons 

 

Pragmatic/text

ual (PT) 

- On text-linguistic or pragmatic 

concerns, such as cohesion, 

coherence, register, consistency 

- (Maxim-based) On established 

guidelines, e.g. avoid wordy 

prose, or use parallel structure  

Maxim-based n/a 

Semantic “Sounds as if” “Sounds as if” 

(S) 

Tends to be specific, stressing on the 

nuances of meaning, e.g. “sounds 

like” 

ST-based “What they 

wanted to say” 

ST-based (ST) Refers back to the ST to seek or offer 

explanations of an ST element 

Intention-

based 

 Client-based 

(C) 

With the client explicitly mentioned 

and used in deciding which tentative 

solution to select 

 Target text 

reader 

Target-text 

reader-based 

(TTR) 

With TT readers explicitly 

mentioned and used in deciding 

which tentative solution to select 

Rule-based  “Rule” Rule-based (R) On standard rules for TL, e.g. 

grammar, orthography, punctuation 

n/a Free association: 

verbalizations 

not related to the 

task  

n/a n/a 

n/a Personal: general 

like or dislike; 

different from 

“sounds better”, 

which refers to a 

solution 

n/a Included in NS 
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My subjects’ justifications, similar to Pavlović’s arguments, are grouped around a salient feature that is 

often epitomized by the in vivo codes used to label each category. In vivo codes (Strauss/Corbin 1998: 105 

and passim) were taken from the words of respondents themselves. Other data such as recorded screen 

activities from subjects while translating, their views and responses given at the presentation sessions and 

post-project interviews/questionnaires may also reveal part of their rationales.  

The translator may have more than one justification when implementing a translation strategy. A 

justification may be risk-taking in one situation but risk-averse or transferring in another. For instance, if the 

translator consults the clients in order to have an ST concept or an instruction clarified, this client-based 

move is risk transferring (RClients), but if the translator attempts to negotiate with the clients what is (not) 

to be translated, such a move could be risk-taking in nature. 

4   Qualitative and Quantitative Results 

4.1   An Example of Translators’ Use of Risk Strategies: C1 & C2 

The following example presents experiment-group translator pair C1 and C2’s tentative and final solutions, 

translation strategies, justifications and risk strategies when encountering a source-text comprehension 

problem during translation. 

 

ST item: Left over Trader Joe’s Roasted Turkey Breast (in the recipe part) 

No. Solution Literal back-

translation (LT) 

Translation 

strategy 

Justification Risk 

strategy 

1 TJ 燻火雞肉 TJ smoked turkey Omission TTR R- 

2 n/a n/a Consulting 

the clients 

C RClients 

3 TJ 熱愛燻火雞肉 TJ-beloved smoked 

turkey 

Explanation ST R+ 

 

C2 was shocked when she spotted the ST words “left over”: “Left over!!! Left over 不是剩菜嗎? 騙我! 

怎麼可以這樣?” [LT: “(ST) Left over”!!! “(ST) Left over” means remaining dishes, doesn't it? My God! 

How can that happen?]. With some hesitation C2 decided to postpone the problem to a later stage.  

Around 20 minutes after C1 and C2 went back to this ST item and had the following dialog (with the less 

relevant parts omitted): 

 
C2: 我不知道這裡的 left over 要不要翻, left over 就是什麼“剩菜”呀, 奇怪! 

 (Searching the dictionary function of translation software Lingoes for “left over”) 

C1: 我在想那個 leftover 會不會是冰箱裡之類的。 

C2: 我覺得如果這樣翻很危險, 畢竟我們要跟東方人推銷, 因為這是個中文網站...... 如果翻“剩菜”就會很不好意

思, 所以不要! 

C1: 那不是要問他們 [clients] 嗎?  

C2: 那, 我覺得就是“獨家”, 就是愛不釋手, 一買再買, 就是我們自己的感覺, 那我們是不是把自己的 idea 放進去? 

C1: “您熱愛的” ...... 因為很熱愛, 所以 left over, 就不要“獨家”! 

C2: OK, “TJ 您熱愛的”, TJ “熱愛”吧, 就不是“您熱愛的” ...... 
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(LT) 

C2: I'm not sure whether to translate the sense of “(ST) left over”. “(ST) Left over” just means remaining dishes! So 

weird! (Searching Lingoes for “left over”) 

C1: I'm thinking whether “left over” would refer to something frozen in the freezer. 

C2: I think rendering such a sense in the translation is very risky. After all we are selling something to 

Chinese/Taiwanese. This is a Chinese website... If we have the sense of “remaining dishes”, we upset the readers. 

We shouldn't do that!  

C1: Then shall we ask them [the clients]? 

C2: Well, I feel it bears a sense of “exclusive”, i.e. people are crazy about the products and keep buying them. This is 

how we feel, so are we going to put in this interpretation? 

C1: “Your beloved”... that [the turkey breast] is beloved, so left over. Forget “exclusive”! 

C2: OK, “TJ, your beloved”, just “TJ-beloved”, not “your beloved”...  
 

Since they could not find any explanation of “left over” other than the sense of “remaining (dishes)”, C2 

intended not to translate the phrase in order to avoid creating any negative impression on Chinese people, a 

decision to be justified by target text readers’ impression (TTR), hence risk aversion (R-).  

C1, on the other hand, wondered if they should consult the clients (RClients), i.e. a client-based (C) 

consideration. 

It seemed that C2 was a little reluctant to ask the clients. Instead, she started to discuss with C1 what the 

phrase could mean in the ST. Finally they reached an explanation with which both were happy, i.e. an ST-

based consideration (ST), and put their interpretation in the rendition. This is rather risk-taking (R+). (This 

translator pair missed the fact that “left-over” referred to the turkey that is always left over from 

thanksgiving, which was in that week.) 

To handle this problem, they came up with three justifications and three risk strategies, and eventually 

decided to take risk by putting in their own interpretation without really understanding the ST element; their 

final concern was rather ST-based.  

Throughout the assignment, this pair considered 53 risk strategies for their 22 problems: three with ST 

comprehension and 19 others with producing appropriate target-text effects. Figure 2 presents the 

distribution of risk strategies in the rendition process: risk-taking 11 times (20.8%), risk aversion 24 times 

(45.2%) and risk transfer 18 times (34%).  

 

Fig. 2. Numbers of risk strategies rejected and accepted by C1 & C2 in the assignment.  
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Finally, C1 and C2 accepted risk strategies six times, avoided risk 11 times and transferred risk to other 

parties 10 times. They tended to be risk-averse in the task. 

4.2   Quantitative Presentation of Translators’ Risk Disposition 

There are so many secondary variables in this study that the findings must be more qualitative than 

quantitative. I will nevertheless attempt to roughly depict the subjects’ employment of risk strategies.  

To check whether translators with peer-group interaction (with working partners and the clients), i.e. 

experiment-group subjects, took more/less risk than those without such interaction, i.e. control-group 

subjects, I calculated the numbers and percentages of my subjects’ risk strategies eventually adopted in the 

translation task (Table 7).  

Table 7.  Translators’ final employment of risk strategies while translating.  

Risk strategy Experiment-group translators Control-group translators 

 C1&C2 C3&C4 C5&C6 C7 C8 C9 

R+ 6  

22.2% 

1 

9% 

7  

28% 

2 

14.3% 

4  

23.5% 

1 

9% 

R- 11 

40.7% 

6  

54.5% 

12  

48% 

11 

78.6% 

8  

47.1% 

5 

45.5% 

R 10 

37.1% 

4 

36.5% 

6 

24% 

1 

7.1% 

5 

29.4% 

5 

45.5% 

Total: 100% 27 11 25 14 17 11 

 

 

According to Table 7, five parties of six adopted risk-averse strategies more frequently than other risk 

strategies while translating. The exception was C9, who used the same high percentage of risk-averse 

strategies and risk-transferring ones. 

Most experiment-group subjects (C1 and C2; C5 and C6) and most control-group subjects (C8; C9) had 

similar percentages of the use of risk aversion; the patterns of subjects’ implementation of two others risk 

strategies are relatively erratic. The use of peer-group interaction does not seem to have brought about much 

impact on subjects’ use of risk-taking/averse/transferring strategies.  

Besides, no high correlation is found between the amount of translation and/or interpreting experience 

one possesses and one’s risk disposition: the most veteran translator C7 employed the highest percentage of 

risk avoidance; however, translators with the least experience – C3 and C4; C8 – did not use the lowest 

percentage of risk aversion.  

4.3   Translators’ Justifications 

Most justifications given by translator subjects were non-specified in nature. Some subjects were not used to 

verbalizing their rationales while translating, and some just gave very vague comments on their suggested 

translations. Some justifications were not available. The main reason is that translators revised their work 

during the unrecorded post-translation stage, and their rationales cannot be traced from the research data. 

Distribution of the specified justifications for translators’ final decisions is demonstrated in Table 8. 
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Table 8.  Distribution of translators’ specified justifications for final decisions.  

Justification category Experiment group  Control group 

 C1&C2 C3&C4 C5&C6 C7 C8  C9 

Pragmatic/textual (PT) 1/3 1/2 3/7 0/0 0/2 1/1 

Rule-based (R) 0/0 0/0 3/5 0/0 0/0 0/0 

Sounds as if... (S) 0/1 1/1 1/3 0/0 0/0 0/0 

ST-based (ST) 5/8 1/1 4/5 3/3 5/7 0/0 

Client-based (C) 3/6 1/1 7/7 1/5 0/0 0/0 

TT reader-based (TTR) 4/8 0/0 1/1 2/2 0/0 1/1 

TOTAL 13/26 4/5 19/28 6/10 5/9 2/2 

 

Table 8 shows the numbers of justifications in each category considered and finally offered by the 

subjects. For example, C1 and C2 held ST-based considerations eight times in the rendition process, but only 

five of them led to their final translation and risk strategies, hence 5/8. 

Subjects seldom had concerns of TL conventional usage (TL) while translating, and those concerns were 

all replaced by others. Thus, this justification is not listed. 

Translators have to produce a rendition for an assigned source text, and so it is normal for them to offer 

ST-based concerns most frequently. 

The client factor may, however, be worth noting. It was an important consideration to C1&C2 and 

C5&C6, the two experiment-group translator pairs with more translation experience than the remaining pair. 

In fact, it was also a crucial concern for C7 and C9 in the control group although merely the figures 

themselves do not seem to support this proposition.  

C7’s screen-voice recording suggests that he attempted to consult the clients five times during translation, 

and he typed questions for them in a notepad file, hence five client-based justifications. However, when 

almost finishing the rendition, C7 said to himself that he was a control-group member and had been given no 

access to the clients, and so his questions were useless. Then he deleted all of them and left one piece of 

advice on name translation at the end of his rendition, hence 1/5. 

C9 felt uneasy about verbalizing his thoughts while translating, so almost throughout the process he gave 

just sighs, happy humming and exclamations, and most of his justifications were non-specified. He was also 

upset about not being allowed to ask the clients questions. At the interview, C9 said his screen-voice 

recording could not fully reflect his practice as a freelance translator with the Taiwan government since he 

did have the clients in mind while translating although he could not contact them. Before this experiment, he 

had already been aware of the needs of the clients and was prepared to communicate with them when 

encountering any problems in a translation assignment: 當然需要客戶開心了, 可是我會在這方面, 要先跟

客戶溝通一下, 就是說, 因為中英本來就不同, 所以如果我忠實地翻的話, 可能效果就不見……所以要

按他們的需要, 也可以說, 盡量兩個都配合, 但要看他們怎樣才高興了, 再給他們怎樣的版本…… (LT: 

Certainly I have to make the clients happy. I would communicate with the clients first, explaining to them 

that owing to linguistic differences between Chinese and English, a faithful translation may not be good 

enough to produce the effect to the TT audience as the one the ST brings to its audience… so I have to cater 

for their needs. In other words, I try to serve both the author and the client, but will cater for the latter and 

hand in the rendition they want…). 會先解釋為什麼我會找他們, 為什麼我要問這個問題, 對我有什麼影

響, 在聽完我解釋以後, 客戶通常都很配合的…… (LT: I would explain to them why I go to them, why I 

ask a particular question, and how their answers would affect my translation. After listening to my reasons, 

my clients often try their best to help…).  
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The client-based justification is crucial for students with practical translation experience – e.g. for the 

media and public services – regardless the amount of translation experience and the group the subjects 

belonged to in the experiment.  

5   Applications of Study in Translator Training 

Use of MIIS students with different language combinations and cultural backgrounds in this experiment 

aimed for providing a setting similar to the one facing most translation practitioners in reality. After all, 

clients tend to be more willing to hire translators to render a source text from or to the language(s) they are 

not familiar with or less comfortable to work with. This may, however, have affected my subjects’ risk 

disposition as they knew that the simulated clients could not read Chinese the target language, e.g. some 

translator subjects made risk-taking moves in the rendition process but chose not to present them to the non-

Chinese clients. In fact, all the three experiment-group translator pairs, when doing the presentation, tended 

to project an image that was more risk-averse than was their performance while translating the ST. However, 

in the most common didactic setting, translation students in the same class/course have same/similar 

language combinations. Translators’ risk management in the process could be more meticulous and may lead 

to more discussion during their presentations and Q&A sessions with peers on the client position; the main 

variable of translators’ peer-group interaction may cause difference in their implementation of risk strategies.  

I instructed the non-Chinese clients to select a marketing text, one of the very practical genres in 

translation jobs around the world. This kind of text is mainly informative (or information-centerd) and 

vocative (or reader-centered) rather than too much expressive (i.e. author-centerd), and allows much room 

for students’ communicative translation and cultural adaptation. My experiment setting, having served as 

one of the teaching activities in MIIS, can be replicated in highly-specialized translation courses, e.g. legal 

translation and medical translation. Students may also be given chances to explore if there is any change in 

their risk disposition when translating different genres. 

I assume that the first thing for students to experience professional translation assignments should be their 

participation in the liaison with the clients themselves, preferably before they serve real clients. Thus, I 

employed role-playing simulation in this experiment. Based on their feedback given during the retrospective 

interviews and in the post-experiment questionnaire, I found that regardless the position assigned in the 

experiment, almost all Chinese and non-Chinese respondents thought the simulation experience made them 

aware of several things: (1) translation quality can be improved after the translator understands the 

expectation of clients; (2) translators should learn how to communicate with the clients, including what 

questions to ask and how to ask in a skillful way; and (3) translators’ good presentation (of justifications for 

their use of translation strategies) is crucial, particularly to the clients who cannot read the target language; 

they tend to believe that translators with a more professional image are more competent translators (although 

there may not be necessary relationship in between). The client-based consideration seems to have become a 

significant concern when they work in future translation tasks. Respondents with little practical translation 

experience, i.e. C4, C8, G1 and K1 felt the importance of obtaining potential positive impact (i.e. probably 

taking risk) and/or losing negative impact (i.e. probably avoiding risk) in the task, and thus became more 

willing than ever to employ translation strategies other than their only resort to literal translation (i.e to 

transfer risk to the ST in most cases). In other words, role-playing simulation serves as an effective 

scaffolding tool for students’ future work on authentic projects.  
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Abstract. Faithfulness as one criteria of interpreting quality entails faithfulness to the meaning and 

register of the original discourse. However, orality/literacy shifts often take place in the real 

business. This study aims to explore empirically the orality/literacy shifts in E-C ST (sight 

translation) in relation to that in Consecutive Interpreting and written translation by analyzing 

eleven subjects’ E-C sight translation and written translaton of two English speeches based on the 

parameters chosen. Analyses of the results show that E-C ST diminishes the orality of markedly 

oral texts and the literateness of markedly literate ones, thus having an “equalizing effect” on the 

position of translated language on the oral-literate continuum. 

The shifts can be explained by Gile’s Effort Model and Theory of Adaptation. This study sheds 

some light on sight translation teaching. Oral texts or oralized literate texts are preferred during the 

primary stage of ST teaching and the exercise of oralization itself improves language proficiency 

and prepares students for proper register in different interpreting settings.  

 

Keywords: E-C sight translation; orality/literacy shift; oral-literate continuum; ST teaching 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Faithfulness as one criteria of interpreting quality entails faithfulness to the meaning and register of the 

original discourse. However, orality/literacy shifts often take place in the real business, deviating from the 

original register to some extent. Research on the reasons behind such effect is seldom seen in the literature 

even though Shlesinger (1989) touches upon simultaneous interpreting; Toury (1995) offers his opinion 

without giving further explanations; Bao Gang (2005) mentions it without distinguishing among different 

types of interpreting while Hong Lei and Wang Binhua (2011) only study the effect of C-E consecutive 

interpreting on the position of a text along the oral-literate continuum. 

This study aims to figure out how E-C ST (sight translation) effects on orality of texts in 

comparison with written translation, consecutive interpreting and simultaneous interpreting. Based on the 

literature reviewed and experiments conducted in this paper, a hypothesis is put forward to denote that E-C 

ST has an “equalizing effect” on the position of a text on the oral-literate continuum. In the experiment, 

parameters distinguishing orality and literacy are nailed down for a quantitative study. Besides statistical 

analysis with SPSS, a reason analysis is also conducted through interviews and relevant theories. Finally, 

implications for ST teaching and textbook compilation are put forward. 

mailto:wanhongyu@shisu.edu.cn
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Sight Translation vs. other translation modes 

Sight translation is a mode of interpretation in which the input of the source language is written but the 

output of the target language is oral so it is worthy of exploring theoretically, pedagogically and 

pragmatically. Moser-Mercer (1991:159) emphasizes that “both oral and visual information processing are 

involved” in ST. Lambert (2004: 298) defines ST as "a specific type of written translation as well as a 

variant of oral interpretation". Agrifoglio (2004: 43) thinks that ST is a combination or hybrid of interpreting 

and written translation. Wan Hongyu (2006:7) summarizes it as “Sight translation appears to be a rather 

unexplored phenomenon and a hybrid of a little translation and a little interpreting, integrating reading 

comprehension, segmenting sentences, memorizing, oral translating and more demandingly, coordination 

between reading and speaking.” 

It is an indispensable skill in T&I training which enhances the work efficiency of interpreters. At 

the same time, sight translation helps interpreter trainees react quickly and enhance their oral skills (Weber, 

1990).Besides, many researchers have found the potential optimizing effect of ST on simultaneous and 

consecutive interpreting (Weber 1990; Falbo 1995; Viaggio 1995 in Agrifoglio 2004; Wan Hongyu 2006; Liu 

Jin 2011) and even written translation (Zhang Yongfeng 2011). Therefore, it is also regarded as a 

pedagogical tool. Due to reasons such as limited energy and convenience of discussion, only E-C ST is 

examined here. 

 

2.2 Orality VS. Literacy 

The pair of orality and literacy and the pair of spoken language and written language have a greater 

correlation though they denote different things and “exist independently of one another”(Shlesinger, 1989: 

11). As language is transmitted through visual and auditory media, medium-related varieties can be classified 

into two main categories -- speaking and writing. The distinction between oral and literate texts is not, 

however, identified with the medium used. The terms “oral” and “literate” refer to the text type, or the 

position of the text along the oral-literate continuum. They refer to “a cluster of features which have been 

more or less clearly defined as associated with either end of the continuum” (Shlesinger, 1989: 12). On the 

other hand, the terms “spoken” and “written” describe the mode/medium/channel/modality. Therefore, a 

written text may display oral features and spoken words may also have literate characteristics and “there 

exist types of non-spontaneous oral discourse and spontaneous written discourse (Lakoff, 1982). As for the 

terms orality and literacy, the former is used here as the unmarked form. So any mentioning of the orality of 

the text denotes its relative position along the oral-literate continuum, and doesn’t indicate that the very text 

is more oral than literate. 

The present academia tends to believe that there is a continuum rather than many discontinuous 

targets to show the orality of the texts, and such a continuum can represent the real situation of people’s 

usage of language more objectively and comprehensively (Shlesinger, 1989; Hammond, J., et al. 1992; 

Johnson 2001). Orality-literacy is a scalar concept (Tannen 1980: 326). Hammond et al (1992) further points 

out that typical oral texts and typical literate ones are prone to be located at the two ends of the continuum 

respectively and that most of the texts belong to the middle of it. 
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2.3 “Equalizing Effect” Reviewed 

Shlesinger (1989) indicates that simultaneous interpreting exerts an effect on the position of a text along the 

oral-literate continuum. After studies on four source 

language texts and their respective interpreted texts, she concludes in her MA thesis that oral texts take on 

more literate features in simultaneous interpreting and literate ones more oral features, or that the process of 

simultaneous interpreting tends to move texts more towards the center of the oral-literate continuum and 

away from either extreme, which according to Pym (2007) is better named “equalizing effect”. 

Toury (1995) also mentions the “flatter” language of translations. Baker (1996:184) includes 

“leveling” as one of potential universals of translation, and  explains it as “the tendency of translated text to 

gravitate towards the center of a continuum” . She also gives further evidence, saying that “the individual 

texts in an English translation corpus are more like each other in terms of lexical density, type-token ratio 

and mean sentence length than the individual texts in a comparable corpus of original English.” All these 

bear resemblance to the “equalizing effect”. 

Besides, according to Bao Gang (2005: 37), the target language produced by interpreters must share 

immediacy with ordinary spoken language under normal conditions (i.e. Preparing translation in advance is 

not considered.). Thus it is impossible to demand from the interpreters’ target language as logical and elegant 

as what’s produced by translators. Hong Lei and Wang Binhua (2011) delve into the effect of C-E 

consecutive interpreting on the position of a text on the oral-literate continuum. After studies on two cases, 

they draw a conclusion similar to that of Shlesinger. In other words, C-E consecutive interpreting also has an 

“equalizing effect”. 

Shlesinger (1989) probes into whether simultaneous interpreting has an effect on the position of a 

text on the oral-literate continuum. She adopts four main categories of features as parameters, namely degree 

of planning, shared content and knowledge, lexis and degree of involvement. To be specific, degree of 

planning involves lexical density, cohesive ties and flow monitoring. Among these, “a greater lexical density 

is achieved by nominalizations, modifiers, subordinating conjunctions and the like; oral texts have more 

fragmented syntax and tend to use coordinating conjunctions” (Pym, 2007: 4); compared with oral texts 

which rely more on the context, literate ones have a greater number of cohesive ties; “oral texts have more 

redundancies, pauses, repetitions” (Pym, 2007: 4). In terms of shared content and knowledge, Shlesinger 

argues that explicitation is more obviously found in literate texts. Lexis is also a vital main category, in 

which many cases may appear. For example, “colloquial language is associated with orality; oral language is 

perhaps more innovative; literate texts use more cohesion markers” (Pym, 2007: 4). When it comes to degree 

of involvement, Shlesinger maintains that orality is associated with hesitations, false starts and the like. 

Shlesinger has given us a nearly all-inclusive outline by mapping out the four main categories as parameters, 

yet they may overlap each other, with cohesion markers having appeared both in the first category and the 

third one as an instance. Hong Lei and Wang Binhua (2011) in their research on the effect of C-E 

consecutive interpreting on the position of a text on the oral-literate continuum, adopt ten parameters to 

fulfill their experiment. They are filled pauses, correction, redundancy, modal particles, nominalization, 

subordinating conjunction, coordinating conjunction, broken sentences, parentheses and grammatical 

mistakes. They fall into two categories, with the first four as expressionistic features and the last six 

grammatical features. Among them, nominalization and subordinating conjunction characterize literate texts 

while the other eight feature typical oral texts. The ten parameters Hong Lei and Wang Binhua (2011) have 

chosen are practical and operable as they can be found in both Chinese and English.  

However, according to Pym (2007), Shlesinger is right to claim that there is a movement from 

extreme literacy toward the center of the oral-literate continuum. However on the part of oral texts, there are 

actually movements toward greater orality for two variables: “contextualization” and “intensification”. That 
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is, the results in those two instances contradict with Shlesinger’s proposed equalizing universal. The 

interpreter apparently made the oral texts even more oral. 

That’s why the following experiments are conducted in the English-Chinese sight translation, 

written translation and consecutive interpreting to explore new possibilities.  

 

3 The Experiment 

3.1 Subjects 

Eleven subjects participating in the experiment are all second-year postgraduates (Chinese as A and English 

as B language) in English literature and culture studies program of Shanghai International Studies University 

(SISU) with two years of language enhancement and specifically xx hours of interpreting training in ST and 

simultaneous interpreting. Additionally, all of them have passed TEM (Test for English Major)-8 and hold 

the Advanced English Interpreting Certificate which denote to some extent their language proficiency and 

adequate knowledge of interpreting. 

3.2 Materials 

In order to ensure the reliability and effectiveness of the experiment, great efforts were taken in selecting the 

texts to be sight translated. Since the present study aims to examine the effect of E-C ST on the position of a 

text on the oral-literate continuum, it is necessary to find out a markedly literate text and one that has more 

obvious oral features. Two texts were selected accordingly. An excerpt from a speech made by the former 

President of the Boeing Company in China Ray W. Bracy in 1999 was selected as Text A. Text B is an 

excerpt from a speech delivered by Bill Gates1 in 2007 in Harvard University. Detailed information of the 

texts is listed in the following tables. 

 

3.3 Procedures 

Step 1: After a brief introduction of the E-C ST test, subjects were given the two texts and a pencil to mark 

the texts. 

Step 2: After adequate preparation for the test (reading and marking up the texts), subjects were recorded 

when they started to do sight translation. 

Step 3: Feedback was collected by way of an interview about the two texts and some questions about the ST 

processes and performances. 

Step 4: The recording of the subjects’ performances was transcribed and marked according to the parameters. 

The numbers of parameters’ occurrences in all marked source language and target language were counted, 

compared and converted into data. 

Step 5: Descriptive and statistical analyses with the help of SPSS were made for further analysis. 

 

                                                           
1 http://www.kekenet.com/Article/200908/80373.shtml (accessed on April 8th, 2013) 
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4  Analyses & Implications 

4.1 Analyses 

Data collected from the experiment are presented, studied and carefully analyzed with SPSS. Then the 

author discusses trends shown by the figures, attempts to explore reasons behind such trends and finally 

draws implications for ST teaching and textbook compilation. 

 

Table 1. Comparison of SL (Text A) and its Corresponding TL 

 

Parameters SL TL (Mean) Shift trend Sig. (p) 

nominalization 12 5.3636 + 0.000 

technical terms 18 9.3636 + 0.000 

long pre-modifications 11 6.7273 + 0.000 

Passive voice 3 0.3636 + 0.000 

subordination 7 0.2727 + 0.000 

“tag” phrases 0 1.4545 + 0.000 

coordinating 

conjunctions 

29 27.0000 - 0.171 

grammatical mistakes 0 2.2727 + 0.004 

Table 2. Comparison of SL (Text B) and its Corresponding TL 

Parameters SL TL(Mean) Shift trend Sig. (p) 

nominalization 3 4.1818 - 0.003 

technical terms 0 0 =  

long pre-modifications 4 8.0000 - 0.000 

Passive voice 2 1.0909 + 0．005 

subordination 11 2.1818 + 0.000 

“tag” phrases 0 0 =  

coordinating 

conjunctions 

15 8.8182 - 0.000 

grammatical mistakes 1 0.0909 - 0.000 

Note: 

SL = source language; 

Mean (TL) = mean of respective numbers of times a parameter occurs in eleven 

pieces of target language; 

+ = increased orality after E-C ST; 

- = decreased orality after E-C ST; 

= = no sign of increased or decreased orality after E-C ST. 

 

Except that of coordinating conjunctions, statistics about all other parameters in the target language 

and in source language indicate increased orality after E-C ST. This means that the target language is more 

oral than the source language, which is statistically significant (p ＜ 0.01). This amounts to the conclusion 

that target language is significantly more oral than source language which is markedly literate while the 

opposite trend shown by the parameter of coordinating conjunctions is not significant. 

The case of Text B is more complicated than the previous one. Among the eight parameters, 
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technical terms and “tag” phrases appear in neither the source language nor target language, thus these two 

parameters here do not show any shift trend, and are not discussed. In the remaining six parameters, four of 

them, namely nominalization, long premodifications, coordinating conjunctions and grammatical mistakes, 

show decreased orality after E-C ST, and the changes in the number of times these parameters occur in the 

target language and in source language are very significant (p ＜ 0.01). Therefore, generally speaking, in this 

case, target language shows more literate features than source language which is markedly oral. 

To summarize the above analyses, in the first case, after E-C ST, target language 

has increased orality compared with source language (Text A) which is markedly literate; in the second case, 

after E-C ST, target language has decreased orality compared with the source language (Text B) which is 

markedly oral. These two cases display the trend that when texts locate towards the extremes of the oral-

literate continuum, E-C ST can affect the shifts of position of texts along the continuum, moving them 

towards the center of the continuum from either end of it. 

To be more specific, E-C ST will add to the orality of a text which is markedly literate and 

undermine the orality of a text which is markedly oral. Such a trend is consistent with that of simultaneous 

interpreting discovered by Shlesinger (1989) and that of C-E consecutive interpreting discovered by Hong 

Lei and Wang Binhua (2011).  

 

4.2 Discussion 

 

The experiment proves that E-C ST moves texts towards the center of the oral-literate continuum from either 

end of it. 

First of all, concerning Text A, target language moves towards the oral end of the 

oral-literate continuum after E-C ST. Interviews with the subjects show that subjects think that Text A has 

many long sentences with a lot of complicated syntactic structures embedded within, and a high information 

density with so many long premodifications that add to the difficulty of ST. So target language moving 

towards the oral end is caused not by voluntary choices of sight translators but by the overload of their 

cognitive abilities. According to the enriched model of ST, 

ST = R (reading) + M (memory) + C (coordination) + P (production). (Wan Hongyu 2006: 51) and 

Gile (2011), if ST requires more energy than is available, the performance deteriorates. Thus, only if TR 

(total requirements) < TA (total available processing capacity), can ST be a success. In the first case with 

Text A, the literate features of Text A have greater total requirements on sight translators. When the total 

available processing capacities of sight translators cannot meet the requirements, grammatical mistakes may 

appear, and the subjects may not have energy left to construct sentences as complicated as those in source 

language or to polish their diction to adapt to that of the source language. As a result, target language has an 

increased orality compared with the source language. 

As of Text B, target language moves towards the literate end of the oral-literate continuum after E-

C ST. According to the interviews with the subjects, most of them believe that for a Harvard commencement 

speech, interpreters avoid too casual words or simple structures. Verschueren (2000) believes that language 

use is a process of choice-making, and that among the three properties of language, adaptability is the key to 

successful communication as it enables people to choose from various possibilities to meet the needs of 

communication. Gong Longsheng (2008: VII) in his dissertation proves that this Theory of Adaptation is 

also applicable to interpreting and that interpreting is also a continuous process of making choices so that the 

interpreted language is adapted to the context and target of communication. 

In the second case with Text B, the oral features of Text B lead sight translators to made various 

linguistic choices on their initiative, making the target language more literate so that it is more adaptable to 

the communication needs. 

As to the greater appearance of passive voice, subordination and coordinating conjunctions in 
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source language, it is due to the inherent differences between Chinese and English. 

First, Lian Shuneng (1993) points out that “There are more coordinating and subordinating 

conjunctions both in numbers and types in English than in Chinese, and they are used more frequency.” 

According to Lian Shuneng (1993), “subordination is one of the most vital features of modern English.” ( 从

属结构是现代英语最重要的特点之一。 ) In English, subordinate clauses led by subordinators, non-finite 

clauses which include infinitive clauses, -ing participle clauses and –ed participle clauses, and verbless 

clauses can all indicate subordination. (Zhang Zhenbang 2003: 516-569) In Chinese, however, there are not 

such non-finite clauses or verbless clauses as in English; there are only subordinators like “虽然” and “尽

管” (Hong Lei & Wang Binhua 2011: 74). English often uses coordinating conjunctions to link words, 

phrases and sentences. On the contrary, “coordination in Chinese is usually displayed with the help of word 

order, context, adverbs, etc. in informal registers. Conjunctions are often used only in formal registers and 

much less frequently than in English) (Lian Shuneng 1993) 

Example 1: 

 

One of my biggest memories (long pre-modification #2) of Harvard came in January 1975, when 

(subordination #7) I made a call from Currier House to a company in Albuquerque that 

(subordination #8) had begun making the world's first personal computers (long pre-modification 

#3). (taken from the marked passage of Text B) 

我在哈佛最重要的记忆 (long pre-modification #5) 是在 1975 年 1 月，那时我从 Currier House 

宿舍打电话给阿尔伯克基的一家公司。这家公司刚刚开始生产世界上第一台个人电脑 (long 

pre-modification #6) (from the marked passage of subject 1’s target language) 。 

 

In the source language, “when” and “that” suggest subordination, but in Chinese, there is no such a device or 

use of subordinators to show subordination. 

 

Example 2: 

The emphasis (nominalization #11) is on mutual benefits and (coordinating conjunction #23) training to 

world class standards. (from the marked passage of  Text A) 

项目强调要互利共赢，通过培训达到世界水平 (from the marked passage of subject 1’s target 

language) 。 

In the target language, coordination exists in the underlined part, but as is shown above, in Chinese there is 

no need to use a coordinating conjunction while in English “and” is imperative to link the corresponding two 

phrases. In addition, as to the greater appearance of passive voice in source language (English), Lian 

Shuneng (1993) contrasts English and Chinese, and concludes that “English often uses passive voice while 

active voice is more frequently used. In Chinese, sometimes there is passive indication in the sentences, yet 

passive voice is not used.” For instance, “ 工作完成了，问题也解决了。 ” which actually means “ 工作被

完成了，问题被解决了。 ” and may be rendered to English as “The work has been finished and the 

problems solved.” 

 

Example 3:  

…humanity’s greatest advances are …in how those discoveries are applied (passive voice #2) to 

reduce inequity. (from the marked passage of Text B) 

人类最大的进步……在于把这些发现应用起来以减少不平等。 (from the marked passage of 

subject 3’s target language) In the source language passive voice “are applied” is used but in target 

language it is rendered into “ 把 … … 起 来 ” to express the same meaning while passive voice is 
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nowhere to be found. 

Overall, E-C ST can effect shifts in the position of texts along the oral-literate continuum, moving 

texts towards the center, despite the fact that a few parameters may show the opposite trend which can be 

reasonably explained in the differences between the two languages. E-C ST’s influence over texts’ orality 

can find reasons in Theory of Adaptation and Effort Model of ST. 

 

5. Implications for ST Teaching and Textbook Compilation 

According to the current research, literate texts, with relatively longer sentences, more abstract concepts, 

more complex structures and higher information density demand greater processing capacity from 

interpreters. Experts suggest that when asked to interpret literate remarks, one had better contact the speaker 

in advance to get the prepared text. (Herbert 1952: 5; Jiang Chunfang 1984: 112) 

Therefore, we can approve of “the overriding opinion among interpreters (that) tends to maintain 

that oral-type texts are more amenable to interpretation than the literate type.” (Shlesinger 1989: 52) 

When it comes to ST, sight translators, unlike consecutive or simultaneous interpreters, are not aided by the 

natural pauses, tones, intonations, etc. of the speakers, and their only way of information input is through 

reading the texts. Thus, literate texts may pose even greater challenges for them. 

The above taken into consideration, oral texts should be prioritized during ST teaching for novices, 

as using oral texts is more conducive to their skill development. 

To be more specific, interpreting teaching with either literate or oral texts involves skill 

development as both types need skills to be appropriately interpreted, yet with oral texts which have less 

information density and simpler structures, novices with smaller total processing capacity can focus more of 

their attention on skill development. For instance, some informal dialogues are a good choice to begin with. 

The same applies to interpreting textbook compilation. However, it is agreed that literate texts entertain a 

wide range of subjects and are complete in terms of content and structure, so they form an inexhaustible 

source for interpreting teaching. (Seleskovitch & Lederer 1990: 292; Yang Entang & Yao Xiuqing 1993: 25-

26; Song Desheng 2000: 51-56, etc.) 

Faced with the question of how to utilize those literate texts at the initial stage of ST teaching and 

textbook compilation, we may approve of the suggestion given by Bao Gang (1992: 24), “At the very first 

stage of interpreting teaching, teachers should not directly use some literate texts; rather they should try to 

make the training materials more oral, i.e. transform the literate texts into texts with looser structures.”It is 

advisable to gradually add authentic literate texts, such as conference addresses in ST teaching and textbook 

compilation. 

To summarize, it is therefore dictated by the distinctions between literate and oral texts, the 

information input way of ST, the role of skill development in interpreting teaching and cognitive abilities of 

novices to choose oral texts or transformed literate texts at the first stage of ST teaching or in the first 

chapters of ST textbooks; after laying a foundation for students’ ST skills development, teachers and 

compilers are suggested that they add authentic literate texts step by step so as to prepare students for the 

real market. In this way, ST students can gradually increase their total processing capacity, confidence and 

interest in ST, and meet the market demand as well. 

6. Conclusions  

This study aims to test the hypothesis that E-C ST has an “equalizing effect” on the position of a text on the 

oral-literate continuum is put forward. An experiment with interviews with the subjects is carried out, and 
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great efforts are devoted to selecting effective experimental materials.  

Concrete parameters distinguishing orality and literacy are chosen to conduct quantitative statistical 

analysis followed by a reason analysis and implications for ST teaching and textbook compilation are drawn. 

In brief, the current research provides us with the following conclusions and insights. 

1.  E-C ST can effect shifts in the position of texts on the oral-literate continuum. To be specific, E-C 

ST diminishes the orality of markedly oral texts and the literateness of markedly literate ones. 

2.  Markedly oral texts moving towards the literate end of the continuum after E-C ST may be 

explained with the Theory of Adaptation, as sight translators are making linguistic choices on their 

initiative so that their production may suit the ccasions of communication. 

3.  Markedly literate texts moving towards the oral end of the continuum after E-C ST may be 

attributed to the fact that the total requirements may exceed the total processing capacity, according 

to the Effort Model of ST and interviews with the subjects. 

4.  When teaching ST and compiling ST textbooks, a step-by-step fashion is suggested, with oral texts 

or transformed literate texts utilized at the initial stage, and authentic literate texts gradually 

involved. 

5.  It is advised that teachers and textbook compilers contribute some energy and second thoughts to 

making literate texts more towards the oral end of the continuum before incorporating them into the 

first stage of ST teaching and the first chapters of ST textbooks. 

 

References  

Agrifoglio, Marjorie. (2004). Sight Translation and Interpreting: A Comparative Analysis of Constraints and 

Failures [J]. Interpreting, 6(1): 43-67. 

Baker, M. Corpus-based Translation Studies: (1996). The Challenges That Lie Ahead [A]. H. Somers (ed.). 

Terminology, LSP and Translation: Studies in Language Engineering in Honour of Juan C. Sager [C]. 

Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 175-186. 

Gile, D. (2011). Basic Concepts and Models for Interpreter and Translator Training [M]. Shanghai: Shanghai 

Foreign Language Education Press. 

Hammond, J. A., Burns H. Joyce, D. Brosnan. & L. Gerot. (1992). English for Social Purposes: A Handbook 

for Teachers of Adult Literacy [M]. Sydney: National Center for English Language Teaching and 

Research. Macquarie University. 

Lambert, Sylvie. (2004). Shared Attention during Sight Translation, Sight Interpretation and Simultaneous 

Interpretation [J]. Meta, XLIX, 2): 294-306. 

Pym, Anthony. (2007). On Shlesinger’s Proposed Equaliziing Universal for Interpreting [A]. F. Pochhacker, 

A. L. Jakobsen, & I. M. Mees (eds.). Interpreting Studies and Beyond: A Tribute to Miriam Shlesinger 

[C]. Copenhagen: Samfundsliterature Press. 

Seleskovitch, Danica. (1978). Interpreting for International Conferences: Problems of Language and 

Communication [M]. Stephanie Dailey & Eric Norman McMillan (trans.). Washington: Pen and Booth. 

Shlesinger, Miriam. (1989). Simultaneous Interpretation as a Factor in Effecting Shifts in the Position of 

Texts on the Oral-Literate Continuum [D]. Master’s Degree Dissertation. TelAviv University,. 

Tannen, Deborah. (1980). Implications of the Oral-Literate Continuum for Cross-Cultural Communication 

[A]. J. E. Alatis (ed.). Current Issues in Bilingualism. Georgetown Univ. Round Table on Languages and 

Linguistics [C]. Washington, DC: Georgetown Univ. Press. 326-347. 



117 

 

Toury, G. (2000). Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond [M]. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins, 1995. Verschueren, Jef. Understanding Pragmatics [M]. Beijing: Foreign Language 

Teaching and Research Press. 

Weber, W. K. (1990). The Importance of Sight Translation in an Interpreter Training Program [A]. D. Bowen 

& M. Bowen (eds.). Interpreting - Yesterday, today and tomorrow [C]. Binghamton: State University of 

New York. 44-52. 

Zellermayer, Michal. (1987). On Comments Made by Shifts in Translation [J]. G. Toury (guest ed.). Indian 

Journal of Applied Linguistics. 13(2): 75-90. 

Zhang Yongfeng. (2011). A Study of the Potential Effect of Sight Translation on the Optimization of Written 

Translation -- From the Perspective of Information Processing [D]. Master’s Degree Dissertation. Xi’an 

International Studies University. 

Bao Gang (鲍刚). (2005). 口译理论概述 [M]. 北京: 中国对外翻译出版公司. 

Gong Longsheng (龚龙生). (2008). 顺应理论在口译中的应用研究 [D]. 上海外国语大学 博士论文. 

Hong Lei & Wang Binhua (洪磊、王斌华). (2011). 汉英交替传译中口语性/书面性偏移的描述性研究—

—以两场记者会现场口译为案例 [J]. 中国翻译 2:73-77. 

Jiang Chunfang (姜椿芳). (1984).  略谈口译问题 [A]. 翻译研究论文集[C]. 北京: 外语教 

学与研究出版社. 

Liu Jin (刘进). (2011). 以视译促交传——一项基于实证的相关性研究报告[J]. 中国翻译. 3: 37-41. 

Song Desheng (宋德生). (2000). 口译教学：书面语篇的口语化设计 [J]. 山东师大外国语学院学报.1: 

51-56. 

Wan Hongyu (万宏瑜). (2006).视译过程的认知研究对本科口译教学的启示[D]. 上海外国语大学博士学

位论文. 

Yang Entang & Yao Xiuqing (杨恩堂、姚秀清). (1993). 英语口译技巧[M]. 青岛: 青岛出版社. 

Zhan Cheng (詹成). (2012). 视译教学的原理、步骤及内容[J]. 上海翻译. 2: 48-50. 

Zhang Zhenbang (章振邦). (2003). 新编英语语法教程[M]. 上海: 上海外语教育出版社. 



118 

 

Mental Representations and Corpus Data for English and Mandarin 

Chinese Adjectives 
 

Zaili Jiang 

 

BNU-HKBU-United International College 

 
Abstract. Both grammatical and lexical items can be organized into categories, with prototypes as 

best examples of a category, so that desk, chair, and table for example, are the prototypes of the 

category FURNITURE.  Similarly, in the area of grammar, with the features +concrete and 

+contained, is a best example of the category IN.  Prototypes are generally first thought of when 

people are asked to think of an example of a category. Research on grammatical categories such as 

NOUN, VERB, PREPOSITION have already been carried out, but to date, no-one has yet proposed 

a set of prototype features for the category ADJECTIVE. This study sets out to redress this balance. 

To identify ADJECTIVE prototypes word- and sentence-level data were elicited from native 

speakers of English and Mandarin Chinese, and to test the prototype features on real language use 

(Corpora).   

 
Keywords: Prototypes, Categories, mental representations 

 

 

1 Introduction 
Prototype theory was proposed by Rosch in 1973, with prototype seen as a ‘salient example’, ‘best example 

of a category’, ‘best representation of things included in a class’ or ‘central and typical member’ (see Rosch 

1978; Lakoff 1986; Brown 1990; Tversky 1990). Taylor claimed  that “constructions, no less than other 

kinds of linguistics objects, also need to be regarded as prototype categories, with some instantiations 

counting as better examples of the construction than others” (Taylor, 1995: 197). Constructions, or 

categories such as NOUN, VERB, TENSE, INTERROGATIVE, PREPOSITION and DECLARATIVE are 

organised around prototype members, or ‘best examples’, as are lexical categories that a desk, chair or tables 

are prototype members of the category FURNITURE.    

The lexical-grammatical category PREPOSITION is organized as a category as shown below (Table 1): 

 Features Example 

Prototype +concrete, +contained in the box 

Extension 1 +concrete, -contained in the air 

Extension 2 -concrete, -contained in trouble 

Table 1: The category PREPOSITION 

 

Both grammarical and lexical items can be organised into categories, and in the area of grammar a 

great amount of research has been done in this area.  However, no one has yet proposed a set of prototype 

features for the category ADJECTIVE. This study sets out to redress this balance. 
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The following features are proposed for ADJECTIVE in both English and Mandarin (Table 2): 

 Features Example 

Prototype +gradable, +concrete I am very tall. 

我         很                高。 

(I   intensifier-adv   tall.) 

 

Extension 1 

 

 

+gradable, -concrete 

-gradable, +concrete 

The weather is very   hot.  

天气             很                       热 ． 

(Weather    intensifier-adv     hot.) 

There is a dead cat. 

那里       有            只              死猫。 

(There    exist     count-word   dead cat.) 

Extension 2  -gradable, -concrete That answer is right  

那       答案      是      对的。 

(That    answer   is      right-adj) 

Table 2: Prototype and Extensions for Mandarin Chinese and English  

To test the hypothesis that prototypes can be identified in data elicited from native speakers of English and 

Mandarin Chinese, a questionnaire is adminisitered to native speakers of both languages. If prototypes are 

mental representations of a category, we would expect that real world language use will be differeent from 

mental representations, ie., mental representations tend towards the prototype, while real communications 

tend to more abstract, non-prototypical language. To test this hypothesis, we compare corpus data from both 

languages with the survey data. As can be seen from our results, both hypotheses are upheld by the data. 

1.1 Research Questions 
1.  Does data elicited from native speakers of English indicate prototype effects for adjectives? 

2.  Does data elicited from native speakers of Mandarin Chinese indicate prototype effects for adjectives? 

3.  Does data elicited from native speakers of English for adjectives show similarities to data extracted 

from a natural corpus? 

4.  Does data elicited from native speakers of Mandarin Chinese for adjectives show similarities to data 

extracted from a natural corpus? 

 

2 Literature Review 
2.1 Adjective in nature: comparative and superlative degrees  

Only gradable adjectives can be used in comparative and superlative degree to modify the quality of a person, 

thing or situation.  This can be achieved by two ways:  

i. Analytically by using more or most  

With adjectives of more than one syllable:  

Beautiful, more beautiful and most beautiful 

With inflected adjectives: 

Lovable,  more lovable and most lovable.   

ii. Morphologically by adding -er and -est to the base form of single syllable adjectives:  

Hot, hotter, hottest  

 and the base form of two-syllable with–y adjectives: 

Happy, happier, happiest 
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Disyllabic adjectives ending with -ow (hollow, mellow and shallow etc.) or short adjectives ending with -le 

(simple, able and noble etc.) also can follow the inflection principles (see Downing and Locke, 2006:484, for 

a more detailed discussion of comparatives and superlatives). 

 

2.2 Adjectives in Corpus-driven Grammars  

The Longman Student Grammar of Spoken and Written English (LGSWE), and COBUILD are corpus-based 

grammars. Following LGSWE perspectives, adjectives are lexical words, and are an open class and occur in 

news and academic prose more commonly than in conversation. Adjectives could be categorized as central 

adjectives or peripheral adjectives. The central adjectives tend towards gradable feature, and usually possess 

morphological, syntactic and semantic characteristics.  

         i. Examples for central adjectives:  

                   Big, tall, long, hot, new, and old 

         ii. Examples for peripheral adjectives:  

     Beautiful, mere, alive, lone and unable  

2.2.1 Morphological characteristics  
Adjectives are free morphemes, and can be constructed by a single morpheme, commonly with one syllable 

e.g. tall, big, and hot.  Morphological and inflectional change, as well as compounding, can lead to the 

creation of new words, yet in this way, commonly hold non-gradable feature (Table 4).   

 

Example Explanation 

unhappy, insincere derivation, with same word class but opposite meaning 

careful, friendly, successful derivation, with change in word class from noun to 

adjective 

Corresponding,exciting, alleged pseudo-inflection with word class change from verb to 

adjective 

Color-blind, snow-white, stir-crazy compounds from joining free morphemes 

Table 4: Creation of new adjectives via derivation, inflection, and compounding 

2.2.2 Syntactic characteristics 

Adjectives commonly serve as modifiers preceding the head of an adjective phrase or noun phrase, or as 

predicative. Sometimes adjectives serve as postposed modifiers commonly following a compound indefinite 

pronoun, as exclamations, and as a peripheral role to modify a noun phrase but they exclude the noun phrase 

in a clause. For instances, (see Table 5) 

 

Attribute  The full impact of HIV infection will be felt over.  

Predictive  That will be quite impressive.  

Postposed modifier It’s a shame if you haven’t got anyone musical here. 

Exclamation  Great! I like that girl.  

Free modifier  Green, bronze, golden [it] flowed though weeds and rushes.  

Table 5:  Syntactic characteristics for adjectives  
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2.2.3 Semantic characteristics  

Many adjectives are descriptive, and can describe the qualities of abstractions, people and things e.g. the 

weather is hot, I am guilty, the old house. Some can be modified to show level or degree of the quality e.g. 

happy, very happy, extremely happy. Some adjectives can serve as both classifier and descriptor e.g. 

‘criminal law, criminal activity; primary school, a primary issue’ (Table 6; see Biber et al p.198). 

 

Descriptors  Examples  Classifiers  Examples  

Color                                           Black, white etc. Relation/restrictive Chief, initial etc. 

Size/quantity/extent Big, deep etc. Affiliate  French, Irish etc. 

Time  Age, old etc. Topic  Chemical, political etc. 

Evaluative/emotive  Bad, best etc.   

Miscellaneous  Complex, dead etc.   

 Table 6: Adjective descriptors and classifiers (Biber et al, 2003: 198)  

2.2.4 Divergences in gradable adjective    
In COBUILD, there are five types of adjective:  

i. Qualitative adjectives:  

sad, small, happy  

ii. Classifying adjectives: 

financial, intelligent and economic  

iii. Color adjectives:  

 blue, green, black  

iv. Emphasizing adjectives:    

 absolute, pure, utter  

v. Post determiners:  

 first, chief and same  

 

Only qualitative adjectives are gradable. The color adjectives are non-gradable, although they can take ‘pale’, 

‘dark’, ‘deep’ or ‘bright’ to submodify the color adjectives. In Mandarin Chinese grammar, “adjectives may 

be described as gradable in that they can be modified by degree adverbs. Adjectives which have a more 

definite either-or quality e.g. 男 (male), 女 (female), and are therefore not so readily modified, may be called 

non-gradable adjectives” (Po-Ching & Rimmington, 2006:46). Non-gradable Mandarin Chinese adjectives 

commonly function as predicates, and can be inserted between copula 是 (is) and the particle 的 (adj-marker) 

e.g. 那是真的 (that is true). In addition, some negative and positive or antonymous complementary pairs 

such as 活的 (live), 死的 (dead); 正式 (formal), 非正式 (informal) are also non-gradable adjectives.  

2.3 Prototypes and Categories  
Prototype members of a category are the first to come to in mind, or ‘cognitive reference points’ (Rosch, 

1975: 423). They are generally seen as ‘central and typical members’, ‘salient examples’, ‘most 

representatives of categories’, or ‘best examples of a category’ (see Rosch 1978; Lakoff 1986; Brown 1990; 

Tversky 1990). The less ‘salient examples’, ‘central and typical’ and so on members are peripheral.   

The example for prototype and extension member in category BIRD has shown as below: 
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Figure 1: Prototype and Extension member in category BIRD (Shortall, 2007: 30)    

       

2.4 Categories and Prototypes in Languages Constructions 

Prototypes are mental representations or cognitive reference points of cognitive categories such as FRUIT 

and BIRD, or Linguistic categories like NOUN, VERB, and ADJECTIVE etc. Lakoff notes that categorizing 

in language is universal and including “phonetic, phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic … [and 

that] [l]inguistic categories are among the kinds of abstract categories that any adequate theory of human 

conceptual system must be able to account for” (Lakoff, 1992: 11). In this section, the main focus is 

examining prototypes in NOUN and PREPOSTION to illustrate “constructions, no less than other kinds of 

linguistics objects, also need to be regarded as prototype categories, with some instantiations counting as 

better examples of the construction than others” (Taylor, 1995: 197).      

 

2.4.1. Nouns  

Taylor (1995: 192) claims that a prototype noun designates ‘a concrete, discrete, three-dimensional entity’, 

and some nouns are best or central example of the category NOUN. For instance, table and chair are 

prototypical nouns; tragedy is a less prototypical nouns because it cannot be look at concrete and tangible 

(Figure1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Prototype and extension for noun (Shortall, 2007: 35) 

Prototype                         Extension1                    Extension 2  

Robin                              Penguin                         Bat 

+feathers                        +feathers                        -feathers                        

+wings                           +wings                           +wings 

+beak                             +beak                             -beak 

+2 legs                           +2 legs                           -2 leg 

+flight                            -flight                             +flight 

     

+wings 

+beak 

+2 legs 

+flight  

 

 

Prototype  

 

+concrete 
+discrete  
+tangible 

Woman  
Boy  
Bottle 

 
   

Extension 1 
 
 

 

 

+concrete 
+discrete  
-tangible 

Doorway 
Entrance  
 

 
   

Extension 2  
(mass nouns) 

 

 

+concrete 
-discrete  
+tangible 

Water 
Sugar 
Milk  

 
   

Extension 3 
(unbounded 
items) 

 

 

+concrete 
-discrete  
-tangible 

Fog 
Clouds  
Atmosphere 

    
Extension 4 
(events and 
abstractions) 

 

 

-concrete 
-discrete  
-tangible 

Tragedy 
Elation 
Length 

 
   

Extension 5 
(Dummy 
pronouns) 

 

 

-concrete 
-discrete  
-tangible 

It 
There  
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2.4.2. Prepositions 
Prepositions serve as functional words and are a closed class. There are limited numbers of prepositions. The 

prototype of IN and ON have been discussed by Shortall (2007), he claims the prototype example of IN 

involves the attributes + concrete and + delineated, and the features of IN are +concrete and +horizontal 

surface. Both IN and ON need compliments or “landmarks” was proposed by Langacker (1987). For 

instance, in a bowl, a bowl serves as a complement to show in to be a container (see Table 7); on the floor, 

the floor to labels the horizontal surface feature of ON (see Table 8).  

prototype: 

+ concrete 

+ delineated 

Meanwhile, melt the white chocolate in a bowl.  

We live in our country house during the summer.  

He was in a room with close friends. 

Extension 1: 

+ concrete 

- delineated 

The sun is already high in the sky. 

They've turned up in a couple of national papers. 

We sat in the shade of a big tree. 

Extension 2: 

- concrete 

- delineated 

 Small dialogue box appears when the printer is in operation. 

Jack was in agreement with most of his fellow-students 

He remains in critical condition in a California hospital. 

Table 7: Prototypes and extensions for the preposition ‘in’ (Shortall, 2007: 36) 

 

 

Prototype: 

+ concrete 

+ horizontal 

Jack’s sitting on the floor watching TV.                     

There was no radio mast on the roof. 

There was blood splashed on the carpet. 

Extension 1: 

+ concrete 

- horizontal 

Please keep your dog on a chain.                         

These shoes have given me blisters on my back. 

There was a ring on each of his fingers. 

Extension 2: 

- concrete 

- horizontal 

Environmentalists will be on the watch for damage to wildlife.  

Air traffic controllers are on strike. 

He is now on trial for murder. 

Table 8: Prototypes and extensions for the preposition ‘on’ (Shortall, 2007: 36)                                                       

2.5 Adjectives as Cognitive Constructions 

In cognitive linguistics, all grammatical and lexical groupings are seen as constructions, i.e. there is no real 

division between grammar and lexis.  In this way, noun phrases, verb tenses, idioms and so on are seen as 

constructions. Constructions are themselves categories (see Section 2.4). They are cognitive symbols, and 

are mapped from realistic world. Certain constructions include various grammatical and lexical categories.    

We have already seen that PREPOSITION has binary features, and we now suggest this possibility for 

ADJECTIVE.  One of the key features that ADJECTIVE would seem to have with NOUN and 

PREPOSITION is the question of concreteness, given frequent adjective-concrete noun pairings such as 

clever boy, big dog.  Another key property of adjectives may relate to gradability (see 2.1 and 2.2) Therefore, 

we designate the ADJECTIVE Pprototype (P) as: +concrete, +gradable; Extension 1(E1) as: + gradable, -

concrete or +concrete,-gradable; Extension 2 (E2) as: -gradable, -concrete for both English (Table 9) 

Mandarin Chinese adjectives (Table 10). 
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 Features Adjective Example 

P +gradable, +concrete  Fast I can run fast. 

E1 +gradable, -concrete 

 -gradable, +concrete 

Hot 

National  

I dislike the hot weather. 

That is a national park. 

E2 -gradable, -concrete Different  I get a different result. 

Table 9: Adjective prototypes and extensions for English 

P  

+concrete, +gradable 
美丽  

(beautiful) 

高 （tall） 

我        很        美丽。 

I          very      beautiful. 

我         很        高。  

I            very      tall. 

E1 +gradable, -concrete  

or     

-gradable, +concrete 

热（hot） 

死（dead ） 

天气             很          热 ． 

weather        very        hot. 

那里       有            只              死猫。 

There    exist      count-word   dead 

cat. 

E2 -concrete, -gradable 对（right）  那       答案      是      对的。 

That    answer   is      right-adj. 

Table 10: Adjective prototypes and extensions for Mandarin Chinese       

 

3 Methodology  
3.1 Participants   
The participants are from two different culture groups: one is English as the first language, and the other 

manipulates Mandarin Chinese as their first language. 100 subjects were invited to complete the 

questionnaire survey for each group. In the English speaking group, it includes 33 15-year-old teenagers who 

are American students, 47 adults working at English Language Center (ELC) of BNU-HKPU-United 

International College (UIC) in Guangdong Province China, 20 adults who taught in New Journey Jerry 

English School in Qinghai province China. In total70 subjects come from America, the others from Australia, 

England, New Zealand and Nigeria.  For the Mandarin Chinese group, there were 35 15-year-old teenagers 

from Xin-Tian-Middle School in Chongqing China, and 65 adult non-language majors from BUN-HKBU-

UIC.  

3.2 Research design  
We designed some survey questions to elicit participants’ mental representations for adjectives, from which 

we observe whether the elicited data show prototypical effects or not (see section 2.5). In addition, we plan 

to choose each 20 most frequent adjectives from corpora to compare with the elicited data, to analyze 

whether the corpus data and the elicited data have similar prototypical effects or not.  
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3.3 Instruments  
Questionnaire survey 

In this study, a questionnaire survey was designed with both two languages, and administered to the 

participants. It held similarity structures and contents. For enhancing validity and reliability of the 

questionnaires, we adopted Chinese instructions for native Mandarin Chinese speakers and English 

instructions for native English speakers, so that they can understand the instructions effectively and 

efficiently. Each questionnaire includes two sections. The first section is to collect basic information of 

participants, which needs the participants to answer their major, nationality and first language. The second 

part includes two instructions. The first instruction is what are the first 5 adjectives you think of? Write them 

down as quickly as you can to elicit participants’ mental representations of adjectives. The second 

instruction is now write out one sentence for each adjective, in which sentence-level is to address the 

question of concreteness. 

 

Corpora 

Corpus is one of the most reliable and valid tools to extract data for word collocation and frequency. A 

researcher can follow genres such as, spoken, textbook, conversation, academic and so on, or word classes 

such as, adjective, verb, noun and so on to research targets. In this research, the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA) was chose to extract adjective data for English. The Beijing Language and 

Culture University Corpus (BLCUC) with 10 billion words was used to extract adjective data for Mandarin 

Chinese data.   

3.4 Data collection  
For analyzing the English elicited data efficiently, we chose only adjectives which appear 5 times or more 

(23 in total), which gave us 193 adjective sentences. In the Mandarin data, we found that only 14 adjectives 

appeared 5 times or more. As a result, we counted all adjectives in the eliciited Mandarin data  that appeared 

4 times or more (24 in total), which gave us a total of 195 sentences. In order to be more compatible, we 

extracted 23 most frequent adjectives from COCA, and the 24 most frequent adjectives from BLCUC to 

compare with the elicited data. For the question of concreteness, we extracted 20 most frequent collocations 

for each adjective which was chose from corpora. If there are more than 10 out of 20 collocations showing 

concrete meaning, it would be perceived as holding concrete feature. 

 

4 Results  
4.1 The elicited English data（EED） 

Adjective  Total P E1 E2 

Beautiful  19 16 3 0 

Big  16 12 4 0 

Fast  14 12 2 0 

Small  13 13 0 0 

Hot 12 6 6 0 

Happy  11 10 1 0 

Pretty  10 10 0 0 

Tall  9 9 0 0 

Funny  9 9 0 0 

Kind  8 8 0 0 

Quick  7 7 0 0 

Strong  6 6 0 0 



126 

 

Blue  6 0 6 0 

Cold   6 2 4 0 

Awesome  6 0 3 3 

Nice  6 6 0 0 

Smart 5 5 0 0 

Red  5 0 5 0 

Cute  5 5 0 0 

Creative  5 3 2 0 

Slow  5 4 1 0 

Bright  5 4 1 0 

Tired   5 5 0 0 

total 193 152 38 3 

 100% 78.76% 19.69% 1.55% 

Table 11: Prototypes and Extensions in the elicited English data 

The 23 adjectives that appear 5 or more times in the elicited English data are shown as Table 11. Only 3 

adjectives: awesome, red, blue are non-gradable, so they cannot be categorized as P. Nevertheless, it can be 

categorized in E1 or E2; the adjective awesome appears 6 times, 3 times for E1 and the others for E2. Being 

gradable is a necessary condition but not sufficient for determining whether it is a prototypical adjective or 

not. A gradable adjective can be both P and E. It depends on what context the adjectives are used in so that 

the adjective beautiful appears 19 times, 16 instances for P, 3 for E1.  

Examples of P, E1, and E2 from the elicited English data are shown below:  

P: 

      That ring on her finger is so beautiful. 

      Roses are very beautiful in the summer.  

 

E1: 

      The weather today is beautiful.  

      The food at party was awesome. 

E2: 

       It has been an awesome day. 

       I have an awesome dream. 

The adjective beautiful somtimes as a predictive refers to the weather, i.e., without concrete meaning, so in 

this context beautiful belongs to E1 (+gradable, -concrete). The adjective awesome shows concrete meaning 

when referring to food. However, it cannot be categorized as P because it holds without gradable feature. 

The 23 adjectives in Table 11 appear 193 times in elicited English data, with 152 instances of prototype, 38 

of E1 and 0 for E2. The percentages are 78.76%, 19.96% and 1.55% for P, E1 and E2 effects respectively. 

Therefore, the data elicited from native speakers of English display strong prototype effects for adjectives.  
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4.2 COCA data  

Adjective P E1 E2 

 0ther  0 1 19 

 New  4 16 0 

Good  3 17 0 

American   0 2 18 

Great    1 19 0 

 Big  6 14 0 

 Old  14 6 0 

 High  3 17 0 

 National  0 5 15 

 Different  0 2 18 

 Small  3 17 0 

 Little  14 6 0 

 Black  0 9 11 

Important  0 20 0 

 Political   0 0 20 

 Social 0 0 20 

 Long  4 16 0 

Young  17 3 0 

 Right  0 10 10 

 Best 0 9 11 

White  0 16 4 

 Real                                  0 3 17 

Public                                 0 4 16 

total 69 212 179 

 
15.00% 

 

46.09% 38.91% 

Table 12: Prototypes and Extensions in COCA Data 

It is impossible to analyze all the corpus data for adjectives, hence 23 most frequent adjectives were only 

extracted from COCA. It is with 12 non-gradable adjectives and 11 gradable adjectives. The non-gradable 

adjectives cannot counted as P such as, other, American, national, black, political, social, right, best, real, 

public, and different illustrate more E2 features from their 20 most frequent collocations (see Table 13 for 

example adjectives and their collocates). Only the adjectives white show more E1 features (see Table 13). 

E1 (-gradable, +concrete) E2 (-gradable, -concrete) 

Different  White  Different  White  

Places  

Countries   

Man 

Sox 

Men 

Shirt  

Wine 

Women   

1. Ways 

Types  

Kind  

Kinds  

Groups  

Levels  

Light 

Black  

Blue 

Male  
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Hair  

Woman 

Paper  

Dress 

Bread  

Teeth  

Oak 

Blood   

Americans 

Folks  

Parts  

Cultures 

Directions 

Approaches 

Colors  

Species  

Forms  

Reasons 

Styles   

Approach  

Different 

Perspectives 

Table 13: 20 most frequent collocations for different and white from COCA  

The 11 gradable adjectives show without as same P numbers as the elicited English data. Some gradable 

adjectives such as new, good, great, big, high, small, important and long hold inadequate P features, yet 

more E1 features (see Table 14 for collocates of new and old). Only three gradable adjective show more P 

features (see Table 14).   

 P(+gradable, +concrete) E1 (+gradable, -concrete) 

New   Old  New  Old  

Book 

Yorker 

Stadium  

Products 

Man 

Woman 

Friend 

Lady 

Sister 

Adults 

Guard  

Buildings 

Brother 

Ladies   

Folks 

Sisters  

Friends  

Brothers  

Technology  

Generation  

Ways 

Ideas 

Technologies 

Ones 

Eve 

Jobs 

Rules 

Era 

Testament 

Album  

Opportunities  

Republic  

Regulations 

Millennium  

Days 

Ages 

Testament 

Self 

Domination 

Ones 

Table 14: 20 most frequent collocations for old and new from COCA   

 

Examples of P, E1, and E 2 from COCA data are shown below:  

P: 

         She has got a terrific new book. 

         The old man actually came underground to get a look at Jun Do. 

E1: 

          In the old days, we would have openly giggled at this sort of mix-up. 

          Learning new technologies could lead to a promotion. 
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E2: 

         There is so many different ways you can get better and that you can stay better. 

          The stereotyped roles set aside for black people in a white society. 

We extracted 20 most frequent collocations for each adjective from COCA to categorize whether the 

adjectives are prototypical or not. The results show that only 69 out of 460 adjective-collocation patterns 

display P features. 212 show E1 features and 179 E2 features (15%, 46.09% and 38.91%, respectively). The 

corpus data therefore differs substantially from the elicited data. 

4.3 The elicited Mandarin Chinese data (EMCD) 

Adjective  Total  P E1  E2 

美丽(beautiful) 32 28 4 0 

漂亮(pretty) 20 20 0 0 

可爱(cute) 20  20 0 0 

高(tall) 13 12 1 0 

快乐(happy) 11 11 0 0 

快(fast)   10 7 3 0 

开心(happy)  9 7 2 0 

帅(handsome)  8 8 0 0 

美(beautiful) 6 3 3 0 

善良(good and honest) 5 5 0 0 

聪明(clever) 5 5 0 0 

大(big) 5 5  0 0 

丑陋(ugly) 5 4 1 0 

好看(nice) 5 4 1 0 

勤奋(diligent) 5 5 0 0 

高(tall) 4 4 0 0 

无聊（boring） 4 3 1 0 

累(tired) 4 2 2 0 

萌(cute) 4 4 0 0 

伤心(sad) 4 4 0 0 

天真(innocent) 4 3 1 0 

大方(generous) 4 4 0 0 

健康(healthy) 4 2 2 0 

丑(ugly) 4 4 0 0 

Total  195 174 21 0 

 100%  89.23% 

 

10.77% 0.00% 

Table 15: Prototypes and Extensions in Elicited Mandarin Chinese Data.  
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There are 24 Mandarin Chinese adjectives that appear 4 or more times in the elicited Mandarin Chinese data. 

All of the adjectives are gradable and can show P features. Like the elicited English data, the same adjective 

can demonstrate both prototype and E1 features, e.g., 美 (beautiful). Some adjectives commonly collocate 

with certain words to show the concrete feature such as the adjective 可爱（cute）etc.  

Examples of P, and E1 from the elicited Mandarin English data are shown below: 

 

P： 

        你             真                 美。 

        You         very          beautiful. 

 

小             孩子              很               可爱。 

Little          child          very             cute. 

 

E1: 

         天空           真                    美。 

          Sky            very                beautiful. 

 

那里       有个               可爱的        女孩。 
There          exist-count-word               cute-adj                 girl.             

 

24 Mandarin Chinese adjectives appear 194 times in the elicited Mandarin Chinese data. There are 175 

instances of prototype, 19 of E1 and no intances of E2 (89.23%, 10.77%, 0.00% respectively).  

4.4   BLCUC data 

Adjective  P E1 E2 

好（good） 7 13 0 

大(big) 6 14 0 

小(small) 15 5 0 

新（new） 7 13 0 

重要(important) 0 20 0 

多(many, much) 7 13 0 

高(tall) 3 17 0 

真(true) 0 5 15 

老(old) 15 5 0 

长（long） 0 20 0 

不同(different) 0 0 20 

红(red) 0 16 4 

全(complete) 0 4 16 

开心(happy) 9 11 0 

黑(black) 0 12 8 

白(white) 0 10 10 

近(near) 5 15 0 
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容易(easy) 0 20 0 

轻(light) 4 16 0 

简单(simple) 3 17 0 

合理(reasonable) 1 19 0 

幸福(happy) 2 18 0 

稳定(stable) 0 20 0 

快乐(happy) 1 19 0 

Total  85 322 73 

 17.71% 67.08% 15.21% 

 Table 16: Prototypes and Extensions in BLCUC Data 

The 24 most frequent Mandarin Chinese adjectives were extracted from BLCUC.  There are 6 non-
gradable adjectives: 真 (true), 不同 (different), 红 (red), 全 (complete), 黑 (black), 白 (white). The 

colour items show more E1 features, and others display more E2 features such as the adjective 真 
(true) (see Table 17).  18 adjectives are gradable that have P features if and only if their collocations 
are concrete nouns. However, only 2 out of 18 these have more than 10 concrete collocations such as 
the adjective 小(small) (see Table 18).  Others excluding the concrete features demonstrate more E1 

features. For example the adjective 稳定 (stable) (see Table19).  

E1 (-gradable, +concrete) E2 (-gradable, -concrete) 

       真(true)  真(true) 

男人 (man) 

女人(woman) 

东西(staff) 

孩子(child) 

一个人(count-word person) 

 

 

 

 

感觉(feeling) 

才能(ability) 

世界(world) 

天气（weather） 

时候 (time) 

时间 (time) 

结果（result） 

心情 (mood) 

日子(life, day, time) 

文化(culture) 

人生(life) 

性情(disposition) 

爱(love) 

事实(fact) 

事情（matter） 

Table 17: 20 most frequent collocations for 真 (true) in BLCUC. 
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P (+gradable, +concrete) E1 (+gradable,-concrete) 

小(small, little) 小(small, little)                

1. 女孩 (girl) 

2. 城镇(cities and towns) 

3. 男孩(boy) 

4. 家伙(guy) 

5. 丸子(round mass of food) 

6. 燕子(swallow) 

7. 学校(school) 

8. 东西(stuff) 

9. 动物(animal) 

城市(city) 

妹妹(sister) 

丫头(girl) 

公主(princess) 

星球(celestial) 

兄弟(brother) 

王子(prince) 

企业(enterprise) 

剂量(dosage) 

部分(part) 

规模(scale) 

 

Table 18: 20 most frequent collocations for 小 (small) in BLCUC 

           E1 (+gradable, -concrete) 

                 稳定(stable) 

社会（society）                                                           政治(politics) 

情绪（mood）                                                          性能(property) 

病情 (state of illness)                                                                因素(factor) 

质量（quality）                                                           经济(economy) 

和平（peace）                                                          系统(system)    

状态(condition)                                                            金融(finance) 

大局(overall)                                                             市场(market) 

心情(mood)                                                            尺寸(size) 

农村（rural）                                                           化学(chemistry) 

汇率（exchange rate）                                                        天气(weather) 

Table 19: 20 most frequent collocations for 稳定 (stable) in BLCUC 

Examples of P, E1, and E2 from BLCUC data are shown below:  

P: 

        我             说过了，        我         不是           小女孩。 

         I          say-past      I           neg.-be  little girl. 

E1: 

        这             是            真男人。 

         This          is            true man. 
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        中国         有            稳定的       社会。 

        China        has          stable-adj   society. 

E2: 

         这           不可能                  是       真的事情。 

        This        neg. Modal verb      is        ture-adj matter. 

We extracted 20 most frequent collocations for each adjective(in total 24) in BLCUC. 85 collocations 

illustrate P features, 73 indicate E2 features and 322 show E1 features. Their proportions each are 17.71%, 

67.08% and 15.21%. However, in the elicited Mandarin Chinese data, their proportions each are 89.23%, 

10.77%, and 0.00%.  Therefore, the BLCUC data have lower P effects than the elicited Mandarin Chinese 

data.  

 

5 Discussion and conclusion 
Following Rosch and Mervis (1975) idea that ‘mental representations are prototypical’, we hypothesized that 

elicited data for both Mandarin Chinese and English adjectives would show prototypical effects. Corpus data, 

which represents communicative language in the real world, should be more abstract and less prototypical. 

Both of these hypotheses were held true according to the Mandarin Chinese and English sets of data.The 

corpus data have fewer P effects than the elicited data both in Mandarin Chinese and English in terms of 

percentages for P(see Table 20). The elicited English and Mandarin Chinese data show similar percentages 

in terms of P, E1,and E2 (see Table 20) respectively, suggesting that categories and their member types are a 

universal fact, i.e., mental representations of adjectives are universal and not language dependent.The 

BCLUC and COCA are also similar to each other in terms of percentages for P, E1, and E2 (see Table 20), 

suggesting that language usage is also universal in that the kinds of adjectives we use, and the way we use 

them, is also not language dependent. 

 

 P E1 E2 

EED 78.76% 19.69% 1.55% 

EMCD 89.23% 10.77% 0.00% 

COCA 15% 40.09% 38.91% 

BLCUC 17.71% 67.08% 15.21% 

     Table20: Contrasting P, E1 and E2 in the neutral corpus and the elcited data  

 

This paper has successfully shown that the category ADJECTIVE does have features that allow us to show 

that both prototypes and extensions exist within the category, just as with other already researched 

constructions like PREPOSITION.  This is the first time that a category analysis has been provided for 

adjectives, and adds an important new analysis to the Congintive Linguistics perspectives on language 

constructions.  
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Abstract. This study proposes a Gradual Learning Algorithm (GLA) constraint-based analysis 

(Boersma & Hayes.  2001) of Thai nasal acquisition by Japanese learners.  Japanese learners of 

Thai employ different strategies to adapt nasals in different positions. Free variation takes place at 

the intermediate level where two or more surface forms are selected as the optimal candidate. To 

account for free variation, GLA a stochastic OT approach is adopted for constraint reassessment 

rather than a standard OT. In the initial stage of the grammar, markedness constraints outrank 

faithfulness constraints for beginners. Markedness and faithfulness constraints overlap for 

intermediate learners exhibiting variation. In the end, faithfulness constraints are ranked on top and 

the Japanese learners master Thai nasals. 

Keywords: Second Language Acquisition, Free variation, Thai Nasals, Gradual Learning 

Algorithm, Japanese learners 

1   Introduction 

We have seen a number of studies of Thai learner acquisition of English with respect to their phonological, 

morphological, syntactic and semantic errors during their learning process (Bennui, 2008; Thep-Ackrapong, 

2005; Tawilapakul, 2002; Intrarat, 2001).  However, in the past decade the study of foreign learner 

acquisition of Thai has arisen significantly (Hatakeyama,2011; Nakagawa, 1997; Tsukada, 2006; Narasuwan, 

2004; Pater, 2003).  There exists a pattern that some sounds in some positions are more difficult to acquire 

than others. Thus, learners adapt those sounds to accommodate their native phonology when pronouncing 

the target sounds.  

In this paper, we address the issue of acquisition of Thai nasals by Japanese learners. Pronunciations of 

Thai words containing nasals in different positions by 15 Japanese learners in beginner, intermediate and 

advanced levels are collected and analysed for the adaptation pattern.  We first introduce Thai and Japanese 

Phonology. Then we present the data of Japanese adaptation of Thai nasals in word-initial, word-medial and 

word-final positions. The Gradual Learning Algorithm (Boersma & Hayes. 2001) GLA a stochastic OT 

approach is adopted to account for the same frequencies of the two candidates rather than a standard OT 

model. 

mailto:prakai.kuakool@gmail.com
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1.1   Thai and Japanese Phonology 

Thai is a syllabic language while Japanese is a moraic language. A mora is a timing unit used for stress 

assignment in certain languages. For example, CV, V and N all represent one mora. One piece of evidence 

for a moraic analysis is that the Japanese alphabet presents a system of one symbol per mora. Therefore, a 

word with CVV and CVN structures are both bimoraic and are parsed as CV.V and CV.N respectively, as 

shown in (1). This also implies that Japanese does not have a close syllable. All words with the CVCCV 

shape are parsed into three morae as CV.C.CV. 

 

(1) C V  C V V   C V N      N 

                             
 

A syllable, on the other hand, includes an onset and a rhyme in the timing unit. A CVV or CVN structure 

would be counted as one syllable. The difference in timing units must be taken into consideration when 

dealing with Japanese and Thai Phonology. A speaker of a moraic language may apply the moraic structure 

to words in a syllabic language. For example, they may prefer to preserve the nasal instead of deleting it due 

to a mora preservation constraint. Namely, a mora has a weight value that must be preserved in the structure. 

A mora deletion would be strictly banned and must be avoided at all cost (Yamane, 2013; Ohata. 2004; Ito & 

Mester, 2003). In this study, we show that this is the case for Japanese learners of Thai. 

Thai and Japanese nasals show different patterns of distribution. Thai has three place contrasts for nasals: 

/m, n, ŋ/, all of which appear in both onset and coda positions (Ruangjaroon, 2006). On the other hand, 

Japanese nasals manifest two place contrasts: /m, n/ only at the onset position. At the moraic position, nasals 

must be homorganic with the following onset. If there is no following consonant, the nasal is neutralized and 

represented by the placeless nasal N. (2) shows the distribution of Thai nasals and (3) shows that of Japanese 

nasals. 

 

(2) Thai nasals [m, n, ŋ]  

 

 Word-initial  gloss   Word-final   gloss 

[má:] ‘horse’   [tôm]  ‘to boil’ 

[na:] ‘rice field’  [nɔ:n]  ‘to sleep’ 

[ŋu:] ‘snake’   [yâ:ŋ]  ‘to roast’ 

 

(3) Japanese nasals [m, n] 

 

Word-initial  gloss  Word-medial   gloss   Word-final    gloss 

[me]  ‘eye’   [sa.m.po]    ‘take a walk’ *[hom]  

[ne]  ‘price’   [be.n.to]     ‘lunch box’ *[hon] 

*[ŋe]1     [ge.ŋ.ki]     ‘fine’  *[hoŋ]                  

        [ho.N]       ‘book’ 

 

For a Japanese learner of Thai, different patterns of nasal variation in Thai are found. In this paper we did 

not use the OTSoft software to compute the data.  We count the frequencies of how many times the subjects 

produce variation and calculate into percentage.  Beginner and intermediate learners try to maintain their 

                                                           
1 [ŋ] is an allophone in Japanese. It occurs when /g/ is between two vowels, for example nagasaki [na. ŋa.sa.ki] ‘the city 

of Nagasaki’. 
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native phonology by altering the target word containing nasals. Two patterns are observed at the same 

frequencies. At word-medial position, nasals become homorganic with the following consonant or vowel 

insertion is employed to break the sequence of non-homorganic NC, as shown in (4). 

 

(4) Japanese learners pronouncing non-homorganic nasals at word-medial position  

Beginner: kin.k
h
a:w  kiŋ.kh

a:w (100%) 

Intermediate: kin.k
h
a:w  kiŋ.kh

a:w (50%) or ki.nɯ.k
h
aw (50%) 

Advanced: kin.k
h
aw  kin.k

h
aw (100%) 

 

We observe that before a learner can reach native-like pronunciation, they must go through at least three 

stages of acquisition. At the initial stage, they maintain their native phonology in producing the target word. 

Namely, the non-homorganic nasal-stop sequence –nk- is modified and produced as a homorganic sequence 

-ŋk-. However, for intermediate learners we observe two patterns of variation throughout the data, one being 

homorganic nasal and the other being vowel insertion to break up the non-homorganic sequence. At this 

stage, when two forms are equally produced at 50%, we call it ‘variation’. At the final stage, learners 

correctly produce the non-homorganic nasal showing that the acquisition of nasal is completed. 

To account for phonological learnability, we assume the Gradual Learning Algorithm (GLA) approach 

proposed by Boersma (1997, 1999) and Boersma and Hayes (2001). The theoretical background is presented 

in the next section.     

1.2   Gradual Learning Algorithm (GLA) 

According to Optimality Theory (OT), an input-output based framework, a set of universal constraints is 

available to all human languages. Languages differ in how these constraints are arranged and ranked. Highly 

ranked constraints are inviolable while lower ranked constraints can be violable. There are two main types of 

constraints: faithfulness and markedness.  Faithfulness constraints enforce that the output be faithful to the 

input where the output refers to the surface form and the input refers to the underlying form. All segments 

and categories in the underlying form must be preserved in the surface form. On the other hand, markedness 

constraints ensure that the less marked forms be preferred over the more marked ones. These two types of 

constraints are in conflict since languages need contrasts (faithfulness) in lexical items yet at the same time 

need simplicity (markedness) in pronunciation. These two conflicting constraints give rise to varieties in 

human languages (McCarthy. 2008; McCarthy. 2003; Archangeli & Langendoen. 1997). 

An example of faithfulness constraints is “preserve all the input segments in the output”. OT formulates 

this statement in a constraint called IDENT-IO. Another example is “all segments that are in the input must 

be in the output” or MAX-IO. 

An example of markedness constraints is NO CODA, which means syllables must not be close by a 

consonant. This constraint is ranked high in a language that allows only open syllables in their lexicon. In a 

language that allows both open and close syllables, NO CODA is ranked low and can be violable. 

Constraint ranking is formalized in a tableau. For any given input, an evaluation process takes place in 

order to find the optimal candidate to be the output. This gives rise to the standard Optimality Theory.  

In second language acquisition, we often find that there is more than one optimal candidate. As shown in 

(4), learners in the intermediate level produce two forms of output: nasal place assimilation and vowel 

insertion to break up a non-homorganic nasal-stop sequence. An OT analysis would run into a problem 

accounting for this free variation since the mechanism of fixed categorized constraints does not have a room 

for constraint rearrangement within the same learner. Boersma and Hayes (2001) propose that rather than a 

fixed range, the constraints should be arranged on a continuous scale of strictness, as shown in (5).  
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(5) Categorical ranking of constraints (C) along a continuous scale 

 

 
 

From the above figure, the ranking is C1 >> C2 >> C3 where >> represents domination. C1 is highly 

ranked and therefore is inviolable.  C1 strictly outranks C2 and in turn C2 strictly outranks C3.  By transitivity, 

C1 outranks C3. Note that C2 and C3 are less strict because the distance between them is relatively small. 

Though C2 can never overlap with C1 due to their distance, it may overlap with C3 due to the short distance 

between them. That leads us to two possibilities that can happen on this scale. If the ranges covered by the 

selection points do not overlap, the scale simply shows the ordinary categorical ranking. However, if the 

ranges overlap, ranking will be free. Free variation is possible because at evaluation time, it is possible to 

choose the selection points from anywhere within the ranges of the two constraints. The overlapping 

constraints are shown in (6) where the black dots represent the selection points for C2 and C3. 

 

(6) Free ranking 

 
The configuration in (6) explains interlanguage development predicted and constrained by one grammar 

only where the two candidates have a range of selection points associated with its ranking value.  When two 

constraints C2 and C3 are closely ranked with respect to their ranking values, there exists some overlapping 

between them and invokes a possibility where C3 >> C2 on one hand and on the other hand C2 >> C3. Under 

this OT approach, it allows us to account for second language acquisition because during the acquisition 

period second language learners gradually acquire different grammar and new phonology and therefore 

constraint re-ranking happens continuously as they progress to a higher level of proficiency. In what follows, 

the experiment is presented and a GLA version OT account and constraints are proposed.  

2   Experiment 

We conducted an experiment to test Thai nasal production by Japanese learners in 3 different levels. We 

designed the task so that the participants say the target words by looking at pictures in order to avoid 

orthographic influence. The detail of the experiment is given below. 
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2.1   Participants 

Fifteen participants are randomly selected from students who are studying at a Thai language school. They 

took a placement test by Unity Thai Language School and the result was used as criteria for categorizing 

them into three different levels based on their scores. They were placed as follows: 5 beginners, 5 

intermediate and 5 advanced learners. Beginners received a score of less than 39 percent, while intermediate 

ones received a score ranging between 40-79 percent. Advanced learners received a score of 80 percent or 

higher. Time spent in Thailand and in taking a Thai lesson are also taken into account. Those who have 

taken Thai lessons for less than 60 hours and have stayed in Bangkok for less than 3 months are grouped as 

beginners. Those who have taken Thai lessons between 60 and 120 hours and have stayed in Bangkok from 

3 to 6 months are grouped as intermediate learners and those who have taken Thai lessons for over 120 hours 

and have stayed in Bangkok for at least 6 months are grouped as advanced learners.  

 

Participants Scores of standardize 

Thai language exam 

(%) 

Number of studying hours  

(Hour) 

Length of staying in Thailand 

(Month) 

J1 – J5   39 ≤ 60 ≤ 3 ≤ 

J6 – J10   40 - 79 61 - 120 3 - 6 

J11 – J15     ≥ 80   ≥ 120  ≥ 6 

Table 1: Participants 

2.2   Data collection  

Data collection consists of two parts: 1) lesson of the target words and 2) pronunciation test of the target 

words. The participants took the lesson one week before taking the test. For the pronunciation test, we 

presented them with a picture and asked in Thai “What is the word of this picture?” and the participant 

replied in Thai ‘The word of this picture is ____.’ There are 30 pictures in total. Each session consists of 3 

pictures. They were asked twice for each picture. The pictures represent words containing nasals in different 

positions. They are divided into 3 groups: 

 Group 1: 3 words with nasals at the word-initial position 

 Group 2: 24 words with nasals at the word-medial position 

 Group 3: 3 words with nasals at the word-final position 

The target words in group 1 are presented in Table 2. Group 2 is presented in Table 3 and Group 3 is 

presented in Table 4. 

 

Nasals Target words 

[m, n, ŋ] /má:/ ‘horse’  /na:/ ‘field’      /ŋu:/ ‘snake’ 

Table 2: Word-initial nasals in Thai 
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Nasals Target words 
 

/mC/  

/tampu:/  ‘crab salad’ /sǎmp
h
aw/ ‘Chinese boat’ /sǎ:mbaj/  ‘3 leaves’ 

/námta:/  ‘tears’ /ramt
h
aj/  ‘thai dance’ /sǎ:mda:w/ ‘3 stars’ 

/tômkàj/  ‘boil chicken’ /tômk
h
àj/  ‘boil egg’  

 

/nC/  

/kinpu:/   ‘eat crab’ /wanp
h
út/‘Wednesday’ /tɔ:nbà:j/ ‘afternoon’ 

/w ̂nta:/   ‘eyeglasses’ /tɔ:nt
h
îaŋ/  ‘noon’ /fǎndi:/  ‘good night’ 

/kink
h
â:w/  ‘eat rice’ /tɔ:nk

h
âm/  ‘night’  

/ŋC/  /sɔ̌:ŋpi:/   ‘2 years’ /sɔ̌:ŋp
h
an/  ‘2000’ /sɔ̌:ŋbaj/   ‘2 leaves’ 

/t ̀ŋtua/   ‘get dressed’ /thuŋt
h
á:w/  ‘socks’ /sɔ̌:ŋda:w/  ‘2 stars’      

/ka:ŋke:ŋ/  ‘pants’ /tha:ŋk
h
âw/ ‘entrance’  

Table 3: Word-medial nasals in Thai 

 

 

Nasals Target words 

[m, n, ŋ] /tôm/ ‘boil’ /nɔ:n/ ‘sleep’ /yâ:ŋ/ ‘roast’ 

Table 4: Word-final nasals in Thai 

 

Participants’ production was recorded and transcribed, and then frequencies were counted and calculated 

into percentage. We now propose the GLA version of OT analysis. 

3   OT account of Thai Nasal Variation based on GLA 

In order to account for the nasal production of Japanese learners in three different positions, we will first 

posit relevant markedness and faithfulness constraints.  

 

(7) Markedness constraints  

1. *word[ŋ    /ŋ/ cannot appear as in word-initial position or in  

    onset. 

2. AGREE PLACE[nasal]]mora  Nasals must be homorganic with the following consonant. 

3. *PLACE [nasal]]word    Nasals must be placeless in word-final position. 

 

The constraint *word[ŋ is ranked high in Japanese and therefore /ŋ/ is not a phoneme. AGREE 

PLACE[nasal]]mora enforces that at moraic boundary, nasals do not show place contrasts and must assimilate to 

the place of the following consonant. Finally, *PLACE [nasal]]word enforces that in word-final position, place 

assimilation cannot take place and therefore nasals stay placeless. 

These three markedness constraints are highly ranked in the native Japanese Phonology. When Japanese 

learners learn Thai, they encounter words that violate these constraints, for example [ŋu:] ‘snake’ violates 

*word[ŋ; [kin.k
h
aw] ‘eat rice’ violates AGREE PLACE [nasal]]mora; and [nɔ:n] ‘sleep’ violates *PLACE 

[nasal]]word. Therefore, we predict that they will have difficulty producing these words and will adapt them to 

accommodate their native phonology.  

The faithfulness constraints relevant are IDENT-IO, MAX-MORA and DEP-IO. Each constraint is 

defined in (8). 
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(8)  Faithfulness constraints 

1. IDENT-IO[PLACE]:  The place of articulation of the input and output must be identical. 

2. IDENT-IO[NASAL]:  The nasality of the input and output must be identical. 

3. MAX-MORA: All morae in the input must be present in the output (no deletion of 

morae). 

4. DEP-IO: All segments in the output must be present in the input (no insertion).  

3.1 Thai nasals variation in word-initial position 

As predicted, no variation found on words beginning with /m/ and /n/ for all levels of  

learners. While all beginners produce 100% [gu:] for /ŋu:/, the intermediate speakers surface two optimal 

outputs [gu:] and [ŋu:] at the equal rate 40%. When learners reach the final stage of grammar, they have 

100% [ŋu:], as shown in Table 5.   

 

  

TOKEN JAPANESE MEANING 
Beginner Intermediate Advanced 

a. /má:/ [má:] 

100% 

[má:] 

100% 

[má:] 

100% 

‘horse’ 

b. /na:/ [na:] 
100% 

[na:] 
100% 

[na:] 
100% 

‘rice field’ 

c. /ŋu:/ [gu:] 

100% 

[gu:], [ŋu:], [nu:]  

 40% 40%  20%   

[ŋu:] 

100% 

‘snake’ 

Table 5: Frequencies of word-initial nasals 

 

For beginners, the constraint ranking is as follows: *word[ŋ, IDENT-IO (place) >> IDENT-IO (nasal), as 

shown in Tableau 1. 

 

Tableau 1 Constraint ranking for stage 1 

 
/ŋu:/ *word[ŋ     IDENT-IO(place) IDENT-IO(nasal) 

a.[ŋu:]     *!   

b.[nu:]  *!  

☞  c.[gu:]       * 

 

For stage 2 learners, we observe variation of the correct form 40% [ŋu:] and the varied forms 40% [gu:] 

and 20% [nu:], which shows that the two constraints IDENT-IO (nasal) and *word[ŋ are overlapping. All two 

forms can be selected as optimal candidate at any given point of time, as shown in Tableau2. 

 

Tableau 2 Constraint ranking for stage 2  
 

/ŋu:/ IDENT-IO(place) IDENT-IO(nasal) *word[ŋ     
☞a.[ŋu:]       * 

☞b.[gu:]      *  

c. [nu:] *!   
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For stage 3 learners, the markedness constraint is now ranked low and the faithfulness constraints 

become a priority, as shown in Tableau 3. 

 

Tableau 3 Constraint ranking for stage 3 

 
/ŋu:/ IDENT-IO(place) IDENT-IO(nasal) *word[ŋ     
☞ a.[ŋu:]       * 

b.[gu:]      *!  

c.[nu:] *!   

 

3.2 Thai nasals variation in word- medial position 

As can be readily observed, non-homorganic NC sequences (in the shaded areas) are problematic for stage 1 

and 2 learners.  Table 5 illustrates that all stage 1 learners generate 100% non-homorganic NC sequences 

wrong. The right optimal output will 

not surface because stage 1 grammar chooses to satisfy AGREE PLACE[nasal]]mora. For stage 2 grammar, 

vowel insertion was generated at the highest frequencies 80% when there are two variations. But when it 

comes to three variations, both vowel insertion and homorganic nasals are generated at the equal 

frequencies at 40%.  For stage 3 learners, non-homorganic nasals are 100% generated. 

TOKENS JAPANESE MEANING 

Beginner Intermediate Advanced 

a. /tampu:/ [tampu:] 

100% 

[tampu:] 

100%     

[tampu:] 

100% 

‘papaya salad with 

crab’ 

b. /námta:/ [nanta:] 

100% 

[namɯta:], [namta:] 

80%       20% 

[namta:] 

100% 

‘tear’ 

c. /tômkàj/ [toŋkàj] 

100% 

[tomɯkàj], [tomkàj], [toŋkàj] 

40%      40%     20% 

[tomkàj], [tomkàj] 

80%     20% 

‘boil chicken’ 

d./sǎ:mda:w/ [sǎ:nda:w] 

100% 

[sǎ:mɯda:w], [sǎ:mda:w] 

80%        20% 

[sǎ:mda:w] 

100% 

 

e. /w ̂nta:/ [w ̂nta:] 

100% 

[w ̂nta:] 

100% 

[w ̂nta:] 

100% 

‘glasses’ 

f. /kinpu:/ [kimpu:] 

100% 

[kinɯpu:], [kinpu:], [kimpu:] 

40%     40%     20% 

[kinpu:] 

100% 

‘eat crab’ 

g. /kinkàj/ [kiŋkàj] 

100% 

[kinɯkàj], [kinkàj],[kiŋkàj] 

40%      40%   20% 

[kinkàj], [kiŋkàj] 

80%    20% 

‘eat chicken’ 

h. /ka:ŋke:ŋ/ [ka:ŋke:ŋ] 

100% 

[ka:ŋke:ŋ]            

100% 

[ka:ŋke:ŋ] 

100% 

‘pants’ 

i. /sɔ̌:ŋpi:/ [sɔ̌:mpi:] 

100% 

[sɔ̌:ŋɯpi:], [sɔ̌:ŋpi:]  

80%      20% 

[sɔ̌:ŋpi:] 

100% 

‘two years’ 

j. /t ̀ŋtua/ [t ntua] 

100% 

[t ŋɯtua], [t ŋtua], [t ntua] 

40%     40%   20% 

[t ŋtua] 

100% 

‘get dressed’ 

k. /sɔ̌:ŋbaj/ [sɔ̌:mbaj] 

100% 

[sɔ̌:ŋɯbaj],[sɔ̌:ŋbaj],[sɔ̌:mbaj] 

40%      40%    20% 

[sɔ̌:ŋbaj] 

100% 

‘two leaves’ 

Table 5: Frequencies of word-medial nasals 
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We do not, however, find deletion of the problematic nasal. This can be accounted for by the structure 

preservation constraint MAX-MORA which requires that all morae be present. Second, AGREE PLACE 

[nasal]]mora is also ranked high in Japanese. Third, the faithfulness constraint DEP-IO is ranked low. The 

constraint ranking for stage 1 grammar is as follows: AGREE PLACE nasal], DEP-IO, MAX-MORA >> 

IDENT-IO[place]. Since the surface form of stage 1 learners is incorrect [t ntua] as the optimal candidate 

incurring only one violation on lowly ranked IDENT-IO[place], they raise the ranking values of all constraints 

which are violated by all candidates, as shown in Tableau 4. 

 

Tableau 4 Constraint ranking for stage 1 learners 

 
/t ̀ŋtua/ AGREE PLACE[nasal] DEP-IO MAX-MORA IDENT-IO[place] 
a. [t ̀ŋtua]     *!    

b. [t tua]   *!  

c. [t ŋɯtua]  *!   

☞ d.[t ntua]    * 

Tableau 5 shows four relevant three candidates for the stage 2 learner. Stage 2 learners are in the learning 

process that generate variation of two forms at the same frequencies 40%, in which one surface form is 

correct and the other is incorrect and violates DEP-IO by epenthesizing the vowel ɯ. The learners violate 

AGREE PLACE(nasal) in 40% and DEP-IO in 40%. This suggests that the constraints DEP-IO and AGREE 

PLACE(nasal) rank closer to one another show in tableau 5.   

Tableau 5 Constraint ranking for stage 2 learners 

 
/t ̀ŋtua/ MAX-MORA  IDENT-IO[place] DEP-IO AGREE PLACE[nasal] 
☞  a. [t ̀ŋtua]        * 

b. [t tua] *!    

☞ c. [t ŋɯtua]   *  

d. [t ntua]  *   

 

Stage 3 learners show complete acquisition of word-medial nasal. This shows that faithfulness constraints 

are now the priority, as shown in Tableau 6. 

 

Tableau 6 Constraint ranking for stage 3 learners 

 
/t ̀ŋtua/ MAX-MORA  DEP-IO IDENT-IO[place] AGREE PLACE[nasal] 
☞ a. [t ̀ŋtua]        * 

b. [t tua] *!    

c. [t ŋɯtua]  *!   

d. [t ntua]   *!  
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3.2 Thai nasals variation in word-final position 

Nasals in word-final position are predicted to show neutralization as placeless N or vowel insertion is 

employed to preserve a mora. This is indeed the case for stage 1 and stage 2 learners. For stage 3 learners, 

the /m, n, ŋ/ contrast is fully acquired at word-final position. Table 6 shows the results for word-final nasals. 

TOKENS JAPANESE MEANING 

Beginners Intermediate Advanced 

a. /tôm/ [tom],[tomɯ], [toŋ] 

40%  40%  20%   

[tom], [tomɯ] 

80%  20%      

[tom] 

100% 

‘to boil’ 

b. /nɔ:n/ [nɔ:N] 

100%   
[nɔ:n], [nɔ:nɯ], [nɔ:N] 

 40%  40%   20%   

[nɔ:n], [nɔ:nɯ] 

80%   20% 

‘to sleep’ 

c. /yâ:ŋ/ [ya:ŋ] 

100%    

[ya:ŋ] 

100%     

[ya:ŋ] 

100% 

‘to grill’ 

Table 6: Frequencies of word-final nasals 

 

The OT account based on GLA actually predicts that such variation of vowel epenthesis and placeless 

nasal would arise at the equal rate. We indeed found both phenomena and this OT model yields us an 

alternative to the competing grammar of constraint DEP-IO and *PLACE[nasal]]word ranked close to one 

another. 

We find different repair patterns for different places of articulation. For /m/, beginners and intermediate 

learners can pronounce correctly or show vowel insertion. For /n/, placeless nasal is used as well as vowel 

insertion. Vowel insertion continues to appear even in advanced learners. For /ŋ/, learners in all levels seem 

to readily adopt this nasal with almost no difficulty. But /ŋ/ and N are difficult to distinguish to an untrained 

ear. Therefore, /ŋ/ may be the placeless N.  

Since Japanese has /m, n/ in the onset, it is more economical for the grammar to turn word-final /m, n/ 

into an onset and therefore a vowel is inserted. 

As for /ŋ/, since /ŋ/ does not appear in the onset position (except between vowels), it is more economical 

for the grammar to turn it into a placeless N. 

We will show an OT tableau for /nɔ:n/. Beginners adopt final /n/ as N showing the ranking *PLACE >> 

DEP-IO, IDENT-IO[place]. 

 

Tableau 7 Constraint ranking for stage 1 learners 

 
/nɔ:n/ *PLACE[nasal]]word DEP-IO IDENT-IO[place] 

a. [nɔ:n] *!   

b. [nɔ:ŋ] *!   

☞c. [nɔ:N]   * 

  d.[nɔ:nɯ]  *!  

 

Intermediate learners reanalyze final /n/ as the onset or as the coda /n/ or N showing that all three constraints 

are now overlapping. 
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Tableau 8 Constraint ranking for stage 2 learners 

 
/nɔ:n/ IDENT-IO[place]  DEP-IO *PLACE[nasal]]word 

☞a. [nɔ:nɯ]  *  

☞b. [nɔ:n]   * 

c. [nɔ:N] *   

 

 

Finally, advanced learners produce the correct form as well as vowel insertion showing that IDENT-IO[place] 

dominates DEP-IO and *PLACE[nasal]]word. Faithfulness constraints take priority over markedness constraints 

in advanced learners. 

 

 

Tableau 9 Constraint ranking for stage 3 learners 

 
/nɔ:n/ IDENT-IO[place]  DEP-IO *PLACE[nasal]]word 
☞ a. [nɔ:nɯ]  *  

☞ b. [nɔ:n]   * 

c. [nɔ:N] *!   

4   Conclusion 

In this paper, we found that second language acquisition takes place in a predictable manner. We adopt the 

OT based GLA framework developed by Boersma nad Hayes (2001) using evidence from Japanese learners 

acquiring Thai phonology. Markedness constraints are active at the initial stage of acquisition since learners 

are familiar with their native phonology. As they have access to the grammar of a new language, they 

gradually become more faithful to the new grammar. This is where overlapping of constraints can explain 

variation. Once the learner becomes familiar with the new grammar, the faithfulness constraints become 

more dominant than the markedness constraints. This study shows that the stage 2 grammar of the frequency 

percentages of two competing forms sum to 100% can be accounted for by the OT based GLA framework.  
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Abstract. The study of language and identity attracts attention from numerous disciplines 

such as social psychology and sociolinguistics. Recent research has seen a move beyond 

the structuralist’s idea of identity as static categories to a post-structuralist’s 

interpretation of identity as a site of conflict/struggle, and as a dynamic and ever-

emergent construct. The present study aims to investigate the identity struggle 

experienced by participants across generations in post-colonial Hong Kong (HK). Shaped 

by its past as a British colony, HK people claim a dual/mixed identity, seeing themselves 

as both ‘Hongkongers’ and ‘Chinese’. This allows them to claim their ethnic heritage 

with the wider Chinese population, but also to differentiate themselves from Chinese 

outside HK. Data obtained from 65 HK participants born in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s 

through quantitative measures (an ethnic group affiliation questionnaire) and qualitative 

measures (e.g. field notes) reveal their ambivalence about their own identity. Participants 

acknowledge an ethnic affiliation with Chinese, but the majority concurrently resists 

being aligned completely with Chinese mainlanders. Using HK as a case study, this paper 

problematizes the hard-and-fast ‘cataloguing’ of people into categories, in line with the 

move into the post-structuralist’s account. 

Keywords: sociolinguistics; post-structuralism; Hong Kong identity; quantifying and 

qualifying measures 

 

1 Introduction 

Identity has been an important topic that continues to capture researchers’ attention across numerous fields 

of studies including anthropology, applied linguistics and social psychology. The countless monographs and 

edited volumes on related topics (e.g. Abrams & Hogg 1990; Block 2007; Coupland 2007; Edwards 2007; 

Joseph 2004; Norton 2013; Regan & Ní Chasaide 2010; Pavlenko & Blackledge 2004; Stryker et al. 2000; 

Tajfel 1982), state-of-the-art articles (e.g. Brown 2000; Norton and Tooney 2011), dedicated journals, e.g. 

Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, as well as the numerous special issues that appeared in outlets 

such as TESOL Quarterly (1997, vol 31 (3)), Applied Linguistics (2013, vol 34 (5)), Language and 

Communication (2014, vol 35), and Annual Review of Applied Linguistics (2015, vol 35) are testimony to the 

vibrancy and vitality of this line of research.  
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The cross disciplinary nature of identity means, perhaps unsurprisingly, that as a construct it has 

been studied and analysed with multiple paradigms from both a quantitative and qualitative perspective. For 

instance, the social psychological tradition often employs instruments based on self-reporting as an effort to 

quantify participants’ personal and social identification with different ethnic groupings (see Noel 2014; also 

Brown 2000 for a related discussion on social identity theory). These measures often tap into elements such 

as self-categorisation, public and private evaluation, importance of membership, attachment and sense of 

interdependence, social embeddedness, behavioural involvement, and content and meaning pertaining to the 

group and identity (Ashmore et al. 2004). While on the other hand, researchers from the sociolinguistic 

tradition tend to focus on the qualitative aspect and the emergent nature of identity. For example, Bucholtz 

and Hall (2005) proposed a social-cultural framework for understanding and analysing identity as produced 

in linguistic interaction. Their model is based on five tightly related principles which emphasise the 

emergent, positional, indexical, relational, and essentially partial nature of identity which they see as 

engendered within linguistic interactions.  

Yet, it will be a gross over-simplification to assume that scholars within a broadly similar 

theoretical/ or methodological tradition share exactly the same set of assumptions or follow an identical 

approach to the studying of identity. Far from it: they often differ with regard to how they interpret the 

agency and volition of participants as well as how they treat the interplay between the macro, micro and 

beyond (cf. Wortham 2012), the ascribed and assumed (cf. Blommaert 2006; Otsuji & Pennycook 2010). In 

spite of all these potential discrepancies, researchers from different paradigms do share the general belief 

that there is a need to move away from the static, essentialised, structuralist’s account of identity where 

people’s identity are benchmarked against ‘check-list’ categories of a  binary nature or similar (e.g. female/ 

male; Caucasian/ non-Caucasian). It is safe to say, at the time of writing, that there is a general consensus 

that this view of identity is too restrictive and limiting as a tool to capture the dynamic and increasingly 

complex nature of identity (or rather identities) (see Block 2006; 2007; Coupland 2007; De Fina & Perrino 

2013; Duff 2015; McEntee-Atalianis & Zappettini 2014; also Blommaert 2013). Though it should also be 

noted that Block (2006) cautions against the non-critical reception of this post-structuralist view of identity, 

which he fears can descend into a ‘free-for-all’, ‘everything goes’ chaos.  In fact, as shall be seen in this 

paper, the wholesale rejection of nominal categories is unhelpful if not impossible, since humans do not exist 

in a social vacuum free from ready-made, sometimes, entrenched categories. Indeed, we have also had to 

grapple with how participants can be (roughly) categorised according to some externally defined criteria 

such as age and gender (see study design section below).  

It is impossible to do justice to the divergent identity frameworks that have been presented in the 

literature in a paper of this length, however, what we do intend to do in this current paper1 is to use Hong 

Kong as a case study to highlight this notion of complexity and explore the multifaceted and potentially 

conflicting nature of identity in the HK context, through employing a research instrument that includes 

measures affiliated with both the quantitative and qualitative paradigm. In what follows, we will provide 

contextual information to help readers better understand the situation of HK. We will then proceed to discuss 

the study design. Subsequent to that, we will offer our interpretations of the data and discuss our findings in 

depth. Finally, we conclude the article by relating our findings back to the literature covered above in this 

brief introduction.  

 

                                                           
1 This current paper is a short and revised version of an article published in “Language, Identity and Migration” edited 

by Regan, Diskin and Martyn (2015), Peter Lang. 
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2 Background 
Shaped by its past as a British colony, HK people claim a dual/ mixed identity, seeing themselves as both 

‘Hongkongers’ and ‘Chinese’ (Brewer 1999; Ma & Fung 2007). This allows them to claim their ethnic 

heritage with the wider Chinese population, but also to differentiate themselves from Chinese outside HK, 

prizing their cosmopolitanism and command of the English language (Chan 2002; Joseph 2004).2 With 

tourism liberalism measures easing travel restrictions between mainland China and HK and the Closer 

Economic Partnership Arrangement (CEPA), there has been an increase in contact between residents of the 

two places.
3
 These have significant ongoing effects and repercussions on political, cultural, and socio-

economical dimensions of people’s life in HK, putting the notion of identity to the fore. Below, we briefly 

outline the political reality of HK, followed by a discussion of cultural and linguistic issues, as well as the 

socio-economic situation.  

 

2.1 One country two systems: Hong Kong Special Administrative Region’s polity   

Hong Kong became a special administrative region (SAR) of China when the sovereignty was returned in 

1997. Before the handover in 1997, scholars focused on the concept of Chinese identity vis-à-vis the 

coloniser, Britain. For example, Bolton & Luke’s (1999) The social survey of languages in the 1980s, 

investigated the complexity of constructs such as ‘British Hong Kong’ and ‘Chinese’. They point out that a 

large population of the HK people are 

 

  ‘[p]laying the dual role of being, by birth and “in truth”, a Chinese person, 

  and by law and “in name” a British colonial subject, living in a place owned 

  and governed by Britain, and yet keeping close contacts with China, being faced 

  always with the problem of dealing with the uncomfortable role of being “a 

  special species”’ (ibid.:158). 

 

Since the handover, identity remains a complicated matter in HK, with multiple discourses at play, for 

instance, Hong Kong citizens, Motherland China, and even the remnant shadow of the British Empire.  

The complexity in identity and identification has been once again put under the spotlight by the 

recent massive protests of an unprecedented scale which spanned from September to December 2014. 

During that period, tens of thousands of citizens took to the streets and occupied central business districts 

and areas outside the Hong Kong government headquarters. These protests, termed the ‘Occupy Central 

protests’ or the ‘Umbrella Movement’ broke out in response to the decision made on the 31
st
 of August 2014 

by the National People’s Congress Standard Committee (NPCSC) on electoral reform regarding future Hong 

Kong Chief Executives.
4
 That decision was seen to be highly restrictive as regards which candidates would 

be allowed to stand for election. It was proposed that candidate(s) be pre-screened by a selection committee 

prior to the general electorate casting their vote. This effectively amounts to the Chinese government going 

back on its promise of full democracy with genuine universal suffrage. The Umbrella Movement, in 

conjunction with previous protests regarding the National Security (Legislative Provisions) Bill (Hualing et 

al. 2005) and  marches against the ‘national citizen education’, triggered propaganda by the government and 

China officials about the rule of law and patriotism.
5
 In particular, the urge to cultivate a national identity for 

HK youths was reinvigorated.  

                                                           
2 However, this pluralistic/ multi-listic view as shall be argued still falls short in accounting for the complexity of 

identity as a construct (cf. Blommaert 2013). 
3 https://www.tid.gov.hk/english/cepa/ [25 July 2014] 
4 For more details, please see: http://www.scmp.com/topics/occupy-central [17 April 2015] 
5 http://world.time.com/2012/07/30/hong-kong-divided-over-plans-for-patriotic-lessons-in-schools/ [17 April 2015] 
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2.2 Cultural dimension: language use and surrounding debates 

According to the 2011 population census, 94% of the HK population is ethnically Chinese, with the 

remaining 6% of the population self-identifying as Whites, Indonesians, Filipinos, and others.
6

 The 

community language is Cantonese, which is one of the official languages alongside English and Mandarin.
 7
 

Traditional Chinese characters are used in writing as opposed to the simplified ones used elsewhere in 

China.,
8
 The issue of language use has fuelled ongoing debates, as will be discussed below.  

Owing to the relatively homogeneous composition of the population, it is easy to assume that 

policies regarding the medium of instruction in schools are a straightforward matter. Yet, they are anything 

but. The HKSAR government’s implementation of a mother-tongue (Cantonese) education policy shortly 

after sovereignty was returned to China, which converted the original medium of education of many 

secondary schools, English, to Cantonese (Bolton 2011; Evans 2013), created a huge public outcry. The 

government has now reverted to the so called ‘fine-tuning’ policy which in effect allows schools to make 

their own choice on the medium of instruction.
9
   

As HK and China have a closer tie in terms of economic and political development, Mandarin, the 

national language of China, has become increasingly important in HK, e.g. in business communications with 

Mandarin-speaking customers, in speeches delivered at national official gatherings and for meetings which 

are broadcast in the media. The use of Mandarin to teach the Chinese language in school is another 

contentious area with dividing opinions. In addition, controversies pivot around the use of two different 

Chinese writing systems – the traditional Chinese characters in HK that have been taught in schools and the 

simplified Chinese characters used in China that were not officially introduced until recently. This is a 

sensitive and emotive issue evidenced through ‘angry’ protests by some locals who lament the exclusive use 

of simplified Chinese characters in restaurant menus and public signage (Lo and Chong 2012). These 

protestors claim to want to preserve the continued use of traditional Chinese characters in HK, which they 

feel would in turn help protect a HK identity. 

 

2.3 Socio-economic dimension: Economic boost and social tension  

Tourism liberalism measures including the ‘Individual Visit Scheme: multiple-entry permit scheme’ allow 

easier travel between mainland China and HK. These policies are said to have boosted the HK economy. 

However, these arrangements have led to some undesirable and perhaps unexpected societal repercussions in 

HK. In particular, despite the financial benefits to the local economy brought about by the millions of 

mainland Chinese visitors through the multiple-entry permit scheme, some HK people see the scheme as a 

catalyst for unwelcomed, rampant parallel-goods trading activities, whereby mainlanders smuggle goods 

from HK to China to evade tax duties. The burgeoning numbers of chain shops, which primarily target 

tourists from mainland China, in the already very crowded city of HK has led to a dramatic rise in rental 

prices and a marginalisation of local businesses, affecting the livelihood of local HK people. As a result, 

some demand a halt to the issuing of multi-entry visas.
10

 The influx of Mainland Chinese visitors, a ten-fold 

rise from 4.4 million in 2001 to 40.7 million in 2013, seems to be unmanageable and has created quite a bit 

of social discontent (Chugani 2015). Some anti-parallel trading activists even took a series of aggressive acts 

                                                           
6 http://www.had.gov.hk/rru/english/info/info_dem.html [19 Sept 2014] 
7  Community language is broadly defined here as the default language used among HK citizens in day-to-day 

communications and functions. 
8 Cantonese and Mandarin share the core formal syntax to an extent; the written system is what can be called, ‘formal 

Chinese’. The difference between simplified and traditional characters can be understood as a difference in script. 
9 This also means that the exact number of schools which adopt EMI and CMI is difficult to come by, since the actual 

medium of instructions can potentially differ from the reported or advertised medium.   
10  Subsequent to the writing of this article, the multiple entry visa was scrapped by China in April 2015, see:  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-china-32282029 [17 April 2015] 
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by rallying against mainland Chinese passersby in March 2015 (Lai 2015). This episode reveals the conflicts 

between local and mainland Chinese visitors, with the result of unwelcome behaviour towards mainland 

Chinese from local HK Chinese.  

 

2.4 The State of play: Hong Kong identity  

The brief discussion above illustrates the complexity involved in the notion of Hong Kong identity. 

Attempting to adopt the broad-brush monolithic term ‘Chinese’ to capture the identity of Hong Kong people 

is rather limiting, if not futile, since it is clear that on every level we are dealing with multiple ideologies: 

some compatible, some incommensurate or some even conflicting. For instance, matters around language 

use in public domains, educational contexts, as well as inter-group exchanges are clearly unresolved. 

Likewise, the discussion within the socio-economic domain also reveals mutual animosity or even hostility 

on some occasions between local HK people and Chinese from the mainland. These in turn unveil the socio-

psychological loading of notions such as ‘Hongkongers’ and ‘Chinese’. 

Against this backdrop, the present study focuses on the identity struggle experienced by participants 

in post-colonial Hong Kong. The purpose of our study is manifold, by involving participants who were born 

in the 70s, 80s and those who were born after the 90s (closely before the return of sovereignty). This study 

aims to explore HK people’s sense of identity as well as potential differences in identity across generations. 

It also aims to tap into people’s understanding of what it means to be a Hong Kong person. Extending 

beyond the current context, we also endeavour to relate to the wider literature on the study of identity by 

problematising the hard-and-fast ‘cataloguing’ of people into existing, ready-made categories.  

 

 

3 Study Design: Ethnographic Approach 
We have taken a broadly ethnographic approach in this study. We opted for an open ended, quasi-

ethnographic approach where we collected data from multiple sources, including both quantitative and 

qualitative data (an ethnic affiliation questionnaire, informal interviews, unsolicited participant accounts, and 

field notes). Ethnographies involve collecting data from a range of sources in everyday contexts instead of 

putting participants in artificial situations (Atkinson and Hammersley 2007; Nunan 1992). Ethnographers 

usually spend a prolonged period of time being as unobtrusive as possible, collecting data from the field in 

the hope of generating concepts and ideas that can be interpreted and written up in a way that makes sense to 

outsiders/ readers who have not spent time in the research context. The iterative and organic characteristic of 

this research tool, we feel, is best suited for investigating identity, a construct characterised by its ongoing 

evolvement and complex nature.  

 The effort to utilise research instruments associated with both the quantitative and qualitative 

paradigm is partly to address the call by Noel (2014) to bring various disciplines that are interested in the 

study of identity closer together (e.g. social psychology and sociolinguistics). At the same time, this cross-

disciplinary approach is also necessary if one is to try and capture the complexity of identity. Inevitably, this 

paper can only cover part of the larger notion of Hong Kong identity; however, we feel that insights 

generated through a combination of quantitative and qualitative traditions will take us a step closer to a 

comprehensive account of the phenomenon at hand.  

  Between the period of May 2014 and January 2015, we spent time immersing ourselves in the 

present research context and gathering data. The quantitative data mainly come from the paper-based ethnic 

affiliation questionnaire that we issued our participants (see below). The qualitative data come from field 

notes taken while the researchers were in the field, informal interviews with some of the participants, and 

from a number of unsolicited accounts offered by informants during interactions with the researchers. It is 

clear that the two strands of data collection methods have a set of very different underlying assumptions; one 

leaning towards positivism, the latter perhaps inclining more towards naturalism. Yet, we believe that they 
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complement each other in providing data that reveals different facets of identity, i.e. the quantified self-

identification, and the discoursal narrative of identity. Below, we explicate the research instrument in more 

detail.  

 

3.1 Quantitative measure: Ethnic group affiliation questionnaire 

To tap into the participants’ sense of identification quantitatively, we adopted the ethnic group affiliation 

(EGA) questionnaire developed by Gatbonton and colleagues (e.g. Gatbonton et al. 2005; Gatbonton & 

Trofimovich 2008; Trofimovich & Turuševa 2015).
11

 Originally, the EGA questionnaire was developed to 

examine how a varying degree of ethnic affiliation and identification in the Quebec context would affect a 

second language (L2) learner’s level of attainment in an L2 (French/ English). Gatbonton and colleagues 

were able to establish that EGA scores or a general sense of belonging to/ affiliation with the target language 

and its community positively correlate, to an extent, with how proficient a person is in the L2, as well as how 

accented they are deemed to be (e.g. Gatbonton et al., 2005; Gatbonton & Trofimovich 2008). Here, we have 

taken the EGA questionnaire as a proxy of the quantitative self-report measures that are normally employed 

in social psychology studies of identity (cf. Cameron 2004). 
 

The EGA questionnaire contains 93 9-point Likert scale self-rating ethnic group affiliation 

statements which pertain to five main themes alongside some sub-themes. The five main themes are:  

1. depth of involvement in the (my) ethnic group;  

2. pride in, familiarity with, and feelings of comfort with the (my) group;  

3. perception of the place of the (my) ethnic group in relation to other groups;  

4. perceptions of the (my) group's vitality; and  

5. views towards the socio-political concerns of the (my) group.  

 

The higher the rating a participant assigns, the stronger s/he identifies with the theme in question. The 9-

point self-rating scale is shown below:  

  

Do not agree at all 1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9  Strongly agree 

 

The statements from theme (1) are provided as an example below. This set of statements investigates the 

degree to which participants are involved in their respective ethnic group. Sub set A contains the following 

statements: 

A. Appreciating/ consuming group’s cultural output (movies, films, books, music produced by group).   

 

1. If there are movies and films made by filmmakers and actors who are members of my ethnic 

group I make it a point to go and watch them. 

2. If there are movies and films made about my ethnic group, I make it a point to go watch them. 

3. If songs played on the radio are composed by members of my ethnic group I make it a point 

listen to them. 

4. If there are stories and novels written by members of my ethnic group I make it a point to buy 

and read them. 

5. If there are stories and news reports written about members of my own ethnic group I make it 

a point to read them. 

 

                                                           
11 We would like to express our gratitude towards Elizabeth Gatbonton for sharing the latest version of the EGA 

questionnaire.  
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In this case, the higher the scores participants provide, the more involved they are in their respective ethnic 

group.   

In addition to the above core EGA section, biographical information is also collected. The 

biographical information section includes questions related to gender, participants’ age group, birth place, 

self-categorisation of their ethnic identity, educational levels, language(s) spoken, etc.  

 

3.2 Procedures 

72 potential participants in Hong Kong were identified through convenient sampling, seven of whom were 

subsequently excluded from the study, either because they were not born in HK or because they did not 

speak Cantonese as a first language.
12

 The rationale behind this was to obtain as homogeneous a group as 

possible, focusing on Hong Kong people’s ethnic group affiliation. The remaining 65 informants were then 

categorised according to three age groups, ranging from the birth years of 1970-1979, 1980-1989, and 1990-

1999. This grouping was designed with the aim to investigate potential generational differences among the 

population who have experienced British colonialism and post-colonialism in HK. The number of 

participants in each group was roughly the same (see table 1). It is worth pointing out that though we believe 

identity is a complex and multidimensional construct, we have alluded to the difficulty of rejecting hard-and-

fast categories. We appreciate how categorising participants according to these age groups can be 

problematic, but we feel that this grouping, which incidentally corresponds roughly to how some local 

scholars classify the population of HK (Lui 2007 in Cheung 2014), has a certain degree of ecological 

validity, as they fall within the repertoire of the general public commonly circulated and utilised in popular 

discourse in the current research context.  

All participants completed the biographical information section and then the Chinese-translated 

version of the EGA questionnaire on paper where items of different themes were randomised to avoid 

systematic answering or strategic responding. In total, it took participants approximately 30 minutes to fill 

out the whole questionnaire.  

Table 1: Number of Participants Who Completed the EGA questionnaire 

Year of birth Number of participants 

1970 - 1979 22 

1980 - 1989 21 

1990 - 1999 22 

Total  65   

 

Data obtained from the questionnaire was grouped and tallied according to the five themes noted above. 

Basic inferential statistics (Kruskal-Wallis test) were conducted via SPSS to identify potential differences 

among participants in the three age groups.  

 

3.3 Qualitative measures: Field notes, informal interviews, unsolicited accounts  

In order to understand the notion of Hong Kong identity in more depth, we included qualitative measures 

that allowed us to further explore participants’ identification and their understanding of what it means to be a 

HK person. In addition, informal interviews and conversations with some of the participants as well as 

unsolicited accounts communicated to the second author while he was at some of the protest sites of the 

‘Umbrella Movement’ provided data for unpicking HK identity.  Some of the main themes/ prompts we used 

revolved around questions such as, ‘what does being a Hong Konger mean?’, ‘how would participants define 

Hong Kong identity?’, ‘what are the characteristics of Hong Kong people?’.  

                                                           
12 Convenient sampling is a method that draws data from participants who the researchers have access to; this contrasts 

with random sampling where participants are recruited on a completely random basis.  
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In this study, ethical procedures were adhered to with rigor, by means of seeking consent post-hoc 

as well as the anonymisation of all participants involved. We believe that the field notes and reconstructions 

organised and written up soon after the events are still valuable data to utilise as an alternative to word-by-

word quotes (see various studies reported in Atkinson and Hammersley 2007).  

Apart from these, we also gathered data from the mass media and social media. Some of the 

relevant episodes/ excerpts will be referenced to in the discussions.  

 

3.4 Procedures of data coding and analysis 

We followed a bottom up, grounded theorising approach (Glaser and Straus 1967), often adopted to handle 

qualitative data. In addition to the main themes identified above, we included themes that emerged through 

iterative data coding and processing. These procedures allowed us to relate our data with our initial research 

questions and at the same time enabled the expansion of our scope by including evolving and emergent 

themes that could also shed light on our investigation of identity in the current research context. 

 At this point, we should also acknowledge that though we have been adopting a more or less 

principled theoretical eclecticism, the interpretation of our data, at least with regard to the qualitative aspect, 

is shaped by our reading of works by various applied linguists and sociolinguists on the topic including 

Block (2006; 2007), Duff (2015), Duff and Talmy (2011), Norton (2013), Norton and McKinney (2011), 

inter alia. Moreover, it should also be borne in mind that both of us were originally from Hong Kong and 

have friends who feel strongly about recent events unfolding in HK including the ‘Umbrella Movement’. 

This inevitably adds a hint of subjectivity and reflexivity into the account we portray, however vigilant and 

cautious we are. Nonetheless, it is also worth pointing out that the notion of so-called ‘objective truth’ is 

often criticised and challenged in any social research. Any qualitative accounts are bound to be an artefact of 

the researcher’s/ author’s interpretation; our account is no exception. By making our theoretical traditions 

and personal background explicit, it is hoped that readers can evaluate for themselves the merits and 

shortcoming of our account. This caveat essentially also means that we believe the data we bring into our 

discussion can potentially be interpreted via other (competing) perspectives, including one of superdiversity 

(e.g. Creese and Blackledge 2010; Vertovec 2007).  

 

4 Findings: EGA Questionnaire  
4.1 Participant background information 

The background information collected reveals the 65 participants (see table 1 above) to be fairly 

homogenous in that they all speak Cantonese as their first language, were all born in Hong Kong, and have 

received an education of post-secondary or above.  

 

4.2 Participants’ self-categorisation of their ethnic group 

In order to obtain data for self-identification, we asked participants the following question:  

Q1. How would you describe your ethnic group? An ethnic group refers to the group one 

was born into or the group that one has chosen to be a member of.
13

   

(Select ONLY ONE categorisation)   

 

1. Chinese 

2. Hong Konger 

3. Chinese Hong Konger 

4. Hong Kong Chinese 

5. Other:_____________  

                                                           
13 This ethnic group definition was developed by Gatbonton et al. (2005) 
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Table 2 outlines the findings generated from this question. There are a few trends that can be observed from 

this data. First, participants identified with the category ‘Hong Konger’ the most, with 43.1% of them (i.e. 28 

out of 65) choosing this classification overall. Second, 77.0% of the informants (i.e. 50 out of 65) chose a 

category that contains ‘Hong Kong’ as an element, i.e. ‘Hong Konger’, ‘Chinese Hong Konger’, and ‘Hong 

Kong Chinese’. This observation applies to all the three age groups. Together, these suggest that ‘Hong 

Kong’ is a salient element/ feature for participants in identifying themselves. In contrast, only 20.0% of the 

participants (i.e. 13 out of 65) identified themselves using the label ‘Chinese’ exclusively. In general, these 

agree with the recent survey on Hong Kong people’s ethnic identity conducted by the University of Hong 

Kong’s Public Opinion Programme in June 2014.
14

 Their survey found that only approximately 20.0% of the 

1,026 informants identified themselves as Chinese.  

 

 Table 2: Participants’ Self-categorisation of Their Ethnic Group 

 Entire group  Sub-group 1 Sub-group 2 Sub-group 3 

Year of birth: 1970 - 1999 1970 - 1979 1980 - 1989 1990 -1999 

Selected ethnic group: No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Chinese 13 20.0 4 18.2 5 23.8 4 18.2 

Hong Konger 28 43.1 5 22.7 11 52.4 12 54.5 

Chinese Hong Konger 18 27.7 9 40.9 3 14.3 6 27.3 

Hong Kong Chinese  4 6.2 2 9.1 2 9.5 0 0.0 

Others** 2 3.0 2 9.1 0 0.0 0 0.0 

 65 100 22 100 21 100 22 100 

**‘Han dynasty person’ (漢人) & ‘Asian’ respectively 

 

4.3 EGA questionnaire: Findings for the five themes 

Table 3 shows the overall descriptive statistics for the EGA questionnaire with respect to the three sub-

groups (70s, 80s and 90s) and the entire group. As can be seen, the ratings assigned fall around the region of 

5, which is the mid-point average in the 9-point Likert scale. This seems to suggest that participants have 

neither a strong nor weak affiliation with the Hong Kong identity.  

   

 Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for EGA Questionnaires 

 N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Min. Max. 

Sub-group: 

70s 

80s 

90s 

Entire group 

(Total) 

 

22 

21 

22 

65 

 

4.818 

4.986 

5.177 

4.994 

 

.7557 

1.0565 

.8292 

.8855 

 

.1611 

.2306 

.1768 

.1098 

 

3.5 

2.6 

3.1 

2.6 

 

7.0 

7.2 

6.4 

7.2 

                                                           
14 See: http://hkupop.hku.hk/english/release/release1150.html [28 November 2014] 
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We then broke down the scores according to the five themes noted above. The mean scores by the three 

groups are listed in table 4.  

 

Table 4: Mean Scores Obtained for the Five Main Themes of the EGA Questionnaire  

 Scale used in the EGA questionnaire 

1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9  Strong 

 

1970-79 

Mean  

1980-89 

Mean  

1990-99 

Mean  

Theme 1: Depth of involvement in the (my) ethnic group (Q. 1-18) 4.7 5.0 5.2 

Theme 2: Pride in, familiarity with, and feelings of comfort with the 

(my) group (Q. 19-38) 

5.4 5.7 5.7 

Theme 3: Perception of the place of the (my) ethnic group in relation to 

other groups (Q. 39-53)  

4.9 4.6 5.0 

Theme 4: Perceptions of group’s vitality (Q. 54-66) 3.4 4.0 3.7 

Theme 5: Views towards the socio-political concerns of the (my) group 

(Q.67-93) 

5.1 5.2 5.5 

Ranges of mean scores 3.4-5.4 4.0-5.7 3.7-5.7 

 

In line with the overall scores reported in table 3, the averages listed in table 4 indicate that participants are 

rather undecided, assigning ratings that are close to the mid-point region. However, one point that is 

noteworthy is the scores assigned to questions in theme 4, which are below the mid-point score 5. This hints 

at the pessimism participants have towards the group’s vitality. This incidentally agrees with one of the key 

themes identified in the qualitative data which will be elaborated below.  

In order to investigate whether there is any statistical significance among the differences observed 

in the data reported in tables (3) & (4), we ran a series of non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis tests.
15

 The tests 

reveal that the overall average assigned by each group was not significantly different from each other, as 

indicated by the p-value 0.128 (i.e. p > 0.05). Subsequent Kruskal-Wallis tests performed on the scores by 

the groups for each of the five themes also signal an absence of statistical difference among the ratings 

assigned by the various groups. The p-values obtained are 0.310 for Theme 1, 0.498 for Theme 2, 0.567 for 

Theme 3, 0.155 for Theme 4, and 0.264 for Theme 5 respectively.  

As a result, we aggregated the three groups into one for further data analysis. Table 5 details the 

average yielded for the entire sampled population.  

 

                                                           
15 With a sample that contains only a small number in each group, it is virtually impossible to tell whether the population 

distribution is normal or not (Larson-Hall 2012: 463). Therefore, we have chosen the non-parametric alternative of 

ANOVA, Kruskal-Wallis test, which does not assume the data to be normally distributed.  
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  Table 5: Mean Scores Obtained in Five Main Themes for the Entire Group of 70s-90s 

Scale used in the EGA questionnaire 

1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9  Strong 

Entire group 

1970-1999 

Mean 

Mean score of the entire group (N = 65) 5.0 

Theme 1: Depth of involvement in the ethnic Group (Q.1-18) 

A. Appreciating/consuming group’s cultural output (movies, films, books, music 

produced by group. 

B. Maintaining contact with ethnic group (Social contacts) 

C. Participating in Ethnic groups events and affairs 

D. Defending/ promoting the Ethnic Group 

5.0 

Theme 2: Pride in, familiarity with, and feelings of comfort with group (Q. 19-38) 

A. Feeling of comfort in group 

B. Familiarity with my ethnic group  

C. Familiarity with the cultural leaders of my ethnic group 

D. Pride in my group 

5.6 

Theme 3: Perception of the place of my ethnic group in relation to other groups (Q. 39-53) 

A.  Superiority of my group to other groups  

B. Preferential view for my group 

C. Preferential view for my ethnic leaders, community, etc.  

4.8 

Theme 4: Perceptions of group’s vitality (Q. 54-66) 

A.  Perception of my group’s power  

B. Perception of group’s future 

C. Perception of group’s acceptance by other groups 

3.7 

Theme 5: Views towards the socio-political concerns of my group (Q. 67-93) 

A. Views about role of language and identity  

5.3 
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B.  Attitudes towards immigration 

C. Attitudes towards reasonable accommodation to immigrants 

D. Political concerns 

E. Freedom of choice 

 

As seen in table 5, the overall mean score for the entire group is 5: right in the middle of the 9-point Likert 

scale. The highest mean score obtained is 5.6 for theme 2. This score is significantly different from the mid-

value 5 in the Likert scale as revealed by the one-sample Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test (p < 0.000). This 

indicates that participants positively identify with questions in this theme in that they take pride in being a 

Hong Konger, and that they are familiar with the culture and figures that are associated with Hong Kong. 

Moreover, they feel comfortable being around members who belong to the same group. The second highest 

mean score, 5.3, is assigned to theme 5. Although the same statistical procedure did not yield a significant 

result for this score compared to mid-value 5 (p = 0.075), the positive ratings can be interpreted to suggest 

that informants identify with the concerns of the Hong Kong ethnic group to an extent. Notably, the lowest 

mean score, 3.7, is yielded for theme 4. This rating, which was significantly different from the mid-point 5 

(p < 0.000), reflects the pessimism and insecurity over the vitality of Hong Kong as a group in terms of the 

perception of its power and future, which as mentioned is also an important theme emerged in the 

qualitatively data.  

 

 

5 Findings: Qualitative Data  
5.1 Hong Kong identity: a site for negotiation or a site of struggle?  

As noted above, the notion of identity in Hong Kong came under scrutiny in light of the recent socio-geo-

political build-ups. On a par with Duff’s description of how ‘people who have not moved physically may … 

find themselves in a new country with a different identity’ (2015: 58) concerning not just survival but also 

belonging, Hong Kong people find themselves grappling with the impact of political transitions and an ever-

changing socio-economic landscape. The following section discusses some of the noticeable themes in our 

data. We will offer our interpretations along the way. 

 

5.2 Identity ambivalence 

One of the main themes that emerge from the qualitative data is participants’ ambivalence of their own 

identity. Identity or a sense of ‘who they are’ did not seem to figure prominently until recently. Informants 

conceded that they had never been too concerned with what it means to be a HK person. However, the 

ongoing events briefly described above seem to have led to an active search of self and identity as well as an 

exploration of what is unique to HK. This is illustrated by the brief account (1) by a 80s-born male 

informant: 

 

(1)  ‘It’s true that Hong Kong’s positioning is a bit vague, it’s not clear who we are and how we 

characterise ourselves, perhaps we have always been pragmatic [minding our own business, 
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focused on working hard and earning a living]; but you can tell that people are actively 

searching for their unique qualities, they are looking.
16

  

Some informants adopted an approach of negation, similar to the negative identity practices discussed by 

Bucholtz (1999), defining themselves in terms of what they feel they are not. This includes an effort to 

actively disaffiliate themselves from Chinese mainlanders on cultural and value grounds. For instance, 

referring to recent negative publicities, informants expressed strong disapprovals towards episodes where 

some Chinese mainlanders were reported to have defecated in public, saying that (2) ‘there’s a cultural 

difference, like we do not defecate in public’. Although, media reports are likely to be sensationalised and 

overblown, exaggerating how common and representative these incidents are, this kind of identity work and 

positioning serves to highlight the distinctions between the two groups of ‘Chinese’ and alienate the 

mannerisms and behaviours that are deemed uncivilised and embarrassing. Similarly, remarks such as (3) 

and (4) are in relation to the disruptions some Chinese passengers caused in airports and on flights. 

(3) ‘Like they are rich and all, but I do not feel that people respect them because of the chaos they 

create when travelling abroad’ (90s-born male) 

 

(4) ‘It’s annoying when people ask whether I am Chinese [when outside of HK]; it is true that I’m 

ethnically Chinese [by blood] but I always qualify it for them, not everyone knows much about 

Hong Kong, but Hong Kong people do not necessarily behave in ways similar to how the 

media portrays mainland Chinese to be.’ (90s-born male) 

In addition to dis-alignment based on concrete actions and behaviours, this disaffiliation act can also be 

related to more abstract constructs such as human values and freedom of speech, or to be more precise, the 

purported lack of it in parts of China (see below).  

Importantly, despite comments found in the media such as ‘[w]hen it comes down to it, it's simple: 

Many Hong Kongers just don't feel very Chinese’ (Ng & Chan 2015), it is misguided to think that 

informants in the study simply do not identify with ‘Chinese’ at all. Participants recognise the growing 

importance of China in the international arena and that it is now one of the biggest economies in the world. 

Relatedly, readers would have noticed from (9) that even though it was framed rather negatively, there is a 

sense of affiliation to the ‘Chinese’ category at least on an ethnic ground. This again highlights the 

complexity of identity and identification, in that within a short episode there can be a constant to-and-fro of 

identity alignment at work; in this case, the claim of ethnical heritage with ‘Chinese’ and the concomitant 

disaffiliation with other behavioural aspects of ‘non-HK Chinese’. This, in our view, reinforces the idea that 

identity is multidimensional and how ready-made categories can obscure the subtle details and distinctions 

in personal and social identity construction.  

Apart from the perhaps antagonistic definitions, participants also identified some positive 

definitions relevant to the Hong Kong identity which can be seen from (5).  

(5) ‘Hong Kong is a bit of everything, a mix of East and West, a sense of pragmatism, adaptability, 

multiculturalism, and diversity.’ (80s-born female)  

This understanding of Hong Kong identity is one of the possible sources of the apparent conflicts between 

how some HK people perceive themselves and how they are perceived to be by some Chinese compatriots. 

The ideology behind (5) is clearly one of multi-locality (Vertovec 2007), internationality, and 

cosmopolitanism common to transnational contexts (e.g. De Fina & Perrino 2013; Duff 2015) and 

international financial hubs such as London and New York City. This outward looking, ‘liberal-minded’ and 

diverse conception is arguably at odds with the rhetoric and policy of the Chinese Central government, 

                                                           
16 These are not direct quotes but reconstructions of participants’ accounts based on the field notes taken. Materials were 

all uttered in Cantonese unless otherwise stated; they are broadly translated into English for reporting purposes.  
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which emphasises homogeneity and unification, as opposed to heterogeneity and diversification. Looking at 

the official language policy of China as a quick example, despite the fact that there are 55 officially 

recognised ethnic groups in China, Mandarin (Putonghua) is the only official language in the country.
17

 This 

can be seen as an effort to unify and perhaps homogenise citizens who may not share an identical ethnic and 

cultural background.  

 

5.3 Discontent over ‘ownership’ and active challenges over imposed identity  
Some participants have also expressed how disgruntled they are over China’s ownership of Hong Kong 

which they see as belittling HK and undermining the qualities of HK people, see (6).  

(6) ‘Yea, we may be part of China geographically, but it’s revolting of them to think that they own 

us and we are in a subservient relationship with them in the sense that we need to simply 

follow what we were told. Hong Kong people know better than that, in fact, the ability of 

individual thinking and critical mind-set is exactly what the Chinese government is afraid of. 

They do not like people to be able to have the knowledge or capability that can challenge their 

position as the single, only ruling party.’ (80s-born female) 

It is also worth noting that some participants refuse to take a back seat role. Through actively challenging 

and questioning the identity imposed on or ascribed to them, they are taking initiative to resist the 

dominance and retaking the ownership of their identity.  The account (7) is a good illustration of that.  

(7) ‘When one comes to think about it, what is “real Chinese”? Are we talking about Han Chinese? 

China has after all been ruled by non-Hans for quite a few dynasties, so when one thinks about 

the definition of  “Chinese”, it is actually highly problematic, there is no such thing as “pure 

Chinese”, not in Hong Kong, not in China.’ (80s-born male) 

The account in (7) went further in challenging the legitimacy of the monolithic and perhaps hegemonic 

notion of ‘Chinese’, questioning the historic origin of ‘pure Chinese’. This in turn serves to problematise the 

rhetoric that homogenises people in HK, classifying them with the overarching category of ‘Chinese’. This is 

tightly related to the ideologies of multiple alliance and diversity discussed above.  

At this point, it is also worthwhile revisiting the notion of pragmatism which was mentioned by 

separate participants on various occasions, e.g. in (5). In a way, ‘pragmatism’ in the HK context refers to 

how people are satisfied or rather satisficed with ‘getting on with things’ and ‘earning a living’. This 

defining characteristic would perhaps predict participants to be fairly content with the Chinese governance, 

especially given China’s exponential growth of importance in the global economy and the presumed benefits 

that will be brought to HK’s economy. However, as seen above, this value is reprioritised if not trumped 

when weighed against human values such as freedom of speech. Again, this helps to highlight the 

intertwined and perplexing nature of identity, reinforcing the post-structuralist’s approach to studying 

identity. 

 

6 Conclusion 
We began by wanting to explore the notion of Hong Kong identity in a postcolonial context. We also aim to 

understand what it means to be a Hong Kong person in light of the ever-changing geo-socio-political 

climate. Through employing an instrument that includes quantitative and qualitative measures, we are able to 

establish how our participants identify themselves with the Hong Kong ethnic group. In addition, we are able 

to tap into the reasons behind informants’ choices. In a sense, we are able to demonstrate how instruments 

associated with the two different traditions can complement each other.  

The quantitative EGA scores reveal that participants in the study are to an extent ambivalent 

towards their identity, though there are also signs that they take certain pride in being a Hong Konger and 

                                                           
17 http://www.china.org.cn/e-groups/shaoshu/ [13 April 2015] 
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that they share the concerns of the group as a whole. Furthermore, there is also a sense of insecurity over 

their group’s vitality and future presence. The qualitative part of the study enables us to delve into people’s 

rationale and reasoning and hence allows us to unpick the issue of identity further. The themes of 

ambivalence and pessimism over the group’s vitality prevail. Participants are rather unsure about who they 

are, some of them adopted an antagonistic approach in defining themselves against what they think they are 

not. Some participants also fear that Hong Kong will be marginalised. Yet, some of them are quite verbal in 

fighting the rhetoric of dominance and are hopeful that Hong Kong will continue to be a financial hub in the 

world.  

Another goal of ours is to provide evidence for challenging and problematising the hard-and-fast 

‘cataloguing’ of people into ready-made, essentialised categories, in line with the move to the multi-

dimensional, post-structuralist’s account. The Hong Kong case study above clearly shows that identity is not 

at all a monolithic construct. As seen through the qualitative accounts, our participants identify with facets of 

the category, Chinese, e.g. acknowledging the ethnic (biological) affiliation, but at the same time some of 

them reject being aligned completely with Chinese on cultural and behavioural grounds. This clearly 

demonstrates how using broad-brush categories is inadequate in capturing the complexity of identity.  A 

more multiplistic view still falls short in accounting for the dynamic and organic nature of identity, since 

identity is not simply a constellation of qualities or characteristics. Some of these features can work together 

at one time, and they can also be in conflict at others. Readers may have realised that we deliberately 

avoided nominating a definition of identity anywhere in our piece. We wanted to allow readers to ‘walk 

through’ the data and have a sense of how identity is in a constant state of flux with different facets coming 

to the fore depending on how the individual interacts with the socio-geo-political ambience without creating 

(or priming) any preconception of identity. Bucholtz and Hall’s definition of identity as “the social 

positioning of self and other” (2005: 586) is relevant but we also have to bear in mind that these positioning 

are not fixed and can change on a moment-by-moment basis depending on the salient aspect in focus, for 

instance, in the present case, whether one is concentrating on the biological relationship of Chinese, or 

whether one is talking about the incongruity between the value systems and ways of life of Chinese in HK 

and Chinese in mainland China.  

All in all, by looking into the case of post-colonial Hong Kong, we hope to have underscored the 

complexity involved in quantifying and qualifying identity and foregrounded the multifaceted, 

multidimensional nature of identity.  
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Abstract. The paper looks at negative wh-quantifiers (‘Neg-whQs’) in Cantonese, which is 

morphologically composed of mou ‘no’ and a wh-word. A subject Neg-whQ is variously 

interpreted as negative or existential reading depending on the position it is allowed to scrambled to 

in a double-quantified construction in Cantonese. Results suggest that Neg-whQs were problematic 

to adult English-speaking learners, even when they achieved an advanced proficiency, and lay 

insights to future second language teaching. 

Keywords: Neg-whQs, learnability problem, scrambling, deficits 

1   Introduction 

With the trend of late second language learning, there is a need to provide implications for language teaching, 

especially to adults. Recent studies focus on bringing theoretical second language (L2) research to the 

classroom and investigate whether explicit instruction to where difficulties lie could facilitate second 

language learning. However, only a small segment of L2 literature has looked at Cantonese as a second 

language, a typical spoken language. In addition, there is little evidence of L2 acquisition of colloquial terms 

such as negative wh-quantifiers (Neg-whQ) in Cantonese.  

 The ultimate goal of acquiring an L2 is to be able to communicate freely in an L2 context. Thus, 

understanding how Cantonese is spoken and used, especially when there is not a clear association of forms 

and meanings of colloquial terms, is crucial in postulating potential learning difficulties and mastering daily 

conversations in Cantonese-speaking contexts by L2 learners. This paper looks at Neg-whQs in doubly-

quantified constructions in English Cantonese interlanguage. In addition, it aims at laying insights to bridge 

the gap between theoretical and pedagogical work for future investigation. 

1.1   Theoretical Background 

L2 studies focusing on morphosyntax have claimed that a critical period in L2 acquisition exists around the 

age of 16 (Johnson and Newport, 1989; DeKeyser, 2000). This study includes learners who are acquiring 

Cantonese after puberty and most importantly receive input in colloquial contexts by living in Hong Kong 

after the age of 20. The study lays insights to future L2 teaching to adult late learners in achieving ultimate 

native-like competence, in particular more instructions should be given to where difficulties lie in no 
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association between forms and meanings. 

While studies (Tsimpli and Roussou, 1991; Sorace and Filiaci, 2006; Yuan, 2008, 2010; Dekydtspotter et 

al., 2001) have suggested that grammatical phenomena at the interface between syntax and other cognitive 

domains may not be acquirable in L2 acquisition, other studies have argued for Schwartz and Sprouse’s Full 

Transfer/Full Access model (FT/FA 1996; see Haznedar, 1997; Yuan, 1998, 2010; Slabakova, 2000). In 

addition, Song and Schwartz (2009) pose the learnability problem of Korean wh-constructions with negative 

polarity items by L1 English speakers, and suggest the two different interpretations depend on scrambling of 

the wh-phrase. The two readings represent a poverty-of-the-stimulus (POS) problem due to two main reasons: 

i) in English wh-words are unambiguously interpreted as interrogatives and there is no scrambling; ii) there 

is rare, if not non-existent, evidence in the input that learners encounter to demonstrate how scrambling 

alters the interpretation of the Korean questions. Following Song and Schwartz (2009), the interpretation 

alternation of Neg-whQs in doubly-quantified constructions depending on scrambling is potentially 

representing a severe learnability problem to English speakers. This study looks at the linguistic 

phenomenon of Neg-whQs in English Cantonese interlanguage where there is no direct association of forms 

and meanings, in which the learnability problem will be explained in detailed in later sections, and revisits 

the possibility of full L2 acquisition achieving native-like competence in comprehension. 

1.2   Negative Wh-quantifiers (‘Neg-whQ’) 

Neg-whQs are negative quantifiers in the combination of a negative morpheme mou, an invisible quantifier 

operator Ø  and a wh-word (e.g. mou-matje ‘no-what’, mou-bingo ‘no-who’ and mou-bindou ‘no-where’). 

The study follows the proposed structure of Neg-whQs resulting from the merge {mou {Ø , bingo}}. 

Although there appears a  Neg-whQ counterpart in English (e.g. nowhere), nowhere has a simpler 

morphological structure resulting from the merge {no, DP}. The proposed complex structure of Neg-whQs 

is represented in the following:  

1. Structure of a Neg-whQ (Lee, 2014): 

(Neg-wh)QP[Neg, Quant:_ ] 

      

       Mou[Neg]   Quant’ 

             

              Quant     whP 

        Ø [Quant:_] bingo[uQuant:_] 

 

While nowhere has only a negative interpretation, the dual reading alternation of Cantonese Neg-whQs is 

context-dependent in which the context hints the common knowledge or old information in the discourse. 

The following example demonstrates the dual interpretation of an object Neg-whQ in the exceptional SOV 

structure (while the canonical word order is SOV in Cantonese).    

 

2. Ngo mou-bingoui soeng hui ti 

  I   no-where    want   go 

  a. ‘I want to go to nowhere.’ 

  b. ‘I want to go to only a few places.’ 

 

In contrast, neither the existential reading nor the SOV structure is observed in English nowhere 

constructions.  
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Regarding a doubly-quantified construction, which involves a subject negative quantifier (NegQsubj) and 

an object universal quantifier ( obj) in English, it allows both collective and distributive readings due to 

covert quantifier raising of the quantifiers in LF as in (3).  

 

3. Nobody eats every sandwich.            (NegQsubj > obj or obj > NegQsubj) 

    a. NegQ >  (Collective reading):  

    There is not a person x and there are sandwiches y, such that x eats all of y.  

    (In other words, ‘Nobody eats all the sandwiches, but somebody eats at least one  

    of them.’)  
    b.  > NegQ (Distributive reading):  

    For each sandwich y, such that there is not a person who eats y.  

    (In other words, ‘Nobody eats any sandwiches at all.’) 

However, example (4) reviews the unambiguous interpretation in English doubly-quantified constructions 

involving a obj and a NegQsubj. 

 

4. Everybody bought nothing.  

    (In other words, ‘nobody bought anything at all.’)  

 

In contrary, dual interpretation is observed where a subject Neg-whQ (Neg-whQsubj) is ambiguous in 

relation to scrambling the obj
1. In contrast to their English counterparts, the scope taking of these 

constructions obeys surface structure and doubly quantified constructions are subject to scrambling in 

Cantonese. The subject takes wide scope where it appears in a preceding position of the object in a non-

scrambled structure; and the object takes wide scope where it appears in a preceding position of the subject 

in a scrambled structure. Therefore, a non-scrambled doubly quantified construction in an SOV order (Neg-

whQ > ) only has a subject-wide scope but not an object-wide scope.  

 

5. Mou-bingo muigin saammanzi dou soeng sik.           (Neg-whQsubj > obj) 

    no-who     every  sandwich  also want eat 

    ‘Nobody wants to eat all the sandwich.’ 

Thus, a collective reading is made available as shown in (5). Such reading is later referred as the negative 

reading. Similar to its English counterpart (3a), the negative reading does not preclude the existential ‘but 

someone eats at least one sandwich’ reading. Whereas the distributive reading is made available where the 

obj is scrambled to the front and precedes the Neg-whQsubj in the surface structure as in (6). In addition, the 

additional existential reading of a Neg-whQ is also forced where the Neg-whQsubj is preceded by the obj in 

an OSV order after scrambling ( obj > Neg-whQ). Thus, such reading is referred as the existential reading for 

ease later on.  

   

6. Muigin saammanzi  dou mou-bingo  soeng  sik.            ( obj > Neg-whQsubj)      

          every  sandwich   also no-who    want   eat 

  a. ‘For each sandwich x, nobody wants to eat x’  

       (Lit. ‘Nobody wants to eat any sandwich at all.’) 

  b. ‘For each sandwich x, there is only a few people who want to eat x.’   

                                                           
1 Scrambling is common in Cantonese, and other Asian languages (e.g. Japanese and Korean), which changes the focus 

of the sentence at pragmatic level. 
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2   The Experiment 

Learners’ knowledge was investigated by means of a picture-based judgement task (PJT). As discussed 

above, there is a lack of one-to-one morphological mapping between the target Neg-whQ, having a complex 

structure with the invisible quantifier operator Ø , and the first language (L1) closest equivalent nowhere in 

English. In addition, scrambling is another property of Cantonese that is absent in English. The relevant facts 

of Cantonese Ng-whQs are neither robustly available from the L2 input, nor are they covered in Cantonese 

teaching materials. The ambiguity arising from the scrambled doubly-quantified sentence at syntax-

semantics/pragmatics interface is considered a severe learnability problem since the relevant facts are 

underdetermined by L2 learners’ L1 grammar and the L2 input (Schwartz and Sprouse, 2000).  

2.1   Research Questions and Hypotheses 

To investigate L2 acquisition of Neg-whQs, the following research question is formulated: 

 

7. Can L2 learners overcome the severe learnability problem posed by Neg-whQs at the syntax-

semantics/pragmatics interface? 

 

Following Schwartz and Sprouse’s FT/FA theory (1996), English-speaking learners of Cantonese are 

expected to rely on their L1 grammar that is transferred to the interlanguage grammar. The negative reading 

associated to English Neg-whQ nowhere is assumed to transfer to L2 learners’ interlanguage grammar and 

acquiring the existential reading that is missing in learners’ L1 grammar is required in order to achieve 

successful L2 acquisition. Following the discussion in section 1.2., the scrambled structure ( obj > Neg-whQ) 

is where learnability problem arises because the existential reading is only made available in such structure 

in Cantonese due to scrambling but not in English. The following hypothesis is considered throughout the 

paper.  

 

8. Hypothesis 1: 

  L2 learners, regardless of their proficiency level, will correctly accept both negative and existential 

readings associated to the non-scrambled structure.  

 

9. Hypothesis 2: 

With regards to the scrambled structure, intermediate learners will incorrectly reject the existential 

reading; whereas advanced learners will correctly accept the existential reading associated to the 

scrambled structure if they have successfully acquired the complex morphology.  

  

2.2   Participants and Materials  

The participants included 27 Cantonese native speakers (NS), 22 intermediate (Int) and 18 advanced (Adv) 

English-speaking learners of Cantonese. L2 learners were required to master basic communication in 

Cantonese and sub-divided into intermediate (score below 19 out of 20) and advanced group (score 19 or 

above) according to their score of a Cantonese proficiency test they took part in before the experiment. 

The PJT included 20 items, 10 experimental items and 10 distractors. All test items were randomized. The 

task was manipulated in such a way that participants were required to judge the interpretation matching 
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between two pictures and a given sentence presented on the screen on a 5-point scale (‘-2’, ‘-1’, ‘+1’, ‘+2’ 

and ‘Can’t decide’), whereby participants are more likely to match the interpretation of a sentence to a 

preferred picture when two pictures are given (Conroy, 2008).  

Table 1. Paired examples of experimental items (non-scrambled vs. scrambled structure) 

Type Non-scrambled Neg-whQsubj >  obj Scrambled  obj > Neg-whQsubj 

Example Mou-bingo mui-buin sju dou seung taai 

No-who every-CL book also want read 

‘Nobody wants to read all the books.’ 

(In other words, ‘Somebody reads some  

   books.’) 

Mui-buin sju dou mou-bingo seung taai 

Every-CL book also no-who want read 

‘For each one of the books, there is  

   nobody/only a few people who want(s) to  

   read it.’ 

Reading 

Picture 

equivalence 

Collective  

‘negative’ picture 

 

Distributive  

‘existential’ picture 

 

For the purpose of analysing the data, mean rating and accuracy rate are used. First, the rating scale of ‘-2’, 

‘-1’, ‘+1’ and ‘+2’ is transformed to to ‘0’, ‘1’, ‘2’ and ‘3’. A mean rating above 1.5 is equivalent to ratings 

‘+1’ or ‘+2’, representing acceptance, while a mean rating below 1.5 is equivalent to ‘1’ or ‘-2’, representing 

rejection. A 100% consistency was not necessarily expected because the two readings represented in the two 

pictures are not in complementary distribution. The collective reading (e.g. Nobody Vdo-something all y) does not 

preclude the existential meaning (e.g. Somebody Vdo-something some y), which is the implied interpretation 

represented in ‘existential’ pictures. Therefore, both pictures were a possible match to a non-scrambled Neg-

whQsubj > obj  construction and a consistent preference towards either picture was not expected in 

experimental items testing the non-scrambled Neg-whQsubj > obj  structure. 
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3   Results 

Results of distractors proved the validity of the test design, as participants were shown having a preference 

towards the matching picture than the mismatching one when two pictures were given.  

 

Fig.1. Mean rating of non-scrambled items 

When non-scrambled sentences were presented, all groups tended to equally accepted the ‘negative’ and 

‘existential’ pictures, as shown by the mean ratings range of 1.35 - 1.78. Both NSs and Adv learners 

generally preferred ‘negative’ pictures over ‘existential’ pictures, whereas Int learners showed the opposite 

pattern. The results, thus, confirm the prediction that participants would accept both the collective nobody 

eat all the sandwich reading and the distributive for each sandwich, only a few/none of the people eat it 

reading. A repeated measures ANOVA with picture type as the independent variable and group as the 

dependent shows no effect of picture type (F1,64 = .117, p = .734, partial eta-squared = .002, power = .063) 

and no significant interaction between picture type and group (F2,64 = 1.539, p = .222, partial eta-squared 

= .046, power = .316). We will next move on to results of the scrambled items, where learnability problem is 

expected to arise.  
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Fig.2. Mean rating of scrambled items 

As predicted, the NSs largely rejected ‘negative’ pictures (mean = 0.88) and accepted ‘existential’ 

pictures (mean = 1.63), as the collective reading where ‘negative’ pictures depict is not available in the 

scrambled obj > Neg-whQsubj structure. In contrast, both L2 groups similarly rated both picture types at an 

average below 1.5. Thus, there is not a clear distinction between the readings and groups. A repeated 

measures ANOVA with picture type as the independent variable and group as the dependent shows a main 

effect of picture type (F1,64 = 4.921, p = .030, partial eta-squared = .071, power = .589) and no effect of group 

(F2,64 = 0.412, p = .664, partial eta-squared = .013, power = .114), and a significant interaction picture type 

and group (F2,64 = 2.293, p = .005, partial eta-squared = .152, power = .850). A one-way ANOVA, testing 

mean ratings of ‘negative’ pictures associated to scrambled sentences as a dependent variable, indicates a 

main effect of group (F2,66 = 4.055, p = .022); and a post hoc Games-Howell test indicates a significant 

difference between the NSs and Int learners (p = .028).  

On percentage of positive scores, a repeated measure of ANOVA testing the two independent variables, 

sentence type (non-scrambled versus scrambled), picture type (‘collective’ versus ‘distributive’), and group 

as the dependent showed a main effect of sentence type (F1,64 = 20.953, p = .000, partial eta-squared = .247, 

power = .995), no effect of picture type (F1,64 = .453, p = .503, partial eta-squared = .007, power = .102) and 

group (F2,64 = .685, p = .508, partial eta-squared = .021, power = .161), and a significant interaction of 

picture type and group (F2,64 = 6.010, p = .004, partial eta-squared = .158, power = .868), and sentence type, 

picture type and group (F2,64 = 3.829, p = .027, partial eta-squared = .107, power = .675). Statistical analysis 

indicates the key investigation lies on whether learners are aware of the change of reading as a result of 

scrambling, thus, the comparison of their acceptance of the ‘existential’ pictures associated to non-scrambled 

and scrambled sentences and rejection of ‘negative’ pictures associated to scrambled sentence. Figure 4 

compares the percentage of positive ratings for ‘existential’ pictures in both non-scrambled and scrambled 

items by all groups. 



172 

 

 

Fig.4. Percentage of positive rating for ‘existential’ pictures 

All groups were more likely to accept ‘existential’ pictures associated to non-scrambled than scrambled 

sentences. A follow-up repeated measure of ANOVA testing sentence type as the independent variable and 

group as the dependent showed a main effect of sentence type (F1,64 = 12.402, p = .001, partial eta-squared 

= .162, power = .934) and group (F2,64 = 4.170, p = .020, partial eta-squared = .115, power = .715), and a 

significant interaction of sentence type and group (F2,64 = 6.628, p = .002, partial eta-squared = .172, power 

= .900). A Games-Howell post hoc test indicated a significant difference between NSs and Int learners (p 

= .011) in accepting ‘existential’ pictures to the two sentence types. 

Figure 5 compares the percentage of positive ratings for ‘negative’ pictures in both non-scrambled and 

scrambled items by all groups. 

 

Fig.5. Percentage of positive rating for ‘negative’ pictures 

While the intermediate L2 learners assigned positive ratings to ‘negative’ pictures at the same rate 51% in 

both sentence types, the Adv learners and NSs showed a decrease in accepting such pictures from non-

scrambled to scrambled sentences at a rate decreasing from 60% to 43% and 52% to 27% respectively. A 

follow-up repeated measure of ANOVA testing sentence type as the independent variable and group as the 
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dependent showed a main effect of sentence type (F1,64 = 10.839, p = .001, partial eta-squared = .145, power 

= .900), no effect of group (F2,64 = 2.929, p = .061, partial eta-squared = .084, power = .552), but a 

significant interaction of sentence type and group (F2,64 = 3.614, p = .033, partial eta-squared = .101, power 

= .648).  

4   Discussion 

Literature suggests that double quantifier interpretations are often difficult and unanimous judgments are not 

always observed (Yamakoshi, 2006; Lee, 2009; etc). Although a high consistency to the preference pattern 

was difficult to be detected, some interesting findings were found consistent to the hypotheses.    

It is no doubt that Hypothesis 1 is confirmed. With regards to non-scrambled sentences, all group in 

general gave more or less a close rating to either picture type (ranging from 1.35 to 1.78) and the statistics 

suggested no effect of picture type variable (p = .734). Thus, L2 learners correctly accept both readings in 

association with the non-scrambled structure, regardless of their Cantonese proficiency level.  

In association with scrambled sentences, both learner groups failed to show a preference of the 

‘existential’ over a ‘negative’ pictures like the NSs did where the target association with scrambled 

sentences is the former kind. Most learners failed to disambiguate the two picture types depicting different 

scope readings by giving similar average ratings to both pictures, when NSs showed a clear preference to 

‘existential’ over ‘collective’ pictures. Statistics indicated a significant interaction picture type and group (p 

= .005) on the mean ratings. In addition, the L2 learners’ comparatively lower percentage in their positive 

rating scores for the ‘existential’ pictures indicates low acceptance of the existential reading of a obj >Neg-

whQsubj structure. One explanation for this finding may be an L1 effect, since a partial or an existential 

reading is not available in similar L1 constructions where a  precedes a NegQ (e.g. everybody eats nothing). 

Instead, both Int and Adv learner groups showed their acceptance by assigning a positive score for incorrect 

‘negative’ pictures at the rate of 43 and 51% respectively, compared to the rate at 27% by the NS control. 

Hypothesis 2 is partially confirmed. Regardless of their L2 proficiency level, learners in general preferred an 

absolute negative reading in association with scrambled sentences incorrectly.  

Clearly, the results did not display an L2 deficit in accepting both the ‘negative’ and ‘existential’ pictures 

in association with non-scrambled structures; instead they suggested failure to distinguish the two in the 

scrambled structures where the learnability problem was predicted. L2 learners’ failure to associate a 

‘existential’ picture with scrambled structures, by assigning negative scores at a rate of above 50%, suggests 

a deficit in acquiring the existential reading triggered by scrambling the obj in a position preceding the Neg-

whQsubj. The findings indicated a failure in acquiring the complex morphology of Cantonese Neg-whQ, 

which in turn I have argued to hinder the successful acquisition of Neg-whQs. The invisible operator Ø  is 

problematic, hence, representing a ‘bottleneck’ in Slabakova’s terms (2008). Following Slabakova’s 

proposal (2008), once learners have mastered the morphology of Neg-whQs, the relevant reading should be 

obtained for free. The ‘only a few’ reading, however, remains problematic as perhaps the negative 

morpheme mou in Neg-whQs carries a high communicative value that L2 acquisition of the negative reading 

suppresses it during input processing.  

The data supporting Hypothesis 2 appears to support the representational deficit account that there will be 

a permanent inability to acquire such new functional [Quant:_] feature of Neg-whQ operator Ø  (Hawkins 

and Chan, 1997; Hawkins, 2001).2  However, a statistically significant difference was only found between 

                                                           
2 The representational deficit account is based on developmental data from intermediate or advanced L2 speakers, and 

evidence for permanent deficit in acquiring new functional features from near-native speakers is not demonstrated. 
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the NSs and intermediate L2 learners, but not between the NSs and advanced learners, in participants’ mean 

ratings and rate of assigning positive scores for ‘negative’ pictures. In addition, there are also data that go 

against the representational deficit approach. Next, the part hypothesizing successful acquisition of the 

complex morphology by Adv learners of is actually supported by one successful case, who are likely to be a 

near-native speaker, and by comparing participants’ acceptance of ‘negative’ and ‘existential’ pictures 

between non-scrambled and scrambled sentences. 

This particular learner was 100% accurate at disambiguating the two readings in scrambled constructions 

and responses from this individual do suggest awareness of the change of interpretations as a result of 

scrambling at an interface level. Indeed, he/she is most likely qualified as a near-native speaker having been 

living in Hong Kong for 33 years and exposed to L2 Cantonese learning for 35 years by the time the 

experiment took place. This suggests that being exposed to L2 input is crucial to native-like performance. 

All in all, perhaps to successfully overcome the severe learnability problem posed by Neg-whQs at the 

syntax-semantics/pragmatics interface would require more exposure to the L2 input. 

5   Conclusion 

The study shows evidence to the difficulty in fully acquiring L2 colloquial terms. The complex morphology, 

consisting a functional morphology Ø  that is absent in learners’ L1 grammar, is particularly difficult and 

hinder successful acquisition of the meanings associated even in the advanced stage of interlanguage 

development. The only one native-like case suggests that the reading alternation at the syntax and 

semantics/pragmatics interface of colloquial terms doe poses learning difficulty and is perhaps only 

attainable with continued exposure to L2 input. To reach the ultimate goal of talking like native, it is 

important to incorporate communicative teaching and explicit instructions into L2 classroom. 
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Abstract. Many companies design their own webpages to present promotional texts about their 

products on the internet. In online promotional texts, producers describe the features and functions 

of their products in an informative way to reveal their dominant power and to impose their ideology 

on the customers. However, many customers do not realize that they could have been influenced 

after they have browsed the promotional texts. This study examined three promotional texts on the 

Fresh official website from the perspective of Critical Discourse Analysis by analyzing the use of 

evaluative phrases in the selected texts and the relationship between the producer and the customers, 

as well as their constructed identities. The power and ideology behind the advertising language 

were explored by investigating how the language was employed to manipulate the customers and 

influence their purchasing behavior.  

 

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis, appraisal, identity, power, ideology  

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background  

 Advertising through mass media often has the intention to establish the relationship between the 

producer and audience. It is a type of communication that is structured and composed to convey the relevant 

information about products including goods, services and ideas, and persuade the target audiences to 

purchase the products, for the sake of helping the organizations to achieve their marketing goals (Arens & 

Schaefer, 2007).   

By means of webpages with professional texts, the producers describe the features and functions of 

their products in an informative way to reveal their dominant power. The producers can impose their 

ideology on the customers via the informative description (Vahid & Esmae’Li, 2012). Power, in the case of 

advertising, can be understood as a concept that the producers stand in the dominant position because they 

are familiar and professional in this specific domain, and they can help the audiences to solve their problems. 

Jones (2012) defined ideology as a specific set of beliefs and assumptions that people considered whether a 

particular thing was good or bad, right or wrong, normal or abnormal. People within the same discourse 

always represent the world in a certain way and construct certain kinds of relationships with the people 

whom they are communicating with. For this reason, texts always promote a specific ideology. To some 

extent, power and ideology behind the advertising language usually affect the consumption behavior of 

mailto:h231100018@mail.uic.edu.hk


177 

 

many customers. Indeed, advertising language can be viewed as an important means to express its evaluative 

meaning whereby the producers express their attitudes and convey their judgment or evaluation in terms of 

whether their products are good. However, many customers do not realize that they could have been 

influenced after they have browsed the promotional texts in the product webpages.   

 Therefore, this present study was conducted to investigate the evaluative language used in the Hong 

Kong website for promoting the woman beauty products Fresh and find out how the producers present 

specific power and ideology behind the products, and how the advertising texts influence the customer’s 

attitudes and maintain its power.  

 The Hong Kong webpages of Fresh were selected for analysis because Fresh is one of the most 

popular women beauty products in the world, which is composed of natural ingredients to enhance the 

natural beauty of women. The company establishes the positive discourse for each product to the readers 

who suffer from skin problems because of air pollution or climate change. In this research, the young 

Chinese females are the focus group because the main customers of Fresh are the young women.  

1.2 Research Questions  

1. What types of evaluative phrases does the producer use in the selected advertising webpages for the 

women beauty product of Fresh? 

2. What are the relationships between the producer and the implied reader, and their identities 

constructed in Hong Kong webpages targeted for the young female customers?  

3. What are the power and ideology behind the advertising discourse of Fresh in terms of the 

evaluative phrases?  

4. How do the power and ideology behind the advertising affect the consumption behaviors of a 

special group of target audience (young Chinese females)? 

1.3 Significance of the Study  

The evaluative phrases are identified using Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework. This 

analysis helps the readers have a better understanding about how the producers’ attitudes towards their own 

products. Wu (2013) evaluated appraisal as a topic worthy of studying about the expressions of the writer’s 

or speaker’s opinions. For those second language learners, how to express the opinions in an appropriate way, 

and how to recover the attitudes expressed by other people should be learned.  

 In addition, power and ideology are two crucial issues related to discourse and culture. Beauty, as 

an ideology, is always produced and presented through advertisements. In the webpage, the concept about 

beauty is embedded in the promotional texts. English is not the first language for most Chinese so they may 

not have a deep sense about power and ideology behind the discourse. In some occasions, such as in the 

shopping mall, some Chinese cannot realize the ideology and power behind the products’ promotional texts 

due to cultural difference and language barrier. But exploring the power and ideology behind the discourse is 

necessary to be learned with the purpose of better communication for English language learners.      

2. Literature Review 

In this section, the Appraisal Framework (Martin and White, 2005), social identity and relationship (Gee, 

2011; Jones, 2012) as well as Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough’s 1989) are reviewed for how they can 

be applied to analyze the promotional texts. 
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2.1 Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework   

Martin and White (2005) provide a systematic network called Appraisal Framework for explaining how 

English language is employed in the communication, and how English language users convey attitudes in the 

discourse. Figure 1 gives an overview of this Appraisal Framework.  

 

                                  Affect  

                    Attitude        Judgment  

                                  Appreciation  

                                  Monogloss  

Appraisal System     Engagement  

                                  Heterogloss  

Force  

                    Graduation  

                                  Focus  

 

Fig. 1. An overview of Appraisal Framework (Martin & White, 2005, p.38) 

 

In this current study, only the sub-system of Attitude is more relevant to the analysis of the promotional 

texts guided by the research questions. Martin and White (2005) explain that in the sub-system of Attitude, 

Affect identifies the author’s feeling. Judgment describes how the author applauds or reproaches the others’ 

actions. Appreciation refers to the evaluation of both man-made and natural phenomena. Wu (2013) states 

that Attitude sub-system can be used to cover all the attitudinal meanings in the Appraisal Framework. Wu 

(2013) points out that in the promotional texts, the system of Affect reflects producers’ emotional states. That 

is, producers express attitudes towards their products by indicating how the benefit of their products affected 

them emotionally. The second system, Judgment, is about the evaluation towards their products with the 

consideration of social norms. Wu (2013) illustrates that for the producers, whether the behavior of selling 

the products is positive or negative is assessed by some set of social norms, including rules, social 

acceptability or expectations. The last system, Appreciation, is the evaluation about the products themselves 

instead of the producers. Wu (2013) explains that Appreciation included meanings such as significance and 

harmfulness. It can be whether a particular product is significant for the customers with the need of skin 

problem-solving, or whether the product does harm to some customers.  

 For the system of Affect, Judgment and Appreciation, Martin and White (2005) demonstrates that 

all of them can be composed by several sub-systems. Figure 2, 3 and 4 give the detailed classification and 

relevant examples about these three sub-systems. The affect words in the examples are highlighted.  
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                       Describing participants      e.g. a sad captain 

                 Quality     Attributed to participants   e.g. The captain was sad. 

                      Manner of processes        e.g. The captain left sadly. 

Affect             Affective mental  e.g. His departure upset him./ 

                Process                              He missed them. 

                      Affective behavioral        e.g. The captain wept. 

                Comment    Desiderative              e.g. Sadly, he had to go. 

Fig. 2. An overview of sub-system of Affect in the Appraisal Framework (Martin & White, 2005, p.46) 

  

                             Normality     e.g. It’s usual for him to be naught. 

                     Social esteem     Capacity      e.g. He’s able to go. 

                             Tenacity      e.g. I’m intent on going. 

Judgment  

                              Veracity     e.g. He’s certainly naughty. 

                     Social sanction 

                              Propriety    e.g. It’d be unfair for you to go.  

Fig. 3. An overview of sub-system of Judgment in the Appraisal Framework (Martin & White, 2005, p.54-

p.55) 

 

                Reaction               e.g. I want it. 

Appreciation    Composition         e.g. Did it hang together? 

                Valuation              e.g. Was it worthwhile?  

Fig. 4. An overview of sub-system of Appreciation in the Appraisal Framework (Martin & White, 2005, 

p.56-p.57) 

 

 For the Appreciation sub-system, White and Martin (2005) note that Reaction is related to affection. 

Composition is associated with perception, which means our view of social order. And Valuation is relevant 

to cognition, which refers to our considered opinions. 
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2.2 Social Identity and Relationship 

 Jones (2012) illustrated that when people spoke or wrote, their discourse somehow conveyed the 

information related to who they were and what their relationship was to other people. They always enacted 

their identities through their discourse. It meant that when speakers conducted a discourse with other 

speakers, it had already constructed a specific setting for this discourse. In this setting, the identities of the 

speakers were situated by the discourse. Gee (2011) also indicated that language was always used to get 

recognized as taking a certain identity or role. In addition, when speakers enacted the identities for 

themselves, they also built the identities for others at the same time.  

When speakers built their own identities when they said or wrote something to somebody, they had 

formed a certain type of relationship in the discourse. Jones (2012) stated that speakers did construct the 

relationship with other parties within the same discourse and communicate something relevant to what was 

going on to them. Gee (2011) illustrated that we used language to signal the relationship we wanted to 

conduct and maintain during the discourse with others.  

 

 

2.3 Fairclough’s (1989) CDA Model 

Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis model is applied to analyze the relationship between the 

language and power. Fairclough (1989) points out that analyzing the text critically should base on three 

dimensions of analysis, including text analysis, discursive practices analysis and social practices analysis 

(see Figure 5). The first dimension “text analysis” can be viewed as the description of the text. The second 

dimension “discursive practices analysis” refers to how the relative information is produced and interpreted 

in the text. The third dimension “social practices analysis” is used to explore how power is exercised through 

language in the text.  

For instance, if Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis model is applied to analyze the warning in a 

cigarette package issued by the surgeon general in the US “Smoking Causes Lung Cancer, Heart Disease, 

Emphysema, and May Complicate Pregnancy” (Jones, 2012, p. 50), the fact that the various reported 

diseases are caused by smoking is the first dimension of the description in this warning text. In the second 

dimension, this warning conveys some implicit information such as stopping smoking and keeping health. 

This kind of implied information is not mentioned in the surface meaning of this warning. Thirdly, this 

warning is given by the medical expert who shows his power through scientific language. The fact of 

smoking does harm to people is confirmed by the medical expert who has the academic knowledge and 

dominant power in the domain of medicine.   

 

Social practices  

                                                     Discursive practices 

                                                     Text 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Fairclough’s dimension of discourse and discourse analysis (Janks, 1997, p.27) 
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2.4 Related Studies 

Wu (2013) performed a qualitative research to analyze the attitudinal meaning of public service 

advertising discourse extracted from a book by Huang (2001, cited in Wu 2013) using mainly the Attitude 

system of the Appraisal Framework. He concluded that in the Attitude system, more attitudinal values of 

Judgment occurred than Affect and Appreciation. Additionally, the distributions of Affect were outnumbered 

by Judgment and Appreciation. That was because public service advertising discourse presented less about 

psychology, feeling and emotions. It emphasized more human behavior and the objectivity of public service 

advertising discourse itself.  

Kaur, Arumugam and Yunus (2013) also conducted a qualitative research about beauty product 

advertisement by using Fairclough’s (1989) Critical Discourse Analysis model. They examined beauty 

product advertisements in two local English magazines, Cleo and Women’s Weekly. By the way of analyzing 

the original text, the discourse strategies and social practice, they pointed out that the advertisers liked to use 

linguistic devices, such as address, positive vocabulary, headlines, and catchy slogans to attract more female 

customers. The ideology was really behind these devices. Thereby, Kaur, Arumugam and Yunus (2013) 

stated that language was a powerful tool which can shape people. Advertising language was used to shape 

customers’ mind and producers, as the people in power, always used advertising language as a mean to 

exercise control over customers and manipulate customers to buy the products.  

 In sum, the researcher studied the evaluative phrases in the promotional texts according to the 

Appraisal Framework of Martin and White (2005). In addition, she referred to the Critical Discourse Anlysis 

modal of Fairclough (1989) and the previous studies conducted by Wu (2013) and Kaur, Arumugam and 

Yunus (2013) to explore the power and ideology behind the advertising language.  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design and Approach 

This is a qualitative study with data provided by analyzing advertising discourse and interviewing the 

potential target audiences. 

The promotional texts chosen for the analysis were those posted on the Fresh website for Hong Kong. 

The promotional texts of three popular products were selected for analysis: Rose Face Mask, Brown Sugar 

Body Polish and Crème Ancienne. Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework and Fairclough’s 

Critical Discourse Analysis model were applied to analyze the written texts. Additionally, the last research 

question was answered by conducting interviews towards the consumption behaviors with four mainland 

Chinese university students and four Hong Kong university students who had never used these three 

products. Mainland Chinese students were also chosen as the informants because mainland Chinese would 

often buy beauty products from Hong Kong.  

3.2 Text Collection  

Three promotional texts were downloaded from the official website of Fresh on October 9
th

, 2015. Only 

the written text blocks called Product Details, The Proof and Key Ingredients were taken into the analysis. 

The pictures, link items, product property and the information about how to use were excluded for analysis. 

Figure 6 provides the general structure of the product website and indicates the parts which were excluded 

for analysis in the present study. 
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Fresh 

Links to other webpages: 

Experience, Product, Concern, Collection, Fresh Favorites, Gift Bar, etc. (Excluded for analysis) 

Product Picture (Excluded for analysis) Product Property (Excluded for analysis) 

Product Details Key Ingredients with Picture 

The Proof How to Use (Excluded for analysis) 

Fig. 6. General structures of product webpage in Fresh official website (indicating the parts which were 

excluded for analysis)  

3.3 Interviews  

A convenient sample of eight university students of a university located in Zhuhai (a city closed to Hong 

Kong) were invited to participate in an interview to explore the power and ideology behind the promotional 

texts. Among the participants were four mainland Chinese women of English majors and four Hong Kong 

Chinese women of business majors. The interview questions were constructed after a preliminary analysis of 

the promotional texts (see Appendix). These questions were written by English instead of Chinese. If the 

researcher used Chinese as the medium of communication when conducting the interview, it would have the 

risk of changing the meaning when the researcher transcribed the data from Chinese to English. All 

interviews were conducted in the form of email. 

3.4 Data Analysis  

 Firstly, the researcher mainly focused on applying the Attitude sub-system of Martin and White’s 

(2005) Appraisal Framework to analyze the evaluative phrases in the promotional texts. For the second 

research question, regarding the relationship between the producer and the customers, and their identities 

constructed in the advertising discourse, the researcher based on the theoretical meaning of social 

relationship and identity provided by Jones (2012) and Gee (2011). About the power and ideology behind the 

advertising, Fairclough’s (1989) Critical Discourse Analysis model was applied to analyze. Finally, towards 

the data of interview texts, the researcher selected the information provided by the participants and 

summarized their opinions. This was a qualitative analysis so that there were many open-ended comments in 

the interview text. The researcher distinguished their attitudes, emotions and views toward the products of 

Fresh through their answers and searched out the answer of the last research question.  
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4. Results and Discussion 

In the following part, the original texts were selected from the Fresh official website. The resource of 

these three webpages had been noted in the footnote below.1 

4.1 Martin and White’s (2005) Appraisal Framework Analysis  

Overall, there are more attitudinal values occurring in the category of Appreciation than Affect and 

Judgment, which means Fresh promotional texts focus more on the objective world instead of human 

behavior or emotional field. Since the producers want to provide the objective presentation about the 

products directly to make the customers know more about product. The producers never insert any emotional 

words to influence the customers’ perception of the products when they read the promotional texts. About 

each sub-system, there is no any evaluative word belonging to Affect since Fresh promotional texts focus on 

the objectivity of the advertising language. There are several evaluative phrases referring to Judgment. Most 

of the evaluative phrases belong to Appreciation system. Among them, all of them belong to sub-systems of 

Composition and Valuation. The producers use the words belonged to Composition to refer to human’s 

perception towards product propriety and use the Valuation words to deliver the considered opinions of the 

previous customers or the producers. The selected texts are promotional to present the positivity of the Fresh 

product. Therefore, the number of the positive appreciations is substantially outnumbered by the negative 

appreciations. These negative adjectives, however, modify the products from the contrary side and intensify 

the positive effectiveness of the products since the customers’ skin states are negated but the products can 

deal with these skin problems in an effective way.  

4.2 The Analysis of Social Identity and Relationship between the Customers and Producer 

The producers build the promotional text for each product and present it to the target customers with the 

formal and scientific language. The producers show what the main characteristics of their products are, how 

the key ingredients work and how the customers feel after they use the product via their professional 

description. In the Fresh official webpage, as the creators of the products, the producers are too professional 

to report the effect of each key ingredient with the aim of presenting the positive image of the products. The 

producers are the beauty specialist who can develop beauty products and provide scientific beauty 

suggestions to help the customers solve their skin problems. Most of the target audiences are the sufferers of 

skin problems. Since the producers always use the scientific language to illustrate the relevant information in 

each webpage section, and the target customers are those who cannot solve skin problems by themselves and 

                                                           
1 Promotional Text of Rose Face Mask (Retrieved (October 9th, 2015) from 

http://www.fresh.com/HK/en_HK/H00000386.html#q=rose+mask&start=1&cgid=null) 

Promotional Text of Brown Sugar Body Polish (Retrieved (October 9th, 2015) from 

http://www.fresh.com/HK/en_HK/BrownSugarBodyPolish.html#q=Brown+Sugar+Body+Polish&start=1&cgid=null) 

Promotional Text of Crème Ancienne (Retrieved (October 9th, 2015) from 

http://www.fresh.com/HK/en_HK/H00000527.html#q=Cr%C3%83%C2%A8me+Ancienne&start=1&cgid=null) 
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rely on these beauty products and producers, the relationship between the producers and target audiences is 

authoritative.  

4.3 Fairclough’s (1998) CDA Model Analysis 

The analysis of Fairclough’s (1998) Critical Discourse Analysis model relates to the third research 

question about the power and ideology behind these promotional texts of these three Fresh products. 

4.3.1 Textual Analysis 

The textual analysis aims at analyzing the linguistic features in the chosen promotional texts.  

Adjectives, as the supplementary information with regard to the description or explanation of the nouns, 

are commonly seen in many texts. In the promotional texts, the producers pass the positive or negative 

evaluations of the products through these affective adjectives. The Table 1 below presents the positive 

adjectives and negative adjectives used in three selected promotional texts.  

 

Table 1. Positive Adjectives and Negative Adjectives  

Positive adjectives 

cooling, pure, real, unique, literally, health-looking, fatty, supple, 

moisturized, softened, cooling, calming, toning, immediate cooling, 

antioxidant-rich, notable, optimum, original, natural, supreme, unrivaled, 

supremely, softened, supple, hydrating, nourishing, smoothing, silky, 
significantly moisturizing, gently, superior, unforgettable, hand-blended, 

rich, only, instant, long-lasting, particular, important, nourishing, 

significant, anti-oxidative, immediate balancing 

Negative adjectives dry, fragile, wrinkle-causing 

 

From the Table 1, many positive adjectives are compound words. The researcher found out all of these 

words from the promotional texts and showed them in the Table 2 below.  

 

Table 2. Compound Words  

Compound words 
healthy-looking, antioxidant-rich, long-lasting, hand-blended, hand-blend, 

anti-oxidative, wrinkle-causing, moisture-preserving 

 

 The usage of the pronoun in advertising language helps to create a friendly atmosphere when the 

customers read the promotional texts. The pronoun “it” is frequently used in the description of the product. 

The frequent usage of this pronoun constructs the scene that the producer is dutiful to stand in front of the 

customers and give a professional presentation about the product information to the customers.  

 It is clear that there are many types of conjunctions in the promotional texts which have been 

classifying into the corresponding categories of the conjunctions and presenting in the Table 3. The various 

conjunctions show the preciseness and logicality of the promotional texts. 

 



185 

 

     Table 3. Conjunctions 

Conjunction Type for example  

Additive and 

Conditional if 

Causal so 

Purposive  to, for  

  

There is scientific evidence with the numbers showing in the webpage section The Proof constructs an 

image of professionalism and advancement for the producers to attract more customers and make the 

customers more believe the product effect. It is also an impactful way to convey expertise and reflect the 

power.  

4.3.2 Discursive Analysis  

This section is to discuss the process related to interpretation and interaction in the promotional texts 

between the producers and the customers.  

Though it is not restricted that the customers are to be females since males sometimes would buy these 

beauty products. The producers target the women as the main readers of the promotional texts in the women 

beauty product webpages.  

Headlines, in the promotional texts, are those specific webpage sections, such as “Product Details”, 

“The Proof” and “Key Ingredients”. These word phrases are usual and unlike other exaggerated advertising 

language applied in the poster, but it is these simple phrases that capture the customers’ attention. The 

relevant information under these phrases is what the customers want to know after browsing the webpages. 

The producers know what the customers need so they present the information directly instead of using some 

exaggerative descriptions. Hence, using the simple but professional headlines is a way of showing the 

dominant position of the producers in the beauty domain.   

The producers describe the product information in a way of connoting their power over the ideology of 

beauty to eliminate the unattractiveness. They always try to show how their product quality is preeminent 

with some unique ingredients or supreme effect. For example, in the Product Details in the promotional text 

of Brown Sugar Body Polish, the producers display their dominant power by using such sentence “Brown 

Sugar Body Polish is the original, natural sugar exfoliant and the unrivaled treatment for supremely soft skin 

after just one use.”  

These promotional texts seem to imply that females who aspire to be pretty should have healthy-looking 

and supple skin. In many sentences, the producers use many positive adjectives to describe how the specific 

ingredients inside restore the poor skin or how the products improve the skin texture to insert a beauty image 

in the customers’ mind.  

4.3.3 Social Practice Analysis  

This level of analysis combines the current situations, social treads or background information to deal 

with the ideology behind the promotional texts.   

Today, beauty and physical attractiveness are emphasized. Generally, women suffer from some skin 

problems so they buy beauty products to enhance their physical appearance. Most of the women would base 

on their needs, such as having fair skin or smooth skin, to choose the beauty products. Many female 

customers prefer to read the promotional texts of the products to have the knowledge about their effect prior 

to purchase. So, the producers like to post the promotional texts with relevant product information into the 
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official website to convenient those customers for more details. In the webpage sections Product Details and 

Key Ingredients, the producers provide detailed description about the product properties and ingredient 

effects to reinforce the message that if the customers want to solve their skin problems, then the customers 

should listen to producers’ professional suggestion and instruction. When the customers read The Proof, they 

may admire those previous customers who have better skin after using these products. The promotional texts 

make the customers feel that they should purchase these products in order to have the better skin like those 

previous customers. The producers not only point out the fact that the products have been proven with some 

certain effects, but also present the data about the customer experiences in order to tell the customers that the 

producers are worth to be convinced. Many customers are obsessed with looking attractive but they cannot 

achieve their desire without the help of the producers. Thus the producers have the power over the customers 

and exercise his power through manufacturing the products to satisfy the need of the customers.  

Additionally, by using various evaluative adjectives to refer to the product’s property concretely, the 

producers show an image of attractive skin to claim that skin problems can be solved through the usage of 

their products. It can be said that the producers evoke the feelings of dissatisfaction of the customers as a 

strategy to stimulate the customers to improve their appearance and eventually be satisfied. In the ideology 

of the customers, the producers have the power to transform their poor skin into highly desirable skin. To 

some extent, the promotional texts work by the way of lowering the customers’ self-perception and then 

delivering the purchasing desire from this negative feeling.  

4.4 Interview Analysis 

All the interviewees, in this research, are females who never use these brand products but have heard 

about this brand. According to the feedback, seven interviewees reported the description was professional 

and convincing since they thought the producers did a lot of researches about how to produce these products 

and introduced to the implied readers about the key ingredients and their effects. However, the professional 

description texts and headlines seemed not to be the most effective in promoting the product in the mind of 

these interviewees. Instead, seven interviewees pointed out that they were attracted by the pictures. After 

interviewees read through the promotional texts of the three selected products, they all expressed their 

willingness to try these products because they believed these convincing promotional texts which introduce 

the high quality products. When it turns to the producers, all interviewees evaluated them as professional 

ones because they paid much attention to advertise these products by making products being acknowledged 

well and they believed that producers were good at making the consumers to be beauty. About the 

improvement of these promotional texts, seven interviewees preferred to maintain the original texts.  

For the second interview question, one interviewee indicated that the product description was 

professional but not so convinced since as an ordinary customer, it was too professional and flat for her. 

Besides, when it came to the last question, one interviewee supposed the promotional texts would be better if 

the texts can be shortened and the key points insides can be highlighted 

In sum, the overall interview feedback reinforced the above textual analysis towards the power and 

ideology behind Fresh promotional texts, which projected a professional image that lured the target 

audiences to consume its products.   
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5. Conclusion 

 
5.1 Overview of the Study  

Through the analysis of the evaluative phrases and linguistic features in the three selected promotional 

texts, the researcher has demonstrated how the advertising language works at transmitting the positive 

information about the products by the positive adjectives, headlines, and scientific numbers and so on. Based 

on the findings of textual analysis, the producers establish a professional image by positive information 

transmission and constructs power to manipulate the customers’ beliefs that using this product will make 

them become beautiful. An authoritative relationship is formed between women beauty experts and the 

sufferers of skin problems, which, to some extent, influences the customers’ ideology. From the interview 

findings, the interviewees trusted the producers and were willing to purchase these products in the interest of 

ideal appearance and attractive look after browsing the promotional texts. Indeed, advertising language is a 

powerful tool which can shape the customers’ ideology and encourage them to make a purchasing decision. 

Promotional texts portray a great impact on the customers due to the power and ideology behind the 

advertising language.  

5.2 Limitations   

Firstly, the conclusion of the analysis may have the deviation due to the partial analysis of each webpage. 

The researcher only focused on the written texts in major webpage sections. The meanings that were 

conveyed through images and some minor webpage sections were not analyzed.  

Additionally, since the appraisal system and Critical Discourse Analysis model were closely concerned 

with ideology or social tendency, it was impossible to be fully objective to explore ideological values behind 

the advertising language. The researcher took the measure to consult her supervisor regularly to reduce the 

influence of being subjective in analyzing. 

Furthermore, the number of interviewees was limited so the findings from the interviews may not be 

able to generalize to other target audiences. Yet, the researcher tried to select a representative sample of 

participants by inviting only those spent much time on beauty to participate in the interviews.  

5.3 Suggestions for Further Studies 

The future studies can be conducted on the advertising language from other mass media such as 

television. Compared with the promotional texts posed in the official website, the advertising texts applied in 

the TV commercial would be easy to understand because the form of information transmission was more 

vivid and direct by the ways of concise but catchy slogans. Furthermore, further studies need to take the 

visual image into consideration when it turns to the analysis of the advertising language because it is a part 

of product webpage and most of the interviewees in this research reported that they were attracted by the 

images of the webpages.  
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Appendix 

Interview questions 

1. Do you know Fresh? 

2. What do you think of their description? (Professional? Convinced? Exaggerated?) 

3. Which part of the text do you think is most effective in promoting product? (Pictures/ color/ heading/ 

description texts) 

4. Do you want to try it after reading their product descriptions? 

5. What’s your point of view toward the producers after reading these promotional texts?  

6. If you were the producer of the advertisement, would you still use these promotional texts to sell your 

product, or would you want to improve the description in another way? 



189 

 

 

Primary School Students’ Perceptions of Their Classroom Engagement, 

Their English Achievement and Their Teacher Classroom Behaviours 
 

Puxin Mo 

 
Teaching English as a Second Language Programme, Division of Humanities and Social Sciences, Beijing Normal 

University-Hong Kong Baptist University United International College 

28 Jinfeng Road, Tangjiawan, Zhuhai, Guangdong Province, China 

mopuxin@gmail.com 

Abstract. This case study was designed to gain an in-depth understanding of the interrelationship 

between student engagement, student achievement and their teacher’s classroom behaviours as 

perceived by 236 grades 4 and 5 students from four English classes in a typical public primary 

school in Guangdong Province in China. Quantitative data were collected through a student 

questionnaire survey whereas qualitative data were collected through four teacher interviews. 

Pearson Correlation results showed that students’ classroom engagement and students’ English 

achievement were in significant positive correlations with some teacher classroom behaviours such 

as teachers’ leadership, helping, understanding and admonishing behaviors. ANOVA results showed 

that low-achievers, compared with high-achievers, reported significantly more frequently of their 

teachers’ classroom behaviours that were not quite understanding, nor helpful, but often 

admonishing to them. Implications for English language teachers to enhance English achievement 

by effectively engaging students in classroom learning were discussed. 

Keywords: Student engagement, Student achievement, Teacher-student relationship, Teacher 

behaviours, EFL classroom 

 

 

1 Introduction  

In an English language classroom, there are many factors affecting student engagement and teaching 

effectiveness. Teachers certainly want to have an effective class by getting their students fully engaged in 

their classroom learning activities.  However, it is often a big challenge for teachers to motivate and engage 

students to learn. This study aimed to find out the relationship between student engagement, teacher 

classroom behaviours, and student achievement in a primary school in China. Specifically, student 

engagement or how they take part in classroom learning activities was examined in terms of three 

dimensions: affective, cognitive, and behavioral (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris 2004). Teacher classroom 

behaviours were focused on those relating to motivating and engaging student to learn in English language 

classrooms. How students perceived their teacher classroom behaviours and the relationships between these 

perceptions and their classroom engagement as well their achievement in English were investigated. The 

ultimate goal of the present study was to investigate how teacher classroom behaviours are related to student 

engagement and how student engagement, in turn, is related to student achievement. The following were the 

three research questions to guide the present study: 
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1. What is the relationship between students classroom engagement and student English achievement 

perceived by students? 

2. What is the relationship between teacher classroom behaviours and student English achievement 

perceived by students? 

3. What is the relationship between teacher classroom behaviours and student classroom engagement 

perceived by students? 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 A Conceptual Framework 

Upon an initial literature review of studies related to the relationships between teacher classroom behaviours, 

student engagement, and student achievement, a conceptual framework (see Figure 1) was devised by the 

author for conducting a more in-depth literature review for the present study.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1. Basic conceptual framework in this study 

 

 

Relationship between Student Engagement and Student Achievement. Student engagement can be 

classified into different dimensions: behavioral, affective, and cognitive engagement. According Fredrick, 

Blumenfeld and Paris (2004), behavioral engagement refers to observable student behaviors during their 

participation of classroom activities, for example, following instructions and giving response to questions. 

Cognitive engagement focuses on students’ participation in learning through various thinking inside their 

heads, for example, reflecting on their understanding or between new coming information with their prior 

knowledge.  Emotional engagement is about students’ expression of feelings, interest, and attitudes during 

their class activity participation.  Carini, Kuh, and Klein (2006) found that student engagement had positive 

correlation with positive student learning achievement (such as grades and exam results). Wang and 

Holcombe (2010) showed that student engagement in class had a significant impact on student academic 

performance, therefore, high student engagement would lead to high academic performance or learning 

outcome.   

 

Relationship between Teacher Classroom Behaviours and Student Engagement. Student Engagement 

can initiated and sustained not only by students themselves but also by other factors such as the nature of the 

learning activities and classroom climates (Fredrick et al., 2004).  However, the role of the teacher 

behaviours should not be ignored.  Klem and Connell (2004) pointed out that the supporting and caring 

behaviours of the teacher are crucial for promoting student engagement in classroom learning activities.  

Yunus, Osman and Ishak (2011) found that when students think their teachers are “friendly,” “helpful,” and 

Teacher Classroom Behaviours 

Student Engagement Student Achievement 
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“understanding” will feel comfortable and relaxed and will become more willing to be engaged in their 

learning activities. Therefore, if teacher classroom behaviours are interpreted as having these elements, 

student engagement in learning activities can be promoted.    

 

Relationship between Teacher Classroom Behaviours and Student Achievement.  Student academic 

achievement is associated with the nature and amount of their teachers’ support and guidance (O’Connor & 

McCartney, 2007).  Some studies found that when teachers have high expectations of their students, the 

quality and amount of their support would be better and greater. For example, Tsiplakides and Keramida 

((2010) found that teachers provide more opportunities, support and patience to promote high-achieving 

students’ engagement and learning, so these student achieved more. In contrast, they show their impatience 

to low-achieving students, frequently admonishing or ignoring these students, so these students achieved less. 

In this way, the Matthew effect of having the rich get richer and the poor get poorer comes into play through 

classroom interactions between teachers and students in the long run. 

Types of Student Engagement. Student engagement can be of three types: behavioral, affective, and 

cognitive (Fedrick, et al., 2004). In the study of Pietarinen, Soini and Pyhältö (2014), affective and cognitive 

engagements were found to be more important than behavioral engagement. Students considered these two 

types of engagement had direct relationship with their well-being and achievement in school. In a meta-

analysis study of Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, and Oort (2011), they used 99 studies that were about teaches’ 

classroom behaviours, student engagement, and student achievement to find out their impact on student 

achievement. One important finding was that teacher classroom behaviours had the greatest impact on 

student outcomes.  Students perceived their teacher classroom behaviours in terms of positive and negative 

teacher-student relationships. Those behaviours that conveyed teachers’ care, understanding and patience 

were judged to be signs of positive teacher-students relationship, which in turn, would bring about positive 

effects on student engagement.  Yunus, Osman, and Ishak (2011) concluded that the quality of teacher-

student relationship promoted student engagement, student achievement and student motivation. Through 

teacher classroom behaviors showing support and concern to, students, a positive teacher-student 

relationship could be developed, which was essential for promoting student engagement and achievement 

(Yunus et al. (2011).  

3 Methodology 

3.1 Participants 

Participants were four English language teachers and their 236 students from two classes of Grade 4 (64 

boys and 58 girls) and two classes of Grade 5 (59 boys and 55 girls) of a in a district key primary school in 

Shenzhen. They were invited to participate in the present case study on the basis of convenience sampling 

method.  

 

3.2 Instruments and Procedure 

Quantitative data were collected through a student questionnaire survey whereas qualitative data were 

collected through a telephone interview of each participating teacher. Student participants had 15 minutes to 

complete the Chinese version of the student questionnaire. The author administered the student questionnaire 

with their teachers’ permission. Among the 236 returned questionnaires, only 218 were valid completed ones 

for statistical data analysis. Each teacher telephone interview lasted 10 to 15 minutes conducted in Mandarin. 

Both the teachers and students were assured that their personal information would be kept confidential and 
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would only be used for research purposes. They would have the freedom to choose whether to answer the 

questions asked in the questionnaire survey or in the interviews.   

 

Student Questionnaire. The 26-item student questionnaire consisted of three parts relating to student 

achievement, student engagement and teacher classroom behaviours (see Appendix 1). For measuring 

student achievement, there were 4 items asking students to self-report their English grades in the previous 

school exams and their predicted English grades in the coming exam, as well as the English proficiency 

ranking in their own class. The total average scores of these 4 items were used to represent the students’ 

English achievement, which in turn was used to classify students into high-, mid- and low-achieving groups 

for subsequent analysis. For measuring student engagement, there were 6 items divided into 3 subscales of 

emotional, behavioural and cognitive engagement. The items were modified and adapted from the 

Classroom Engagement Inventory of Wang, Bergin, and Bergin (2014).  For measuring teacher classroom 

behaviours, there were 16 items divided into 8 types: leadership, helping/friendly, understanding, 

admonishing, uncertain, student freedom, strict and dissatisfied behaviours. The items were modified and 

adapted from the Questionnaire on Teacher Interaction of Wubbels and Brekelmans (2005).   Students were 

asked to report the frequencies of each of the 8 types of their teacher classroom behaviours. All item-

responses were scored with a Likert scale. Because of their limited English proficiency, they were given the 

Chinese version of the Questionnaire to complete.  

 

Teacher Interviews. These were semi-structured interviews. All questions used in the teacher telephone 

interviews mainly asked the interviewees to self-report their frequency of the same 8 types of teacher 

classroom behaviours included in the third part of the student questionnaire. They might be prompted to 

explain why their behavioural patterns if they were willing to talk more on this topic. 

4 Data analysis 

4.1 Relationships between Student Achievement, Student Engagement and Teacher Classroom 

Behaviours 

 

Pearson product correlation coefficient was used to determine the relationships between the variables used in 

the present study. As shown in Table 1, the results showed that student achievement had a strong significant 

positive correlations with all the three types of student engagement, as well as three types of teacher 

classroom behaviours (leadership, helping/friendly, and understanding. However, student achievement had a 

significant negative correlation with the teachers’ admonishing behaviours and had no significant 

correlations with other kinds of teacher classroom behaviours. The Pearson product correlation results also 

showed that all the three types of student engagement also had the similar patterns of significant correlations 

with each type of teacher classroom behaviours. 
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Table 1. Correlations between student achievement, student engagement and teacher classroom behaviours. 

R 
1. 

Achvm 
 

2. 
Engm 
(All) 

3. 
Emo 

Engmt 

4. 
Behv 
Engm 

5. 
Cogn 
Engm 

6. 
Leadr 

7. 
Help/F 

8. 
Underst 

9. 
Admon 

10. 
Uncert 

11. 
Freed 

12. 
Strict 

13. 
Dissat 

1.           1 .551** .394** .515** .350** .223** .313** .389** -.290** -0.1 .175* 0.079 0.002 

2.             
 

1 .650** .813** .786** .466** .364** .464** -.341** -0.031 .272** 0.123 -0.084 

3.             
  

1 .519** .256** .363** .368** .382** -.275** -0.052 .168* 0.125 -0.05 

4.             
   

1 .381** .413** .305** .404** -.325** -0.047 .198** 0.098 -.138* 

5.             
    

1 .291** .205** .301** -.176* 0.01 .237** 0.058 -0.016 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  

 

Subsequent analyses of variance (ANOVA) were conducted compare differences between high-, mid- and 

low-achievers in respect of their classroom engagement and their perceived frequencies of the 8 types of 

teacher classroom behaviours.  

 

Between Group Differences in Engagement. Results showed that there was a significant between-group 

difference in overall student engagement, F (2,195) =27.221, p<0.05.  Results of Tukey HSD post-hoc tests 

(see Table 2) showed that student engagement of high-achievers (M=4.04) was significantly greater than that 

of mid-achievers (M=3.74), which in turn was significantly greater than that of low-achievers (M=3.31). A 

point to note was that even for the low-achievement group, their engagement means of 3.31 was not too bad, 

suggesting that they were still often engaged in their English class.  

 
Table 2: Significant differences in student engagement of high-, mid- and low achievers 

Dependent Variable Groups N Means Compare Groups Mean Difference Sig. 

 
 

Student 
Engagement 

Low-achievers 72 3.31 Low Mid -.431* .000 

High -.730* .000 

Mid-achievers  70 3.74 Mid Low .431* .000 

High -.298* .010 

High-achievers 56 4.04 High Low .730* .000 

Mid .298* .010 

Total 198 3.67  

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

More detailed ANOVA analyses of between-group differences in each of the three kinds of student 

engagement were conducted. For student emotional engagement, a significant group difference was found, F 

(2,202) =12.98, p<0.05. Tukey HSD post-hoc test results showed that low-achievers’ emotional engagement 

(M= 3.53) was significantly lower than that of both mid-achievers (M=4.03) and high achieving group 

(M=4.35), whereas no significant difference was found between mid- and high-achievers’ emotional 

engagement, suggesting that both groups were more emotionally engaged in their English class than the low-

achieving group did. For student cognitive engagement, the same pattern of between-group differences was 

found, F (2, 200) = 6.595, p<0.05.  The low-achievers (M=3.64) scored significantly lower than the mid-
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achievers (M=4.04) and high-achievers (M=4.12) did. No significant difference was found between mid- and 

high-achievers’ cognitive engagement, suggesting both groups were more cognitive engaged in the English 

class than the low-achievers did. As for student behavioural engagement, no significant between-group 

differences were found, suggesting that all the three groups had similar degree of behavioural engagement in 

their English class. 

 

Between Group Differences in Student Perceptions of Teacher Classroom Behaviours. 
As can be seen in Table 3,  ANOVA results showed that there were significant between-group differences in 

student perception of the frequencies of 4 types of teacher classroom behaviours: (i) leadership, F(2, 

202)=4.078, p<0.05; (ii) helping/friendly, F(2, 199)=6.936, p<0.001; (iii) understanding, F(2, 200)=16.597, 

p<0.05; and (iv) admonishing, F (2, 202) =6.727, p<0.05.  No significant differences were found in the other 

4 types of teacher classroom behaviours. Tukey HSD post-hoc test results showed that low-achievers scored 

significantly low (M=3.71) than high (M=4.06) and mid-achievers (M=4.05) in their perception of the 

frequency of their teachers’ leadership behaviours.  Also, low achiever scored significantly low than high 

and mid-achievers in their perception of the frequency of their teachers’ helping and understanding 

behaviours.   

 

Table 3. Between-group differences in student perceptions of teacher classroom behaviours. 

Teacher Behaviours Low Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

Mid Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

High Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

F-value & p-value 

1. Leadership 3.71 4.05 4.06 F (2,202)=4.078, p=0.018 

2. Helping/friendly 3.31 3.75 3.90 F (2,199)=6.936, p=0.001 

3. Understanding 3.63 4.23 4.46 F (2,200)=16.597, p=0.000 

4. Admonishing 2.56 2.22 2.08 F (2,202)=6.727, p=0.001 

5. Uncertain 2.48 2.35 2.36 F (2,202)=1.260, p=0.286 

6. Student Freedom 2.79 2.82 3.19 F (2,200)=3.637, p=0.028 

7. Strict 3.47 3.54 3.53 F (2,202)=0.264, p=0.768 

8. Dissatisfied 2.33 2.34 2.36 F (2,202)=0.014, p=0.986 

 *Significant difference at the 0.05 confidence level 

 

 

4.2 Teachers’ Views on Their Own Classroom Behaviours 

 

Quantitative information about teachers’ self-reported frequencies of the 8 types of their classroom 

behaviours collected from the teacher interviews was represented by a spider-web in Figure 2 for visual 

inspection. A similar spider web of the 4 classes of students’ perception their teachers’ mean frequencies of 

these behaviours was also included in Figure 2 for visual comparison.  The frequencies were represented on 

a scale of 1 to 5: 1=never, 2=rarely, 3=seldom, 4=sometimes, 5=always. 

For leadership behaviours, the 4 teachers’ rating ranged between 3 and 5, whereas the 4 classes of 

students’mean rating ranged between 3.69 and 4.07, which represented the highest frequency compared with 

other 7 types of teacher behaviours. However, for the four teachers’ self-report, the highest frequency was 

their strict behaviours, which was not seen as so often by their students. As for helping/friendly behaviours, 

the 4 teachers’ rating ranged between 3 and 5, but their students’ mean rating ranged between 3.46 and 3.85, 

suggesting that the students did not see their teachers as often helpful/friendly as their teachers reported. This 

was also true for understanding behaviours, too. In respect of admoninishing behaviours, the teachers’ rating 

ranged between 1 and 4, whereas their students’ mean rating ranged between 2.1 and 2.51, showing that the 

students saw their teachers being more frequently admonishing than their teachers reported. Another great 
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difference was in the teachers’ dissatisfied behaviours, uncertain behaviours and respecting student freedom 

behaviours, with the teachers’ ratings being much higher than that of their students’ mean ratings. 

 

 

 
 

Fig.2.  4 classes of students report of the frequency of their teachers’ behavior (left) and 4 teachers self-report of the 

frequency of their classroom behaviours (right). (1 is never and 5 is always) 

 

 

In summary, patterns of teacher classroom behaviours varied from teacher to teacher, but they all regarded 

that these behaviours, with the exception of admonishing, would be useful to maintain classroom discipline 

and engage students to learn. However, as the results presented in the previous sections showed that only 

four of these 8 behaviours would have significant impacts on student engagement and achievement, which 

included leadership, helping/friendly, understanding and admonishing. The other four types did not even 

have significant correlationships with student engagement and achievement. This was a discrepancy between 

the teachers’ beliefs and students’ actual responses to their classroom behaviours. Another discrepancy was 

between students with different achievement levels in their perceptions of teacher classroom behaviours 

which was often interpreted as the positive or negative relationships with their teachers, even though the 

teachers regarded that they had treated everyone equal in their class.  

5 Conclusion and Discussion 

This case study was designed to gain an understanding of the relationships between student achievement, 

student engagement and teacher classroom behaviours. It was found that student classroom engagement had 

a significant correlation with students’ English achievement, and that both student achievement and student 

engagement had significant positive correlations with teachers’ leadership, helping/friendly and 

understanding behaviours, but a significant negative correlation with teachers’ admonishing behaviors. 

However, significant differences were found among students with high-, mid- and low-achievements in 

terms of the degrees of their engagement and frequencies of teacher classroom behaviours (which were 

interpreted as the degree of positive and negative relationships with their teachers). It was also found that 

high- and mid-achievers were more emotionally and cognitively engaged than low-achievers. Another 

important finding was that there were discrepancy in the effects of their classroom behaviours as perceived 

by the teachers themselves and as perceived by their class in general and by different achievement groups in 

particular. 

An implication for English language teachers is that they need to reflect on the effectiveness of their 

classroom behaviours for students of different achievement levels. Especially, for low-achievers, cognitive 

engagement would be more important than behavior engagement, positive emotional engagement would be 
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more important than behavioural engagement, too. These two types of engagement for low-achievers could 

be promoted through teachers understanding, helping/friendly and leadership behavioursm, but never 

through admonishing behaviours.  

A limitation of the present study is that it has used a case study design, therefore, the generalizability of its 

finding is compromised. Further studies with greater sample size involving more grade levels and schools 

are needed.  
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Appendix 1.  Items in the Student Questionnaire   

Questions Scales & Subscales 

1. My English grade ranking in Grade 3 

2. My English grade in last mid-term exam in my class 

3. My English proficiency in my class 

4. My predicted English grade ranking in coming final exam 

 

 

I. Student Achievement 

5. I feel interested in my English class.   Emotion  

 

 

II. Student 

Engagement 

6. I pay attention in my English class. 

7. I actively participate in class discussions. 
Behavioral 

8. If I make a mistake, I try to figure out where I went wrong.  

9. When I am not sure about things, I check my book. 

10. I form new questions in my mind as I join in class activities. 
Cognitive 

11. My English teacher has good instruction in the classroom. 

12. My English teacher is well organized to manage classroom discipline.  
Leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. My English teacher gives me help when I am confused. 

14. My English teacher is friendly to me.  

Helping/ 

Friendly 

15. My English teacher shows her understanding of my difficulties. 

16. My English teacher listens to students’ questions patiently.   
Understanding 
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17. My English teacher can easily get mad with us 

18. My English teacher treats us warmly. 
Admonishing 

 

III. Teacher 

Classroom 

Behaviours 
19. My English teacher is often unclear about what she says. 

20. My English teacher is not a domineering teacher 

Uncertain 

 

21. My English teacher gives us have a lot of time for free discussion.  

22. My English teacher has preferential choices in arranging learning activities in the 

class. 

Student Freedom 

23. My English teacher is strict with us.   

24. My English teacher need us follow the rules in class.  
Strict 

25. My English teacher expresses dissatisfaction if we don’t do well 

26. When we misbehave, my English teacher never disciplines us. 
Dissatisfied 

 

Appendix 2.  The Pearson correlations of all variables 
Variable 

1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  12.  13.  14.  15.  

1. Grade 1               

2. Gender -.002 1              

3. Student Achievement -.170
*
 .160

*
 1             

4. Student Engagement -.052 .190
**

 .551
**

 1            

5. Emotional Engagement -.150
*
 .155

*
 .394

**
 .650

**
 1           

6. Behaviour Engagament -.181
**

 .156
*
 .515

**
 .813

**
 .519

**
 1          

7. Cognitive Engagement .135
*
 .167

*
 .350

**
 .786

**
 .256

**
 .381

**
 1         

8. Leadership -.053 .192
**

 .223
**

 .466
**

 .363
**

 .413
**

 .291
**

 1        

9. Helping/Friendly -.072 .115 .313
**

 .364
**

 .368
**

 .305
**

 .205
**

 .523
**

 1       

10. Understanding -.057 .287
**

 .389
**

 .464
**

 .382
**

 .404
**

 .301
**

 .561
**

 .555
**

 1      

11. Admonishing .116 -.006 -.290
**

 -.341
**

 -.275
**

 -.325
**

 -.176
*
 -.433

**
 -.433

**
 -.484

**
 1     

12. Uncertain .125 .063 -.100 -.031 -.052 -.047 .010 -.038 .011 -.085 -.038 1    

13. Student Freedom .206
**

 .067 .175
*
 .272

**
 .168

*
 .198

**
 .237

**
 .257

**
 .298

**
 .279

**
 -.332

**
 .284

**
 1   

14. Strict .173
*
 .043 .079 .123 .125 .098 .058 .176

**
 .039 .204

**
 .247

**
 -.153

*
 -.058 1  

15. Dissatisfied -.022 .103 .002 -.084 -.050 -.138
*
 -.016 -.186

**
 -.103 -.120 .099 -.007 -.126 .072 1 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2 tailed). 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2 tailed). 
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Abstract: The recent influx of foreign cultures to the UK has led to an increase in the diversity of 

languages spoken in the country and to a growing number of people who can only speak limited 

English or no English at all, as identified in the latest census in England and Wales. In order to 

ensure equal access to healthcare, the National Health Service (NHS) has adopted a series of 

principles to guarantee patients’ right to interpreting and translating services. This review explores 

the legislation behind the free provision of interpreters and translators in the NHS, and details the 

duties and responsibilities of healthcare professionals and medical interpreters when 

communicating with patients with Limited English Proficiency (LEP). The review finally analyses 

some of the challenges that the NHS has had to face since gradually replacing face-to-face 

interpretation with telephone interpreting services in an attempt to improve cost-effectiveness. 

Keywords: medical interpretation, NHS, telephone interpretation, Limited English Proficiency 

 

 

1. Introduction  
 

According to the latest census in the UK, approximately 4.2 million people in England and Wales, i.e. 7.7 

per cent of the total population, do not speak English as their main language. 726,000 people (1.3% of the 

population) cannot speak English well, while 138,000 people (0.3%) cannot speak English at all. Polish is 

the second most spoken language in the UK followed by Panjabi, Urdu, Bengali and Gujarati with Arabic, 

French, Chinese and Portuguese trailing behind (Office for National Statistics, 2013). 

The new waves of immigrants and refugees arriving in the UK in recent years have added to the 

complexity of the language barrier. The NHS, far from being immune to this phenomenon, has faced new 

demands as more and more people who seek medical care have Limited English Proficiency (LEP) and thus 

are “unable to speak, read, write or understand English at a level that permits (…) them to interact 

effectively with health care providers or social service agencies” (Robinson, 2010, p. 3). 

Recent healthcare research as well as a series of audits and reviews of complaints has showed that 

risk management, provision of care and medical costs are greatly influenced by the ability of patients to 

properly communicate with healthcare professionals (Robinson, 2010). Limited English makes patients more 

vulnerable to health inequalities and results in poorer health outcomes, misuse of medication and higher 

rates of non-compliance with the care plan proposed. Speakers with LEP are more likely to use emergency 

health services rather than GP practices and other non-urgent health resources in the community such as 
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NHS 111 Service and Pharmacists. By missing planned appointments and follow-ups, people with a reduced 

understanding of the local language are more costly for the healthcare organisation increasing the rate of 

DNA (“Did Not Attend”) which already costs the NHS £400 million yearly (CSRGP: 2014). Furthermore, 

inadequate communication and lack of understanding of cultural differences cause increased frustration and 

misunderstandings and may lead to claims for negligence and misconduct (CSRGP, 2014).  

According to the Equality Act (2010), public authorities in the UK are expected to minimise the 

communication difficulties and disadvantages experienced by patients who do not speak English as a first 

language when they interact with healthcare professionals. Patients in the UK are therefore entitled to 

receive free of charge language support services using approved interpreters and translators in a non-

discriminatory healthcare setting.  

While the NHS seems to be making every effort to offer patients consultations in a language they 

can understand through a combination of in-house and over-the-phone interpreters, it is still uncertain 

whether it will be able to meet the growing needs of a multicultural population with the current provision of 

interpreting services (Wright BBC, 2010). 

 

2. Rights of Patients and Current Legislation 
 

The NHS, which in England alone deals with over 1 million patients every 36 hours, has established a series 

of ethical, management and legal responsibilities to ensure that patients receive adequate language support 

even in times of emergencies (NHS Confederation, 2016). These rights are enshrined in the NHS 

Constitution with principles that date back to 1976 when the Parliament of the United Kingdom established 

the Race Relations Act. Discrimination in the provision of goods and services, employment, education and 

public functions such as health care on the grounds of race, colour, nationality and ethnic origin is illegal in 

the UK (Race Relations Act, 1976). Since then, this Act has facilitated the integration of immigrants in 

Britain allowing them to keep their cultural identity. 

The General Medical Council in the UK, an independent organisation that helps to protect patients’ 

safety across the country and set the standards of care that doctors need to follow, also recognises the right 

of patients to be given information in a language they can understand so that they are able to discuss the 

benefits and risks of each treatment option in depth and make an informed decision. Healthcare professionals 

“should make sure that arrangements are made, wherever possible, to meet patients’ language and 

communication needs” (Good Medical Practice, 2013, bullet point 32).  

It is worth mentioning that Great Britain as a Member State of the European Charter for Regional or 

Minority Languages also supports and encourages the use of regional and minority languages in speech and 

writing in the private and public spheres (Council of Europe Treaty 148, 1992). In Wales, for example, 

patients whose first language is Welsh and feel more at ease when communicating in this language are 

entitled to access a Welsh interpreter 24 hours a day, 365 days a year (Betsi Cadwaladr University Health 

Board, 2015). 

However, without the support of healthcare professionals, it is unlikely that patients with LEP will 

become aware of the many resources that the NHS has in place to improve their access to medical care 

services. Therefore, healthcare providers play a key role to ensure that patients’ rights are respected. 

 

3. Responsibilities of Healthcare Professionals 

 

Healthcare professionals are expected to identify situations in which an interpreter is needed. Though the list 

is not exhaustive, the NHS suggests that an approved interpreter should be used “where an effective 

communication is critical to patient care outcomes”, including the stage of initial assessment, history taking 
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and physical examination, but also when seeking consent for medical treatment and surgical interventions, 

and in very sensitive scenarios when breaking bad news or at a Mental Health Tribunal, amongst others 

(Robinson, 2010, p. 6).  

In the last few years, in order to meet the new requirements set by the GMC as regards the correct 

use of interpreters (Good Medical Practice, 2013, bullet point 32), most Medical Royal Colleges such as the 

Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG), the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child 

Health (RCPCH) and the Royal College of General Practitioners (RCGP) have reviewed their curriculum to 

ensure trainees are fully competent to communicate sensitively and effectively with patients even when 

English is not their first language.  

According to the Principles for High Quality Interpreting and Translation Services set by NHS 

England (2015), not only healthcare professionals who are working in hospitals but also those who provide 

care in the community should receive appropriate training to tailor interpreting services to the specific needs 

of each setting.  

Nowadays, all NHS Trusts have to ensure that their staff completes Equality and Diversity Training 

on a regular basis either using face-to-face or online education resources to ensure they are up-to-date with 

measures that minimise discrimination such as Translating policies (Portsmouth Hospital NHS Trust, 2013)     

An adequate use of interpreting services requires the development of a set of non-technical skills 

such as clear communication and situational awareness to help the professional identify situations in which 

interpretation services may be needed. Healthcare professionals should resort to professional interpreters 

when possible rather than relatives or carers who, despite having the advantage of knowing the patient well, 

may not be proficient in the language and may filter key information either by mistake or deliberately 

(Robinson, 2010). Rosenberg et al (2008, p. 88) conducted a qualitative study comparing the roles of 

professionals and family interpreters and concluded that “family interpreters act mainly as third participants 

often speaking as themselves rather than rendering the words of doctors”. 

New evidence suggests that training and continuous practice play a major role in helping healthcare 

professionals learn how to work effectively with interpreters while respecting patients’ confidentiality. 

Bischoff et al (2003) showed that short training workshops in Switzerland aimed at physicians working with 

“allophones” (i.e. patients who do not speak the local language) can greatly improve the quality of 

communication by better use of existing interpreting resources. The intervention proposed consists in a 

series of group discussions and role-playing sessions involving triadic communication with emphasis on how 

to manage emotional stress and confidentiality issues in interpreter-assisted consultations.  

For a successful interpretation in the medical setting, however, the three participants involved in the 

communication process (patient/ healthcare professional/ interpreter) have to interact effectively in a 

supportive environment. It is not enough with just the healthcare professional recognising the need for an 

interpreter. The patient has to agree to it, while the interpreter needs to know how to facilitate and sustain the 

verbal and non-verbal interface between the patient and the healthcare professional. 

 

 

4. Duties of Medical Interpreters 
 

According to the UK National Careers Service (2015), professional interpreters are expected to be fluent in 

one or more foreign languages, have an excellent command of the source and target language, be able to 

think quickly under pressure, have confidence to interpret in public and hold a great sense of responsibility 

and integrity. Public services interpreters, i.e. those who interpret for people that use health, government and 

legal services, should be registered with the National Register of Public Service Interpreters and hold a 

Diploma in Public Service Interpreting or equivalent qualification (NRPSI, 2016). However, these 

accreditations are not compulsory to interpret in the NHS and therefore, not all medical interpreters will be 
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public service interpreters. However, in order to interpret in a clinical setting in the UK the Community 

Interpreting Level 3 Certificate is essential (Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust, 2016). 

The International Medical Interpreters Association further expands on the desired qualifications, 

duties and responsibilities of medical interpreters in its Medical Interpreting Standards of Practice (IMIA, 

2015) stating that medical interpreters should be familiar with hospital customs, work as part of a team and 

develop a personal quality assurance system to check accuracy of their interpretation and address any 

mistake made. Interpreters working in a clinical setting should also understand a variety of different accents 

and linguistic styles, and have strong cultural awareness identifying the need for clarification when the 

patient does not understand the information transmitted and using behaviour that is culturally appropriate for 

the patient’s social context. It is worth noticing that interpreters are not expected nor encouraged to produce 

written translations in most NHS Trusts in the UK (Robinson, 2010). 

Medical interpreters should not give their opinion, adopt the role of a chaperone or be an advocate 

for the patient. They should be responsible for “interpreting accurately, keeping all information (…) 

confidential, explaining cultural differences where appropriate and ensuring that their language skills are 

kept up to date” (Leicester Partnership NHS, 2016, p.11).  

Medical interpreters in the NHS are subject to an enhanced Disclosure and Barring Service or 

equivalent clearance check since their work involves interaction with vulnerable people. LanguageLine 

Solutions, one the largest interpreting services providers in the NHS, addresses this and other issues of 

confidentiality, impartiality, conflict of interest, professional development and courtesy in its Interpreter 

Code of Ethics which epitomises the standards of conduct expected from medical interpreters in the UK 

nowadays (LanguageLine Solutions, 2016).  

 

5. Interpretation and Translation Services in the NHS 
 

In order to address the pressing needs of patients with limited English who are seeking healthcare services, 

the NHS currently offers translation of key documents into the most widely spoken languages in each Trust 

as well as a combination of in-house and over-the-phone interpretation (West Suffolk NHS Foundation 

Trust, 2015).  

In Heart of England NHS Foundation Trust (Riaz, 2011, p. 6), for example, patient information 

leaflets produced in English are translated into Urdu and Bengali languages, and the Trust also provides 

face-to-face interpretation for five languages: Mirpuri, Panjabi, Urdu, Sylheti and Bengali, and over-the-

phone interpreting services for over 100 languages through LanguageLine Solutions. 

However, this provision of interpreting and translating services greatly varies from one Trust to 

another depending on the demands of the local population and the availability of resources. Most NHS 

Trusts have recently reviewed their interpretation services policies and have concluded that telephone 

interpretation should be the first line option when interpreting services are needed whereas “face-to-face 

interpretation (...) (should be) the exception rather the norm” (Doncaster and Bassetlaw Hospitals NHS 

Foundation Trust, 2013, p. 4). This shift from face-to-face to telephone interpretation has greatly affected the 

way in which medical interpreters work. In the past, it was not uncommon for in-house interpreters to be 

employed directly by the Trust. But with this new telephone interpreting trend, the location of the interpreter 

is not as relevant as before as long as they have access to a good Internet/ telephone connection, and 

therefore, most interpreters work for large companies that centralise interpreting services in the UK, directly 

from home rather than from an office and on a part-time basis (Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust, 

2016). 
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6. Benefits and Challenges of Telephone Interpretation in the NHS 
 

As stated in the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde Spoken Language, British Sign Language and 

Communication Support Interpreting Policy (2012), telephone interpretation in a medical setting is 

particularly useful in case of emergencies and urgent situations in which quick resolution of problems is a 

priority. Since interpreting sessions can be arranged immediately or at a short notice, it improves the 

availability of interpreting services, even for less popular languages or regional dialects. Some patients have 

expressed they prefer this type of interpretation due to confidentiality issues, especially in the context of 

sensitive discussions, because they fear the in-house interpreter may be from their same community and may 

not keep the content of the conversation confidential. At an organisational level, telephone interpretation has 

become more cost-effective and has slowly replaced face-to-face interpretation as the first line option for 

limited English speaking patients in the NHS. 

Despite its many advantages, over-the-phone interpretation is not suitable for all clinical situations, 

especially when dealing with bereavement or stressful scenarios in which body language plays a major role. 

Apart from removing body language completely from the conversation, telephone interpreting presents 

further challenges such as unintended interruptions, accidental background noise, problems with the 

connection and inappropriate use of third person by the healthcare professional (by addressing the 

interpreter, rather than the patient, in second person, e.g. “Interpreter, could you ask the patient his name?”), 

amongst others (Kelly, 2008). Face-to-face interpretation is still preferred to telephone interpretation in cases 

of gender biased violence, for breaking bad news and making complex decisions in labour, where 

conversation needs to be recorded for legal purposes or when vulnerable patients with impaired capacity are 

involved, i.e. children and patients with dementia. (BSUH, 2015). 

 

7. Conclusions 
 

The influx of foreign cultures to the UK has led to an increase in the diversity of languages spoken in the 

country. The latest census in Britain has identified a growing number of people who speak limited English or 

no English at all and therefore, are more vulnerable to health inequalities. 

In order to meet the communication’s needs of patients who cannot speak English and ensure the 

equal access of all patients to healthcare services, the NHS Constitution has adopted a series of principles to 

guarantee patients’ right to interpreting and translating services across inpatient and community settings. 

Whereas all patients with limited English have the right to have an interpreter, it still remains the 

joint responsibility of the health organisation and the healthcare professional to recognize this need and 

make sure it is properly addressed. Research and previous experience have shown that appropriate training 

for both health providers and interpreters is needed for successful interpreter-assisted consultations. While 

health providers are expected to abide by the GMC Good Clinical Practice (2013), interpreters also have 

duties of confidentiality and standards of conduct which they need to meet. 

In the last few years, there has been a clear shift in the offer of interpretation services in the NHS 

from in-house to over-the-phone interpreters in an attempt to maximize cost-effectiveness. This change has 

had a deep impact on the way interpreters work with healthcare professionals and patients, and has set new 

challenges limiting the interpretation of body language and non-verbal cues. 

While over-the-phone interpretation has some clear advantages over face-to-face interpretation 

especially in emergencies and when dealing with minority languages, it is not suitable for breaking bad news 

and when patients with impaired capacity are involved. However, now that face-to-face interpretation is no 

longer the first line option in most NHS Trusts, it is worth asking ourselves whether the NHS will be able to 

guarantee non-English speaking patients “the right service, at the right time, in the right place, in the right 

way” (Riaz, 2011, p. 1). 
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Abstract. The translation of Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, a government organized activity of 

China, has made great contributions to Chinese translation, world culture and world history. Yet it 

has aroused little attention in translation history both in China and worldwide. This paper, by 

exposing the English translation of Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung as regards the Chinese 

government organization and its successful dissemination worldwide in respect of its existing 

versions, staff composition, complex procedures, strict auditing and far-reaching international 

impact, analyzes the significance of its politics-orientation, strict-organization, and talent-training 

and proposes the methods of data-retrieving, theory-constructing and error-eliminating with 

reference to unpublished rare materials and documents from the Chinese official organizing 

departments, which will inevitably enrich the translation in China and in the world. 

 

Keywords: Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung; English translation; worldwide transmission; 

historical data 

 

 

Introduction 

As an important enrichment of Marxism, Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung (hereinafter referred to as Selected 

Works) is one of the concrete results of Marxist sinicization and a treasure of the world. The English 

translation of Selected Works has not only promoted the dissemination of Mao Tse-tung Thought worldwide, 

but also played a crucial role in the transmission of Chinese culture. From 1927 to 1977, the translation 

process involved a time-span of half a century and a special staff with the national top translators at that time. 

Its English translation has become a model of translation by the special political status of its source texts, the 

powerful staff composition including the top experts, the complex translating procedures and strict auditing, 

and the far-reaching impact of its existing versions (Pan & Bu, 2013). With the culture “Going-global” 

strategy put forward at the Sixth Plenary Session of the Seventeenth Central Committee of CPC in 

November, 2011, it is of great significance to commence a focus study on the English translation of Selected 

Works for further disseminating Mao Tse-tung Thought, transmitting Chinese culture worldwide and 

exhibiting the national image of a culture-powerful country. This paper analyses the English translation of 

Selected Works in respect of its existing versions, staff composition, complex procedures, strict auditing and 

far-reaching impact overseas. 
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1  A brief introduction to English translation of Selected Works  

In 1927, the Works of Mao Tse-tung were published in the Communist International successively in 

order to introduce revolutionary thoughts and experience to other countries and people undergoing the 

Democratic Revolution. The systematic publication and editing of the Works of Mao Tse-tung were 

gradually put on the agenda after Mao Tse-tung Thought being established as the Party’s guiding ideology 

at the 7
th

 National Conference of CPC. On October 1, 1949, with international propaganda as the main task, 

the International News Agency of the Press General Administration of the Central People’s Government of 

the People’s Republic of China was officially founded and its principal activity was published and 

introduced the Works of Mao Tse-tung and political books or pamphlets featured with Chinese 

revolutionary experience by the name of Foreign Language Press. The English translation of Selected 

Works was a significant translation activity at the beginning of the founding of the People’s Republic of 

China for its special political nature and temporal confidentiality system. The whole English translation 

process lasted for more than 20 years since the Committee of the Translation of works of Mao Tse-tung was 

established by the Publicity Department of the Communist Party of China in May 1950 to the English 

version of Selected Works Volume V was published by Foreign Language Press in 1977. In the first half of 

the 1950s, the Publicity Department of the Communist Party of China, the International Department of the 

Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and Central Compilation and Translation Bureau set 

out to organize the translation and publication of the foreign version of Selected Works. In 1953, the 

English version of Selected Works was published in Britain with the approval of the Central Committee of 

the Communist Party of China and the assistance of the Communist Party of Britain. In March 1954, Harry 

Pollitt, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Great Britain, sent a letter to the Central Committee 

of the Communist Party of China and claimed to revise the draft translation while China explicitly 

indicated the disagreement with a letter for reply in August. But Britain refused to accept the opinion and 

insisted on deleting the content in the Problems of War and Strategy of Selected Works Volume II. As a 

result, there was no copyright authorized by China for Britain to continue to publish the English version of 

Selected Works. In 1960, the Chinese version of Selected Works Volume IV was published. Taking 

consideration from politics, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China made the decision that 

Selected Works Volume IV should be translated and published. In November 1961, the International 

Department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and Publicity Department of the 

Communist Party of China jointly ask the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China for 

instruction of reporting work. The same year in December 15, the first permanent establishment specialized 

in translating Chinese into foreign languages was founded with the instructions of Deng Xiaoping who 

presided over the work of the Secretariat of the Central Committee at that time. In 1965, the revision of the 

English translation of the first three volumes of Selected Works was completed and its English version was 

published by Foreign Language Press.  

 As a model of the collective translation, the English translation of Selected Works included the 

following procedures: (1) the government set up the specialized translation organization and appointed 

specific group; (2) the translation organization or the persons in charge of the group made detailed plans on 

the basis of the translation task; (3) the translators fulfilled the translation tasks in accordance with the 

plans; (4) the translation organization submitted the finished version to the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China for examination; (5) the typesetting and printing of the examined translation 

version were arranged  (Wu 2013, p. 114). The English translation of Selected Works, with its strong staff 

composition, complex translation procedures and rigorous translation standard, became the model of the 

translatology in the last century. Large quantities of the top domestic translators and foreign experts were 

convened for the English translation of Selected Works in virtue of its intrinsic particularity. In the process 

of the English translation of Selected Works, the experts adopted workshop system. The complex translation 
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procedures included: the first draft, the revision, the examination, the early final draft based on the group 

discussion, the text polishing by the foreign experts after their reading through the revised draft, the 

problems resolving by the discussion between Chinese finalizers and foreign experts, the unification of the 

translation specification, the group discussion about the final draft, the reading by finalizers, the resolution 

of the puzzling question by the discussion of Chinese and foreign experts, finalized draft, typewriting and 

proofreading. The high quality of the translation of Selected Works was ensured by the strict and precise 

translation procedures (Pan & Bu, 2013). 

 

2 Gradual Improvement of the Translation for Worldwide Publicity 

The rendition of Selected Works into English is an important historical event, with Mao and his writings 

firstly translated and introduced by the Communist International in the 1920s. Mao’s first writing “Report on 

an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan” was rendered into English and published in the 

Communist International on June 12
th

, 1927. After the breakout of the Anti-Japanese War in 1937, the 

Communist Party of China set out to translate and introduce the Works of Mao Tse-tung to the world in order 

to publicize the truth of the war and win the understanding and support of international community (Liu 

1991, p. 151). Given the development trend of the international situation of that time, the South Bureau of 

the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China set out to organize the translation of the Works of 

Mao Tse-tung later on, followed by widespread distribution home and abroad of large quantities of separate 

editions of Mao’s writings and lots of revised ones, which is crucial for laying a foundation for focus 

translation of Selected Works into English later on (Wu 2008). After the dissolution of the Communist 

International in 1943, the direct connections with the Communist Party of the United States of America 

(CPUSA) were established by the South Bureau. In consideration of the domestic environment at that time, 

the organizers of the South Bureau set out to translate the Works of Mao Tse-tung in the United States (Wu 

2013, p. 27). Seizing the opportunity of attending the United Nations’ inaugural ceremony in 1945, Dong 

Biwu handed over Xu Yongying, then Secretary of the Communist Bureau of China in USA, a portion of the 

Works of Mao Tse-tung to translate and revise within the staff, which was later under the charge of Pu 

Shouchang, who once served for Zhou Enlai as Secretary for Foreign Affairs, PhD. of Economics of Harvard. 

The Foreign Affairs Group of Central Committee of CPC was established on May 1, 1947, which had 

research office, press office and compilation and translation office, and chaired by Xu Yongying. And its 

main task was to translate Selected Works and compile the materials related to the introduction of land 

reform and liberated areas’ culture (Compile Group of Ye Jianying Biography 1995, p. 383). After the 

founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, large numbers of separate English pamphlets of Works 

of Mao Tse-tung were published by Foreign Language Press in China, with the earliest articles like “On the 

People’s Democratic Dictatorship”, “On Practice”, “On Contradiction”, along with many revised editions, 

among which “On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship” were revised 9 times and “On Contradiction” 5 

times at least (Wu 2007).    

In the first half of the 1950s, such organizations as International Liaison Department of Central 

Committee of CPC, Compilation and Translation Bureau of Works of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, and 

China Foreign Languages Publishing and Distribution Administration set out to organize the translation and 

publication of Selected Works, with an aim of “disseminating Mao Tse-tung Thought and experience of 

successful Chinese revolution worldwide by exporting its own publications” (Gen, 2009). With Xu Yongying, 

Chairman of the Committee of English Translation of Selected Works, a group of senior translators 

represented by Qian Zhongshu and Wang Zuoliang who translated Chinese Volumes 1-3 of Selected Works 

into English, which were handed over to Lawrence & Wishart in London, a publisher led by the British 

Communist Party for publication in 1954. Given the pages of Volume II, the first three Volumes were 

divided into four for publication, which were referred to as the “primary version” afterwards or “LW 
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version” for short. The version was also published in New York by International Publishing Corporation 

simultaneously, with the same content and a few modifications in the introduction notes. The same year after 

its publication, a writer of the British Communist Party named Giles held that the version needed improving 

and set out to its amendment, in which Qian Zhongshu and Xu Yongying were invited to take part (Wu 

2007). It is not until the end of 1959 that the amendment was finished and handed over to International 

Liaison Department of Central Committee CPC for revision all over again, a mission later accomplished 

based on the amendment handed over, which was referred to as the “revised amendment (1959)” afterwards 

and “RA” for short, which was not officially published.   

The rendition of Selected Works (Volume 4) into English started at the time when the Chinese edition 

was going to get published in May 1960, with Wu Xiuquan, then vice-minister of International Liaison 

Department of Central Committee, appointed chief-editor in charge and Xu Yongying chairman of the 

translation committee. The first draft was finished in August 1960, and in late October a special staff headed 

by Zhang Hanfu, the Deputy Foreign Minister, and Meng Yongqian, the chairman of the Institute of 

International Relations, was appointed by the Central Committee, with experts home and abroad summoned 

to give the first draft the finale by word by word and sentence by sentence discussions. The finalized version 

did not come out until February 1961, and in April the translation of Volume 4 was completed and published 

by Foreign Languages Press. Later, it was found out that the published English version of Selected Works 

Volume 1-3 was not exactly a faithful equivalence, thus from 1961 to 1965, International Liaison 

Department of Central Committee reorganized to revise English version of Selected Works Volume 1-3 in 

sequence.
① 

Based on the “revised amendment (1959)”, the revision was done, closely following the original 

texts, with the “primary version” as a reference, and finally completed and went to press in December, 1965 

by Foreign Languages Press, that is the “FLP version” for short. The last stage for the translation of Selected 

Works was from 1975 to 1977. In September, 1977, five months after the publication of Chinese version 

Selected Works Volume V, the English version was published. By this time, the English translation of 

Selected Works had lasted fifty years, from individual articles, pamphlets, separate editions and whole 

edition of the Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung Volume (I-V). Meanwhile, it ensured the publicity to the 

world in virtue of the gradually reasonable translation staff composition, the constantly perfected translation 

criteria and steadily improved translation quality (Pan, 2013). 

 

 

3 Special Staff for the Faithful and Equivalent translation  

Established in May 1950, the English Translation Committee of Selected Works chaired by Xu Yongying was 

expanded by distinguished scholars as Jin Yuelin, Qian Zhongshu, Wang Zuoliang, Zheng Ruzhen, et al., 

most of whom did the serious translation and also Party cadres proficient in English as Tang Mingzhao, Pu 

Shouchang, Zhang Hanfu, Ji Zhaoding, et al, who did the detailed scrutiny after work. With Zou Silu 

secretary, the translation was done in Tangzi Hutong, Xicheng District of Beijing (Yao, 2003). This special 

staff composition has ensured the committee to be both politically sound and professionally competent. 

“There is truly much improvement by joint effort of the committee. With the requirements of the committee 

for being equally concerned about the speeches coming from the Party as well as given by Chairman Mao, 

being highly conscious of the political situation, and being serious about the work and devoted to the cause, 

and strenghthening of the political awareness and improvement in the writing ability, the spread of liberalism 

and mechanism, especially liberalism, was naturally and effectively prevented to some extent, thus the 

rendition of high quality being produced.”
②

 In the winter of 1951, talks were held between comrades in 

charge of the translation and Federline, an expert from the former Soviet Union who translated the Chinese 

version into Russian. Following Federline’s advice the Outline of Translation Policy for Improving the 



210 

 

Quality of English Rendition of Works of Mao Tse-tung was drawn up, which marked the beginning of 

written principles put into the translation of Selected Works among the committee. “We have been 

participating in translation at Asia-Pacific Conference for Peace, receiving feedbacks and comments about 

the primary version of Volume I from our Soviet and British friends, exchanging ideas now and then about 

translation with comrades of Foreign Languages Press thereafter, which helped us to realize the inadequacy 

in our work and have more faith in the translation principle of ‘faithfulness, expressiveness, elegance’ and 

put it into practice more firmly.”
②

 

In the summer of 1960 the translation of Selected Works Volume 4 began, chaired by Xu Yongying, 

with senior translators as Cheng Zhenqiu, Zheng Ruzhen, Yang Chengfang, Chen Long, Wu Jingrong, Fang 

Jucheng, Yu Baoju, Zhao Yihe and foreign experts as Manya Reiss and Frank Coe. Qian Zhongshu and the 

foreign experts were responsible for the translation wherever needed polishing. Like the first three volumes, 

the translation of Selected Works Volume 4 got started simultaneously with the typesetting of its Chinese 

edition. With a fixed work place named Station 18 on Wanshou Road, Beijing, the draft was submitted in 

half a year. The revision proceeded at a hotel down Dongjiaomin Alley, No.15 began afterwards, with a 

special staff consisting of Meng Yongqian, Xu Yongying, Ji Zhaoding, Tang Mingzhao, Qian Zhongshu, Qiu 

Ke’an, Cheng Zhenqiu and foreign experts as Frank Coe, Sol Adler, Israel Epstein, and Sid Rittenburg 

(Cheng 1993 p. 2). The translation was completed and went to press in late spring and early summer of 1961 

by Foreign Languages Press. 

In March 1962, Xu Yongying suggested an advisory group be established, consisting of Cheng Zhenqiu, 

Sol Adler and Qian Zhongshu, to handle the problems and questions in the general revision of the “primary 

version”. “Comrade (Chen) Zhenqiu has become an assistant to Comrade (Meng) Yongqian both politically 

and professionally these years and is quite familiar with the translation draft. SOL (Sol Adler) has come to a 

very high level of political awareness and is master of English even compared to its native speakers but 

knows little Chinese. Qian Zhongshu is proficient in both Chinese and English, and most importantly, he 

engaged himself in the translation and then the amendment of the first three volumes consistently and 

thoroughly.”(Xu, 2006) Until 1975, under Deng Xiaoping’s direct interference, the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China resolved to translate Selected Works Volume V and in order to translate Selected 

Works (Volume V) into different languages, a leading group was established, consisting of five people: Ke 

Bonian from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs as leader, Jia Bubin from the Central Office of the Central 

Committee as vice leader, Pu Shouchang from the Planning Commission, Feng Xiliang from the Foreign 

Languages Publishing and Distribution Administration, Yin Chengdong from the Compilation and 

Translation Bureau of the CPC Central Committee and Lin Liyun from International Liaison Department of 

the Communist Party of China. Wu Hexiong compared translator group of Selected Works as a system, at the 

top of which were senior leaders who was responsible for overall control in the whole process of translation 

work, such as Wu Xiuquan, minister of the International Department of the Central Committee of 

Communist Party of China and Hu Qiaomu, minister of the Publicity Department of the Communist Party of 

China. At the second level were experts closely related with specific translation work included the persons in 

charge and the translators for translation, revision and proofreading, such as Xu Yongying, Meng Yongqian 

and Cheng Zhenqiu. The advisory group was not included in the two types mentioned above, which belongs 

to the third unit. The group was not as paramount or illusory as the first unit nor directly involved in the 

word transformation work in translation by the second unit. This group which was headed by Tin Jiaying, 

secretary of Mao Tse-tung, played its role as a bridge to link up the translators and author. The basic task for 

the group was responsible for disabusing in the process of translation. On account of the “mediator”, it made 

the translation of Selected Works featured distinctively with high involvement of the original author, which 

differed from other translation activities (Wu 2013, p. 143-145). Needless to say, with a group established 

this way, the maximum effect can be achieved benefiting from the combination of political awareness and 

professional competence, proficiency in both English and Chinese, experience and boldness. During the 



211 

 

translation of Selected Works, Xu Yongying played the important role of an organizer as well as a translator, 

requiring him to identify excellent translators so as to establish a professional and efficient staff, and to give 

advisory opinions on appropriate solutions based upon the facts presented (Yao, 2003).  

     

4 Complex Procedures Avoiding Errors and Blunders 

Preciseness and cooperation were laid special stress on for translation quality in the Selected Works 

translation centers, with painstaking efforts and a detailed procedure of more than ten processes—draft, 

modification, revision following closely the original, second draft by group discussion, necessary polishing 

by foreign experts, discussion between experts home and abroad, standardization of terminology, third draft 

through discussions by the committee, perusing by appointed experts, discussions again between experts 

home and abroad, final draft, typesetting and proofreading (Yin, 2009). In the general revision of the 

“primary version”, Xu Yongying suggested each foreign expert be fixed up with the right Chinese partner to 

revise some renditions and then exchange and revise other revised ones and so on. With a fair copy made by 

the assistants in contrast with the “revised amendment” along with some opinions waiting to be further 

discussed, it is then the advisory group’s turn to make some necessary revisions and decisions. “Qian 

Zhongshu and Cheng Zhenqiu should exchange with each other after separate revisions, make decisions 

together when necessary and with disagreements clearly written down. SOL is then to make necessary 

modifications and amendments and have discussions with them about some differences of opinion for 

Comrade (Meng) Yongqian to decide later on. After that, an appointed group of 13 people consisting of Fang 

Jucheng, Zheng Ruzhen, et al. are to double-check the latest revision following closely the original in respect 

of diction, sentence construction, standardization of terminology, grammar, specification and so on. Different 

opinions and suggestions are to be written down for the advisory group and then Comrade Yongqian again.” 

(Xu, 2006) After all these procedures, there is still collation by reading through the whole translation, with 

problematic issues left over for the appointed experts to solve afterwards. The meticulousness, seriousness 

and devotion are reflected in the letter above by Xu Yongying. 

No effort was spared in the translation processes to achieve a maximum effect. Some whole afternoons 

were spent in weighing each word and expression to have a page or two to come out, or hours in discussing 

about the usage of an article or days about the translation of a proper names or terms used in specialized 

fields. Those discussions were more of a debate, with flushed faces and raised voices but no offence taken, 

and even greater effort and earnestness were put into work for higher quality of the translation (Cheng 1993). 

With large quantities of expressions resembling or having the nature of an idiom in Chairman Mao’s works, 

much deliberation and calculation were required to supply with a faithful equivalence (Lin 1963). For 

instance, with a high frequency in Selected Works, the expression “走狗 (zou gou)” was first translated 

word-for-word as “the dog running behind”, which was unacceptable to the British publisher, for a dog was 

considered a lovely companion and loyal friend long in western culture. After much consideration, it was 

then rendered into “lackey”, reminding people of the flunkeys in the Middle Ages standing by the carriage in 

soft garments at their lord’s service (Yao 2003). To make a perfect match for the original, the translation of 

predictably high quality after all those detailed processes was to go through revision again and then be read 

through by foreign experts before sent to Foreign Languages Press for typesetting. 

    The revision of the English version of Selected Works almost penetrated through the whole process of 

translation work. The second revision had already been set out before one translated or revised volume of 

Selected Works published. Based on the problems in the book, some modification suggestions were 

presented by Selected Works English translation studio after the publication of Selected Works VolumeⅠ, 

which included several types of improvements: problems of proper nouns, of formats and styles, of  spelling, 

of terminology and of language improvement. (Wu, 2013:47-48)  
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5 Strict Regulations and Supervisions Ensuring Special Political Nature 

The editing of Selected Works (Chinese edition) was directed and chaired from beginning to end by Mao 

Tse-tung himself, who nailed down the list of articles, revised conscientiously most of them and wrote 

introductory notes and annotations for a few, with the assistance mainly of his three secretaries—Chen Boda, 

Hu Qiaomu and Tian Jiaying (Wu 2007). In May 1960, Wu Xiuquan, then vice-minister of International 

Liaison Department of Central Committee and Tian Jiaying, one of the secretaries of Mao, were appointed 

by the Central Committee to take over-all charge of the translation work and to answer questions wherever 

necessary to ensure adequate understanding. In December 1961, the establishment of Department of 

Translation of works of Mao Tse-tung under the Compilation and Translation Bureau of Works of Marx and 

Engels, Lenin and Stalin was authorized by Deng Xiaoping, who presided over the Secretariat of the Central 

Committee of CPC at that time.  

Eva Hung, a translator in Hong Kong, held that ‘most translation activities launched with its ideological 

norms in China Mainland since 1949, namely, it served the world view of ruling regime’ (Hung 2005, p. 

166). As a political mission, the translation of Selected Works, one of the major contemporary works of the 

classics of Marxism-Leninism, was led by comrades grown up from decades of revolutionary struggle with 

practical experience and extensive learning as well as a good command of English. Capable cadres home 

and abroad were appointed with specific responsibilities while a number of veteran comrades were to 

ensure its special political nature. Translation experts were sent over by all relevant departments. It was 

made clear that all comrades taking part in the mission must keep in mind the significance of the 

transmission of Mao Tse-tung Thought and the great impact it is to make upon the world revolution, that an 

ignorant assumption of having the task accomplished with indifference or defensiveness must be eliminated, 

that the political awareness and professional competence must be improved by digging into Mao’s Thought 

and mastering the style of the original. It is required in Regulations on Translation Work for the staff to 

study current events and politics with a clear-cut standpoint of the revolutionary proletariat Marxism-

Leninism, to enhance their political consciousness while remaining modest and prudent, to actively 

participate in discussions after independent thinking and a thorough study without a single word neglected 

on the one hand, and to seek advice and instructions modestly in the face of difficulties instead of coming 

to blunt decisions pompously on the other hand. The high demands of political awareness and working 

attitude laid a solid foundation for an adequate understanding and accurate expression of Mao Zedong 

Thought. With a shared view that a good working style of translation is to be cultivated only through 

constant practice and learning from experience built upon cooperation, everyone took an active part in the 

discussions, with valuable experience put together and written into official summing-up reports. 

There were some difficulties with the British Communist about the English version sent to London 

Lawrence & Wishart Corporation in 1954. On March 29, 1954, a letter came from Pollitt, then general 

secretary of the British Communist Party, saying that the first two paragraphs in “Problems of War and 

Strategy”(in Volume II) was to be deleted, for the reason that these paragraphs advocate armed revolution 

which violates their programme of “Onto Socialism’s Road”. An answer was drafted by the Central 

Propaganda Department in May giving consent to the omission, which was criticized by Mao after its 

submission. In August, the answer was redrafted by International Liaison Department, clarifying that the 

first two paragraphs should not be omitted, “for the principle mentioned is the universal truth of Marxism-

Leninism and should not be changed with international situation.”(Gen 2009) 

In June 1961, Cheng Zhenqiu referred in his manuscripts The Experience of Translating the Selected 

Works that political orientation and political priority should be emphasized when the translators applied 

translation criteria in practice especially since Selected Works as the Marxist-Leninist classics has its 

profound and distinct political nature and ideological content. (Pan, 2015) 
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6 Universal Acceptance and Far-reaching Impact 

The early English versions of Mao’s Works published by the Communist International greatly extended the 

influence of Mao Tse-tung Thought throughout the world especially for the colonized and semi-colonized 

nations, which laid a solid foundation for the further spread of Mao Tse-tung Thought.  

 To meet the demands of different revolutionary situations, offprints and pamphlets of a great many 

essays were distributed all over the world to make the realities of the Chinese revolution known to the 

outside world, especially to the West. As a result, translation during that time stressed with a clear purpose, 

which won understanding and support for the final victory of the Chinese revolution (Wu 2012). 

The Works of Mao Tse-tung was disseminated to European and American areas before the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China while its spreading scope and impact was still relatively small because the 

publication and introduction of the Works of Mao Tse-tung were restricted to some progressive institutions 

and organizations or some advanced individuals. The Works of Mao Tse-tung were largely introduced and 

published by foreign countries until the founding of the People’s Republic of China (Liu & Wu  1993, p. 

224).  

   The study on Mao Tse-tung Thought swept across overseas after the publication of Selected Works Volume 

Ⅰto IV, therefore Mao Tse-tung and his thoughts has been further spread worldwide and meanwhile the 

more profound influence has been brought from the Mao Tse-tung Thought. The monograph of the study on 

Mao Tse-tung Thought accounted for about a quarter in more than 2000 books of Chinese study abroad. 

Some research institutions of the Communist Party of Britain, Parti Communiste Francais, Japanese 

Communist Party and America set out to organize people to translate Selected Works into their native 

languages and published the translated version immediately. In 1959, Selected Works Volume I was 

published by Iceland. Since 1960s, Norway, Sweden, Greece and Finland have successively translated and 

published Selected Works Volume Ⅰ to IV (Ma & Ren 1997, P. 99). Throughout 1960s, the circulation of the 

Chinese books in European and American area was far more than a decade ago. As the representative of 

these books, Selected Works has been extensively spread. Apart from European and American area, some 

countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America such as India and Southeast Asian countries were the most 

important areas for the dissemination of the English translation of Selected Works (Wu 2013, p. 191). 

As the summary of the revolutionary experience, Selected Work shed light on the third world countries. 

Mao’s works showed great sympathy and support for the proletariats with the success story of Chinese 

revolution and set an example for them to learn from the experience of Chinese Democratic Revolution. It 

provided theoretical essence about achieving the victory of Chinese Democratic Revolution and injected 

fresh blood into International Communist Movement, assisting with theoretical weapons for the people 

fighting for national liberation around the world. It has eventually brought about Maoism Movement on a 

grand and spectacular scale ever since (Wu 2013, p.196) . 

As a political mission assigned, the translation of Selected Works after the founding of People’s 

Republic of China shows that translation of that period was to serve proletarian politics. In the first half of 

the 1950s, the translation and publishing of Selected Works were led directly by the Central Committee to 

introduce Mao Tse-tung Thought and experience of the Chinese revolution to the outside world, especially to 

the oppressed nations of the East and West. In the meantime, requests for authorization came from abroad 

for their translation and publication of works of Mao to introduce the experience of the Chinese revolution. 

In 1960, it was put forward in Propaganda Plans of the Central Committee’s Group for Foreign Affairs to 

align closely with the international revolution and strengthen publicity of Mao Tse-tung Thought by 

concentrating on translation and publishing of Selected Works for distribution in Asian, African and Latin 

American regions. Independence and self-reliance and more in Mao Tse-tung Thought have become the 

basic theories of casting off the chains of colonialism, winning national independence and people’s liberation 

and becoming economically self-supporting in many countries worldwide (He, 2010:285). 
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The largest-scale external ideological transmission in modern China represented by the transmission of 

works of Mao Tse-tung after the founding of the People’s Republic of China conformed to the trend of the 

international revolution and made a great impact on world history. With works of Mao Tse-tung the most 

widely circulated publications by the Chinese government in 20th century, the great impact worldwide of 

Mao Tse-tung Thought and the strong ideological influence of China in the world today is unparalleled in 

history (Feng 2012). The English translation of Selected Works has achieved success in the effective 

communication of the successful experience of Chinese revolution, the understanding of the truth of Chinese 

revolution and construction by other countries, the effective direction for the world proletarian revolution 

and laying solid foundation for promoting Chinese culture to the world (Pan, 2013). 

 

7 Conclusion 

Through a clarification of the history of the English translation of Selected Works, this paper does a research 

in various aspects by reviewing that special historic period and summing up the worth-learning experience to 

provide a reference for the worldwide transmission of selected works of Chinese leaders, which has also 

referential values for China’s becoming a cultural power as well as a political and economic power in the 

context of globalization.  

 

*Special thanks go to Professor Lin Ruchang who took part in the English translation of Selected Works and 

provided the invaluable unpublished manuscripts for reference. 

 

Notes: 
① See Summary of English Translation of Selected Works （英译总结）in 1965, unpublished. 

② See Summary of Principles of Translation （翻译方针总结）in November 1953, unpublished. 

③ See Outline of Translation Policy for Improving the Quality of English Rendition of Works of Mao Tse-

tung（提高毛泽东著作英文译稿质量纲要）in 1951, and supplements of specific principles in June 1952 

and January 1953, none was published. 

④ See Regulations on Translation Work （翻译工作条例）in March 1962, unpublished. 

⑤ Here mainly refers to A Preliminary Summary of Translation Work（毛选翻译中若干问题的初步总

结）in March 1961 when the English translation of Selected Works Volume 4 (Chinese edition) came to a 

final draft, and Summary of English Translation of Selected Works in July 1965 after the general revision of 

the primary version of the first three Volumes, neither was published. 
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Abstract. This paper will show that Sinophone Chinese minority writers who write in mandarin 

Chinese can be envisioned as writing a form of postcolonial literature, in the sense that they are 

transposing their native, subaltern culture into Chinese for a Han Chinese audience. The focus of 

the discussion is on Naxi minority writers such as Sha Li and Niu Gengqin who are writing their 

own racial identity in Chinese. They are essentially “translating” the cultural metatext of their home 

culture for a dominant-culture audience. It is argued that the use of foreignising literary strategies 

allows the Naxi writers to negotiate the space that has been created by the convergence of Naxi and 

Chinese language and culture: they have created a distinct form of Chinese, a Naxi-influenced, 

ethnic Chinese that represents a translated identity. 

Keywords: Chinese minority literature, postcolonial writing, translation and identity 

 

On the relationship between culture, identity and power, perhaps the question to ask is not whether the 

subaltern can speak, but with what voice can the subaltern group speak? It would seem from the case of 

China’s Naxi minority1 that the subaltern can only be heard when speaking the language of the dominant 

group – in this case, mandarin, the language of the Han Chinese. As the “true” Naxi literature (what is called 

“dongba”2 literature), written in their native Naxi scripts,3 is constrained (for the most part) to its religious 

tracts, we must instead look to Naxi literature written in Chinese. How do Naxi writers construct their own 

racial identity while writing in Chinese? I contend that we must follow the example of Bassnett and Trivedi, 

and try to understand the link between colonization and translation in conceiving of Naxi writers of Naxi 

                                                           
1 The Naxi (Chinese 纳西) people of southwestern China are one of China’s 57 official “ethnic groups”, 

living in and around the Yangtze where it flows through the north of Yunnan province. 
2 The dongba (Romanisation of the Chinese 东巴 for the Naxi, dobbaq [to˧ mba˧˩], which probably derives from the 

Tibetan stonpa, teacher) are the ritual priests of the Naxi, and dongba also serves as the name of their logographic 

script (dongba script, dongbawen 东巴文), and their religion. 
3 The Naxi people actually have two scripts: a phonetic syllabary (the geba script) and the logographic 

dongba script. The latter is the main medium for the transmission of the Naxi “literature”, and has been 

dated by Naxi scholar Fang Guoyu to the early Tang dynasty (see Fang 1981). 

mailto:duncan@arts.cuhk.edu.hk
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literature as belonging to the category of postcolonial writers. They are “postcolonial” in the sense that they 

are translating a subaltern source culture for a dominant target culture. 

With the rise of postcolonial studies as a discipline, the last few decades have seen a new 

recognition of China not as colonised, but as coloniser. This new Qing historiography, which has been 

dubbed the “ethnic turn” in Chinese Studies (or perhaps an “ethnic cultural turn” after the cultural turn?), 

theorises Qing China as an empire, which conquered and colonized vast swathes of territory beyond China 

proper — places such as Mongolia, Xinjiang and Tibet. But what of the smaller nationalities, the minorities 

that are not so readily recognisable as the aforementioned “big three”? It is these less-recognisable 

ethnicities that are perhaps at greatest risk of being subsumed under the Han.  

Previously, postcolonial studies had seen China as the oppressed, the colonised territory, suffering 

at the hands of the European empires. The New Qing history posits Qing colonialism as continental rather 

than oceanic: “Continental colonialism then is a Qing legacy that continues up to the present, and it 

underscores the contours of a major area for Sinophone studies as the study of colonized peoples and their 

cultures—now national minority peoples or, in the official lingo, “minority nationalities”—within the 

nation-state of China” (Shih 2003, 3).  

It is by no means novel to suggest that China’s minorities are colonised peoples. In fact, the Naxi 

have a long history of being controlled by more powerful groups. The Naxi are, like the Tibetans, seen to be 

descendants of the Qiang nomads of the Qinghai Plateau. The ancestors of the Naxi migrated southwest and 

settled in the Lijiang basin some time during the Tang dynasty (AD 618-907). From the sixth century to the 

tenth century AD, the Yunnan region was under the control of the Tibetan Yarlung dynasty to the north and 

the Nanzhao kingdom centred around the modern-day city of Dali, to the south of Lijiang. The Naxi were 

sandwiched between these two powers. In the seventh century, they were made subjects of the Chinese Tang 

dynasty, only to be subjugated by the Nanzhao kingdom in the ninth century. In 1253, the Mongol ruler and 

founder of the Chinese Yuan dynasty, Kublai Khan, marched with his armies from northwest China, through 

Sichuan, and into Yunnan. They crossed the Jinsha River just north of Lijiang with leather rafts, and the 

Naxi ruler, Ah-cong Ah-liang, submitted to the invaders. Kublai Khan made him a local governor. During 

the Yuan dynasty, the Naxi were forced into a tribute relationship with the Chinese state, the tusi system, and 

two social tiers were formed in Naxi society: the elite, and the commoners. The two social tiers were 

demarcated by Chinese family names: Mu, which was the name of the elite ruling class, and He, the family 

name for the common people. To this day these are two of the most common family names amongst the 

Naxi.4 In the Ming period, the emperor of China gave the Naxi rulers the surname Mu, and the Mu family 

continued to rule Lijiang and the Naxi tribe for the next twenty-two generations, until the Qing empire took 

control in the eighteenth century. The Qing empire sent imperial officials to govern Lijiang, bringing the 

region under direct Chinese control. 

                                                           
4 The Austrian-American botanist and explorer Joseph Rock said in an early article dealing with the Naxi, 

“all true Naxi are named Mu and He” (Rock 1924, 480). 
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Despite this “political colonization”, the Naxi have managed to preserve their own culture, and 

express themselves through their own literature, albeit in Chinese. The field of Sinophone studies “has as 

one of its objects the culture, history, and society of minority peoples who have acquired or are forced to 

acquire the standard Sinitic language of Mandarin, often at the expense of their native languages” (Shih 2003, 

3). Sinophone studies, then, leads us to the study of Sinitic language, of standard Hanyu, as used by ethnic 

minorities within China. The current research falls squarely under this umbrella; the Naxi people speak and 

write in mandarin, despite possessing their own language and their own script(s). But it is our task to see 

how these Sinophone Naxi use Chinese to reflect their own identity, or resist the sinification of their culture. 

Just as Sinophone Tibetan writers “have articulated an array of original voices to vindicate their Tibetan 

identities” (Schiaffini 2003, 281), Naxi writers have cultivated their own sense of self in their Chinese 

writing.  

 

Sinophone Naxi writing 

The Sinophone Naxi literary tradition was born with the writer, Sha Li (1953-2008), and continued by 

writers who were enthusiasts for the local dongba religious tradition. Naxi author Sha Li was one of 

Lijiang’s most accomplished authors, insomuch as he was a member of the Chinese writerly “establishment”, 

the China Writer’s Association. He wrote prolifically, publishing novels, essays and poetry collections. His 

first publication, Xiao Lu 小路, was published in the periodical for minority writers, Border Literature, in 

1981. This was coincidentally the very same year that the Dongba Culture Research Institute was founded, 

and marked the beginning of the officially sanctioned academic and cultural focus on the value of what is 

known as “dongba culture” after years of repression and persecution during the Cultural Revolution. 

Prior to Sha Li, Naxi writers tended to follow the Han tradition, writing poetry and stories that did 

not give prominence to Naxi identity or culture. The actual native Naxi literary tradition was kept 

exclusively in the hands of the Naxi ritual shamans, the dongba. It is therefore very difficult to draw a line 

between dongba culture and dongba literature. Dongba literature is mostly comprised of the myths and 

legends that can be found in the ritual texts. This literature is “marked by its twisting, imaginative stories, its 

vivid characters, and its fluent, moving language,” (Yang 2008, 81). 

Sha Li was himself not from a dongba family, but he firmly believed that the key to Naxi identity 

lay in the dongba stories that were passed down from generation to generation: the dongba cultural 

inheritance. His essays deal with the influence of the dongba traditions on Naxi life, and some even include 

renditions of dongba myths and legends (e.g. his retelling of the origin of the divination scriptures in Lijiang 

Yumushen lun 丽江鱼母神论).His identity as a Naxi is crucial to his work, as he writes primarily about his 

homeland (he was raised in Bai Sha, a village at the foot of the Jade Dragon mountain, sacred to the Naxi, 

which overlooks Lijiang), which makes him emblematic of the wave of minority writers publishing works 

about their own ethnic groups in China ever since the end of the cultural revolution. 
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Sha Li is probably best understood not just as a Naxi writer, but as a postcolonial writer (or perhaps 

more accurately a postcolonial minority culture writer) in that in his Chinese-language works, he is 

transposing his native Naxi culture into Chinese for a Han Chinese dominant audience. The analogue to 

translation here is that both postcolonial writing and translation involve the transposition of the metatext of 

the source culture – the unfamiliar culture – into that of the receptor culture. Sha Li has to convey his own 

culture in a language that is not his native one. Maria Tymoczko has said that “A minority-culture or post-

colonial writer will have to pick aspects of the home culture to convey and to emphasize, particularly if the 

intended audience includes as a significant component international or dominant-culture readers” (1999, 24). 

This holds doubly true for those writers whose primary concern is to write their own racial identity. 

Postcolonial authors are trying to ‘translate’ the cultural metatext in their writing.  

There are several strategies open to the postcolonial or minority culture writer when translating a 

cultural metatext into the dominant culture. Words from the minority language can be imported directly with 

no explanatory gloss, or they can be used alongside gloss explanations. Examples of these two strategies 

used by postcolonial African writers have been explained in detail by Tymoczko (1999), and we can see 

both at work in Sha Li. His essay collection, Lijiang Yumushen lun 丽江鱼姆神论, is mainly concerned with 

literary theory in the context of the dongba legends. Writing about the Naxi tradition of love suicide (perhaps 

best described by Rock in his monograph, The Romance of K’a-ma-gyu-mi-gkyi), he says “丽江耶古堆的玉

龙雪山” (Lijiang Yegudui’s Jade Dragon mountain; 1998, 13). Here the Yegudui (耶古堆) is a Chinese 

transliteration of the Naxi “Yiggvddiuq” (i˧ gv˧  dy˩), which is what is known today as Lijiang municipality. 

Sha Li has made a conscious decision to use the Naxi word, and not just the Chinese word “Lijiang”. This is 

not so much an explanatory gloss as simply repeating the Chinese and Naxi names for the same place. One is 

the fully Sinicized name (Lijiang), the other, a Chinese transcription of the original Naxi. Transcription, even 

as an act of non-semantic translation, is nevertheless the movement from a word in one language into that of 

another, and as such should be seen as a form of translation. In other writings, Sha Li dispenses with the 

Chinese “Lijiang” altogether. In Honghu feiyue da xiagu 红虎飞跃大峡谷，he writes “通过这场‘灵魂深处

爆发的大地震’，终于创造出了耶古堆的新天地”  (it was this great earthquake that erupted from the 

deepest recesses of the soul that created the world of Yegudui [Lijiang]; Sha 2000, 48). And “他们喜好追溯

祖先进入耶古堆的必由之路” (They are wont  to trace the path their ancestors had to tread in order to reach 

Yegudui”; ibid., 48).  In this piece, Lijiang is completely replaced by the its Naxi name. Sha Li clearly 

shows a keen preference for the Naxi taxonomy, despite his writing in Chinese.  

But Sha Li does also use explanatory glosses as a means of translating the metatext. Writing about 

local social customs he says “月夜里的盼金（姑娘）” (at dusk, Naxi girls…; Sha 1998, 21). The gloss, in 

brackets, is merely a Chinese translation for his 盼金, a transliteration for the Naxi word pailjimei, (pa˥ tci˧ 

me˧), meaning “girl”. A similar example would be: “我这个纳西若（儿子）” (I, a son of the Naxi; ibid., 

21) Similarly, the gloss here is a transliteration of the Naxi “Naqxi sso (Na˧˩ xi˧ zo˧)”, meaning “son of the 

Naxi”. 



220 

 

Alongside explicit uses of Naxi (albeit transliterated), Sha Li’s writing is especially notable for its 

culturally-specific phraseology. In the short story Nide qingren 你的情人, Sha Li writes “钱是东巴大神”, 

literally “money is the great god of the dongba” (Sha 2005, 16), which might be translated as “money is 

God” (the “great god of the dongba” is referring here to Dongba Sheel’loq, the first dongba and progenitor 

of the dongba religion who is venerated by the Naxi in Confucian-influenced rituals of ancestor worship). 

Other examples of this kind of culturally-specific phraseology can be found in Naxi author Niu Gengqin’s 

dongba stories. A character experiences a lucky turn of events, and thinks to himself, “东巴什罗正在保佑自

己” (Dongba Sheel’loq is looking over me; Niu 2006, 4). Later on in a moment of desperation, when all his 

sacred books are thrown down a deep ravine, the same dongba thinks: 

完了，一切完了。不是在做恶梦吧，东巴什罗啊，你不会惩罚我吧？ 

That’s it. All gone. Dongba Sheel’loq – am I dreaming? You won’t punish me, will you? 

(ibid., 8) 

The metatext of an unfamiliar culture in a post-colonial text is a factor in the wide range of lexical items in 

some post-colonial works, many unfamiliar to the ordinary reader in the dominant culture. 

 

There are two things at work in Sha Li: when the Naxi cultural materials are made explicit, we can 

sense indications of the difference in cultural power and prestige when moving from Naxi to Chinese. If they 

are not made explicit, then the audience of Chinese speakers may struggle to accept the text (and there is 

certainly reason to believe that Sha Li’s works belong to a class of ‘outlying literature’). What we see in Sha 

Li’s postcolonial literature is something akin to the translator’s dilemma of either bringing the text to the 

reader, or bringing the reader to the text. He is making choices about translating his culture either implicitly 

or explicitly, or giving it up entirely and writing Chinese literature. But the last option is not on the table. 

Just like all translators, Sha Li makes choices on a case by case basis. 

But beyond these decisions is the overriding choice of an allegiance to the source culture, to the 

Naxi way of thinking and mode of expression. We have already seen Sha Li’s preference for the Chinese 

transcription of the Naxi word for Lijiang, “Yegudui.” “Yegudui” is still however easily recognizable as a 

transcription from the Naxi. What if he uses his own transcription for a place that already has a standard 

Chinese transcription? In the story, Dongbajing de gushi 东巴经的故事, Sha Li writes of a village, “崩石

乡” ; here “Bengshi” is obviously a village in the Naxi speaking region, but it is not an official Chinese place 

name. We have two options: either the name is a direct translation of a Naxi name, or it is a phonetic 

borrowing. Knowing that Sha Li himself comes from the village of Baisha 白沙, just north of Lijiang city, is 

the clue which helps us to understand that when Shali writes “Bengshi”, he is in fact referring to the place of 

his birth, Baisha. In Naxihua, Baisha is known as Bbe Sheeq. By using a phonetic transcription of the Naxi 
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name in place of the Sinicized name – which already happens to be a phonetic transcription - Sha Li present 

perhaps the strongest rejection of Chinese naming systems, by choosing not to use the commonly accepted 

Chinese form and instead coining his own. Sha Li is reclaiming his homeland from the Chinese, while still 

writing in the dominant language that he is rejecting. This leaves the average Han Chinese reader unaware as 

to the exact location he is talking about, yet Baisha is a well-trodden destination on the Lijiang tourist route 

and a fairly prominent center of traditional Naxi culture.5 This is literary estrangement, a purposeful 

mystification, and a subtle subversion of Sinocentricism from within the Sinitic language system. 

This is the most marked indicator of racial difference: what highlights Sha Li as an “ethnic” writer 

is his use of language, even though he is still writing in Chinese. If we were ignorant of geography, the only 

way we can know we are reading a Naxi author (as opposed to a Han author) when we are reading Sha Li is 

his insertion of Naxi language, via Chinese transliteration, or the usage of culturally-specific words and 

phrases, into his writing.  When Naxi writers represent the dongba texts in their work, transliteration is also 

used. In Niu Gengqin’s story of a dongba’s relationship with a local official, he writes about the 

conventional opening sentence of a dongba ritual text: 

比如，开头句都只写画一个虎---拉 ，却要念‘阿拉莫什捏’（远古的时候） 

For example, The first sentence is always only represented with a tiger, la, but is read 

‘ə˧ la˧ mə˧ ʂər˥ ɳi˧' (in ages past; Niu 2006, 9). 

Here we are given a translation and a transcription for Naxi  la
33

, (in texts written in the dongba script, the 

dongba character for “tiger” is written, but it represents an auxiliary particle). Niu could simply have written 

“represented with a tiger”, but he decides to include the Naxi word in transcription anyway. But there is 

another way for Naxi writers writing in Chinese to display their linguistic heritage. They can avoid Chinese 

transcription and use the international phonetic alphabet to transliterate the Naxi (itself another 

representation of a kind of cultural hegemony, this one western-academic). He Wanbao, a Naxi intellectual 

and cultural commentator, sprinkles his essays with Naxi words in IPA. In a piece concerning contradictions 

in language, he writes: 

最可笑是始祖崇忍利恩，何 ɯ 33（好，善）只有？骗老天爷岳父，骗爱妻，骗

du21 se21. 

And most ridiculous of all is the [Naxi] ancestor Coqssei-leel’ee. Where was this 

kindness? He cheated his father-in-law in heaven, he cheated his wife, and he cheated 

Du and Se. (He 2004, 34) 

                                                           
5 Baisha is primarily known for its ancient musical tradition (Baisha guyue 白沙古乐) and its historical 

temple murals (Baisha bihua 白沙壁画). 
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Here He Wanbao is suggesting that the name of the Naxi hero, Coqsseileel’ee, the last syllable of which 

stands for “kindness” is itself a kind of paradox. How can he be kind while simultaneously trying to chear 

his future father-in-law? While a gloss is given, for “kindness”, the cultural background is not (knowledge of 

the Coqssei-leel’ee story is presumed), and if we do not know that the Naxi “Du Se” means the traditional 

Naxi “door gods”, then we are simply left in the dark as to what the author is trying to say. Naturally, this 

limits his audience: in this case, the usage of Naxi without glosses, and his choice of IPA, has reduced the 

potential readership to Naxi intellectuals with a firm grasp of modern linguistic orthography – a category 

that is quite lonely, one suspects. 

Despite the implicit display of cultural hegemony in the fact that they are writing in Chinese, the 

Naxi writers manage to assert their particular racial identity in their writing by inserting Naxi language 

(whether in Chinese transcription, alongside Chinese glosses, or even in IPA), textual signifiers of their 

unique racial identity. The act of writing is a way for them to negotiate the space that has been created by the 

convergence of Naxi and Chinese language and culture. 

This is a distinct form of Chinese, a Naxi-influenced, ethnic Chinese that represents a translated 

identity. Unlike the African or Indian postcolonial writers, who have a choice to write in their native 

languages,6 the Naxi writers have no such choice. There is no native literature in the Naxi script; as we have 

seen, there is modern dongba fiction, but this is already a Chinese literary form. The only way to truly 

“write” Naxi is to become a dongba and write ritual texts. In a way, the Naxi authors are creatively 

monolingual, and we could make the same criticism that Bengali and English writer Ketaki Kushari Dyson 

levels at Salman Rushdie: “His use of Urdu adds colour to his texts, but does not lead us to an Indian 

intellectual world” (Dyson 1993, 179). 

While it is true that the Naxi language could be seen as simply adding flavour to the works of the 

Naxi writers, we can see that it is employed very much in the service of promoting their own native culture. 

There is an intellectual world here in this minority literature, and it is the world of what we now call dongba 

culture. Emily Chao has suggested that the Naxi ethnicity was “reimagined” through the creation of “dongba 

culture”. This legitimization involved the “sanitization and secularization of the indigenous dongba religion” 

(Chao 1996, 208) in order to present the Naxi as a relatively developed ethnic minority in China. Chao links 

the rise of dongba culture with the efforts of Ma Borou (a pseudonym), the first party secretary of Lijiang, 

who was the founding force behind the Dongba Culture Research Institute in 1981. This state-funded 

institution undertook the task of translating the dongba ritual texts into Chinese. “Ma’s promotion of 

‘dongba culture’ was a means of preserving the dongba religious heritage in a form that could be accepted 

by the Chinese state” (ibid., 213). 

 

                                                           
6 G.J.V. Prasad cites Indian author Mulk Raj Anand, who chose to write in English instead of Urdu despite 

“brooding over two-thirds of the prose narrative in Punjabi, or in Hindustani” (Prasad 2011, 85). 
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Dongba fiction: birth of a genre? 

In a bid to further distinguish the output of Sinophone Naxi writers from that of their Han counterparts, Yang 

Zhengwen has spearheaded the creation of a new genre of fiction based around the dongba culture. Yang 

suggests that the mythic stories of the dongba tradition would make for a perfect resource for Chinese 

writers to create new works of literature, adapting dongba stories to write “dongba fiction” that would be a 

form of dongba culture for the modern, Sinicized world. For Yang, dongba fiction would rely for its source 

material on dongba culture, and its protagonists should be dongba ritual practitioners themselves. It should 

also have a certain religiosity, the language should have an ethnic feel, and it should reflect Naxi social 

customs (Yang 2008, 83). 

Yang himself published what he claims to be the first work of dongba fiction: a novella,  Santan 

cangjingdong 三探藏经洞, published in the Chinese journal of minority literature, Border Literature, in 

1994. He went on to self-publish a collection of short-form dongba stories, Dongba xiaoshuoxuan 东巴小说

选 , in 2008, and a full-length novel in this genre, Dagu aoheng 达谷敖亨, in 2015. His stories, as one might 

expect, fit his own description of dongba fiction. The novella Santan cangjingdong tells the story of two 

dongba shamans fighting over the ritual texts left by their late master. The language used in the story is 

suffused with culturally specific terms, such as an early monologue from the protagonist, which reads: 

“啊……十八层大天之上的尊神普与闪，嘎与吾，俄与恒啊！ 高天之上的十三位

大神啊！请降下恩泽吧！” 

“Oh, Perq and Shaiq, Gga and Wuq, Ol and Heiq; almighty gods of the eighteen 

heavens! The thirteen great gods of the firmament! Please give me your blessing!” 

(Yang 1994, 18) 

In the dongba tradition, Perq is creator of the sky, Shaiq the maker of the earth, Gga is the god of victory, 

Wuq, the god of labour, Ol, the god of wealth and plenty, and Heiq, the god of kindness. These six gods are 

similar to bodhisattvas in Buddhism. 

Yang Zhengwen also uses Naxi language in his stories, represented in Chinese transcription, with a 

Chinese-language explanatory gloss for the reader’s benefit.  

“草坪后边有许多大小不等的岩洞，统称为‘纳罕奶鼓’（纳西藏身之处）”  

“Behind the meadow there are many caves, big and small, which are known as the 

“Naqhan naiggv” (the hiding places of the Naxi).” (Ibid., 23) 

It is worth noting however that unlike Sha Li, the majority of Naxi words that Yang Zhengwen uses are 

proper nouns, for people and places.  
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Later, authors such as Niu Gengqin, in his collection Shenmi de Naxi dongba gushi 神秘的纳西东

巴故事 , would try their hand at creating dongba fiction. Niu Gengqin’s stories all feature dongba 

practitioners as their protagonists, and indeed meet the rest of Yang Zhengwen’s criteria, including the 

necessity of an “ethnic language”. Niu goes further than Yang and Sha Li, employing whole sentences of 

transcribed Naxi: 

他正细眼写着画着，只听大门口传来一个妇人的叫声：“东巴余若，哪若哪冷斯

呗（你家的儿子你自己领去）！” 

As he was squinting at the page, doing his writing and painting, he heard a woman’s 

voice from the doorway: “Dongbau Yuq sso! Ne sso ne li ssi bei!” (He’s your own 

child, go get him yourself!; Niu 2006, 29). 

This is a step beyond the individual Naxi words of Sha Li and Yang Zhengwen: the inclusion of fully 

transcribed Naxi sentences, followed by a Chinese gloss. Besides language, the thematic content of Niu’s 

stories is also illuminating. The first paragraph of the short story,  Dongba chaodu xianguan 东巴超度县官, 

reads: 

那是阴历十一月，那是纳西人为死者超度灵魂的最好日子。东巴余若要为死去的

县官超度灵魂--- 他为抢救纳西人的东巴文化耗尽了心力，他是汉人，他已死

了，他的尸骨埋在了玉龙大雪山下那片神奇的土地上。 

It was in the eleventh month of the lunar calendar, on a day which the Naxi believed 

was fortuitous for the passing on of the souls of the dead. Yuq-sso the Dongba was to 

help pass on the soul of the deceased county magistrate, a man who had expended 

every effort to save the dongba culture of the Naxi people. He was a Han Chinese, and 

he was dead; his bones buried in the mystical soil of the Jade Dragon mountains.   

(Niu 2006, 1) 

This succinctly reveals the way the Naxi see themselves as culturally distinct from the Han; the deceased 

Han Chinese official had fought to save dongba culture, and despite being an outsider, his efforts have led to 

him being buried underneath the Jade Dragon mountain, which is sacred to the Naxi. The short stories 

revolve around ongba practitioners and the various rituals they officiate, but they also serve as general 

introductions to dongba culture for the Chinese readership.  

Just as for Chinese readers, who “with no access to the works of Tibetophone writers, Sinophone 

Tibetan writers are the most “authentic” resource to approach Tibet” (Sciaffini 2013, 288), Han readers 

cannot directly access the esoteric dongba traditions of the Naxi, so they must instead read the works of 

Sinophone Naxi writers, whose identity as Naxi people, and the links to the esoteric, “mysterious” minority 

culture that this implies, gives them a heightened cultural cachet. 
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This is ethnic literature, and it is also what Yang Zhengwen imagined dongba fiction could be. But 

let us be wary in extolling the virtues of this kind of dongba literature, for prevailing standards of literature 

in the West (and in China, especially after the May 4
th

 movement) tend to exclude the instructional or 

didactic. We do not pick up a work of literature and expect to read an anthropology textbook. “When such a 

text is also full of specialized or unfamiliar words, unusual grammar and other linguistic anomalies, the 

explicitly informative elements of the text combine with the dense information load from the language itself 

to work against other features of the text that are perceived as literary. These are risks shared by both 

translators and writers of post-colonial and minority-culture literature,” (Tymoczoko 1999, 30). Sinophone 

Naxi writers have yet perhaps to learn how to find the balance that Tymoczoko details above, between the 

literary and the informative. What is at risk of being lost is the imaginative quality of literature, but all the 

same, perhaps this ethnographic style helps the reader get closer to the roots of traditional dongba oral 

culture, and the authors such as Sha Li and Yang Zhengwen value the cultural over the explicitly literary. 

Popular Tibetan Sinophone writers such as Weise and Ge Yang write about traditional Tibetan 

culture, including Bon and Buddhism, and they choose literary realism over the magical realism of their 

predecessors. In general, they portray the old religious traditions of Tibet favourably, and in this way they 

can be compared with their contemporary Naxi Sinophone writers who write dongba fiction, grounded in the 

culture of the grassroots dongba. Nevertheless, despite Yang’s call to literary creation, few writers have 

taken up the mantle of writing dongba fiction. There is no doubt that strict translations of the religious texts 

make up the bulk of what is today labelled “dongba literature”. It can be shown that the entire category of 

dongba literature, encompassing the myths of the dongba religion written in the dongba script, together with 

the works of the Sinophone literature discussed here, is in fact a translated literature. It is translated either 

directly, in terms of straight translations of religious ceremonies from dongba script into Chinese, or 

indirectly, in terms of the intercultural writing of the Sinophone Naxi writers.  

In discussing problems with existing Sinophone Naxi fiction, Yang claims that “Everyone speaks 

the same Han Chinese, a stuffy, academic Chinese, that does not sound like a Naxi person speaking. This 

deprives the work of an ethnic flavour” (2008, 86). Presumably, this ethnic flavour can be restored with the 

adoption of more estranging literary techniques that authors such as Niu Gengqin have experimented with. 

As we can see the Naxi identity of the Naxi writers in their Chinese writing, through their use of a distinct 

“postcolonial” language, employed in the exposition of dongba culture, it is clear that the field of Sinophone 

studies can easily encompass writers and traditions from smaller minority groups within China who are 

struggling to assert their own identities. As their native languages die out, and their native cultures become 

increasingly threatened, we should take note of these authors who are fighting to preserve their traditions, 

and make sure that their efforts do not go unnoticed.     
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Abstract.This study attempts to investigate how English is mixed in Chinese advertisements in 

Mainland China, and readers’ attitudes towards it. Having similar research focus with previous 

studies (Bhatia 2006 & Martin 2002), the cline of code-switching advertising and the socio-

psychological features of English are used as its research models. Through an analysis of the 

linguistic features in 192 advertisements and aquestionnaire surveyof 141 participants, it is found 

that English is overall prevalent in Chinese advertisement, especially in the product/company 

names and terminologies; and readers are generally in favor of the use of English, which is mainly 

because they perceive English as a symbol of “internationalism and standardization”. 

 

Keywords: English mixing, advertisements in China, readers’ attitudes 

 
 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Background  

To adapt to the trend of globalization, numerous advertising products, advertisements mainly, are created in 

bilingual by international advertisers (Bhatia & Ritchie 2006). Used by various areas, English is regarded as 

the international language (Bhatia & Ritchie 2006). Therefore, a large number of advertisements are 

designed as a mixture of English and the local languages. The alteration of English elements such as words, 

phrases and sentences in local language discourse called English mixing (Bhatia & Ritchie, 2006). For 

example, in the sentence “Prisetär outstanding”, English word “outstanding” is mixed in the Swedish 

sentence (Leung, 2006). This interesting phenomenon, English mixing in advertising aroused numerous 

linguists’ attention and became a popular research topic in linguistics, for example, Bhatia (2000, 2001, 

2006), Bhatia & Ritchie (2006), Martin (1998, 2002, 2007, 2008), Leung (2006) and Hsu (2008). 

As a country in the Expanding Circle (Kachru, 1985), China is influenced deeply by globalization. 

English emerges everywhere in China, especially in advertising. Studies were conducted previously to 

investigate how English mixing, as the product of combination of globalization and localization, is used in 

Taiwanese and Hong Kong advertisements(Hsu, 2008& Leung, 2006).  
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1.2 Research Question 

To further study English mixing in Chinese advertisements, this research is conducted in a different context, 

Mainland China. It aims to study how the English mixing is used in Chinese advertisements in Mainland 

China and what’s its effect on readers’ attitudes from the following three aspects: 

1. Types of advertisements involving English mixing; 

2. Linguistic features of English mixing at sentence level; 

3. Chinese readers’ attitudes towards Chinese advertisements involving English mixing and the underlying 

reasons for their attitudes (the socio-psychological effects of English). 

The first question investigates which types of advertisements frequently use English mixing; the second 

question studies what linguistic features English mixing has in Chinese advertisements; and the third 

question looks into how Chinese readers view English mixing in Chinese advertisements and the underlying 

psychological reasons for their attitudes (the socio-psychological effects of English).  

2. Literature Review 
In this section, definition of English mixing is given in the beginning, followed by other sections which 

review several key studies’ research methodologies and approaches in this field from three major works: 

Martin’s study, Bhatia’s study and Hsu’s study. 

2.1 English mixing 

English mixing is a type of code-mixing. According to Kachru (1990), “mixing” refers to the alteration of 

one language from another language at both inter-sentential and intra-sentential level. That is to say, the 

mixed items could be any linguistic units: morphemes, words, phrases, sentences, or even idioms. Adopting 

Kachru’s definition, the following studies (Martin, 2002; Bhatia & Ritchie, 2006; Hsu, 2008) specify the 

mixing of English as English mixing. For instance, English mixing refers to both inter-sentential and intra-

sentential level shift of English elements like words, phrases and sentences within a Chinese discourse (Hsu, 

2008). 

 

2.2 Discourse domains 

In Bhatia (2006), “discourse domains” refers to certain types of advertisements which are involved in 

English mixing. After analyzing abundant advertising texts, this study found that English words such as 

cream, cappuccino, and hand-made were frequently used in advertisements. These words could be classified 

into four groups based on their discourse domains: fashion, entertainment, sports and financial work. 

Derived from Bhatia’s study, Hsu (2008) also investigates which types of Taiwanese adsare sufficient for 

English mixing and which are unfeasible. After counting the frequency of various discourse domains of 

English mixing ads, it demonstrates that English mixing was frequently applied in advertisements of 

imported products, products related to internationalism, fashion and state-of-the-art, and real estate 

properties, and that it was unfeasible for traditional products and services. 

2.3 Linguistic features 

Published in 2002, Martin’s study is one of the original research pieces which looked into how English 

mixing is used in advertisements from discussing the syntactic level of English mixing elements in French 

ads. Martin (2002) mainly used linguistic analysis as its methodology. According to Martin (2002), English 

was mostly used in three ways (Figure 1) in French magazine advertisements, categorized by the proportion 

of English occurrence: (i) English monolingual, (ii) French switched into English which consists of 

sentential substitution, phrasal substitution, isolated lexical substitution, as well as partial substitution, and 
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(iii) English switched into French where code-switching occurred as phrasal substitution and lexical 

substitution.  

On the other hand, Hsu (2008) gives a more detailed code-mixed cline ranging from English 

monolingual to code-mixed phrase like noun phrase and preposition phrase, and words like English 

terminologies and common nouns. In this study, a large proportion of English mixing elements are single 

content words mainly made up of nouns. Due to the low English competence of the copywriters, the English 

mixing has strong localized patterns: “e-“ compounding words, “easy” frequently used to modify verb, 

mistaken part of speech, monolingual English sentence written in Chinese sentence structure, and mixed 

sentence from English, Mandarin and Min.  

 

Figure 1.Cline of Code-mixed Advertising. (Martin, 2002, p.385) 

2.4 Readers’ attitudes and the socio-psychological effects 

Martin (2002) proposed that the roles of English would influence audiences’attitudes, called the socio-

psychological effects; and there are 18 labels symbolizing the images of English having these impacts, cited 

from Kachru (1986).  

In response to it, Bhatia (2005) further investigated the socio-psychological effects and found that 

English in global advertising always served for certain positive and exclusive effects, so called the socio-

psychological effects, which could be classified into 7 threshold (triggered) socio-psychological features. 

Once these features are achieved, they would develop into their corresponding proximity zones. The 7 

threshold socio-psychological features and their proximity zone are shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2.The Socio-psychological Features of English. (Bhatia, 2006, p.537) 

For example, the international company Shell only presents their certification numbers in English in order to 

show their competence. In Figure 3, Shell’s advertisement in Hong Kong shows seals written in English 

showing their competency, which gives readers impression that the company is of efficiency, quality or 

safety.  

 

Figure 3.A Shell’s Advertisement from Hong Kong. (Bhatia, 2005, p538)  

To learn the socio-psychological influence of code-mixed items in Taiwanese ads on readers, Hsu (2013) 

carried out a Chinese monolingual questionnaire survey with both English-literate readers and English-

illiterate readers, and then interviewed those English-illiterate readers (English-literate reader refers to those 

who have at least 2 year formal English education and are capable to understand simple English words 

which are provided in the questionnaire). After analysis of the survey, Hsu (2013) found out that both 

readers agreed that English in advertising is of internationalism and standardization value and as a result, the 

majority of readers hold positive attitudes towards English mixing. 

3. Methodology 
3.1 Data Collection 

The database is composed of192 magazine advertisement copies and 141 questionnaires investigating 

readers’ attitudes towards English mixing and the psychological reasons. Because the effects of sounds and 

images will also influence audience attitudes towards the advertisements(Hsu, 2008), the textual data 

(magazine advertisements) only consists of print advertisements.  

To ensure most ads involve English mixing and the types of ads are not limited in certain products, the 

first data was 192 ads collected from 29 volumes of 3 Chinese comprehensive magazines published in 

Mainland China from May 2015 to the end of July 2015, Global People, New Weekly, and Modern Weekly, 

http://www.blackwellreference.com/subscriber/uid=1096/render_image?id=g9780631227359_img978063122735925_f10_source&entry=g9780631227359_chunk_g978063122735925
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which target to middle-class readers. Ads occurred repeatedly and containing only pictures and 

company/product names are excluded.  

 The second data is 141 questionnaires collected from English-literate readers who have at least two 

year English education, for example, primary school education. Questionnaire is designed in Chinese based 

on the textual data. Besides participants’ demographic information, the questionnaireinvestigates readers’ 

attitudes from three aspects: 1) readers’ attitudes towards monolingual English advertisements; 2) readers’ 

attitudes towards English mixing patterns in different syntactic levels such as nouns, adjectives and 

sentences etc；3) readers’ views on English mixing advertisements, reading complex word ads and the 

future development of English mixing in Chinese advertising. 

 

3.2 Data Analysis 

Because the research interests are similar to the previous studies (Hsu 2008, Bhatia 2006, Martin 2002),the 

analysis of linguistic features and the underlying reasons for readers’ attitudes is based on the taxonomy of 

Hsu’s study, Bhatia’s study and Martin’s study.  

This research studies English mixing in Chinese advertisements from two dimensions: (i) how English 

is used and (ii) what its effects are.Findings are divided into three sections: types of advertisements 

involving English mixing, linguistic features of English mixing at sentence level, and Chinese English-

literate readers’ attitudes towards English mixing along with the underlying reasons. Martin’s cline of code-

mixing advertising and Bhatia’s threshold model are used to analyze the data.All results are discussed 

through statistical evidence. Their frequency and percentage are counted and shown in tables or charts.  

 

4. Result and Discussion 
4.1 Types of Advertisements Involving English Mixing 

4.1.1 Language Use in Chinese Advertisements 

In the textual data, shown in Chart 1, there is a huge difference among the number of Chinese monolingual, 

English monolingual and Chinese-English bilingual ads. It is surprising that the Chinese monolingual ads 

only occupy a small proportion (9 out of 226 ads) in Chinese magazines, whereas English monolingual 

advertisement only occurs once. On the other hand, the number of Chinese English bilingual advertisements 

is relatively high with 212 out of the total 226 advertisements. 

Chart 1.Language Use in Chinese Advertisements 
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4.1.2 Types of Ads Involving English Mixing 

Based on the analysis of 212 bilingual advertisements, Table 1presents the frequent types of 

advertisements involving English mixing. Advertisements of magazines, travelling and tourism, as well as 

luxury products like cars, watches and jewelries, are frequently involved in English mixing, constituting 

10 % of the total advertisements. Unlike the Hong Kong advertisement and Taiwanese advertisements 

(Leung, 2006; Hsu, 2008), English mixing only occurs occasionally in fashion and residential real estate 

advertisements in Chinese magazines published in mainland China. Moreover, there is no specific type of 

ads that English mixing do not occurred.  

Table 1.Types of Advertisements Involving English Mixing 

Note: Those ads which only occur less than three times are classified as “else” 

Types of advertisements Frequency Percentage (%) 

Car 31 14.6 

Watch 28 13.2 

Magazine 25 11.8 

Travel and tourism(airlines, hotels) 22 10.4 

Home appliance 12 5.7 

Jewelry 12 5.7 

Cosmetics 12 5.7 

Fashion (shoes, clothing, bags etc) 9 4.2 

Financial products or services 8 3.8 

High tech products (phone, camera, hardware) 8 3.8 

Competition 6 2.8 

Activity promotion 4 1.9 

Other 35 16.51 

Total 212 - 

4.2 Linguistic Features in English Mixing 

4.2.1 English Mixing Items at Different Syntactic Levels 

Based on the analysis of the textual data, Table 2 shows isolated lexical substitution is significantly prevalent 

in Chinese ads, while monolingual and partial substitution are used extremely rare.  

 In isolated lexical substitution, same as Hsu (2008), content words are still the main components. 

Nouns such as company/product names like “Chanel”, terminologies like “LED” and “Bluetooth” and 

common nouns like “fashion” and “butterfly”, as well as adjectives like “pure” and “digital” make up the 

vast majority of English mixing single word form, while prepositions like “to” and “by” only used twice in 

771 total English mixing items. In the category of terminologies, most words are abbreviations, such as 

technical terms like “USB” and measurement units like “2.0L”. However, code mixed verbs and adverbs are 

never used. 

As regards phrasal substitution, there are five kinds of phrases: noun phrase, prepositional phrase, verb 

phrase, adjective phrase and adverb phrase. Similar to Hsu (2008) and Leung (2006), noun phrases account 

for the largest proportion (83.33%) of English mixing phrase form. However, in Chinese magazines 

prepositional phrases are the second most frequent English mixing phrase form (7.41 %), while this form is 

never used in Taiwanese or Hong Kong advertisements (Hsu, 2008& Leung, 2006). In this category, the 

temporal prepositional phrase “since + time” is the most common pattern, which is used to indicate the 

history of the company, such as “since 1904”. 
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Table 2. Types of code switching based on Martin (2002)’s Cline of Code-mixed Advertising 

Types of code switching 

  monolingual  Isolated 

lexical 

substitution 

 

 

 

Phrasal 

substitution 

 

 

Partial 

substitution 

Sentential 

substitution 

 

 

total 

Frequency  1  617  114  0 39  772 

percentage  0%  80.0%  14.77%  0% 5.05%  100% 

 

Table 3.Frequency and Percentage of English Mixing Items at Different Syntactic Level 

Note: Others stands for 6 instances which are typical advertising slogans and do not fit in any typical grammatical 

structure, for example, “Super memory ﹒Super Mario”  

Comparing all the English mixing items, the researcher found that English mixing items, except those 

in noun phrase syntactic level, mainly use simple and short vocabularies containing 1-3 syllables, for 

example, “beauty”, “no way”, and “change everything”. According to Bhatia (2006), code-switching is 

mainly used as an attention grabber in advertisements. To attract as much readers’ attention as much, 

copywriters tend to use simple words which the readers could understand and memorize easily in the 

advertisements. However, words in noun phrase level are longer and more complicated which usually 

contain no less than 4 syllables, such as legendary in “legendary Swiss watches since 1853” and 

Syntactic level Frequency Percentage of specific  

English mixingitems attheir 

corresponding syntactic level 

Isolated lexical substitution 

Noun 603 97.7% 

-Proper noun (company/institute/product names, 

competition names, people’s names, places and 

address) 

512 83.0% (proper noun in noun 

level) 

-Terminology (units, technical terms) 65 10.5% (in noun level) 

-Common noun 26 5. (in noun level) 
Adjective 12 1.9% 

Preposition 2 0.3% 

Phrasal substitution 

Noun phrase 90 78.95% 

Prepositional phrase 8 7.02% 

Verb phrase 5 4.39% 

Adjective phrase 2 1.75% 

Adverbial  phrase 2 1.75% 

Clause 2 1.75% 

Other 5 4.39% 

Sentential substitution 

S-V-O/S-V 22 56.41% 

Imperative 16 41.03% 

Paragraph 1 2.56% 
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contemporary in “contemporary life”. The English mixing noun phrase items are usually self-descriptions of 

the companies and products, so the copywriters are likely to use sophisticated words to symbolize their 

professional and trustworthy images. 

4.2.2 Mistakes of English Mixing Items 

English mixing items in Chinese advertising usually omit the article. The omission of “a”“an” and “the” 

occurs twelve times in English mixing noun phrases and once in English mixing sentence, for example, “5
th

 

anniversary” instead of “the 5
th

 anniversary”, “new world in Sanya” rather than “a new world in Sanya.”  

 

4.3 Chinese attitudes towards English Mixing and the Socio-psychological Effects 

The results of questionnaire survey show that participants are positive in using English mixing in Chinese 

advertisements. They generally have positive attitudes towards English mixing at different levels ranging 

from English monolingual copies to different code-mixed items, especially English product and company 

names and terminologies. Among all code-mixed items, participants prefer nouns, prepositions, and then 

adjectives, which is different from the actual case where the frequency of code-mixed English adjectives is 

higher than code-mixed English prepositions.  

Their affirmative attitudes are mainly due to three threshold features of English “American and British 

culture,”“internationalism and standardization” and “future and innovation” and the subset features 

“westernization”, “standards of measure”, “vision and foresightedness”, “quality” as well as “scientific 

appeal”; and English mixing as an attention grabbing device (Bhatia, 2003). 

Holding the positive opinions on the role of English mixing, the overwhelming majority of participants 

agrees or holds neutral attitude towards using English mixing in the future Chinese ads. They thought ads of 

expensive and international manufactured product, are suitable to use English mixing. Though the majority 

of participants are in favor of using English mixing in Chinese ads, there is still a small number of 

participants against English mixing in Chinese ads, mainly because they think the use of English is unfair to 

the English-illiterate readers. Overall, English mixing in Chinese advertisements is approved by the Chinese 

general public. 

5. Conclusion 
Byan analysis of linguistic features in 192 print Chinese advertisementsand a questionnaire survey with 141 

Chinese English-literate readers, This study found that English is prevalent in Chinese advertisements, 

especially ads promoting luxury products like cars, watches and jewelries, magazines, as well as tourism 

products. English mixing in Chinese advertisements mainly occurs in nouns (primarily company/produce 

names and terminologies) and noun phrases. However, English mixing items usually omit articles “a” “an” 

and “the”. With respect to English mixing in Chinese, participants generally agree to use English mixing in 

Chinese advertisements, particularly in using English terminologies. This is largely caused by the 

“internationalism and standardization” socio-psychological of English.  

These positive results suggest copywriters continuing to use English in Mainland China ads and help 

them create persuasive ads.Also, withfewstudies conducted in Mainland China, this study sets research 

background in the study of English mixing in Chinese advertising.Future study is recommended to add 
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discussion of copywriters’ motivations and consumer psychology into consideration while analyzing the 

linguistic features of English mixing. 
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Abstract. Overseas research has shown that achievement emotions have direct relationships with 

“achievement outcome” and “achievement activities. The purpose of the present study aimed to 

compare the relationships between achievement emotions, motivation, and language learning 

strategies of high, mid and low achievers in English language learning at an international university 

in a southern province in China. Quantitative data were collected through a questionnaire survey of 

74 (16 males, 58 females) TESL major students. Results indicated that students in general 

experienced more positive than negative achievement emotions; more intrinsically rather than 

extrinsically motivated to learn English; and quite frequently used a variety of learning strategies to 

overcome their learning difficulties. However, Year Four low-achievers experienced more negative 

achievement emotions. They seldom used metacognitive, affective and social learning strategies, 

and they had lower degrees of intrinsic motivation. Implications for institutional support for at risk 

students are discussed. 

 

Keywords: achievement emotions, motivation, language learning strategies, English language 
achievement, English learning 

 
 

1. Introduction 

In China, many students may have experienced unhealthy negative emotions during their exam-oriented 

learning processes. The Chinese teaching system for preparing the College Entrance Exam focuses on 

teacher-centred mode, which means that teachers provide specific guidance for students to learn. However, 

when these students enter into the university, they have to re-adapt to a different way of learning which 

emphasizes self-directed and self-regulated learning. In an English-only learning environment, in particular, 

university students may feel too overwhelmed to adjust their learning and emotions in face of these 

challenges.  

Pintrich and Groot (1990) studied the relationship between emotions with performance outcome and their 

impact on motivation. It was revealed that students’ negative emotions including learning-related anxiety or 

boredom can reduce students’ learning interest and lower their intrinsic motivation towards learning 

(Pintrich & Groot, 1990). In the long run, it is difficult for demotivated students to persist with their learning. 

Furthermore, students who lack motivation and stimulation are less likely to apply deeper processing 

strategies to enhance their learning effectiveness (Pintrich & Groot, 1990).  

Hence, those students who are not motivated to engaging in learning usually employ non-effective 

learning strategies and have poor English achievement. Seeing their English grade plummeting exam by 



237 

 

exam, they are likely to be trapped in a vicious cycle. If they cannot overcome these problems in time, they 

will continually suffer psychologically, physically and academically. Yet, these problems are often neglected 

by educators. In fact, there are certain ways to minimize or even prevent these problems if they are promptly 

found.  

The research focus of the present study was to investigate whether the participating university students 

can achieve their English learning through managing their emotions, motivation and learning strategies. 

Specifically, the study aims to compare the relationships between achievement emotions, motivation, and 

language learning strategies of high-, mid- and low-achievers of English language learning in an English-

only international university in China. The following two research questions guided the present study: 

RQ1. What is the general situation of and relationship between students’ achievement emotions, 

motivation and language learning strategies with English language achievement? 

RQ2. Are there any differences between high, mid and low achievers in terms of these relationships?  

 

 
2.  Literature Review 
 

2.1 Achievement Emotions 

The term of achievement emotions refers to a kind of emotions that have direct relationships with 

“achievement outcome” and “achievement activities” (Pekrun, 2006, p.316). They can be divided into 

positive emotions (e.g., enjoyment, hope, pride, and relief) and negative emotions (e.g., anger, anxiety, 

hopelessness, shame, and boredom) (Pekrun, Goetz, Frenzel, & Perry, 2005, p.4).  

 

2.2 Motivation 

Motivation can be classified into intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation means that an 

individual performs an action simply because of enjoyment and self-satisfaction. Hence, an intrinsically 

motivated student is willing to undertake English learning for experiencing the inherent pleasure and 

satisfaction (Zhao, 2012). In contrast, extrinsic motivation means an action that is performed primarily for 

some instrumental ends (Abrar-ul-Hassan, 2013). For example, learners will be motivated to engage in 

second language learning merely for getting a good grade. Students with extrinsic motivation experience less 

pleasure and emotional involvement because they are stimulated to engage in the academic activities for 

responding to external benefits (Zhao, 2012).  

In fact, students who are extrinsically motivated are relatively passive because their learning progress is 

likely to be at a standstill if they do not have sufficient external rewards (Zhao, 2012). In contrast, students 

with intrinsic motivation can experience more sustainable pleasure because they work in response to positive 

feelings such as enjoyment and satisfaction.  

 

2.3 Language Learning Strategies 

Language learning strategies are the processes and actions taken by language learners to help them to learn 

or use a language more effectively (Cohen, 2011). They are commonly classified into (i) cognitive strategies 

- which involve comprehending and producing text, (ii) metacognitive strategies - which are used for 

organizing the learning process, (iii) compensation strategies – which can be applied effectively to 

overcoming the lack of specific knowledge, (iv) affective strategies - which are used for managing emotions 

and (v) social strategies – which involve seeking help from others (Souriyavongsa et al., 2013). 
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2.4 Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework for this study was devised on the basis of a literature review on the relationships 

between achievement emotions, motivation, language learning strategies and English achievement (see Fig. 

1). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Relationships between language learning strategies, motivation, achievement emotions and English achievement. 

 

Relationship between Achievement Emotions and Motivation to Learn. Through stimulating orientation 

towards the specific goal and intention related to emotions, the effects of emotions on motivation include 

triggering, sustaining and reducing these feelings (Pekrun et al., 2002). For instance, the enhancement of 

intrinsic motivation can be triggered by positive emotions such as learning enjoyment, whereas the reduction 

of intrinsic motivation can be activated by negative emotions such as hopelessness and boredom (Pekrun et 

al., 2002). On the other hand, negative emotions like anxiety, anger and shame can serve as a reinforcer 

strengthening certain types of extrinsic motivation (Pekrun et al., 2002). Specifically, extrinsic motivation 

can be stimulated by task-related anger for overcoming the difficulties or achievement motivation that can be 

triggered by anxiety and shame for avoiding failure (Pekrun et al., 2002).  

 

Relationship between Achievement Emotions and Language Learning Strategies Use. In terms of 

relationship between achievement emotions and language learning strategies, positive achievement emotions 

tend to associate with more flexible and deep-processing learning strategies use (Pekrun et al., 2002). These 

include elaboration, organization, evaluation and metacognition, whereas negative achievement emotions 

tend to associate with more rigid learning strategies use, such as rote learning (Pekrun et al., 2002).  

 

Relationship between Learning motivation and Language Learning Strategies Use. Motivation and 

language learning strategies are strongly related to each other. Learners with stronger motivation to learn are 

usually active learners because they tend to more frequently use a variety of learning strategies to help 

“make learning easier, faster, more enjoyable, more self-directed, more effective, and more transferable to 

new situations” (Oxford, 1990, p. 8). According to Pintrich and Groot (1990), students who were 

intrinsically motivated to learn the materials would choose to apply different learning strategies and became 

more self-regulated.    

 

Relationship between Achievement, Motivation, Learning Strategies Use and Achievement Emotions. 

More recent research on emotions in the academic domain has revealed that achievement emotions play 
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significant roles in academic achievement. Specifically, students’ ultimate success could be predicted by 

students’ positive emotions (Pekrun, et al., 2007). Previous research findings about motivation showed that 

intrinsic motivation tie with students’ performance through linking to the use of self-regulated strategies 

(Pintrich & Groot, 1990). A number of authors have considered the effects of learning strategies on academic 

achievement. Aydin (2003) showed that the use of strategy was highly correlated with academic achievement. 

According to Aslan (2009), employing more learning strategies was positively linked to students’ success 

level in learning English. However, successful and unsuccessful learners differ in the quality rather than the 

quantity of their strategies use because successful learners often use different combinations of strategies 

suitable for specific tasks (Kaylani, 1996). 

Therefore, in this study, it was hypothesized that students with high achievement have stronger intrinsic 

learning motivations, more frequently use effective language learning strategies and experience more 

positive emotions. In contrast, students with low achievement have stronger extrinsic learning motivation, 

less frequently use effective language learning strategies and experience more negative emotions.  

    

 
3.  Methodology 
3.1 Participants 

Seventy-four (16 male and 58 female) Years 2-4 TESL (Teaching English as a Second Language) major 

students from an international university in a southern province in Guangdong Province in China 

participated in the present questionnaire survey study. Their English abilities were not lower than 110 out of 

150 in order to pass the general entrance requirement of this university.  

 

3.2 Instrument 

A 61-item questionnaire was designed for use in the present study. It contained four parts: individual 

background, achievement emotions, English learning motivation and English language learning strategies 

use. In Part I, information about the respondents’ latest English GPA was collected so as to classify them into 

high-, mid- and low-achievers in the English course. In Part II, a 25-item achievement emotions subscale 

was adapted from the Achievement Emotions Questionnaire (Pekrun, Frenze, Goetz, & Perry, 2005). This 

part was designed to measure students’ English learning related emotions including positive emotions 

(enjoyment, hope and pride) and negative emotions (anger, anxiety, shame, hopelessness and boredom). Part 

III contained a motivation subscale with 15 items adapted from Zhao (2012) for ascertaining respondents’ 

intrinsic and extrinsic learning motivation orientations. In both Parts II and III, a five-point Likert scale was 

used with scores of 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neutral), 4 (agree) and 5 (strongly agree). Finally, 

Part IV was a language learning strategies use subscale, consisting of 21 items adapted from the Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning (Oxford, 1990) for identifying respondents’ use of English learning 

strategies. A five-point Likert scale was used to show the frequency of using cognitive, compensation, 

metacognitive, affective and social learning strategies with scores: 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (sometimes), 4 

(often) and 5 (very often). 

 

3.5 Procedure 

The data collection procedure began in the third week of the first semester of 2015-2016 academic year. The 

author administered the questionnaire survey during their major class break time.  Voluntary participation in 

this survey invited. Confidentiality of personal information was assured. It took about 10 minutes for a 

respondent to complete the questionnaire. From the completed 100 questionnaires, 74 were considered valid 

and used for data analysis.  
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4. Results 
 
4.1 Relationships between Achievement Emotions, Motivation, Language Learning Strategies Use and 

English Language Achievement. 

Pearson product correlation coefficient was used to determine the relationships between the variables. The 

results showed that positive emotions and English language achievement were associated with each other 

significantly (r=.378, p<0.01). However, there was a significant negative correlation between negative 

emotions and English achievement (r=-.507, p<0.01). Intrinsic motivation was found to have significant 

positive correlation with English achievement (r= .293, p<0.01), whereas extrinsic motivation was found to 

be significantly associated with English achievement in a negative direction (r= -.375, p<0.01). 

Metacognitive strategies use had medium significant positive correlations with students’ English language 

achievement (r= .363, p<0.01).  

 

Table 1. Correlations between Achievement Emotions, Motivation and Language Strategies Use with English Language 

Achievement 

 

R Achievement Emotions Motivation Language Strategies Use 

 +ive -ive Intr Extr Cogn Compn Mcogn Aff Soc 

Eng. Ach .378** -.507** .293** -.375** .102 .153 .363** .223* .358** 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  

 

Similarly, both affective and social strategies were significantly positively correlated with English learning 

achievement (r= .233, p<0.05; r= .358, p<0.01), the correlations were small and medium, respectively. 

However, no significant relationships were found between English language achievement and cognitive 

strategies as well as compensation strategies.  

According to Cohen (1998), correlation range was divided into three categories: small (r= .10 to .29), 

medium (r= .30 to .49) and large (r= .50 to 1.0). Table 1 shows the correlations between these variable. 

Positive emotions and intrinsic motivation were significantly positively correlated with English language 

achievement, whereas negative emotions and extrinsic motivation had significantly negative correlation with 

English language achievement. Additionally, metacognitive, affective and social strategies had significant 

positive correlation with English language achievement. With regard to cognitive and compensation 

strategies, they had no significant correlation with English language achievement. Most importantly, 

negative emotions, had greatest correlation coefficients on English academic achievement compared with 

learning motivation and learning strategies. In other words, it was the strongest predictor of English 

academic performance.   

 

4.2 Between-Group Differences in These Relationships 

Descriptive data showed that participants in general reported having experienced high frequency of positive 

than negative emotions, strong intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivation to learn English and quite frequently 

used a variety of learning strategies to overcome their learning difficulties. However, results of further 

analyses showed that there were some significant between-group differences.   
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Between-Group Differences by Achievement Level. For conducting between-group analyses, the 

participants were classified into three groups: high-, mid- and low-achievers, according to their latest 

university English GPA levels. Those who achieved A to B+ levels were considered as high-achievers, B to 

B-, mid-achievers, and C+ or below, low-achievers. As shown in Table 2, a large percentage of the high 

achievers (83.8%) reported experiencing high degrees of positive achievement emotions whereas only about 

10% of them reporting experiencing negative achievement emotions related to their English learning. Most 

of them (77%) were found to be highly intrinsically motivated to learn English whereas only 13.5% of them 

were found having high degrees of extrinsic motivation to learn English. Further, the majority of them 

reported quite frequently using language learning strategies, especially, metacognitive strategies (79.7%), 

affective strategies (50%), and social strategies (83.8%), to facilitate their learning process. 

In contrast, only 4.1% of low achievers experienced high degrees of positive achievement emotions while 

nearly 78.4% of them reporting high degrees of negative achievement emotions. Most of them (70.3%) were 

more extrinsically to learn English whereas only 8.1% of them were found having high degrees of intrinsic 

motivation. Moreover, they were found seldom using language learning strategies to control over their 

English learning, metacognitive strategies (10.8%), affective strategies (24.3%) and social strategies (8.1%), 

in particular.    

 

Table 2. Students’ achievement emotions, motivation and language strategies use (frequency percentage)  

 

Achievers 

Achievement 

Emotions % 

Motivation % Language Strategies Use % 

 +ve -ve Intr. Extr. Cogn. Compn. Mcogn Aff. Soc. 

Low 4.10 78.40 8.10 70.30 25.7 29.70 10.80 24.30 8.10 

Mid 12.10 10.80 14.90 16.20 25.7 21.70 9.50 25.70 8.10 

High 83.80 10.80 77.00 13.50 48.6 48.60 79.70 50.00 83.80 

 

Results of Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) showed significant differences between the three groups on the 

three measures of academic emotions, motivation and language learning strategies use. Table 3 summarizes 

these ANOVA results. In respect of achievement motivation, low-achievers were found having significantly 

higher degrees of negative emotions, F (2,74)=11.00, p<0.05, and lower degrees of positive emotions, F 

(2,74)=6.21, p<0.05, compared with both mid- and high-achievers.  

As for motivation, significant group differences were found on the measure of intrinsic motivation 

measure. Low-achievers were found to be significantly less intrinsically motivated to learn English, 

compared with both mid- and high-achievers, F (2,74)=3.29, p<0.05. However, no such significant 

differences were found on the extrinsic motivation measure, F (2,74)=2.18, p>0.05.  

With regard to language learning strategies use, significant between-group differences were found on the 

measure of metacognitive strategies use, F (2,74)=5.12, p<0.05; affective strategies use, F (2,74)=5.34, 

p<0.05; and social strategies use, F (2,74)=4.15, p<0.05. Low-achievers were found significantly less 

frequently using these strategies than mid- and high-achievers. However, no such significant differences 

were found on the other two measures: cognitive strategies use, F (2,74)=0.66, p>0.05; and compensation 

strategies use, F (2,74)=0.10, p>0.05. 
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Table 3. Between-group differences by achievement level. 

 Low Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

Mid Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

High Achiever 

Means (S.D.) 

F-value & p-value 

Achievement Emotions 

Positive 3.36 (0.72) * 3.81 (0.42) * 3.97 (0.61) * F (2,74)=6.21, p=0.00 

Negative 2.79 (0.60) * 2.44 (0.56) * 1.98 (0.47) * F (2,74)=11.00, p=0.00 

Motivation 

Intrinsic 3.52 (0.74) * 3.79 (0.47) * 3.90 (0.65) * F (2,74)=3.29, p=0.03 

Extrinsic 2.82 (0.60) 2.46 (0.55) 2.28 (0.88) F (2,74)=2.18, p=0.12 

Language Learning Strategies Use 

Cognitive 3.22 (0.48) 3.28 (0.40) 3.40 (0.67) F (2,74)=0.66, p=0.52 

Compensation 3.35 (0.57) 3.61 (0.60) 3.64 (0.65) F (2,74)=0.10, p=0.90 

Metacognitive 2.96 (0.54) * 3.25 (0.36) * 3.50 (0.73) * F (2,74)=5.12, p=0.01 

Affective 2.89 (0.82) * 3.29 (0.52) * 3.47 (0.90) * F (2,74)=5.34, p=0.03 

Social 3.51 (0.79) * 3.70 (0.49) * 3.90 (0.66) * F (2,74)=4.15, p=0.02 

 *Significant difference at the 0.05 confidence level 

 

Between-Group Differences by Year Level. ANOVA results (see Table 4) showed that Year 4 students 

experienced significantly higher degrees of negative achievement emotions than Years 3 and 2 students, F 

(2,74)=3.56, p<0.05, and significantly lower degrees of positive achievement emotions than Years 3 and 2 

students did, F (2,74)=3.91, p<0.05. Year 4 students also had significantly lower degrees of intrinsic 

motivation than Years 3 and 2 students did, F (2,74)=4.55, p<0.05, but no significant differences were found 

on the extrinsic motivation measure. Year 4 students were also found significantly less frequently used three 

types of language learning strategies: metacognitive strategies, F (2,74)=3.77, p=0.03 ;affective strategies, F 

(2,74)=4.25, p=0.02; and social strategies, F (2,74)=6.84, p=0.000, compared with Years 3 and 2 students.  

 

Table 4. Between-group differences by year level. 

 Year Two 

Means (S.D.) 

Year Three 

Means (S.D.) 

Year Four 

Means (S.D.) 

F-value & p-value 

Achievement Emotions 

Positive 3.88 (0.69) * 3.61(0.48) * 3.44(0.68) * F (2,74)=3.91, p=0.02 

Negative 2.20 (0.56) * 2.45 (0.65) * 2.58(0.68) * F (2,74)=3.56, p=0.02 

Motivation     

Intrinsic 3.85 (0.74) * 3.62 (0.43) * 3.33 (0.69) * F (2,74)=4.55, p=0.01 

Extrinsic 2.43 (.80) 2.58 (.66) 2.55 (.63) F (2,74)=0.35, p=0.70 

Language Learning Strategies Use 

Cognitive 3.28 (0.61) 3.18 (0.43) 2.99 (0.72) F (2,74)=1.94, p=0.15 

Compensation 3.60 (0.65) 3.61 (0.68) 3.48 (0.56) F (2,74)=0.46, p=0.64 

Metacognitive 3.37 (0.60) * 3.30 (0.40) * 3.02 (0.63) * F (2,74)=3.77, p=0.03 

Affective 3.36 (0.85) * 3.24 (0.57) * 2.88 (0.74) * F (2,74)=4.25, p=0.02 

Social 3.93 (0.72) * 3.71 (0.64) * 3.32 (0.58) * F (2,74)=6.84, p=0.000 

*Significant difference at the 0.05 confidence level 
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In summary, Year 4 students were more likely to experience less positive emotions but more negative 

emotions, less intrinsically motivated to learn English, and less frequently used metacognitive, affective and 

social learning strategies compared with Years 3 and 2 students.  

 
5. Conclusion and Discussion 
The results of the present study confirm the hypotheses that students with high achievement have stronger 

intrinsic learning motivations, more frequently use effective language learning strategies and experience 

more positive achievement emotions and that students with low achievement have stronger extrinsic learning 

motivation, more frequently use effective language learning strategies and experience more negative 

emotions. These findings are consistent with the previous studies in the literature (Artino, 2010; Mega et al., 

2014; Pekrun et al., 2007; Printrich, & Groot, 1990).   

Overall, Year 4 low-achievers were found to experience the greatest negative achievement emotions, with 

the lowest degrees of intrinsic motivation and the least frequently use of metacognitive, affective and social 

learning strategies. This group of low-achievers should be the least likely to enjoy their studies or be 

resourceful to employ strategies to facilitate their learning so as to improve their achievement. One possible 

explanation might be that those low-achievers did not ask for help from others when they started to 

experience negative achievement emotions towards English learning. Nor would they be likely to employ a 

flexible combination of effective language learning strategies to facilitate their language learning. If these 

problems were not addressed in time, a vicious cycle would come into play when more and more negative 

achievement emotions accumulated with time.  

An implication for institutional support is that it is crucial to provide help to the at-risk group at each year 

level. It might be useful to provide workshops for enhancing students’ awareness of ways for managing their 

achievement emotions, for example, by seeking help or advice from peers as well as instructors on better use 

of learning strategies or other supports to improve their achievement.  

Another implication is that it is important for low-achievers to address their academic, motivational and 

emotional problems promptly rather than letting them get worse and worse with time. In this participating 

university, there is already a Mentor Caring Programme and a Student Tutor Programme for Year 1 students 

to help them adapt to the university life easily and quickly. The work of these two programmes could be 

extended to Year 2 students if resources were allowed. For identifying students who might be at risk, a 

student questionnaire for each year level at the beginning of an academic year could be administered for 

assessing students’ degree of achievement emotions, motivation and language learning strategies use. 

Interpretation of the results of the present study needs to be cautious because of its limitations of using a 

small sample of participants, involving only one major programme in one institution, as well as the 

limitations of using self-report English achievement data. Further research should include student interviews 

to achieve a deeper understanding of those at-risk students about their perceptions of difficulties in their 

studies as well as the kind of institutional supports they hope to get so as to enhance their learning.  
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Abstract. While previous research studies examining the students’ attitudes towards certain 

English varieties/accents are great in number, none of these studies was focused on how teachers 

perceived students’ foreign accented speech. Thus, the present study aimed to investigate how 

native and non-native English speaking teachers comprehended students’ accented speeches. 

Twelve teacher participants and three Asian students at an international university in Thailand 

participated in the study. The recorded speeches of three Asian students whose first languages were 

Chinese (Mandarin), Korean, and Thai were used as stimuli. The teacher participants consisted of 

four native English speakers (three Americans and one Australian), four native Thai speakers, two 

native speakers of Burmese and two Indians. All teachers were asked to listen to the stimuli and 

later to provide answers in the questionnaires. Informal interviews were also given to some teacher 

participants to get clarification of their answers. The results of study demonstrated the teacher 

participants had different perceptions of the three foreign English accents. The teachers’ familiarity 

with a certain accent played an important role in their accent evaluation and recognition. The most 

familiar accent, Thai English, gained the highest level of positive evaluation and was considered 

the easiest one to understand. Although the three students’ English accented speeches carried some 

phonological features that were deviated from those of the so-called native English accents, these 

features did not prevent the teachers from understanding the students’ statements. The implications 

of these findings for teaching English pronunciation and communication were also discussed.    

 

Keywords: Asian accented English; accentedness; accent attitudes; accent evaluations; accent 

recognition 
 

 

1 Introduction 

 
There are approximately two billion English users around the world, and “more than 80 percent of 

communication in English in the world is now between so-called non-native speakers of the language” 

(Sharifian, 2013, p. 19). Despite a large number of English users among non-native speakers of English, to 

achieve mutual intelligibility among the speakers whose first language backgrounds are different has still 

been questionable. One of the key factors causing unintelligibility among these speakers is different 

variation of language use in terms of pronunciation or accent. Accents are also closely related to people’s 

feelings and judgment. That is, some accents seem to be more preferable or acceptable than others. Speakers 

with non-standard English accents tend to receive negative evaluation and discrimination (e.g. Lev-Ari & 

Keysar, 2010; Munro, 2003; Munro, Derwing, & Sato, 2006).  

Prejudice against foreign accented English speech has long been a major concern to non-native 

English speakers, and thus is a focal point in the present study. Although there have been quite a number of 

research studies on attitudes towards accented speech and accent discrimination, none of them focused on 

mailto:chayadaphd@yahoo.com
mailto:korakotentl@au.edu
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how English teachers perceived students’ different accented speech. This present study aimed to investigate 

teachers’ attitudes towards Asian tertiary-level students in Thailand who speak English with so-called non-

standard accents. The objective of study was twofold: 1) to investigate English teachers’ perceptions and 

attitudes towards three Asian accented English speeches of students, and 2) to examine if students’ Asian 

English accents affect the teachers’ comprehension of speeches.  

 

2 Previous studies 
 

This section is contributed to discussions of theoretical concepts concerning foreign accents, the 

phonological characteristics of Chinese, Korean, and Thai English varieties, and negative reaction towards 

foreign accented speech.   

 

 

2.1  Theoretical Concepts regarding Foreign Accents 

  

It is almost inevitable that non-native speakers of English have an accent, which stems from their strong 

mother tongue influence.  Traces of ‘foreign’ accent in the speech of non-native speakers could cause these 

speakers less credible mainly because the accent itself serves as a signal that the speaker does not belong in 

the same group of native English speakers, and also “the accent makes the speech harder to process” (Lev-

Ari & Keysar, 2010, p. 1093).  Munro (1998) defined the term, foreign accented speech, as “non-

pathological speech produced by second language learners that differs in partially systematic ways from the 

speech characteristics of native speakers of a given dialect” (p. 139). Some people perceive an accent as 

“undesirable characteristic,” consequently promoting accent stereotyping or negative attitudes towards 

foreign accented speakers (Munro, 2003).  

 The theoretical concepts regarding the study of foreign accents involve the other two dimensions: 

comprehensibility, and intelligibility. There have long been attempts to define these terms, yet there is no 

universally agreed-upon definition of such terms. Isaacs (2008), for example, stated there is no universal 

consensus on the definition of intelligibility. It should be noted there that the present study follows the 

definitions of comprehensibility and intelligibility given by Munro, Derwing, & Morton (2006). They 

defined “comprehensibility” as “listeners’ estimation of difficulty in understanding an utterance,” and 

“intelligibility” as “the extent to which a speaker’s utterance is actually understood” (p. 112). 

 

2.2 The phonological characteristics of Chinese, Korean, and Thai English varieties 

 

According to Jenkins (2003), China, Korea, and Thailand are grouped as Asian countries which use Asian 

Englishes as non-institutionalized varieties of the Expanding Circle. The Asian Englishes used in these 

countries are called Chinese English, Korean English, and Thai English respectively. Previous studies on 

these three English varieties which are all syllable-timed languages have revealed some common 

phonological features. For example, no distinction between tense and lax vowels, the substitution of 

interdental fricative sounds/θ, ð/ by alveolar fricative /s, z/ or alveolar stop sounds /t, d/ respectively, 

problems in differentiating /l/ from /r/, and omission of consonant clusters (Kirkpatrick, 2010; Krachu & 

Nelson, 2006).  Some distinctive phonological features can be found in these three English varieties such as 

the use of bilabial consonants /p, b/ for labiodentals /f, v/ in Korean English and /ɔ/ by /o/ in Korean English 

(Cho, 2004).  In Chinese English, Chinese always nasalize vowel before the final alveolar consonant /n/ 

(Deterding, 2011).  In her study of Thai English as a variety, Rogers (2013) has found the substitution of /v/ 

by /w/ and / tʃ / by /d/ respectively. In other words, the usage of simplification, reduction, and substitution 

processes are always applied by Asian speakers when speaking their English varieties. 
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2.3 Negative attitudes towards foreign accented speech 
 

A prejudiced belief that a native English variety is somehow superior to a non-native English/nativized one 

was evident in Jenkins (2007). Jenkins administered a questionnaire to survey common perception of 10 

English accents which are UK, US, Australian, Brazilian, Spanish, German, Swedish, Chinese, Japanese, 

and Indian. The study mainly focused on the aspect of correctness, acceptability, pleasantness, and 

familiarity. Her findings showed the liking for native speaker English by native and non-native English 

speaker participants. And, native speakers’ accents, UK English and US English in particular, were ranked 

as the two best accents for the majority of respondents in her study. 

In their experiments on the impact of accent on truth judgments, Lev-Ari and Keysar (2010) asked 

native speakers of American English to rate trivia statements read by native English speakers, non-native 

speakers of English with a mild accent and with a heavy accent. The results of their study showed that the 

listeners perceived statements as less truthful when spoken by non-native speakers, particularly those with a 

heavy accent. This effect was not mainly because of the listeners’ stereotypes of prejudice against foreigners, 

but it was due to the difficulty they encountered in processing accented speech. Lev-Ari and Keysar thus 

argued that when listeners’ processing fluency reduces, listeners are more likely to perceive statements as 

less truthful or less credible. Consequently, negative views of accent or accent stereotyping may lead to 

some kind of discriminatory behavior towards non-native speakers of English (Eisenchlas, Tsurutani, 2011; 

Munro, 2003; Munro, Derwing, and Sato, 2006)  

However, Munro and Derwing (1995 as cited in Munro, 2003, pp. 39-40) asserted, “ although 

accented speech can take longer for a listener to process than native speech,…strong foreign accent does not 

necessarily lead to reduced intelligibility...and there is no reason to belief that accented speech is typically 

difficult to understand”. According to Eisenchlas and Tsurutani, negative attitudes towards non-native 

English speakers’ accents can be improved  frequent exposure and interaction with those speakers (2011).  

 

3 Research Methods: 
 

3.1 Participants 

  

The participants in the present study consisted of two groups: the speakers and the listeners. The first group 

comprised three different non-native English speakers with foreign accented English of three accents, 

namely Chinese, Korean and Thai. All student participants were female majoring in Business English and 

enrolled in GL3102: Introduction to Linguistics at the time this study was being conducted. All student 

participants had never attended an English-medium school before attending the present international 

university where English is the language of instruction and communication. All of them also rated their 

English communicative skills as average (three) on a one to five scale. The students played their role as 

stimuli speakers. Table 1provides detailed information of the three Asian students.  

 

Table 1. Information concerning Asian student participants 

 

Student Native Language Age Length of residence in Thailand Length of studying 

English 

S1 Mandarin Chinese 23 3 years 4 years 

S2 Thai 20 20 years 17 years 

S3 Korean 18 5 years 6 years 
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The second group was participants who played their roles as listeners and evaluators of the first 

group’s speech. They were twelve English for Specific Purposes (ESP) teachers working at the same 

international university where the three Asian speakers were enrolled. Participants ranged in age from 35 to 

63 years. Eight of them were female. There were four teachers from each of three groups: native Thai 

speakers (NTS), native English speakers (NES), and native speakers of other languages (NSO). All teachers 

were asked to listen to the first group’s speeches and later to answer some questions in a questionnaire. 

Informal interviews were also given to some teacher participants to get clarification of their answers. 

Detailed information of speakers can be found in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. Information concerning teacher participants 

 

Teacher Native Language Gender Length of Teaching at the International University 

T1 Thai Female 11 years 

T2 Thai Female 15.8 years 

T3 Thai Female 19 years 

T4 Thai Female 16 years 

T5 American English Male 15 years 

T6  American English Male 3 years 

T7 American English Female 2.5 years 

T8 Australian English Male 9 years 

T9  Burmese Male 16 years 

T10  Burmese Female 26 years 

T11 Indian Female 15 years 

T12 Indian Female 6 years 

 

 

3.2  Instruments of the study 

The instruments of the study were a two-section questionnaire and three recorded speeches of the three 

Asian student participants mentioned earlier.  The questionnaire was designed for the twelve teacher 

participants to fill out. The first section elicited personal background information such as country of origin, 

first and any other language(s) they can speak, and teaching experience (a number of years and nationalities 

of students they had ever taught). The second section included the seven-point semantic differential rating 

scale and questions relating to the teacher participants’ perception and attitudes towards each foreign 

accented speech, for example, their general perception and attitudes towards non-standard English accents. 

The seven-point semantic differential scale was used to indicate the approximate position on the continuum 

between the two bipolar adjectives that best represented the listeners’ attitudes to, or impression of, each 

speech or stimulus (Wray & Bloomer, 2013).  The two bipolar adjectives along the seven-point semantic 

differential rating scale were clear-unclear, pleasant-unpleasant, friendly-unfriendly, confident-unconfident, 

competent-incompetent, and polite-impolite.  

With regard to the recorded speeches used as stimuli, each speaker was asked to talk about her 

favorite hobby and movie. Each speech was audiotape-recorded for approximately two minutes long. The 

twelve teacher participants were asked to listen to each accented speech twice and rated it using the seven-

point semantic differential rating scale. Then each listener was asked to identify the accent, list certain 

phonological features that could affect their understanding, as well as summarize the speech. After 

completing the listening of the third speech, the listeners then rated the difficulty of each accented speech 
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and give their opinions on whether certain instruction should be given to help each student communicate 

more clearly and effectively.  

 

 

4 Results and Discussion  

4.1 Prejudice against Accented Speech 

The responses from the first section of the questionnaire showed that the twelve teachers had some 

experience teaching students whose English was not their native language. All reported that they had Thai, 

Chinese and Korean students in their classes. When asked how important it was for a non-native speaker of 

English to sound like an English native speaker, the majority of listeners (eleven out of twelve, or 91.67%) 

responded that speaking English with the so-called nonstandard accents was acceptable as long as the 

speakers could get their message across. This can be seen, for instance, in one of the native Thai listeners’ 

(T2) responses:  

I think it would be impressive but we must admit that English language is not limited in only the 

western world anymore. Some other countries such as India, Myanmar, Malaysia, Singapore etc. use 

English as their second language and they have their own beautiful accents.  Therefore, I’m paying more 

attention on the ability of language used to communicate rather than the native-like of the sound produced.   

Quite the reverse, the American listener’s (T6) response emphasized how importance it was for 

English learners to have native-like accents. Another American listener (T7) rated the importance of having 

native-like accents a 4 on a scale of 1-10. However, the same listener (T7) considered that accentedness 

seemed problematic when asked what should be done to help students communicate more clearly, and so she 

thought speech therapy should be given for foreign accent reduction.  Their responses were given below: 

Clarity of pronunciation is a paramount importance. English is an uninflected language spoken in 

low-context cultures where words are privileged. (T6’s response) 

I believe it is an achievement to speak a second language and as long as I can surmise what is 

being said on a scale of 1-10. I would say a 4…These students need to have the opportunity of 

speaking across from a native speaker and repeating phrases back correctly into a video-sort of 

like one does with speech therapy. I speak correctly. You speak back. We both listen to the 

recording and talk about the differences. Then continue on. (T7’s response) 

4.2 Phonological Features Recognition and Accent Identification 

The responses from the second section of the questionnaire also showed that all listeners could recognize 

some phonological features of the three English varieties that were deviated from those of mainstream 

English. Some shared features of these three English varieties were given, such as the avoidance of using 

reduced vowels, wrong stress pattern usage, replacement of interdental fricative /θ, ð / by /t, d/, use of 

monophthongs instead of diphthongs, substitution of /l/ for /r/, and consonant cluster deletion at the end of 

each word. The participants also provided unique sound features used in each particular English variety. For 

instance, /θ/ in Chinese English pronounced as /s/ when used as the initial sound of the word ‘think-sink’, 
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/w/ used instead of  /v/ in the word ‘very’ in Thai English, and /b/ used for  /v/ as in ‘several, movie, and 

love’ in Korean English. In addition, the Korean speaker dropped the initial sound /y/ as in ‘year’ 

pronounced as ‘ear’.   

The interview responses demonstrated that the phonological features mentioned above helped the 

listeners in their identification of the three Asian accents. The results of questionnaires and interviews 

demonstrated that Thai accent was the most recognizable one among the three Asian accented English. The 

majority of listeners (10 out of 12, or 83.33%) were able to identify Thai English accent correctly. The two 

native listeners (T6 and T8) identified the Thai accent as ‘Southeast Asian’ and ‘Chinese. With regard to 

Chinese accent, seven out of twelve listeners (58.33%) were able to correctly identify this accent. Two 

native English listeners (T6 and T8) identified Chinese accent as ‘Southeast Asian’ and ‘Asian’. The other 

listener who was native speaker of Burmese (T9) identified this accent as ‘Korean’ whereas the other two 

who were native speakers of Indian (T11 and T12) identified Chinese accent as ‘Burmese’.  This might be 

due to the fact that Chinese and Burmese are Sino-Tibetan languages which belong to the same language 

family. Thus, these two listeners might get confusion between Chinese and Burmese accents. Regarding the 

Korean English accented speech; nine of the listeners (75%) were able to correctly identify this accent. The 

native Thai listener (T1) identified Korean accent as ‘Indian’, whereas the other two native English listeners 

(T5 and T8) identified Korean accent as ‘Japanese’ and ‘Indian’ respectively.  

 

4.3 Accent Evaluation 

The results of listeners’ ratings on the seven-point semantic differential scale toward the three accented 

speeches demonstrated that the Thai accented speech was evaluated most positively in all features, whereas 

the Chinese accented speech was evaluated the most negatively in all features. That is, the Thai accented 

speech gained the mean score of 5.72, the Korean accented speech got the mean score of 5.08, and the 

Chinese accented speech received the lowest mean score of 4.25 out of 7 from semantic differential scale. 

There was no significant difference in average rating scores for all accented speeches between the groups of 

native speakers of English and native speakers of other languages. However, the Thai native listeners’ rating 

scores for each accented speech were significantly higher than those of the other two groups of listeners. To 

be more specifically, the native Thai listeners’ average rating score for the Chinese accented speech was 5, 

while the average rating scores of the native English listeners and the listeners who were native speakers of 

other languages for this accent were 3.88 out of 7. The same effect was also evident in the evaluation of the 

Thai and Korean accented speeches. That is, the native Thai listeners’ average rating score for the Thai 

accented speech was 6.04, while the average rating scores of the native English listeners and the listeners 

who were native speakers of other languages for this accent were 5.38 and 5.63 correspondingly. Moreover, 

the native Thai listeners’ average rating score for the Korean accented speech was 5.63, whereas the average 

rating scores of the native English listeners and the listeners who were native speakers of other languages for 

this accent were 4.75 and 4.88 correspondingly 

4.4  Intelligibility Levels of the three Asian Accented Speeches  

The listeners’ responses in the questionnaire after listening to each accented speech demonstrated the 

listeners’ levels of comprehensibility and different degrees of intelligibility for each speech.  Nine out of 

twelve listeners (75%) rated Thai accented speech the least difficult one to understand as compared to the 

Chinese and Korean ones. The Chinese accented speech, on the contrary, was rated the most difficult one to 

understand as assessed by 75% of listeners.  

The intelligibility levels of the three Asian accented speeches were divided into three categories: 

mostly not understandable, somewhat understandable, and completely understandable. If the listeners were 
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not able to give a summary of speech but just listed a few words being heard in the speech, that particular 

speech was considered ‘mostly not understandable’ to those listeners. However, if the listeners were able to 

give a brief summary of speech but could not provide detailed information, the speech was considered 

‘somewhat understandable’ to them. The speech was considered ‘completely understandable’ to the listeners 

if the they were able to give a summary and detailed explanation of that speech. The results of intelligibility 

levels of the three accented speeches are given in Table 3.  

 

Table 3. Number of listeners whose responses showed different intelligibility levels of the three Asian 

accented speeches 

Accented Speech Mostly not understandable Somewhat understandable Completely understandable 

Chinese 1 7 4 

Thai 1 3 8 

Korean 1 6 5 

 3 16 17 

 

Table 4 shows examples of the listeners’ responses for Chinese accented speech to the question, 

“Can you give a summary of the speech in your own words?” These responses characterize the three levels 

of intelligibility mentioned above.  

Table 4. Examples of the listeners’ responses classifying into three categories 

Listeners of 

Chinese Accented 

Speech 

Mostly not understandable Somewhat understandable Completely understandable 

T3  - camera, movie   

T8  - The speech is about the 

speaker’s hobby- firstly 

taking photos which she 

does daily. She then 

describes her favorite 

movie ‘1900’ in some 

detail. 

 

T10   - The speaker’s hobby was 

taking pictures of happy 

moments and her favourite 

movies was “Legend of 19 

hunters”. It was about a 

person who lived in a box 

all his life and died when 

someone destroyed the box. 

It touched her heart to 

watch the movie. 
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It should be noted here that despite the listeners’ recognition of these phonological features that 

were different from those of native speaker norm, the three Asian accented speeches, to varying degrees, 

were intelligible for most listeners as evidenced by the majority of listeners’ ability to understand the 

speeches. The interview results also revealed that the listeners from every group did not think these non-

standard phonological features greatly affected their comprehension of the Asian accented speeches. Overall, 

the three Asian accented speeches were considered intelligible to the listeners.  

 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

This study explored, firstly, the ESP teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards three Asian accented 

English speeches of students, and secondly, to examine if students’ Asian English accents affect the 

teachers’ comprehension of speeches. The results of study indicated that most ESP teachers in the study did 

not evaluate the three Asian students’ English accents negatively, nor did they have strong prejudice towards 

these accented speeches. This could be because these listeners (particularly those in NTS and NSO groups) 

were also speakers of English as their second language. Thus, they were aware that speaking English with an 

accent influenced by first language is rather inevitable. It was for the two American teachers who seemed to 

argue that English as second language learners should speak English clearly and sound like a native English 

speaker.   

Although the listeners realized that the three Asian accented speeches being listened to contained 

some accents that were deviated from those of the native speaker’s accents, most of them were able to 

comprehend or summarize statements of the three Asian students without much difficulty. However, the 

three Asian accented speeches were rated differently in terms of its comprehension difficulty, making some 

accented speech more intelligible than the others. The majority of listeners rated the Thai accented speech 

the easiest one to understand. This result supports Munro’s argument (2003) that accented speech can be 

intelligible, and familiarity with particular accents could result in improved comprehension. In this case, as 

the majority of students enrolled in the international university, the research site, were Thai, so the Thai 

accent was more familiar to these teachers than Chinese and Korean accents. The listeners’ familiarity with 

an accent of the speaker seems to also promote “acceptance and favorable attitudes towards the particular 

accented speech” (Eisenchlas & Tsurutani, 2011, p. 231). This is why Thai accented speech was rated the 

highest in every semantic respect. The Thai accented speech was considered clearer, more pleasant, 

friendlier, more confident, more competent, and more polite than the Chinese and Koran accented speech.   

Although this study was conducted with rather small number of participants, it is hoped to shed 

some light on English language teaching (ELT) pedagogy. An important conclusion that emerges from this 

study is that accented speech can be intelligible to listeners. Thus, it is important to build awareness and 

acceptance of different English varieties or accents among English language teachers and learners. 

Furthermore, English language teachers, particularly those who are native English speakers, need to broaden 

their perceptions of foreign accented speech and eliminate, or at least, reduce prejudice against foreign or 

non-mainstream accents. Moreover, teachers should make clear to students that the goal of learning 

pronunciation skills is “not to sound like native speakers, but to enhance communication” (Munro, 2003, p. 

49). If both teachers and students gain exposure to various types of accented English, it is likely that they 

would be able to use English language in their communication effectively and comfortably in the modern 

world where millions of speakers are from diverse cultural and linguistic background. 
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Abstract. This paper addresses the upcoming challenges that face languages other than English in 

the professional world with a view to their risk of becoming obsolete in the globalised environment. 

Over the past twenty or so years, English has become increasingly important in the fields of 

science, business and law and in some places has even replaced national languages. The paper 

identifies prospects for the future development of national languages and for international 

communications also with a view to translation and interpretation. One of the author’s propositions 

is that this applies not just to German, but also to all other universal languages. The paper 

specifically addresses challenges for translators and interpreters who will have to respond to these 

developments. 

Keywords: Obsolescence, globalisation, translation/interpretation 

1   Introduction 

Looking at vacancy ads in German papers, you’ll notice that English is one of the key qualifications required 

of job-seekers. Some university courses are offered exclusively in English, scientific articles are published in 

English only and in Germany, English claims – no matter whether they make any sense or not – are 

absolutely en vogue. English words replace German ones even though adequate German terms exist. The list 

is almost endless. 

The question we now need to ask ourselves is whether German – and other languages too – are doomed to 

become extinct in the long term, i.e. whether German (in the following, German will be used as a 

placeholder for other languages as well) will in fact become a lost language or whether the situation is not as 

gloomy as one might be led to believe. 

The paper does not claim to be exhaustive or to apply fully to any languages other than German and 

English even though some parallels may exist. This question should be left to country-specific analyses. 

Based on observations of the German translation market and publicly available statistics, trends from the 

past twenty years are identified and used in an attempt to extrapolate the situation to the future whilst at the 

same time highlighting the limits to these trends. That being said, we should not forget that this paper is just 

a snapshot of a situation that is developing at a tremendous pace so that it may well be that some of the 

propositions here will be very quickly confirmed or rebutted. 

The number of bilingual people is growing thanks to globalisation. Parallel to the national language, a 

global language is needed for trade, politics and travel. No other language is as commonly used as English 

which is the official and/or national language in 59 countries, a figure that does not include the British 

overseas territories. English is an official language of the United Nations, the European Union, the African 
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Union, the Organization of American States and NATO. English is the mother tongue of 330 million people, 

plus 500 million bilingual people; compare that to 105 million native German speakers, plus another 80 

million people who speak German as a foreign language. 

1.1   Target Group 

This paper primarily addresses stakeholders from the translation and interpretation industry – even though 

some of the trends outlined here have implications for the entire linguistics sector as such. It addresses some 

points for concern as regards the future of the translation and interpretation profession and aims to open a 

discussion about ways to accommodate new trends. 

1.2   Methods 

The statements of this paper are based on my own observations from more than forty years working in the 

translation and interpretation industry as well a number of selected, publicly available statistics and 

publications by newspapers and German universities. 

It goes without saying that the observations in this paper cannot be said to be universally valid. Instead, 

this paper tries to extrapolate certain – irreversible – trends and to correlate these with other observations 

found in real life. Industry, in particular, is reluctant to publish statistics on language use within the confines 

of individual corporations and groups. 

2   The Current Situation 

Observations from our firm’s day-to-day operations suggest that the use of German (colleagues from other 

countries may replace this with “French”, “Spanish”, etc.) is declining, not just in international relations, but 

also in Germany. Several trends can be held responsible for this and will be addressed in the following: 

 English in academia 

 English as a corporate language 

2.1   English in Academia 

Science, by its very nature, is international and universities are responding to this, just in order to enable 

German students and researchers to hold their ground in the international community, and also to attract 

foreign students and researchers to German institutions. This is reflected, for example, by the Bologna 

Declaration of June 1999 that states: “We hereby undertake to attain these objectives – within the framework 

of our institutional competences and taking full respect of the diversity of cultures, languages, national 

education systems and of University autonomy – to consolidate the European area of higher education.“ 

Furthermore, the Council of Europe and the European Commission are committed to „[…] provide young 

people, from the earliest age and continuing beyond general education into vocational and higher education, 

with a diverse and high-quality supply of language and culture education options enabling them to master at 

least two foreign languages, which is a factor of integration in a knowledge-based society […]“. 

According to a study by the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA), a think tank based in Brussels, 

Belgium, in 2013 the share of university programmes provided in English in Germany totals 5.9% (Wächter, 
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B., Maiworm, F. (eds), English-Taught Programmes in European Higher Education, ACA Papers on 

International Cooperation in Education in 2014, Bonn, 2014, p. 43) 

This is confirmed by the German “Hochschulkompass” service by the Conference of German University 

Directors. It should, however, be noted that this figure represents just a small percentage of all courses 

currently offered by German universities. 

Let us look, for instance, to business administration: accounts, production, administration. The use of 

German in this field has been declining for years even though German terms exist for each of these words. 

But in view of the internationalisation of business, it is obvious that communications are easier if a lingua 

franca is available. In 2001, the first 21 courses in English were established at German universities with the 

support of DAAD, the German Academic Exchange Service. Another example is the private Jacobs 

University Bremen, with students coming from more than 100 countries. All courses are held in English and, 

almost needless to say, the university’s website is only available in English. 

But this trend is not a typical German one. In 2014, Politecnico Milano, Milan Technical University, in 

Italy, started switching all of its master’s degree programmes to English while the Technical University of 

München, Germany, (their claim – in German: “The Entrepreneurial University”) aims to do so by 2020, 

albeit not for teachers and medicine. 

Looking beyond Germany’s borders, we see that Odense University in Denmark offers 14 bachelor 

courses in English, Groningen University in the Netherlands offers 26 and Amsterdam University, also in the 

Netherlands, 9 such courses. 

Notwithstanding this, the challenge remains that not all international students and university teachers have 

the linguistic skills and qualifications needed to really fulfil these expectations. 

That being said, we can summarise that there is a general trend towards and a political commitment to 

introduce multilinguality – but not monolinguality, the exclusive use of English as the only language. For the 

reasons stated here, English is on its way towards becoming a major, but not the only language at German 

universities. Furthermore, certain factors also limit the use of English as a universal language in Germany 

and other non-English-speaking countries as well. 

At the same time, this trend also has its limits. There are areas where the use of a foreign language is 

simply unlawful because it would bar nationals from their universal right to communicate (actively and 

passively) in their mother tongue. This does not necessarily apply to universities where students can be 

expected to acquire the qualifications (including language qualifications) necessary for their respective field 

of study, very much comparable to A Levels as a precondition for university studies. In contrast, it would not 

be possible to make English mandatory for secondary school students (certain private schools aside) since 

secondary schools are still part of general education. We can therefore say that English in academia has a 

good chance of becoming an important language in Germany, but it will probably not replace German. 

Another area where English has limits is determined by the German Courts Constitution Act, sec 184, 

which stipulates German as the language of court proceedings is German. The Administrative Procedure 

Act, sec 23 (1), contains an analogous provision for the German administration. Sec 19 of the Social 

Security Code, sec 5 of the Notarisation Act and sec 244 of the German Civil Code provide that German is 

the official language to be used for the purposes of these laws. France has an equivalent norm with Article 1 

of the Loi relative à l’emploi de la langue française (“Loi Toubon”) [Loi n° 94-665 du 4 août 1994 relative à 

l'emploi de la langue française]. 

2.2   English as a Corporate Language  

In view of the increasing internationalisation of the economy, more and more companies have either their 

headquarters or branches outside Germany. Many of these international companies are based in the UK or 



257 

 

US and are therefore compelled to introduce a company-wide lingua franca. Two fields for discussion will 

be addressed here in more detail: technical aspects and legal aspects.  

2.2.1 Technical Aspects 

The workforce of international companies is equally international. Workforce mobility is increasing and it is 

quite common for staff members to be relocated from one country to another. It i that a uniform language is 

required for technical descriptions, manuals and other work-related documentation in as far as technical 

operations and routines are concerned. Companies have long since started to introduce some form of simple 

English in order to support staff in familiarising themselves with technical and procedural documents. 

Furthermore, translating all technical documents of a company into several national languages would be 

simply too expensive so that staff at a certain level can be expected to have a sufficient command of English 

– which does not mean good English. Even poor translations or poor English written by non-native speakers 

often suffice to convey the required information. These so-called convenience translations do not claim to be 

absolutely correct, but convey a general understanding of the source text. The risks inherent in this approach 

include, for instance, the risk of mistakes, misunderstanding of the source text and reluctance on the part of 

readers to work their way through text that is at times difficult to read and to understand, something that can 

also be seen with machine translations. 

2.2.2 Legal Aspects 

Other questions that arise within the context of corporate language are related to the rights and obligations 

that result from this for employers and employees if they do not speak the same language, if the corporate 

language is only a problem between employers and employees, or if the general public can also demand that 

a certain (usually the national) language be used. Many companies have even adopted English names, such 

as the BMW Group, Deutsche Post World Net or Deutsche Bahn Mobility Network Logistics. Another 

example is Siemens, a company registered in Germany. The original language of communications between 

executive management and the group companies was German. But today, despite Siemens’s conservative 

public image, German has been almost completely replaced by English as the company’s lingua franca. 

Siemens uses exclusively English names for its divisions which are now called Power Generation, 

Automation Technologies or Lighting. The same applies to BASF where CEO Jürgen Hambrecht tried to 

introduce exclusively English names for the group’s divisions which are now called Chemicals, Plastics, 

Functional Solutions, Performance Products, Agricultural Solutions as well as Oil&Gas. 

The situation becomes more complex with regard to the publication of company data required by 

regulators. As international links between companies increase and as companies are increasingly listed on 

more than just one stock exchange, reporting in English is also becoming more common even though 

national legislations still require that annual reports be published in the national language so that the 

company’s worth and share price can be assessed. 

Another issue is communications between foreign company management and national workforces. At 

management level, staff are expected to be able to communicate in English whilst this is not the case at 

workforce level in factories or branch establishments. It is hence likely that a lingua franca, usually English, 

will be used at management level whilst the national language will continue to be mandatory for publications 

of annual reports, tax returns and shareholder-relevant information. This obligation also applies to 

information relevant for a company’s staff if the corporate language is English. In a decision from 1997, 

Frankfurt’s Labour Court [AiB 98, 524] held that the Works Council of a US-controlled company was 

http://www.sueddeutsche.de/thema/Deutsche_Post
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/thema/BASF
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entitled to translation and interpretation services in order to comply with the Works Council’s right to 

“comprehensive and exhaustive information” within the meaning of the German Works Constitution Act. 

Furthermore, the German constitution – just like the constitutions of probably all other countries – as well as 

the principles enshrined in European and international humanitarian law imply that nobody may be deprived 

of their right to their national language. An analogous decision was passed by Düsseldorf’s Higher Labour 

Court in 2005 [Ta BV 46/05] in a case against WalMart and in France by Versailles Appellate Court 

[CT0038] in a case against General Electric. In both cases, the courts held that nationals of the respective 

countries are entitled to full information in their national languages. 

3   Conclusions 

Germany, like most other countries, is witnessing a trend where English is increasingly becoming a 

second official language. This does not mean that the original language will disappear, but there are signs 

that certain communications will shift from the national language to English. Parallel to this, more and more 

nationals speak English, at least at a level that corresponds to their professional profile. For the translation 

industry, this means that part of its former work no longer exists – technical manuals for internal use, 

technical articles, for example, so that new sources of income will have to be developed.  

The translation and interpretation industry should discuss ways to adapt its business models to these 

changes. Approaches worth discussing in this context are better international cooperation, closer cooperation 

with industrial customers, including integration into their respective workflows, networking and increasing 

qualification through professional development. At the end of the day, translators have to offer more than 

just translation services. Translators must strive to become part of their customers’ value chains, for 

instance, by providing consultancy services above and beyond translation, such as technical or legal editing, 

research, document updating services, making them part of internal and external communication functions. 
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Abstract. This paper reports a study on the potential value of open textbooks for school teachers of 

English language. As a type of open educational resources, open textbooks allow users to freely 

reuse, revise, remix, and redistribute them. Their benefits for teaching and learning have been 

evident in recent research. Following the launch of the first series of open textbooks on the English 

language in Hong Kong, a survey was conducted to collect feedback from 95 teachers teaching 

English at various levels on their perceptions of the features of open textbooks. The findings 

showed that above 40% of the participants knew how to use open textbooks, but only about 25% 

knew how to revise or redistribute them. Among the features of open textbooks, they valued highly 

the provision of supplementary materials for teaching, such as audio recordings for listening 

exercises, PowerPoint files for classroom teaching, and interactive quizzes. More than 55% of the 

participants indicated that they frequently need to develop teaching materials, which suggests that 

open textbooks would help them in this regard by allowing them to freely revise and remix the 

textbook content. They also expressed a variety of expectations about using open textbooks – for 

example, they may use the printed version or online version, adopt selected parts, or use them in 

parallel with other textbooks. Given these results, the potential impacts of open textbooks for 

English language teaching are discussed.  

Keywords: open textbooks, open educational resources, English language teaching 

1   Introduction 

Open textbooks are a subset of open educational resources (OER), which allow users to reuse, revise, remix 

and redistribute them (Li & Wong, 2014; Wong, Li, Yuen, & Wu, 2015). Although open textbooks “take 

many shapes and forms”, they are still made available to their users “in a manner that resembles a traditional 

textbook” (Fisher, Hilton, Robinson, & Wiley, 2015, p. 161). In addition to having digital copies, many 

users choose to print paper copies. Since these textbooks come with an open licence (e.g. Creative 

Commons), the cost of using these educational resources is greatly reduced, if not eliminated altogether. 

Open textbooks thus improve access to educational materials, particularly in an educational context where 

cost is a major consideration. The licence also allows users – educators and learners alike – to remix and 

redistribute the contents of open textbooks with the aim of tailoring them for discrete educational goals and 

contextual needs. 

Open textbooks are generally viewed as an asset for second language education. In a study surveying 

foreign language educators across the United States, the contents in OER were perceived to be more 

“authentic” than those in traditional textbooks, as OER “often do a better job of addressing facets of current 

topics related to the target language culture when compared to traditional, print-based textbooks” (Thoms & 



260 

 

Thoms, 2014, p. 142). The perceived advantages of OER over traditional textbooks have much to do with 

the fact that OER’s open, granular and malleable nature allows users to gain easier access to materials within 

the target culture and language – which, with the advent of digital technology, change at a faster pace than in 

the past. For instance, educators may insert hyperlinks to news report and popular video clips in the target 

language into open textbooks and design classroom instruction accordingly in order to encourage exposure 

to authentic materials. 

Open textbooks hold great promise for bringing about a paradigm shift in the educational landscape 

worldwide and, for this reason, their development has attracted funding, intellectual and institutional support. 

The Open Textbooks for Hong Kong project was funded by the Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust. 

The complete set of open textbooks designed for English teachers was released in 2016, covering Primary 1 

to Secondary 6. The set – the first of its kind in Hong Kong – was approved by the government’s Education 

Bureau, and included in its Recommended Textbook List. 

A questionnaire survey was given to school teachers to collect data on their familiarity with open 

textbooks, as well as how they expected they would use them in the classroom. The data collected assess and 

measure the impact of open textbooks in Hong Kong. 

Based on the survey, this paper discusses the extent to which Hong Kong English language teachers can 

benefit from the use of open textbooks in their teaching. They were asked about their knowledge of, and 

preference for, the features of open textbooks, such as the remixing and redistributing of the contents and the 

availability of teaching aids. Their expectations were shown to be supported by their experience in 

developing teaching materials, and open textbooks give them a legal and cost-effective way for achieving 

this. The potential impact of this survey in light of the impending adoption of open textbooks in Hong Kong 

schools is also discussed. 

 

2   Relevant Studies 
 

A Hong Kong study on open textbooks enriches the emerging scholarship on OER. As the majority of 

schools in Hong Kong are subject to the same syllabus, the same set of education codes and policies, as well 

as the same education authority, the Hong Kong case presents an opportunity to study the impact of open 

textbooks in a cross-section of social and economic classes, which leads to findings and insights 

unobtainable from less economically diverse school districts in other parts of the world. Moreover, as 

previous OERs and open textbook studies were conducted on science (Robinson, Fisher, Wiley, & Hilton, 

2014; Wiley, Hilton, Ellington, & Hall, 2012), mathematics teacher education (Ö ngöz, & Baki, 2011), 

psychology (Van Camp & Baugh, 2014), and statistics (Petrides, Jimes, Middleton-Detzner, Walling, & 

Weiss, 2011), studies on the Open Textbooks for Hong Kong’s English for primary and secondary schools 

are expected to fill a significant research gap and offer relevant data on second language acquisition and 

teaching. 

OER and open textbooks present an exceptional opportunity for new materials to proliferate and a 

community of practice to be formed. An earlier experience gained from developing OER in foreign language 

programme in the American higher education setting concluded that “it is when language program directors 

begin to collaborate with their colleagues and students to produce their own pedagogical materials that new 

ways of conceptualizing language and language learning will finally replace outdated ideologies and 

practices entrenched in commercial textbooks” (Blyth, 2013, p. 211). In this vein, the Open Textbooks for 

Hong Kong project brings the issue of pedagogic development to the fore; and school teachers, whether or 

not they have experience in using OER for English language teaching, are hard-pressed to reflect on their 

students’ needs and consider the options available in the marketplace, including open textbooks, for teaching 

materials for their classes. 
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Studies have shown that open textbooks engage learners effectively. Students in community colleges were 

found to be more likely to follow the embedded hyperlinks to search the Internet and pursue a new course of 

inquiry when they use open textbooks (Petrides et al., 2011). In another UK study, educators commented 

that OER use allowed multiple possibilities for the students’ interests to be expressed (Masterman, Wild, 

White, & Manton, 2011). In Hong Kong, a study of 37 primary school students using tablet-based electronic 

textbooks showed that there was an improvements in student motivation, interest and participation (Jong, 

Geng, & Shang, 2013). Previous research on open textbooks, OER and electronic textbooks suggest the 

positive outcomes of more motivated and engaged learners. However, little evidence has been gathered 

about how teachers may use open textbooks to achieve their desired educational outcomes – for example, 

what teachers value in open textbooks and in what way they wish to leverage the expected increase in 

student engagement for second language learning. This investigation attempts to identify these important 

variables in order to facilitate open textbook use. 

 

3   Methodology 
 

A survey was conducted in January 2016 to find out the teachers’ familiarity with using open textbooks on 

English language and their preferences for features of open textbook which would influence their 

willingness to use them in teaching. The respondents included a total of 95 language teachers, of whom 37 

(38.9%) were primary school teachers, 49 (51.6%) were secondary school teachers and 9 (9.5%) were 

teachers in tertiary fields. They were recruited in an open textbook event, which revealed their high interest 

in the initiative. 

The questionnaire covered the participants’ knowledge of, and experience with, open textbooks, their 

perceptions of the usefulness of the characteristics of open textbooks for language teaching, and how they 

expected to use them in their classes. The respondents were also asked about their experience of 

participating in previous events related to open textbooks, in order to understand the influence of their 

relevant prior experience on their perceptions of open textbooks. There were 31 respondents who indicated 

such experience through attending previous events which introduced the features of open textbooks. 

 

4   Results 
 

4.1   Familiarity with, and the potential of, open textbooks 
 

Figure 1 shows the respondents’ level of familiarity with open textbooks, and whether they had relevant 

experience. The majority indicated different levels of acquaintance with open textbooks. Those who had 

relevant experience were comparatively more familiar with open textbooks – none of them selected ‘Not at 

all familiar’. A higher proportion of this group knew how to use, share, revise and combine open textbooks 

than those without relevant prior experience. These results suggest that ‘open textbooks’ is no longer an 

unfamiliar term or a new educational resource for the majority of the participants, which may be attributable 

to the continual promotion done by the relevant parties. 
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Fig. 1. Participants’ familiarity with open textbooks (Note: Participants could choose more than one option.) 

 

Figure 2 shows the teachers’ tendency to develop teaching materials for their classes. Of the respondents, 

over 90% indicated that they either ‘often’ (32.3%) or ‘usually’ (58.1%) need to develop materials to support 

their teaching – a result which suggests a demand for educational resources which meet the specific needs of 

the teachers’ classes. Open textbooks, with their openness and flexibility, have a high potential for satisfying 

this demand.  

 

 
Fig. 2. Teachers’ tendency to develop teaching materials for their classes 

 

4.2   Preference for open textbook features 
 

Table 1 illustrates the significance of factors that influence the teachers’ decisions in selecting textbooks. 

The factors were rated using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) ‘Not at all important’, (2) ‘Barely 

important’, (3) ‘Fairly important’, (4) ‘Quite important’ and (5) ‘Highly important’. The findings show that 

the quality of the content was the most important factor for English teachers in choosing textbooks. The 

effectiveness of application in teaching and learning, the level of difficulty and the provision of support 

resources were also significant factors taken into account by the teachers. Therefore, to cater for the 

teachers’ needs, quality control of the textbooks is of prime importance. In addition, the use of the open 

textbooks at the right level of difficulty for enhancing teaching and learning performance, as well as the 
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provision of supplementary materials, also have to be taken into consideration in order to attract the 

teachers’ interest in selecting them.  

 
Table 1. Factors influencing the teachers’ decision to select textbooks 

 Percentage of respondents   

Factors 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

Quality of content 0.0 0.0 1.1 12.6 86.3 4.85 0.39 

Effectiveness of application in 

teaching and learning 

0.0 0.0 4.2 29.5 66.3 4.62 0.57 

Level of difficulties 0.0 1.1 3.2 34.7 61.1 4.56 0.61 

Provision of support resources  (e.g. 

worksheets and PowerPoints) 

0.0 1.1 6.3 32.6 60.0 4.52 0.67 

Price 0.0 3.2 25.3 62.1 9.5 3.78 0.66 

Layout design 0.0 2.1 41.1 48.4 8.4 3.63 0.67 

Printed version of separate units 0.0 11.6 34.7 37.9 14.7 3.56 0.89 

 
Table 2 presents the usefulness of characteristics of open textbooks for English teachers. A scale ranging 

from (1) ‘Not at all useful’, (2) ‘Barely useful’, (3) ‘Fairly useful’, (4) ‘Quite useful’ and (5) ‘Highly useful’ 

was adopted for measurement. The results highlight the usefulness of multimedia in open textbooks, such as 

audio recordings and PowerPoint materials, as well as study guides and interactive quizzes, which are highly 

conducive to teaching.  

 
Table 2. Usefulness of features of open textbooks for teaching 

 Percentage of respondents   

Features of open textbooks 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

Audio recordings for listening 

exercises 

1.1 1.1 4.2 47.4 46.3 4.41 0.72 

PowerPoint files for classroom  

teaching 

1.1 1.1 9.5 46.3 42.1 4.31 0.76 

Study guides 1.1 0.0 8.5 52.1 38.3 4.29 0.71 

Interactive quizzes 1.1 0.0 15.8 40.0 43.2 4.27 0.80 

Print option 1.1 0.0 9.7 57.0 32.3 4.25 0.70 

Videos 1.1 1.1 10.6 52.1 35.1 4.23 0.75 

Internal links 1.1 1.1 8.4 55.8 33.7 4.23 0.72 

Search function 1.1 2.1 8.4 54.7 33.7 4.19 0.76 

Links to external materials 1.1 1.1 13.7 49.5 34.7 4.18 0.78 

Animation 1.1 1.1 17.9 49.5 30.5 4.12 0.79 

Highlighting function 1.1 1.1 23.2 46.3 28.4 4.07 0.81 

Accessibility features 2.1 0.0 23.4 52.1 22.3 3.99 0.81 

Note-taking function 1.1 4.2 25.3 52.6 16.8 3.88 0.81 

Bookmarking function 1.1 4.3 31.9 47.9 14.9 3.78 0.81 

  
Table 3 shows the usefulness of open textbook features for students’ learning according to the teachers’ 

expectations. With a scale ranging from (1) ‘Not at all useful’, (2) ‘Barely useful’, (3) ‘Fairly useful’, (4) 

‘Quite useful’ and (5) ‘Highly useful’, the results indicate that freedom in using the textbooks and revising 

the content were considered the most conducive to students’ learning, which implies that the openness 

feature of open textbooks is of major importance for the English teachers. 
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Table 3. Usefulness of features of open textbook for students’ learning 

 

 Percentage of respondents   

Features of open textbooks 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

Free to use the textbook 0.0 0.0 3.2 40.0 56.8 4.54 0.56 

Free to revise the content 0.0 4.2 3.2 32.6 60.0 4.48 0.76 

Free to remix with other materials 0.0 3.2 5.3 34.7 55.8 4.45 0.74 

Free to print your own copies 0.0 3.2 7.4 32.6 55.8 4.43 0.77 

Free to redistribute the textbook 2.1 0.0 15.8 41.1 40.0 4.18 0.85 

   

 

Figure 3 illustrates the teachers’ expected ways of using the open textbooks. Of the respondents, 70.5% 

would use the online version; 62.1% indicated that they would prefer the printed version; 58.9% would 

adopt only selected parts for teaching; 49.5% would use them in parallel with other textbooks; and only 

28.4% would revise and reuse open textbooks (i.e. to contribute or share contents online). As both online and 

printed versions of open textbooks are needed by English teachers, the different formats of open textbooks 

would support their teaching in a flexible manner.  

 

 

 
Fig. 3. Preference of using open textbooks in teaching (Note: Participants could choose more than one option.) 
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Table 4 and 5 further illustrate the factors potentially influencing the teachers’ perceptions of the features 

of open textbooks for learning and teaching. Their interrelationships are shown using Pearson correlation. As 

seen in Table 4, the teachers’ familiarity with open textbooks and tendency to develop teaching materials are 

mildly and positively correlated with their perception of the usefulness of the ‘free to use’ feature of open 

textbooks. The table also shows that the more the teachers needed to develop materials for teaching, the 

more they valued the open textbook feature that students can freely print their own copies.  

As shown in Table 5, the usefulness of open textbook features is potentially related to a number of factors 

influencing the teachers’ selection of textbooks. For example, the teachers who regarded the provision of 

support resources as important tended to give a higher rating of usefulness to features such as PowerPoint 

materials, animation and links to external materials. Those who viewed textbook prices as important rated 

higher a number of features, such as interactive quizzes and audio recordings for listening exercises, 

suggesting that they may perceive positively the open textbook features when they are offered free of charge. 

 
Table 4. Correlation of the usefulness of open textbook features for learning with the teachers’ familiarity with open 

textbooks and tendency to develop teaching materials 

 
 Free to use the 

textbook 
Free to revise 
the content 

Free to remix 
with other 

materials 

Free to 
redistribute the 

textbook 

Free to print 
own copies 

Familiarity with open 
textbooks 

.212* .093 .022 .092 .017 

Tendency to develop 

teaching materials 

.225* .143 .043 .156 .284* 

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Table 5. Correlation of the usefulness of open textbook features for teaching with importance of factors influencing the teachers’ decision to select textbooks 

 

 Audio 
recordings 

for 

listening 
exercises 

PowerPoint 
files for  

teaching 

Study 
guides  

Interactive 
quizzes 

Print 
option 

Videos Internal 
links 

Search 
function 

Links to 
external 

materials 

Animation Highlighting 
function 

Accessibility 
features 

Note-taking 
function 

Bookmarking 
function 

Quality of 

content 

.122 .066 .028 .153 .104 -.012 .107 .091 .150 -.069 -.068 .102 -.096 -.001 

Effectiveness 
in teaching 

and learning 

.085 .241* .122 .135 .131 .043 .160 .209* .137 .134 .023 .148 -.028 .079 

Level of 
difficulties 

.084 .170 .153 .200 .093 .090 .010 .012 .014 .068 .043 -.001 .099 .005 

Provision of 

support 
resources 

.043 .326* .097 .163 -.059 .124 .225* .237* .211* .210* .079 .111 .154 .150 

Price .221* .122 .129 .206* .268* .171 .251* .209* .174 .217* .260* .296* .217* .301* 

Layout 

design 

.153 .178 .199 .209* .102 .293* .154 .257* .154 .354* .254* .189 .236* .341* 

Printed 

version of 

separate units 

.173 .163 .145 .198 .090 .238* .172 .182 .164 .307* .246* .173 .333* .268* 

 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. 
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5   Discussion 
 

The findings of this study show that most teacher participants had at least a basic level of familiarity with 

open textbooks. Those with prior experience may even know how to revise, remix and redistribute the open 

textbooks, which requires relevant knowledge and skills. There appears to be an observable improvement in 

comparison with the results from a similar survey conducted in 2014, in which more than 20% of the 

participating teachers were not at all familiar with open textbooks (Wong et al., 2015). As the extent of 

understanding of the resources has been regarded as a prerequisite for how well teachers can use them 

effectively (Dimitriadis, McAndrew, Conole, & Makriyannis, 2009), the improved familiarity with open 

textbook features suggests that the teachers in this study may benefit more from using the open textbooks. 
Similar to the view of Dimitriadis et al. (2009) that “if the design of OER is made clearer to teachers and 

learners, this is likely to ultimately make resources more reusable” (p. 201), this paper has identified a 

correlation between the teachers’ familiarity with open textbooks and their preferences for various open 

textbook features. The findings serve to inform the promotion of open textbooks among language teachers. 

It should be noted that a greater familiarity with the resources is not a sufficient condition leading to their 

use in practice. Conole (2010) points out a gap between “the potential of technologies for learning and their 

actual use in an educational context” (p. 143). To turn the use of open textbooks into an integral part of 

teaching practice, this gap has to be filled by identifying the facilitators and inhibitors influencing teachers’ 

decision to use a resource in teaching. 

The teachers’ familiarity with open textbooks may be partly attributed to their background – they were 

recruited in an open textbook event, so this group of participants may be particularly interested in open 

textbooks and have followed their development in Hong Kong. In earlier relevant studies on open textbooks 

and OER developments in this city (e.g. Li & Wong, 2014; Wong & Li, 2015; Wong et al., 2015), the 

participants did not demonstrate a high level of awareness of these resources. Also, their limited level of 

computer literacy in making multimedia materials may hinder them from effectively revising or remixing the 

resources. The extent to which language teachers in Hong Kong are aware of the potential of open textbooks 

for teaching the English language still requires further research. 

In the teachers’ rating of the usefulness of open textbook, this paper has also indicated the potential 

influence of their need to develop teaching materials and their considerations in selecting textbooks. The 

findings extend our understanding of the benefits of open textbooks which were mainly reported in the 

literature from the students’ perspective (e.g. Fischer, Hilton, Robinson, & Wiley, 2015; Hilton III, 2016; 

Senack, 2014). Factors motivating teachers to adopt open textbooks in teaching should not be neglected, 

especially when they are involved in textbook selection. 

The provision of multimedia and supplementary materials was highly rated by the teachers as a useful 

feature of open textbooks for language teaching. As a kind of OER, teachers can freely “use someone else’s 

resource in their teaching, rework other people’s materials, and even co-create (or remix) materials with 

others” (Beaven, 2013, p. 60). Being able to exchange resources helps in teaching English. For instance, 

open textbooks allow teachers to share audio materials for conducting listening exercises in class and 

PowerPoint resources, thus releasing them from the effort of preparing them on their own. To support the 

sharing of resources, a user-friendly online platform will be needed as a part of future work for success in 

using open textbooks in Hong Kong. 

 

 

6   Conclusion 
 

This paper has revealed the factors that may affect the extent to which the potential of open textbooks can be 

realised by school teachers for English language teaching. Familiarity with the open textbook features has 

been shown to be a prerequisite for the teachers to use these resources effectively – where they can freely 

customise the contents and make use of the multimedia materials provided – despite these features being 

well perceived by the teachers in terms of easing their workload. Support for school teachers on raising their 

understanding of, and capability for, using these resources is thus essential for promoting the adoption of 

open textbooks. 

The usefulness of open textbooks has been shown to be correlated with what teachers regard as important 

for choosing a textbook. This suggests further considerations for designing open textbook features from the 

teachers’ perspective that were less addressed in previous studies. As teachers’ evaluation of the usefulness 

of such resources influences their willingness to use them (Prasad & Usagawa, 2014), research on the 

evaluation criteria applied by teachers and conditions favouring their use of open textbooks should be on the 

agenda of future studies. 
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Looking ahead, the teachers’ recognition of the value of the features of open textbook has shown the 

potential of open textbooks for language teaching. Further work will be carried out on empirical studies of 

the use of the open textbooks in the classroom environment to identify facilitators and inhibitors of their 

success and, in particular, how the characteristics of open textbooks as a type of OER support language 

teaching.  
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Abstract. This paper aims to investigate the representation of Chinese outbound tourists in 

American news based on van Leeuwen’s Social Actor Theory within the framework of Critical 

Discourse Analysis. The first section introduces the background of Chinese outbound tourism and 

discusses the significance of the study in unveiling the hidden ideologies in western media and 

addressing the problem of intercultural misunderstanding. The second section reviews the crucial 

issues in Social Actor Theory. Seven representational categories are highlighted as follows given 

their strengths in addressing social inequality: exclusion, inclusion, nomination, categorization, 

individualization, assimilation, and differentiation. The third section discusses the methodology of 

the study in which the patterns of seven categories and their ideological implications are 

investigated within the analytic framework of Social Actor Theory. The finding section indicates 

that Chinese tourists are represented as a wealthy, collective, and homogenous group sharing 

similar traits in consuming and travelling behaviors. Their representations are intentionally 

differentiated from other equivalent foreign tourists. The ideological bias is placed on gender and 

the switched attitudes on the dichotomy between positive and negative attitudes. The last section 

concludes the contribution of the study and bridges it to the implementation of the study in 

linguistics research and cultural practice.   

Keywords: Chinese outbound tourists, Critical Discourse Analysis, Social Actor Theory 

1   Introduction 

1.1   Background 

Over the last two decades, the generic representation of Chinese in the western society has been overtly 

magnified in the western media, such as the portrayal of culturally stereotyped Chinese named as The 

Yellow Peril (Parungao, 2005) and Dragon Ladies (Prasso, 2005) in Hollywood films. The western image of 

Chinese has also been investigated within a socio-economic framework and the findings reveal that there are 

potentially orientalist and racialized stereotypes on this social group (Xu& You, 2012). In this 

underrepresented circumstance, a particular sub-social group, “Chinese tourists”, has increasingly attracted 

attention from the western press since the last decade, frequently co-occurring with terms like “behaviors”, 

“rude” or “invasion” in news media (‘Asian Pacific American Legal Center’, 2005). A considerable amount 

of researches have been conducted in exploring the attitudes towards Chinese outbound tourists from a pure-

sociological or socio-cultural perspective (Sparks, 2009; Lahouati, 2012). What is less discussed is how the 

portrayal of Chinese tourists is being discursively represented in the western media from a sociolinguistics 

perspective. 

In the news report from western press, there seems to be mixed and controversial feelings towards 

Chinese outbound tourists. On one hand, the press tends to critique Chinese tourists by highlighting their 

poor manners and negative impacts, such as “Mind your manners” and “China’s hell-raising tourists 

blacklisted for misbehavior” (“The Economics”, 2013; “RT news”, 2015). On the other hand, the media 

promotes an image that caters to the needs of Chinese tourists, bidding to seize profits from their huge 

consuming and investing potentials, such as “UK simplifies visas to lure Chinese tourists” and “Making 

Chinese tourists feel at home” (Zhao, 2013; Levere, 2015). Different presses seem to adopt different ways of 

using languages to shape the representation of the same social group. Such distinction leads to variations in 

the presence of ideological bias towards certain social goals. 
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1.2   Objectives of this study 

Based on the continued presence of complex ideologies with regard to Chinese tourists in western news, this 

paper intends to examine the representation of this particular social group in media discourse and further 

investigates how the press acts as “a propaganda machine” to persuasively convey these ideologies to its 

intended audience (Cheng & Lam, 2010). The following questions are designed for the present research 

mainly from two perspectives. 

a. What are the crucial themes being discussed in relation to Chinese tourists? 

b. How are Chinese tourists represented in the western media discourse? 

 Are ‘Chinese tourists’ given the representation as a homogenous group sharing similar traits or a 

heterogeneous group containing multiple characteristics? 

       What are the linguistics mechanisms used to reflect such representation? 

 Are ‘Chinese tourists’ given a differential representation compared with other equivalent social 

groups, such as tourists from other countries? 

       If so, what linguistic mechanisms are used to reflect such representation? 

c. What are the ideological implications associated with the discursive representation of Chinese tourists 

in the western press?  

 

2   Literature review 

2.1   Critical Discourse Analysis  

Since the study aims to examine the representation of a social group and the hidden ideological bias based 

on news discourse, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is adopted given its strength in exploring the 

relationship between text, power and ideologies in the media discourse analysis. Van Dijk defined CDA as 

follows: 
“Critical discourse Analysis is a type of discourse analytical study that primarily studies the way social power 

abuses, dominance and inequality are enacted, reproduced and resisted by text and talk in the social and political 

context.” (van Dijk, 2008:85) 
The quotation above implies that the goal of CDA is to address the hidden power control, social 

injustice and inequality to make audience aware of such social imbalance and how they are manifested by 

texts. Such imbalance can be realized through the construction of ‘in-group’ and ‘out-group’ representation 

as Van Dijk (1998) stated. In other words, the representation tends to distinguish ‘self’ from ‘others’, or ‘us’ 

from ‘them’. In most circumstance, ‘in-group’ is projected as the positive party while ‘out-group’ is referred 

to the negative side.  

In Discourse and Practice, van Leeuwen (2008) proposes a CDA model for analyzing the representation 

of social groups noted as Representing Social Actors. ‘Representing’ can be nominalized as ‘representation’ 

directed to “how one, a group, perception, or opinion is presented in the news.” (2008:4). ‘Social actors’ are 

named to represent “the participants of social practices in which they take part” (van Leeuwen, 2008: 23).  

2.2   Analytic framework 

Unlike other linguistically-oriented approaches in CDA, Social Actor Theory (i.e Representing Social 

Actors) prioritizes the socio-semantic perspective of the representation of social actors over linguistics 

operations, such as nominalization and passivization, and linguistics categories, such as the categories of 

transitivity (van Leeuwen, 2008; KhosraviNik, 2010).  

Since this study is highly influenced by social and cultural context, Social Actor Model serves to embed 

the analysis of the representation choices in the framework of meaning production situated in sociological 

instances. In this study, seven categories from the model are used to address the strategic representation and 

potential ideologies given their strengths in highlighting the tension between Chinese tourists and other 

relevant social groups.  

 

2.2.1    Exclusion/ Inclusion 

As van Leeuwan (2008:28) states, “representation exclude or include social actors to suit their interests and 

purposes in relation to the readers for whom they are intended”. Compared with inclusion, exclusion serves 
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as a much more intended and manipulative ‘action’ omitting certain social actors in order to achieve certain 

social goals. It can be further divided into two sub-categories: suppression and backgrounding.  

   Suppression refers to the exclusion leaven no trace within representation. It is mainly realized through 

three linguistics mechanisms: passive agent deletion; non-finite clauses; nominalization and process nouns.  

  Backgrounding refers to the exclusion that leaves trace in the representation. This kind of exclusion is less 

radical and the excluded social actors could be found in another part of sentence and clause. It is mainly 

realized through three linguistics mechanisms: simple ellipses in nonfinite clauses with –ing and –ed 

participles; simple ellipses in infinitival clauses with to; simple ellipses in paratactic clauses 

  In this study, Chinese tourists are represented as the ‘out-group’ while local citizens from tourist 

destinations are portrayed as the ‘in-group’.  Presumably, there might be news reporting that Chinese tourists 

were robbed or pickpocketed by criminals in the host country. These criminals are actually part of the ‘in-

group’. Hence, to minimize the negative image of the "in-group," "exclusion" might be explored as a default 

strategy to discursively represent these criminals. 

 

2.2.2    Nomination/ Categorization 

Social actors can be nominated by using proper nouns to indicate the uniqueness of identity. There are 

mainly three ways of nomination as follows. 

a. Formalization (surname only, with or without honorifics): Mr. Chen, Mr. Black 

b. Semiformalization (given name and surname): Wang Xiang, Michael Burton 

c. Informalization (given name only): Michel, Jessica  

Social actors can also be categorized by referring to the shared identities and functions. There are two 

main ways of categorization. 

a.  Functionalization 

Social actors can be functionalized in terms of an activity they play a role in, such as an occupation. It 

is mostly realized by nominalizing the activity and adding suffixes such as –er, -ant, -ent, -ian, -ee, etc. (e.g. 

dancer, accountant, correspondent, guardian, interviewee), or nominalizing a place or tool related to the 

activity, such as –ist, -eer, etc. (e.g. violinist, mountaineer). 

b.  Identification 

Social actors can be identified in terms of what they are within a more or less permanent time. There 

are three types of identifications as follows: classification, relational identification and physical 

identification. Here, only classification is discussed as it is the only type of identification employed in the 

text and is significant in constructing the representation of Chinese tourists. 

Social actors can be classified according to the representative features belonging to different classes of 

people. Age, gender, race, religion, wealth and nationality are common categories in classification. For 

instance,  

    i. Wealthy Chinese are looking for new destinations. 

    ii. Many middle-class parents forbid their children to be backpackers travelling by themselves. 

    Classification provides supplementary information to social actors by highlighting the most salient 

characteristics of social actors, like ‘wealthy’ in describing ‘Chinese’. Presumably, in this study, the use of 

classification is to construct the stereotypes of Chinese tourists and most of instances can be commonly 

found in the categories related to wealth and classes like the examples above.  

 

2.2.3    Individualization/Assimilation 

Individualization occurs when the social actors are given individuality, represented as individuals. It is 
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i. William Wu, a professor at Perking University, expressed his appreciation to the decoration of 

luxurious hotels in Paris.  

   Assimilation occurs when the social actors are being given conformity, represented as groups. It is realized 

by plurality, ‘or a mass noun, or a noun denoting a group of people’. It can be divided into two sub-

categories as follows. 

a.  Aggregation  

   The social actors are quantified with definite or indefinite quantifiers, represented in the form of statistics. 

It serves to ‘regulate practice and to manufacture consensus opinion’ (2008: 37).  

   i. The Guggenheim Museum plans to welcome 30 million visitors in 2015. 

b.  Collectivization  

    The social actors are assimilated without being quantified. 

   ii.  We Chinese are great shoppers. 
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2.2.4    Differentiation 

Differentiation makes a clear distinction between two individual social actors or two groups of social actors, 

usually with similar traits, constructing two differential social identities, the ‘self’ and the ‘other’, or ‘us’ and 

‘them’. 

    i. Mainland Chinese account for over 70 percent of application for duty-free purchases-vastly 

outnumbering even South Koreans. (Dickie, 2012) 

   ii. Japan is set to become more popular as destinations for Chinese tourists, while Hong Kong is expected 

to lose ground. (Wei, 2015) 

 

2.3 Relevant empirical studies 

The recent attention on the representation of ‘social actors’ in western media has been drawn on the 

representation of disadvantaged ‘social out-groups’, such as immigrants and foreign women, in the tension 

with ‘social in-groups’, such as native nationals. 

In 2013, to address the issue of undemocratic attitudes held by Europeans towards other ethnic groups 

in news media, Kabgani (2013) examined the representation of Muslim women in non-Islamic media. This 

study adopted van Leeuwen’s (1996) Social Actor Theory to conduct a critical discourse analysis on a 

printed article selected from the Guardian newspaper. The findings revealed that although the portrayal of 

Muslim women was not strongly negative, there was still some ideological bias with regard to the doubtful 

attitude towards the independent identity of Muslim women (Kabgani, 2013). The study of Kabgani (2013) 

provides a model in analyzing two equivalent social actors to this project in which Chinese tourists are likely 

co-occur with foreign counterparts like Korean tourists or American tourists. Muslim women and their 

Western counterparts were first individually investigated within different context and further compared with 

each other to reveal a comprehensive depiction of two actors. This method can be applied to this project to 

reveal how the tension between Chinese tourists and other foreign tourists are being depicted in the text.  

3   Methodology 

3.1   Data source 

As the study attempts to examine the representation of Chinese outbound tourists in western media discourse, 

news report is the primary source for data analysis. The data source from American press is chosen based on 

two reasons as follows. One reason is that English is employed as the primary language in western press, 

which is in line with the analysis within the framework of Social Actor Theory. The other reason can be 

linked to the globalized context. The transnational and transcultural integration become a common 

phenomenon across countries and America is a fairly representative nation in western world given its salient 

features on ethnic diversity and cultural pluralism (Al-Rodhan, 2006). In addition, the American press 

constitutes a powerful party in global news delivery. Furthermore, the news used for data analysis is taken 

from two popular American press: The Wall Street Journal (WSJ) and New York Times (NYT). The former 

represents the conservative views of news media, earning a circulating of 2.4 million copies as of March 

2013 (Vetter, 2006). The latter one focuses on interpreting the liberal views of news, earning the third largest 

circulation in United States (“Top 100 Newspapers in the United States”, n.d).   

3.2   Procedure 

Data collection will be based on a search query on an online database of newspaper (ProQuest Newspaper) 

subscribed to by BNU-HKBU United International College. The data will be obtained from New York Times 

and The Wall Street Journal within the time frame of January - August in 2015. There will be different 

combinations of search terms in the search query: Chinese tourist, Chinese tourists, Chinese traveler (s), and 

Chinese visitor (s). The data will be stored in two separate files: 95 articles in NYT; 87 articles in WSJ.                   

Based on CDA context (Van Dijk, 1997), Social Actor Theory has been chosen to establish a socio-

semantic framework for data analysis (Van Leeuwen, 2008). The analysis will start with the most recent 

article and progressively move to less recent one. Firstly, the texts will be investigated regarding to the 

theme, especially the frequently discussed topics to grasp a general understanding of social and cultural 

context related to Chinese tourists in 2015. Secondly, each article will be analyzed based on seven key 

categories in Social Actor Theory. The texts related to certain categories will be marked down and the 

occurrence of each tool will be quantified and displayed in the form of tables. Moreover, the intentional 

effect of such representation can be drawn out based on these patterns and the existence of ideological bias 
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can be justified. Furthermore, the representational choices portraying Chinese tourists will be compared with 

those representing other foreign tourists to promote comprehensive understanding of the presses’ attitudes. 

Finally, the ideological implications of the representation of Chinese tourists will be explored. 

4   Findings and discussion 

4.1 Theme analysis 

This section briefly discusses the major issues highlighted in news as background information to facilitate 

readers’ further understanding of the discussion on seven categories. On one hand, due to the political 

tension between mainland China and Special Administrative Regions, Hong Kong and Macau have 

gradually lost their attraction among Chinese tourists. On the other hand, the relaxed visa rules and weaker 

value of foreign currency increase the desire for Chinese to travel and consume in western countries and 

Southern Asia. Therefore, tourist destinations like America, Europe, Japan and Korea are frequently 

included in news with regard to Chinese outbound tourism. These host countries are pleased to see Chinese 

wealth transform to their pockets and intends to lure them by catering to their “Chinese taste”. Moreover, 

Chinese tourists play a role beyond merely traveling. As they actively engage in investment on real estate 

and donation in foreign countries, they are also characterized as “Chinese investors” and “Chinese donors”. 

However, the arrival of large amount of Chinese tourists easily evokes local resentment. Several news 

outlets have reported that local residents accuse Chinese tourists of rude behaviors and believe Chinese 

tourists treat them with contempt (see extract 1).  

  It is worthwhile to investigate the representation of Chinese tourists through Social Actor Model to unveil 

the hidden attitudes and ideologies held by the western press.  

Extract 1 

     Hong Young-cheol, head of the civic group Jeju Solidarity for Participatory Self-Government and 

Environmental Preservation, suspected Chinese tourists disregarded public etiquette “because they look 

down on Koreans as a small nation.” 

4.2 Exclusion/Inclusion pattern 

On close analysis, the exclusion/inclusion dichotomy provides readers with a hint of how social actors are 

being “manipulated” by text producers in the ways of either intentionally omitted or explicitly presented 

(van Leeuwan, 2008).  Surprisingly, there is no single case of exclusion for the representation of Chinese 

tourists (see table 1). It indicates the press is open to reports and discussion on this group of social actors 

rather than hiding their names behind the text. When Chinese tourists are represented as the active and 

dynamic force in social activities, it implies that text producers carry a certain desire to capture readers’ 

attentions on this particular group (Kabgani, 2013). In one way, such desire can be drawn on the rising 

curiosity to explore this social actor who is new and mysterious to western society; in another, it can be a 

way to convey a sense of insecurity or even fear on behalf of tourist destinations as this active group might 

become threat to locals (van Leeuwan, 2008). Further investigation in other categories can better interpret 

the intention for the use of inclusion.  

While the instances of exclusion are found in the representation of foreign governments accounting for 

26.3% (see table 1), they are mostly realized by passive agent deletion in relation to the introduction of new 

visa rules or policies.  

Extract 2 

It’s now easier for mainland Chinese to visit the United States, thanks to relaxed visa rules instituted 

late last year, allowing 10 years before visa renewal rather than one year. 

In addition, there are few cases of exclusion accounting for 17.4% in the representation of local residents 

who hold negative attitudes towards the arrival of Chinese tourists.   

Extract 3 

While complaints of Chinese manners – or the lack thereof – are a chronic source of embarrassment 

in China, occasionally there are more serious consequences. 

Overall, the exclusion/inclusion pattern demonstrates the important role of Chinese tourists in western 

media and their identities is being continually constructed through the frequent inclusion. Governments seem 

to play a less significant role in social activities in relation to Chinese outbound tourism. The exclusion of 

local residents in making complaints on Chinese tourists voices a sense of insecurity by tourist destinations.  
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Table 4.  Inclusion/exclusion in the news reports of Chinese tourists 

 

4.3 Nomination/categorization pattern 

Based on Social Actor Theory, when social actors are being nominated, they are given unique identity (van 

Leeuwan, 2008). When they are being categorized, they are represented with regard to identities and 

functions shared with many others (van Leeuwan, 2008). In news analysis, Chinese tourists are usually 

categorized while most cases of nomination are found in the representation of high-status people on the side 

of tourist destinations. These high-status people are usually characterized as the powerful group in Critical 

Discourse Analysis and their representations play a role in constructing the identity of Chinese tourists.  

Table 2.  Nomination/categotization in the news reports of Chinese tourists 

 
4.3.1 Nomination pattern 

Firstly, the nomination of high-status people is usually with job titles like “president”, “chief executive”, 

“mayor” and “analyst” as shown in the extract below.   

Extract 4  

Luca Solca, an analyst at BNP Paribas, says historically, the same luxury handbag has always been 

cheapest in Paris, and has typically been 10 % more expensive in New York and between 30% and 40% in 

China.  

When these high status people are being nominated, their identity indicates the authority and credibility of 

the information they provided in news. For instance (see Extract 7), the analyst is nominated as an expert on 

statistics and his full name legitimates the verifiability of the data he provided. In addition, they represent 

more than themselves, the opinions they made on Chinese tourists also represent the standing point of their 

organizations or the mainstream attitudes held by the industry they belong to. For instance, Fred Dixon is 

nominated as the chief executive of NYX & Company and his comments on the future of Chinese tourism is 

cited in the abstract of the news (see extract 5). Text producers construct the identity of Chinese tourists 

through voicing comments produced by authoritative individuals and legitimate these comments as “facts” to 

the public. 

Extract 5 

The Chinese tourism target of the future “is going to be the higher-spending, longer-staying, upper-

middle-class and luxury market,” Mr. Dixon said.  

   In terms of the form of nominalization, as shown in the table 2, 12.1% of representation of Chinese tourists 

is being semi-formalized with both given name and surname. When the nominated person is mentioned for a 

second time (see extract 6), he/she will be formalized with surname and honorifics (e.g. Mr. Ms.).    
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Extract 6  

Much of the discrepancy can be explained by shifts in the global economy, said Fred Dixon, the chief 

executive of NYC & Company.  

A recent rule change that will extend visas for citizens of China to 10 years from just one should a 

continued surge to tourism, Mr. Dixon said.     

In the few cases of nomination on Chinese tourists, only females are included in the discussion. While 

the gender information isn’t explicitly given with words like “female” or “woman”, it can only be implied 

from the pronouns (i.e. she, her) or the job titles (e.g businesswoman). In a sense, female tourists are 

characterized as the main force of Chinese tourists and their characteristics seem to be representative in 

western presses. This point will be reinforced when discussing the representation of male tourists in terms of 

categorization in the next section. 

Extract 7  

     Li Zhao, 24, who works for a candy company in Beijing, took her family to Bali, Indonesia, for their 

first overseas vocation together.  

Extract 8 

     “The major reason for most people to travel to Jeju is that it’s visa-free. And the price for group travel 

is so cheap,” said Willa Wu, a Hangzhou, China, businesswoman who has traveled to Jeju several times. 

4.3.2 Categorization pattern  

Table 2 also reveals that Chinese tourists are always categorized in the form of classification. There are four 

major factors in such classification: wealth, provenance, age, and gender.  

As predicted in section 2.2.2, Chinese tourists are frequently classified by wealth, collocated with 

adjectives like “rich” “wealthy”, and “high-spending” as shown in the extracts below.  

Extract 9  

Rich Chinese are also looking for new destinations. 

Extract 10  

Traveling outside China has become easier as countries eager to welcome the high-spending Chinese have 

relaxed visa rules.  

   The classification of “wealth” implies the great spending power of Chinese tourists and evokes people’s 

intention to lure money from these tourists. In other words, western countries view the arrival of Chinese 

tourists as an opportunity to make great profits. While wealth doesn’t necessarily mean “positive”, it can co-

occur with improper manners and negative impacts (see extract 9).  

Extract 11  

     China began loosening severe travel restrictions only about 25 years ago, and the rapid rise of the 

wealthy middle class has sent curious -- but often naïve, rude or even destructive -- visitors throughout 

Southeast Asia. 

   Further, there are 75.2 % Chinese tourists classified by provenance as “mainland Chinese tourists” (see 

table 2). Text producers tend to demonstrate/ breakdown its ‘political neutrality’ and emphasize these 

Chinese tourists are from mainland China, excluding those from Macau and Hong Kong who are expected to 

behave in a different way. As shown in the following extracts, “mainland” is intentionally added in front of 

Chinese tourists when discussing issues in relation to the interest of Special Administrative Regions (SAR). 

Extract 12  

     Macau media also has reported that the territory is considering new restriction on mainland Chinese 

tourists arrivals. 

Extract 13 

     Along with six Thais, the blast killed four mainland Chinese, two residents of Hong Kong, four 

Malaysians, an Indonesian and a Singaporean. 

   Age is another important category for classification of Chinese tourists. In many cases in which Chinese 

tourists are nominalized, the age of social actors is usually added as seemingly ‘necessary’ information after 

the nomination, but such information can’t be found in the cases of experts, representatives from tourism 

organizations, or local residents. Text producers seem to classify Chinese tourists from different age groups 

and reveal their different ways of travelling. Particularly, the rising number of Chinese tourists at a younger 

age catch more attention from western media while “young” seems to mean more than age. In news analysis, 

“young” implies a greater demand for consuming, and innovative ways of travelling, such as visiting elite 

universities and “bleisure” -- blending work and leisure (see extracts below).  

Extract 14  

     On Sunday, a 27-year-old Chinese woman spent more than $300,000 on clothes, jewelry, cosmetics and 

a $45,000 Cartier watch at a South Korean mall, the Chosun llbo newspaper reported. 

Extract 15  

     “We have also found that the young Chinese business traveler wants to blend work and leisure,” she 

added. 
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In relation to the discussion about gender bias in nomination pattern, the representation of males Chinese 

tourists through classification can provide more evidence. In the extract 16 and extract 17, Chinese male 

tourists are represented in a negative role whose manners can lead to public resentment and even the killing 

of others. Such gender bias even goes beyond the classification but is only revealed in an implicit way (see 

Extract 16). 

Extract 16 

     A few days earlier, a Chinese man was charged with causing the death of a five-year-old New Zealand 

girl after his car crossed the median and collided with an oncoming vehicle.  

Extract 17  

     On Monday, a driver from Beijing with a baby on board was filmed repeatedly crossing into oncoming 

traffic before a fellow motorist confiscated his rental car keys. 

4.3 Individualization/assimilation pattern 

Table 3 provides an overlook of how Chinese tourists are being represented in individualization/assimilation 

dichotomy. According to Social Actor Theory, the individualized social actor is given the value of 

individuality while the assimilated one meet its value on conformity. In most of circumstance, Chinese 

tourists are assimilated either in the form of collectivization or aggregation, while the side of Chinese 

government and tourism organizations on behalf of destination countries are frequently individualized in the 

name of elite politicians and top executives of the company who are in charge of power.  

Table 3.  Individualization/assimilation in the news reports of Chinese tourists 

 
 

4.3.1 Individualization pattern 

In the few instances of individualized Chinese tourists, there is one typical circumstance to foreground the 

value of individuality. This type of instance individualizes the independent tourists who distinguish 

themselves from the ‘mainstream’ Chinese tourists. As shown in the extract 15 and 16, both Lisa Xue and 

Liu Yikun intentionally construct a distinct identity from ‘typical’ Chinese tourists by characterizing them as 

wealthy and crowded Chinese.  

Extract 18 

     Lisa Xue, a Chinese tourist on a recent visit, said she and others were attracted to the island by its 

proximity – just a two-hour flight from Beijing – while wealthy Chinese saw it as a good place to but 

property. 

Extract 19 

    “I rolled my eyes when I saw Chinese tour groups going to the beaches,” said Ms. Liu.  

4.3.2 Assimilation pattern 

Assimilation is further divided into collectivization and aggregation. In the collectivization pattern, to avoid 

the overuse of “Chinese tourists”, the social actor is also collectivized with the use of synonyms like 

“Chinese travelers” and “Chinese visitors”. Moreover, the representation is tied to the social activity in 

which social actors participate (e.g shopping and investment), thus characterized as “Chinese shoppers”, 

“Chinese consumers” or “Chinese investors”.  

Extract 20 

     The weakening yen and euro provided an additional lure to Chinese shoppers. 

Extract 21 

     Some in Jeju who welcome Chinese investment have even worried that a naval base under construction 

here will be used by American warships and chase away Chinese investors. 
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  There is 52.1 % of Chinese tourists being collectivized with nationality per se as “Chinese”, “the Chinese”, 

“Chinese nationals” and “Chinese people”. Most instances of such collectivization are to make comparison 

with other national groups. 

Extract 22 

     In contrast to Brazilian visitors, he said, the Chinese tend to shop for more expensive items, like watches, 

to take home as gifts. 

4.3.3 Aggregation pattern 

Aggregation accounts for 46.6% which quantifies Chinese tourists as a “homogeneous, consensual” group 

(see table 3). Such statistics are mostly presented in the name of tourism organization with authority, such as 

U.S. Travel Association to further legitimate the credibility of information. In addition, Chinese tourists are 

aggregated with large number up to million and collocated with words like “more than”, “over”.  

Extract 23 

     Flush with cash and wanderlust, over 60 percent of mainland Chinese who chose to travel during the 

holiday 

  Moreover, comparison is frequently employed in aggregation to indicate the rapid rising number of Chinese 

tourists within a short period.  

Extract 24 

     City officials estimate that more than 740,000 visitors came from China in 2014, almost five times as 

many as in 2009. 

  Quantifiers like “some” “many” “a lot of” are also used to avoid over-generalization and maintain 

neutrality of the press.  

Extract 25 

     For many Chinese, the images coming out of Turkey this month have been ferocious and frightening. 

4.4 Differentiation pattern 

Differentiation is used to distinguish two individual social actor or two groups of social actors. It serves a 

function in claiming in-group/ out-group membership as selfness/otherness. In news analysis, there are two 

main types of differentiation. The first type of differentiation is made between Chinese tourists served as 

favorable guests with great consuming power and foreign tourism organizations intending to lure these 

visitors. Such distinction is revealed by presumed cultural difference between two groups of people and is 

realized by the use of third person plural pronouns (i.e “they” “them”).  This kind of differentiation doesn’t 

explicitly impose positive/ negative attitudes on both parties.  

Extract 26 

     Fred Dixon, chief executive of NYC & Company, New York’s tourism marketing organization, said 

“icons” lure Chinese visitors – especially the Metropolitan Museum of Art. “They like the status,” he said. 

“The heritage and history are real draws for them as well.” 

  The second type of differentiation is employed between Chinese tourists and other foreign tourists. Such 

differentiation is explicitly revealed on the large amount of visitors and the large amount of their 

consumption, mostly co-occurring with verbs “outnumber” and “surpass”.  

Extract 27 

     More than five million Chinese were estimated to have traveled abroad over the Lunar New Year holiday 

that ended on Wednesday, a 10 percent increase over the year before and the first time Chinese tourists 

bound for foreign lands outnumbered those vacationing domestically.  

     In addition, the comparison between Chinese tourists and foreign tourists highlights the high-end way of 

consumption by the Chinese group. For instance, Brazilian tourists are depicted as shoppers purchasing 

clothing and everyday items in the previous paragraph while Chinese tourists are portrayed as ‘wealthy’ 

shoppers consuming luxuries.  

Extract 28 

     In contrast to Brazilian visitors, he said, the Chinese tend to shop for more expensive items, like 

watches, to take home as gifts. 

     Except for two main types mentioned above, another interesting occurrence of differentiation is made in 

the commentary by other Chinese citizens on the ‘mainstream’ Chinese tourists. In the extract 29 and extract 

30, “Chinese tourists” are collectivized as a homogeneous group with certain ‘irrational’ travelling and 

consuming behaviors which they (Ms. Liu and Xue Ziyu) want to keep away from by claiming their 

‘outgroup’ membership with ‘other Chinese tourists’.  
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Extract 29 

     “I rolled my eyes when I saw Chinese tour groups going to the beaches,” said Ms. Liu. Desperate to 

avoid the crowds, the Lius fled to a less popular strip of sand and returned to Beijing before the peak travel 

days. 

Extract 30 

      “The Japanese are raking in Chinese tourists’ money to manufacture weapons,” wrote one 

microblogger, Xue Ziyu. “I wonder if these shoppers will sit comfortably on their toilet.” 

 The following paragraphs will discuss two linguistics strategies for employing differentiation. The first 

one can be found in the co-occurrence of collectivization and differentiation which is implemented as a 

polarization strategy to create positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation (Van Dijk, 2008). 

While such strategy is being employed implicitly and ironically, the negative presentation of Chinese tourists 

can only be revealed with further interpretation of subtext. In the news (see extract 31 and extract 32) 

discussing that the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York tried to lure Chinese visitors by presenting 

their favorable ancient Asian treasures, the use of “they” and “their culture” in contrast to “we” and “western 

culture” foreshadows the distance between “selfness” and “otherness”. Furthermore, positive words like 

“high-profile” and “high level” presents the ‘high-quality’ of the exhibition. While “the high-end 

presentation” of Chinese culture is presumably missing among Chinese people but here is recaptured by 

western people in a ‘positive way’. In other words, Chinese culture is usually presented in a relatively lower 

level compared with western culture. The construction of Chinese tourists’ identities is connotative in a 

negative sense since they are the social actor embedded in Chinese culture. 

Extract 31 

  “This is the first exhibition that really marks a watershed moment where we have donors stepping up 

from China itself,” said Maxwell K. Hearn, chairman of the Met’s department of Asian art, which 

collaborate on the show. “Clearly the Chinese see this very high-profile exhibition as something they want 

to be associated with.” 

Extract 32 

  “Chinese come to this encyclopedic museum and they see their culture represented at the same high 

level of quality and complexity and completeness that we expect for Western culture,” Mr. Hearn said. “I 

want people to be proud of the fact that their culture is represented here at that level.” 

The second strategy is referred to the use of parallelism. Such parallelism is along with the repetition on 

third person plural subjective pronoun “they” even though such rhetorical strategy can be removed to 

express the same literal meaning. For the extract 33, it can be rewritten into “They came, saw, and left with 

money in pockets.” The intention to employ such rhetorical figure is to repeatedly claim the outgroup 

membership of Chinese tourists with their own customs and behaviors.  

Extract 33 

“They came, they saw, they left with their money in their pockets,” said Macau-based consultant Ben 

Lee, of value-seeking Chinese tourists to Macau. 

5   Conclusion 

5.1 Summary of the study 

This study intends to unveil the ideological values and attitudes which the western media attach to Chinese 

tourists through the investigation of their representational strategies. This group of outbound tourists 

becomes the new growing force in western media and the study fills a gap in discussing their representation 

from a sociolinguistics perspective. Van Leeuwan’s model of CDA provides the inventory to analyzing such 

representation from sets of categories. 

   The findings are unfolded through the discussion of the patterns emerging from the seven sets of categories 

from Social Actor Model. Firstly, theme analysis investigates the background information for the changes of 

the pattern of Chinese outbound tourism and the controversial attitudes towards Chinese tourists held by 

western countries. On one hand, those countries show great hospitality to Chinese tourists though catering to 

their tastes since Chinese’s wealth can provide them with great fortune. On the other hand, they make 

negative commentary on the improper behaviors of Chinese tourists and present growing concerns over the 

impacts of Chinese’s visiting on the development of local cities. This controversial feeling towards Chinese 

tourists foreshadows the construction of hidden ideologies produced by the text. The exclusion /inclusion 

pattern reveals that Chinese tourists play a role as the active and dynamic force in western media. They are 

represented as a new rising group capturing attention of western people while the extent to how far this 

attraction can go determines whether their representation will become a threat with power. In terms of 
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nomination/categorization pattern, Chinese tourists are frequently categorized through classification and the 

few cases of nomination unveil the gender bias of positive females and negative males held by western 

media. Furthermore, the classification on wealth, provenance, age and gender portray Chinese tourists as a 

group of wealthy, mainland, young and female-oriented consumers or shoppers. The individualization/ 

assimilation dichotomy places the value of conformity on Chinese tourists in most cases and represents them 

as a homogeneous, collective, and consensual group. Moreover, the differentiation is made between Chinese 

tourists and representatives from tourist destinations as well as Chinese tourists and other foreign tourist. 

The co-occurrence of collectivization and differentiation is employed as a polarization strategy to construct 

positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation.  

5.2 Implications of the present research 

     This study presents that the news which seemingly shows the neutrality of how text producers 

intentionally ‘hide’ their ideological values attitudes behind the text. These ideologies place a certain power 

imbalance on different groups of social actors, while the dichotomy of dominant and dominated values on 

one social actor can be switched back and forth based on the context. For instance, in the exclusion/inclusion 

pattern, Chinese tourists are represented as the side with power actively engaging in the discussion while the 

use of differentiation seem to carry a negative connotation. Such subtle changes unveil the complexities of 

ideological bias western media attach to Chinese tourists and present readers a way to rationalize such 

complexity. Furthermore, this study places a positive value of critical discourse analysis in understanding 

intercultural miscommunication and enhancing intercultural awareness among the mass. 
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Abstract. The present study aimed to investigate the nature of oral corrective feedback and learner 

uptake in an ESL intermediate-level classroom in China. It also aimed to examine whether there is 

a discrepancy in the teacher and students perceptions of oral corrective feedback. Participants were 

52 students and their teacher from a middle school in the Guangdong Province. Data were collected 

through classroom observation, questionnaire surveys, and interviews. Results revealed that six 

types of error corrective feedback (explicit feedback, recast, clarification, meta-linguistic feedback, 

elicitation, and repetition) were associated with relatively high rates of students’ uptake. However, 

although elicitation was found most effective, the teacher seldom used it in the classroom. Both 

teacher and students (over 80%) held positive attitudes towards error correction, despite the fact 

that there was some difference between teacher and students in their preferences of oral feedback 

types. Implications of these results for teachers were discussed.  

 

Keywords: error corrective feedback, feedback types, uptake, secondary school ESL students 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

 

Making errors is an inevitable part in second language acquisition. Identifying and correcting errors are 

essential for teaching and learning processes in the classroom. Through error identification, teachers can 

have an idea whether students have acquired knowledge or not (Suzuki, 2004). Teachers’ corrective 

feedback can help students to realize any differences between their interlanguage and the standard target 

language so as to improve their acquisition of the target language (Lee, 2013). 

In fact, a large number of overseas studies have verified that corrective feedback can enhance students’ 

learning process and engage them in classroom activities (e.g., Han & Jung, 2007; Panove &Lyster, 2002). 

However, few studies have been done concerning the effectiveness of corrective feedback in a traditional 

classroom setting in China, where the language environment is quite different. Therefore, there is a need to 

conduct more empirical classroom interaction studies in China.  

The present study aimed to investigate the nature, types, and usefulness of corrective feedback perceived 

by teachers and students in a junior ESL classroom setting in China, focusing on finding answers to the 

following research questions. 

1. What is the relationship between oral corrective feedback types and students’ uptake? 

2. What type of corrective feedback do students and teachers prefer? 

3. What are the reasons for the disparity (if any) between students’ preference and actual classroom 

feedback? 

 

2. Literature review                                                                                                      

2.1 Language Errors  
 

Different linguists have defined language errors in different ways. For example, Chenoweth et al. (1983; as 

cited in Jia, 2014) defined an error as the use of linguistic form or structure in the way that native speakers 

may consider as incorrect. Edge (1989; as cited in Jia, 2014) defined an error as a wrong form that learners 

cannot notice even when the teacher provides the correct form. Ellis (1993) referred to an error “as a 



285 

 

deviation from the norms of the target language” (p. 51). In this study, “language errors” is defined as all 

inappropriate forms that teachers consider unacceptable in the use of the target language. 

 

2.2 Oral Corrective Feedback  

 

According to Chaudron (1997), corrective feedback is referred to as any teacher verbal responses aiming to 

transform or improve learners’ utterances. Ellis (1994) defined error treatment as the ‘negative evidence’ 

that could draw students’ attention to their erroneous utterances. In second language classroom, teachers are 

likely to respond to students’ performance to show whether these students’ utterances are correct. This kind 

of oral corrective feedback information is necessary for learners to monitor their own learning process. In the 

present study, oral corrective feedback refers to the provision of negative feedback upon students’ erroneous 

utterances, which encourages learners’ repair.  

In the present study, categorization of corrective feedback followed the six main types used in the study of 

Lyter and Ranta (1997): explicit correction, recast, clarification request, meta-linguistic feedback, elicitation, 

and repetition. Table 1 shows the definition and classification of corrective feedback employed by Lyter and 

Ranta (1997). 

 

 

 
Table 1.  Definition and classification of corrective feedback.  

 

CF Types Definition Example 

Explicit 
correction 

Teacher directly points out the mistake and provide the 
correct answer for students 

Student: I have apple. 

Teacher: not apple, an apple. 

Recast 

 

Teacher reformulates all or part of the incorrect form in 

students’ production. They show the correct forms but do 
not explicitly point out the error 

Student: I have apple. 

Teacher: an apple. 

Clarification 

request 

Teacher uses some expressions such as pardon? And what 

did you mean? So students should reformulate their ill-
formed utterance. This kind of feedback does not provide 

the explicit correction 

Student: what do you spend 

you weekend? 

Teacher: what did you mean? 

Meta-linguistic 
feedback 

 

Teachers gives appropriate linguistic knowledge but not 
explicit correct forms when providing feedback.   

Student: she go to school. 

Teacher: she is the third 

person singular 

Elicitation Teachers elicits the correct form from students by using 
techniques. One technique is the use of pause, which allows 

students to fill in the blank and complete utterances. In this 

way, students can develop the ability of self-correction 

Student: she go to school. 

Teacher: she…? 

Student: goes 

Repetition Teacher repeats students’ error by adjusting their intonation, 

like highlighting the error, so students pay more attention to 

the problematic part of their speech 

Student: she go to school. 

Teacher: she GO to school? 

Student: goes 

 

2.3 Effectiveness of Oral Corrective Feedback  

 

Numerous overseas studies (e.g., Carroll & Swain, 1993; Lyster & Ranta, 1997; Panova & Lyster, 2002) 

have investigated the effect of corrective feedback in second language acquisition. It has been commonly 

agreed that recast yields most attention because this type of corrective feedback is used most frequently in 

language classrooms. However, some studies found that although recast is often used by language teachers, 

it is the least effective in terms of uptake and repair. Lyster and Ranta (1997) explained that students pay less 

attention to the modification provided from their teachers, because they treated that kind of correction as a 

confirmation of their output. However, Suzuki (2004) found that recast led to higher uptake in an adult 

advanced ESL classroom. This finding suggests that in considering effectiveness of oral corrective feedback 

type, there is a need to take into account students’ age and language proficiency level differences. For 

students with limited linguistic capacity, they may not be able to take part in their error treatment 

meaningfully, therefore, they cannot effectively generate repair accordingly (Suzuki, 2004).  

A point to note is that there is a discrepancy between teachers’ and students’ preference of oral corrective 

feedback in a language classroom. Some studies (e.g., Lee, 2012) showed that students mostly preferred to 

receive explicit and direct corrections from their language teachers. In contrast, teachers mostly preferred to 

use recast due to time limit and the need to keep the flow of communication. However, it is generally agreed 
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that any type of oral corrective feedback that requires students to get involved more actively in the correction 

treatment would be more likely to facilitate students’ uptake effectively (Lyster & Ranta, 1997). 

 

2.4 Student Uptake 

 

Lyster and Ranta (1997) refer to uptake as “…a student’s utterance that immediately follows the teacher’s 

feedback and that constitutes a reaction in some way to the teacher’s intention to draw attention to some 

aspect of the student’s initial utterance” (p. 49). They claimed that there were two types of uptake: “repair” 

and “needs-repair” (Lyster & Ranta, 1997). “Repair” means that students can reformulate the correct answer 

by repetition or self-repair after receiving feedback from teachers (Lyster & Ranta, 1997, p.45), whereas 

“needs-repair” means that students fail to produce the correct form, for example, students still make the 

same mistake, so teachers may provide error correction again. In the present study, uptake was defined as 

students’ immediate response following teachers’ feedback. 

 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Participants  

Fifty-two 8
th

 grade students aged between 13 and 15 from a typical public middle school in Huadu district of 

Guangzhou participated in the study. This class was invited to participate because the students’ English 

achievement was comparatively higher than other classes in the same grade. In a typical school in China, 

teachers mainly use Putonghua as the medium of instruction, even in English classes. However, English is 

also used for classroom communication to facilitate English language teaching and learning. These students 

can communicate with their teacher in English with some daily life expressions. The participating teacher 

was a female English language teacher with a bachelor degree and 19 years of teaching experience.  

 

3.2 Instruments & Procedure 

 

Data were gathered by the author through classroom observations, student and teacher questionnaires, as 

well as follow-up teacher and student interviews. For classroom observation, two classroom protocols were 

devised. The first protocol was used to code the turns between the teacher’s and students’ conversations so 

that the researcher knew the details of students’ responses and teacher’s feedback. The second protocol was 

to collect the distribution of corrective feedback types and uptake, which was based on the framework 

suggested by Lyster and Ranta (1997). In addition, to make sure all moves between teachers and students 

were counted, all lessons were audiotaped using a mobile phone with the teacher’s permission. Each lesson 

lasted for 40 minutes, so a total of 280 minutes of seven lessons were observed. During each observation, the 

author used the classroom observation protocols to take notes. 

The teacher and student questionnaires were adapted from the study conducted by Lee (2013). A Chinese 

version of the student questionnaire was used to help participants fully understand all the questions. The 

student questionnaire was administered to the participating class towards the end of the second term of the 

2015-16 school year. The participating teacher was also invited to complete the teacher questionnaire. Both 

the teacher and the student questionnaires contained the same numbers of items and addressed the same 

aspect of questions although the wording was different. There were eight questions (see Appendix 1) on a 5-

point Likert scale examining their preferences for corrective feedback (scoring: 1=strongly disagree, 

2=disagree, 3=neutral, 4=agree and 5=strongly agree).  

To ensure students’ privacy, all questionnaires were anonymous. Students were given ten minutes to 

complete it, and they were free to ask questions. However, the host teacher finished the questionnaire after 

the lesson, which lasted for about 15 minutes.  

The questionnaire surveys were followed up with semi-structured interviews with the teacher and ten 

selected students. Students were selected randomly by using systematic sampling. Beginning from the 

number 5 student, 10 students were selected with the interval of 5.  

Questions for the teacher and student interviews were adapted from the study conducted by Jia (2014). 

There were two main focuses for the teacher and student interviews. Both the teacher and students were 

asked their opinions about error correction in question 1 and question 2. For question 3 and question 4, the 

researcher wanted to gather deep and detailed information for the teacher and students’ preferences of 

corrective feedback (See Appendix 2 for the details of the student interview questions).  

All interviews were conducted in Chinese. All interviewees were given about 10 minutes to look through 

the questions so that they could think deeper and better organize their responses. Students were interviewed 
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individually outside the classroom during their self-study class. Each student interview lasted for 10 minutes, 

whereas the teacher interview lasted for 15 minutes. The author audiotaped and made notes during the 

interviews. 

 

3.3 Data analysis 

 

Data and information from different sources were analyzed in order to answer the research questions of the 

study. For the research question 1 about the distribution of different types of corrective feedback and 

students’ uptake, Lyster and Ranta’s (1997) analytical model was applied. For research question 2 about 

students and the teacher’s preferences towards corrective feedback, all data from questionnaires were 

entered into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 16.0. SPSS and quantitative 

statistics methods were used. Finally, to find out the reasons behind their choices of corrective feedback 

(research question 3), the interview audiotape transcriptions and field notes were systematical analyzed.  

 

4. Results  

4.1 Distribution of Corrective Feedback  

Table 2 shows the distribution of different corrective feedback types and rates adopted by the teacher during 

the classroom observation period. Overall, 132 interactional moves were recorded in all 7 lessons. The 

teacher’s feedback and a student’s immediate response were counted as one interactional move. When the 

teacher used Putonghua to provide oral corrective feedback, this information was also taken into account. 

Obviously, meta-linguistic feedback was most frequently provided by the teacher in Putonghua. Other types 

of feedback types were often given in English. The total number of meta-linguistic feedback was 46, 

approximately 34.80% of all interactional moves, followed by recast (23.50%), clarification (17.40%), 

elicitation (12.10%), repetition (7.60%) and explicit correction (4.50%).  

 
Table 2.  Distribution of corrective feedback types 

Types Frequency Rate 

Explicit feedback 6 4.50% 

Recast 31 23.50% 

Clarification 23 17.40% 

Meta-linguistic Feedback 46 34.80% 

Elicitation 16 12.10% 

Repetition 10 7.60% 

Total 132 100% 

 

 

4.2 Distribution of Uptake Following Corrective Feedback by Type 

As shown in Table 3, most corrective feedback types including clarification (86.96%), meta-linguistic 

feedback (84.78%), elicitation (100%) and repetition (80%) led to high rates of uptake. Although the teacher 

did not use elicitation frequently in the classroom, this type of corrective feedback generated the highest rate 

of uptake. However, explicit feedback and recast did not generate as much high rate of repair compared with 

other types of corrective feedback.  

In summary, the teacher used meta-linguistic feedback most often (mainly in Putonghua though), followed 

by recast, clarification, elicitation, repetition, and explicit correction. In terms of students’ uptake, six types 

of corrective feedback had led to high uptake. Though the teacher did not frequently used elicitation, this 

type of corrective feedback was the most effective one.  

 
Table 3.  Frequency and percentage of uptake.  

CF types Frequency Percentage 

Explicit feedback 4/6 66.67% 

Recast 22/31 70.97% 

Clarification 20/23 86.96% 

Meta-linguistic Feedback 39/46 84.78% 

Elicitation 16/16 100% 

Repetition 8/10 80% 

Total 109/132 82.58% 
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4.2 Teacher’s and Students’ Attitudes Towards Error Correction 

There were some differences in attitudes towards error correction between students and the teacher as shown 

in Figure 1. First, the teacher did not agree that all errors should be corrected, whereas the students highly 

wanted their teacher to correct their errors as much as possible when they spoke in English. Second, the 

teacher did not agree that teachers should provide all accurate answers immediately for students, whereas the 

students highly preferred their teacher to tell them what they got wrong and provided them the correct form. 

Third, the teacher did not believe that students would correct their errors and practise the correct form 

immediately after the teacher had provided the correct form, whereas students reported that they would try to 

correct their errors by repeating after their teacher’s feedback.    

As for similarities, both students and the teacher highly agreed (i) that students learned more through error 

correction, (ii) that some frequent errors should be the focus for correction, (iii) that interruptions were 

acceptable when the teacher corrected student errors in the middle of their speeches, and (iv) that appropriate 

guidance was necessary to promote uptake after teacher’s feedback was given.  

 

 

Fig. 1. Comparison of attitudes between teacher and students towards error correction 

 

The student interview data showed that 60% (6 out of 10 students) regarded oral correction very important 

for their English study. Some students with average or above average English ability explained that by 

receiving feedback from their teacher, they could avoid making the same mistake again. They believed error 

treatments were beneficial for their studies.  
 I prefer my teacher to correct my erroneous utterances, so I can achieve a higher score in the exam. (HS1)  

 I can avoid making the same mistakes if the teacher pointed them out immediately (HS3).  

 I often make some mistakes because of my carelessness. So I think if my teacher can give me some feedback, I 

can pay more attention to my mistakes. (MS5) 

 

With respect to the question of whether all or part of errors should be corrected, students with different 

English ability would have different views. For high- and mid-achievers, they stated that their teacher could 

just correct part of their errors that interfered with communication. In most cases, they could realize their 

erroneous utterances themselves, or they could ask peers for help. 
 I can notice them most of the time and corrected them myself. (HS1) 

 I do not think the teacher need to correct all oral errors. Instead, the teacher can help students realize their 

frequent errors by guidance. I can ask peers for help if there are some minor mistakes. (HS2) 

 I do not think the teacher need to correct all mistakes in the classroom, which will decrease the teaching 

efficiency. (HS3) 

 I think the teacher can selectively correct some fatal errors. We have no ideas about which part we should focus 

more on if the teacher corrects all mistakes. (MS4) 

 

For low-achievers, they preferred their teacher to provide all correct answers. They indicated that the lack 

of English proficiency restricted them to notice errors and mistakes.  
 I do not think I can recognize errors by myself. It is easy for me to forget grammar points, so I need feedback at 

all times (LS8) 

 I prefer my teacher to correct all my mistakes. Considering my English proficiency, I find it hard to self-correct 

my errors. (LS9) 

 

In respect of the most preferred types of oral corrective feedback, 6 out of 10 interviewed students preferred 

a negotiation form of feedback including clarification, metalinguistic feedback, elicitation, and repetition. 

High-achievers explained that negotiation a form of feedback enabled them to find out answers by 



289 

 

themselves and develop the ability of think critically about their output. They believed that their knowledge 

can be more effectively reinforced by self-correction.  
 No one can help you in the exam, so you should develop the ability of self-correction (HS1) 

 I am so confident about my English language study. Even if the teacher only provides some hints, I can find out 

the solution by myself. (HS2) 

 Self-correction is good for improving memory. When I can find out the correct answers by myself, I know where 

and how I got wrong. I will remember them for a long time. (HS3) 

 

However, low-achievers preferred to have explicit error correction with the following reasons: 
 Explicit and direct error corrections are better because I don’t need to judge whether the answer is correct or 

not, because these answers are provided from teachers. (LS8) 

 Though self-correction is good for language learning, it is not practical in class. The teacher always moves so 

fast. If I spend some time in reflecting my mistakes, I cannot always follow my teacher’s path and speed. So I 

prefer the teacher to give me all correct answers. (LS10)  

 

In terms of the least preferred type of corrective feedback, 5 out of 10 interviewed students remarked that 

they did not prefer recast. Some low-achievers explained that recast was not helpful because it would not 

show exactly what errors they had made. 
 I think recast is not good. The teacher just gave me some answers without pointing out where I was wrong. I 

sometimes need to ask my classmates to explain it again. (LS9) 

 

However, some mid- and high-achievers regarded explicit correction to be the least preferred type of 

feedback because it was not good for self-improvement. Even though the teacher provided the correct form 

for students, if they did not comprehend the grammar point, the feedback made no sense. Worse even, 

students might rely heavily on teachers’ feedback. Once the teacher did not provide the correct answer for 

them when they made some mistakes, they would regard their answers to be right but not try to correct them 

by themselves. Some comments were selected from the interview transcript as follows: 
 Explicit correction is not good. Students will depend on teachers’ answers and do not think independently. When 

they made some errors, they would not go over them again. (HS2 15) 

 I might notice the mistake immediately if the teacher provides an explicit correction, however, it is easy to forget. 

(MS6)   

 

The teacher interview data showed that the teacher believed that providing error treatments in classroom 

was essential for help students to improve their English learning. In most cases, she would correct students’ 

oral mistakes after they had finished what they wanted to say. However, if the oral errors were “just too 

wrong” she would interrupt and provide corrective feedback. She preferred to use recast most because this 

type of feedback would not embarrass students when they make mistakes, and also it would save time to 

maintain the natural flow of speech. Explicit correction was the type of feedback she preferred least because 

it was too direct and straightforward, having a risk of embarrassing adolescent students in front of the class.   

 Adolescent students are afraid of raising their hands and share their answers for fear of making 

mistakes, which would lead them to feel embarrassed. In the past, I used to point out their mistakes 

directly, but only to find them getting more and more reluctant to say anything in English in the class.  

 

In summary, questionnaire data showed that both students and the teacher held positive attitudes towards 

error correction. They both believed that learning progress could be improved through corrective feedback. 

They did not think corrective feedback would lead to embarrassment even when the teacher corrected 

students’ error in front of other classmates. In addition, frequent and common errors should be given more 

emphasis in error correction, and interruption was allowed even in free oral practice. Students and teachers 

also regarded hints as a useful tool during error treatment. However, the teacher did not agree that all errors 

should be corrected. Instead of providing explicit correction, the teacher preferred to give guidance and 

encouraged students to find out the correct answers themselves, whereas the students preferred to receive 

immediate explicit and direct feedback. 

Student interview data showed that there were some differences between high- and low-achievers’ views 

on their teacher’s corrective feedback. High achievers preferred to have more implicit feedback, which 

would enable them to think critically about their output and problem solve themselves. In contrast, low-

achievers desired to have more explicit feedback when considering their low English proficiency levels, and 

it would often be hard for them to do self-correction.  

The teacher’s interview data revealed the teacher believed that it was necessary to consider students 

emotional responses when providing error correction. The teacher should avoid causing anxiety and 

embarrassment. Instead, she believed that any feedback that would promote students’ self-correction would 

be better than other feedback types because self-correction could increase students’ confidence in oral 
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language use. Therefore, rather than delivering explicit answers, she believed that it would be more useful to 

prompt and guide students’ self-correction.   

 

5 Discussion and Conclusion 
 

The present study aimed to investigate the patterns of corrective feedback and uptake generated by each 

feedback types, and explored the differences between students and their teacher in their attitudes toward 

error correction. The first finding was that meta-linguistic feedback was used most frequently and led to 

rather high uptake. This type of feedback was often given in the students’ first language, therefore, there 

were no difficulties for the students to understand and to correct their errors. The second finding was that 

although elicitation could generate a high rate of uptake, the teacher seldom used it in the classroom because 

it was considered to be time consuming and impractical for a class with large class size. The third finding 

was that high- and low-achievers would prefer different types of feedback so as to meet their learning needs. 

High-achievers preferred implicit feedback to promote their self-correction ability, whereas low-achievers 

preferred immediate and explicit error feedback because they lacked sufficiency linguistic knowledge to 

self-correct themselves. The fourth finding was that in providing feedback to students, the teacher was very 

cautious about not to cause anxiety and embarrassment to her adolescent students in general. However, she 

did not notice that students with different achievement levels would have differential preference for different 

feedback types to meet their learning needs. Therefore, an implication of these findings is that language 

teachers should pay more attention to students’ individual differences in their achievement and learning 

needs. A cautious note is that the findings of the present study were based on a case study, therefore, they 

cannot be generalized to other English language classrooms. Therefore, further research is needed to be 

conducted in the Chinese educational settings to inform teachers on effective use of corrective feedback in 

their English language classrooms. 
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Appendix 1 Student Questionnaire Items 

 
1. I want my teacher to correct all of my errors when I speak English 

2. I think I learn more when my teacher corrects my speech 

3. I feel embarrassed when the teacher corrects me in front of other classmates. 

4. I want my teacher to correct the errors that I make most often when I speak English 

5. I like to practice speaking English freely. I do not want my teacher to correct my errors when I speak. 

6. When my teacher corrects me, I want him/her to tell me what I got wrong and provide the correct form immediately. 

7. When my teacher corrects me, I want him/her to tell me what I got wrong, but not give me the correct form so that I 

can figure it out myself. 

8. I try to correct my errors after teacher corrects me, by repeating after him/her. 

 

 

Appendix 2 Student Interview Questions 

 
1. In your English classes, does your teacher often correct your oral errors? Do you like your teacher to correct your 

oral errors? 

2. Do you like your teacher to correct all your errors or part of these errors that impede conversation? 

3. Base on your questionnaire, can you tell me why do you like this type of corrective feedback most? 

4. Why do you dislike this type of corrective feedback? 
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Abstract. In an asymmetric teacher-students relationship, the teacher holds more power than 

students, yet both parties need to be skillful to avoid losing face. The present study investigated the 

use of face (politeness) strategies in cross-cultural and hierarchical communication between 

students and instructors from a Sino-foreign university in China, and their perceptions of using face 

strategies in classroom communication. Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) face systems, Brown and 

Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, as well as Fairclough’s (1989) four linguistic strategies in 

maintaining power were adopted in the investigation. Findings confirmed Scollon and Scollon’s 

(2001) theory that speakers in lower status tend to use independent strategies while those who in 

higher status employ involvement strategies. Besides, the study showed that the adoption of face 

strategies and the recognition of power difference did help to create a pleasant and positive learning 

environment, therefore, achieved effective learning and teaching. 

 
Keywords: face systems, independence strategies, involvement strategies, hierarchical 

communication, power. 

 

 

1.  Introduction 
There has been increasing attention to pragmatics in classroom communication. Teaching is no longer an 

one-way input from teachers but emphasizes the effectiveness of classroom communication (Subertova, 

2013). In an asymmetric teacher-students relationship, the teacher withholds more power than students, yet 

both parties need to be skillful to avoid losing face. Taking expressing disagreement as an example, a student 

would not say “you are wrong” to a teacher in order to avoid challenging the teacher; at the same time, the 

teacher would not say something like “what you are saying is totally rubbish” to demotivate his or her 

students.  

According to Brown and Levinson (1987), participants in a higher position usually try to be friendly 

and closed to hearers (i.e., using involvement strategies); those in a lower position tend to give hearers 

freedom and space (i.e., using independent strategies). In addition, the concept of face is highly 

individualistic and self-motivated in western cultures, while in eastern cultures it has the feature of 

collectivity (Wierzbicka, 2003). When these two groups encounter, they would experience some conflict or 

incompatibility to a certain extent because of cultural differences. In some classroom settings, instructors are 

mainly native English speakers whereas students’ first language is not English. It is profound to study a 

diversity of face strategies used in such kind of settings, in which cross-cultural power difference between 

interlocutors also occurs. This study investigated face strategies in superior-subordinate communication in 

the content classrooms of a sino-foreign university, Beijing Normal University - Hong Kong Baptist 

University United International College (UIC). It focused on investigating the use of face (politeness) 

strategies in a hierarchical “face system” (Scollon & Scollon, 2001) with the aid of Brown and Levinson’s 

(1987) politeness theory. Furthermore, Fairclough’s (1989) four linguistic strategies (interruption, enforcing 

explicitness, controlling topic, and formulation) in power asymmetries discourse were also employed to 

analyze how power was maintained. 

Specifically, the following research questions were addressed in the study: 

(1) What are the frequent face strategies used by students and instructors in the content classrooms at UIC?  

(2) How power is maintained by the instructors through the use of the frequent face strategies? 

(3) What are the frequent linguistic strategies used by the instructors in order to maintain power according to 

Fairclough’s (1989) theory? 

(4) What are students’ perceptions toward the use of various face strategies?  

mailto:h2311ooo47@mail.uic.edu.hk
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1.1  Significance of the study 

Although ample empirical studies on politeness are found in the field, few works deal with politeness in 

asymmetric discourse, especially in the use of face strategies in classroom communication and in a cross-

cultural manner. Through the study, we can get insight into how the use of strategies in a hierarchical face 

system is conducted in a cross-cultural manner and whether these strategies are universal in different 

language settings.  

With the understanding of students’ and instructors’ preferences and expectations in using face systems, 

both parties could be more aware of avoiding misunderstanding and enhancing teaching and learning in 

classroom interaction. The results also contribute to a better understanding of the student learning style in 

UIC as well as developing students’ pragmatic competence.  

 

 

2.  Literature Review 
Face, representing an interpersonal identity, is one of the basic desires in social interaction. “There is no 

faceless communication” (Scollon & Scollon, 1995, p.49). Due to its nature of mutual vulnerability, people 

tend to employ linguistic strategies to “save” others’ face in order to protect their public self-imagine for the 

greatest interests of both sides (Brown & Lecinson, 1987). At the same time, particular power relationships 

are inevitably enacted when communication occurs. It makes the use of face strategies become tactical skills 

in social interaction. This literature review presents the theoretical basis on face systems and some recent 

research on politeness in classroom interaction.  

2.1  Brown and Levinson’s (1987) linguistic politeness theory   
Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory is the most influential, well-known model in the domain. 

Inspired by former theory of speech acts and the concept of face, Brown and Levinson (1987) developed the 

theory to demonstrate the relationship between the use of language and politeness. They classified five 

superstrategies that interlocutors use to avoid losing face (see Figure 2.1.1). They also proposed that before 

individuals selecting the appropriate choice of strategies, they would make an assumption of: (i) the social 

distance (D) between speakers and hearers; (ii) the power (P) of speakers and hearers; (iii) the ranking (R) of 

impositions in culture context (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 

                                  1. Without redressive 

                          On record                           2. Positive Politeness 

      Do the FTA                    With redressive action 

                   4. Off record                         3. Negative Politeness 

   5. Don’t do the FTA 

Figure 1. Strategies for doing FTAs (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 69) 

 

 

The theory provides a basic and detailed framework for the later development of politeness. According to 

Leech (2005, p.3 ), Brown and Levinson’s theory is “the most seminal and influential starting point for 

cross-cultural and cross-linguistic contrastive pragmatics.” 

 

2.2  Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) face systems  
Scollon and Scollon (2011) adopted Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory and introduced three face systems: 

Deference, Solidarity, and Hierarchy. The systems are based on the negotiation among interlocutors and their 

share assumptions on face (Scollon & Scollon, 2001). There are two conflicting forces in face, involvement 

and independent. The former one focuses on interlocutors’ common attraction to each other, and the latter 

emphasizes individuality. The concept of face is paradoxical which has both the need of being involved and 

maintaining independence; involvement and independence must be projected, it is only the matter of more or 

less (Scollon & Scollon, 2001).  

Face relationships are relatively constant after making assumptions and negotiations in a particular 

situation or discourse (Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Scollon and Scollon (2001) suggested that such a stable 

relationship indicating a politeness system which has a common set of face strategies employed by speakers 

inside the community (Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Deference and solidarity face systems are symmetric that 

interlocutors are using independence and involvement strategies respectively, while in hierarchy face system 

those who have more power tend to use involvement strategies and speakers in a subordinate position use 
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independence strategies (Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Figure 2.2.1 illustrates the relation between speakers in 

an unequal encounter, 

Speaker 1 (Involvement strategies) 

                       Speaker 2 (Independence strategies) 

 

Figure 2. Hierarchical politeness system (Scollon & Scollon, 2001; p. 56) 

 

The system is commonly applied in business talk, classroom communication, courtroom, etc. There are 

subtle differences in the recognition of face values from person to person and varies in cultures (Scollon & 

Scollon, 2001). When different parties have different expectations on each other, miscommunication may 

occur (Scollon & Scollon, 2001).  

 

2.3  Fairclough’s (1989) four devices in maintaining power  

In institutional discourse, interlocutors usually have asymmetrical distribution on speaking obligations and 

rights because of power differences (Simpson & Mayr, 2010). Therefore, Fairclough (1989) specified four 

linguistic strategies used by dominant speakers: 

Interruption. Speakers who have more power could dismiss or ignore contributions from those who have 

less power when the dominant group believes the content is irrelevant. 

Enforcing explicitness. In an asymmetric talk, less powerful speakers might use vague language while 

dominant speakers require ‘discoursal disambiguation’  

Controlling topic. Topics are introduced and can be altered by dominant speakers.  

Formulation. It requires less powerful group summarizing the main idea of its previous expression. 

 These devices are used in collecting data about maintaining power in classroom settings.  

 

2.4  Recent research on asymmetrical relationship 

2. 4.1  Subertova’s (2013) research on face strategies in classrooms  

Subertova (2013) adopted the positive and negative face strategies proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987) 

to test two hypotheses: (1) teachers are basically polite in English classrooms; (2) Czech English teachers 

employ different face strategies than native English speaking teachers. Four 60-minute English classes for 

intermediate students were video recorded and analyzed for the face strategies employed in teachers’ talk. 

The two hypotheses were confirmed in the study. 

 

2.4. 2  Huang’s (2014) study on face strategies in English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom  
Huang’s (2014) study on face strategies employed Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness framework to 

survey various face strategies used by university English instructors in EFL classrooms and the students’ and 

instructors’ perceptions towards using these strategies. The findings showed that instructors satisfied 

students’ face needs through employing proper face strategies. It also suggests that the recognition of 

instructors’ roles when using face strategies are pivotal, which contributes to create a pleasant and 

harmonious environment and to initiate learners’ motivation. Thus a more effective classroom teaching and 

learning could be achieved. 

 

2.4.3 Some supporting arguments on using face strategies in classrooms 

ALFattah (2010, p.137) pointed out that learning a foreign language involves knowing “how to behave 

linguistically;” that is, speakers need to be aware of using different face strategies in daily life. Bou-Franch 

and Garces-Conejos (2003) also agreed that politeness strategies introduced by Brown and Levinson (1987) 

can be an effective tool for contextualized language teaching. Besides, learning in a polite classroom gives 

students the feelings of being respected and unthreatened, which could facilitate their learning and 

involvement in classroom events (Subertova, 2013).  

 

   Though numerous studies have elicited the significant roles of face strategies in daily interaction, many of 

them focus only on limited aspects on face concerns and management (Huang, 2014). The above mentioned 

research mainly focuses on teachers’ use of face strategies for more effective classroom teaching. However, 

few studies have dealt with the cross-cultural communication in classroom discourse as well as how teachers 

maintain their power. Thus, the present study set out to investigate the use of face strategies in the area.  

 

3.  Methodology 
The present study is a mixed-methods study, the attitudes and perceptions of participants were gathered 

through questionnaires and semi-structure interviews. Both quantitative and qualitative data were involved in 

the survey. Classroom observation was excluded in this project because the research scale like participants, 

majors, or grades would be limited within a time-constraint period. On the other hand, the use of 
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questionnaire survey could get access to a wider range and a larger amount of students from different years 

and majors.  

 

3.1  Participants  

The study was conducted in a Sino-foreign university in China, Beijing Normal University - Hong Kong 

Baptist University United International College (UIC). English was the medium of instruction in UIC. The 

main classroom settings in UIC included native English speaking instructors from different countries with 

diversified cultural backgrounds and Chinese students whose first language is Mandarin or Cantonese. 

Participants were two instructors from the Division of Humanities and Social Sciences and 100 students 

from year one to year four of various majors. The survey conducted in October and November, in the middle 

of the semester, 2015. The instructors were invited to a semi-structured interview, whereas all the students 

were first invited to complete a questionnaire and four students were asked to conduct a semi-structured 

interview for more in-depth investigation. 

 

3.2  Questionnaire survey 

The questionnaire (both English and Chinese version) was piloted once with ten students of various majors 

from year one to year four, who did not participate in the formal survey. Ambiguous instructions and some 

more authentic responses in particular scenarios were revised after the pilot test. The formal survey was 

conducted in the paper format along with the online format. The paper format of survey copies were 

distributed to students self-studying in a computer lab or in the library during the middle of the semester, 

October and November, 2015. The online format was sent to a social media, Wechat. Students were invited 

to participate in the survey via convenience sampling.  

The questionnaire was designed to investigate instructors’ and students’ use of face strategies and their 

perceptions, and the way how instructors maintain power. Both English and Chinese versions were prepared 

for participants to choose. Most students selected the Chinese version to fill in. There were twelve question 

items, eleven closed and one open-ended question. The first seven items elicited responses based on various 

classroom scenarios. Four items aimed to obtain respondents’ general opinions regarding their perceptions 

on the use of face strategies and the recognition of power differences. Also, the open-ended item collected 

respondents’ idea on the effectiveness of the use of face strategies in classroom interaction.    

 

3.3  Semi-structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were used to provide rich qualitative data to supplement the quantitative data. 

They were carried out face-to-face with instructors and conducted through a social media Wechat with 

students in the same period of time. In the instructor interviews, three scenarios were designed to explore 

instructors’ use of face strategies and four open questions were set to investigate the frequency and the way 

they maintaining power. Besides, the student interviews aimed to investigate their perceptions towards the 

use of face strategies in classroom interaction. Mostly the interview questions were came out from the 

questionnaire but sought for a deeper understanding and explanation on particular issues, such as how they 

think the English proficiency level could affect their use of face strategies. Semi-structured interviews 

conducted with both groups were expected to find some significant implications on the use of face strategies 

in classroom interaction.  

 

4.  Results and Discussions 
The results and discussions part elicited the data collected from the questionnaire survey and semi-structured 

interviews, and it showed the data analysis regarding to the present study’s research questions. The following 

discussions were divided into five parts based on the setting of the research goal. And the limitations of each 

experimental design were elicited for further research improvement.   

4.1  Frequent face strategies used by students  

Table 1 

Frequent Face Strategies used by Students in Class 

 Q1. Suggestion for 

instructors 

Q2. Asking for review Q3. Expressing 

Disagreement  

Frequency  

(N= 99) 

Percentage 

(%) 

Frequency 

(N= 98) 

Percentage 

(%) 

Frequency 

(N= 98) 

Percentage 

(%) 

Involvement 

strategies 

13 13.13 17 17.35 31 31.63 

Independent 

strategies 

68 68.69 67 68.37 55 56.12 

Avoidance 18 18.18 14 14.29 12 12.24 
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Table 1 shows the students responses to the three scenarios of questions 1 to 3 in the questionnaire survey. 

There were six choices in each of the questions. Four choices were examples of using independent strategies 

and involvement strategies (two for each strategies), along with one avoidance strategies and the option 

‘others.’ Though the weight of each strategies were not the same in the setting of possible responses, the 

study in this issue was mainly focus on the comparison of involvement and independent strategies based on 

Scollon and Scollon’s (2001) face systems. Independent strategies were the highest frequent strategies used 

by students in class, shown as 68.69%, 68.37%, and 56.12% respectively. Comparing with the use of 

involvement strategies, the frequent adoption of independent strategies were about three times over in the 

use of involvement strategies in scenarios one and two. And 24.49% more students reported the adoption of 

independent strategies when comparing with involvement strategies in scenario three.  

It is worth mentioning that in an average of 15% respondents reported that they would use avoidance 

strategies in each of the scenarios, which is understandable, given that Chinese students tend to avoid 

interrupting or challenging their teachers in class.The reason can be traced back to the impacts of Confucian 

philosophy to Chinese people when talking about Chinese culture and education (Qian, 2002). Confucius 

values the idea of harmony and moderation (He, 1996). Usually, the manner of avoidance is regarded as 

respect in Chinese classrooms.  

Table 2 

Students’ Perceptions on their Politeness (Q4) 
                                                                                Mean 

(1) “Mr/Mrs X (say the instructor’s family name), I have another idea.”                             3.9904             

(2) “I am sorry that I cannot agree with you.”                                                  3.1804 

(3) “XXX(say the instructor’s given name or nickname), I have different insights on this.”              2.9716 

(4) “I got your point, but I believe mine is more convincing.”                                     2.6712 

(5) Not say anything to the instructor but saying to yourself                                       1.9812 

repeatedly your own opinion in a loud voice.    

Note. A five-point likert scale was used: 1 = Impolite --- 5 = Polite  

Besides, the table 2 shows participants’ rank on some possible responses’ politeness level in expressing 

disagreement. The result suggests that independent strategies used by students are perceived as more polite 

than involvement strategies, and avoidance strategy was in the lowest politeness level.  

 

4.2  Frequent face strategies used by instructors and power maintaining 

Student interviewee all agreed that their instructors usually employ involvement strategies such as notice or 

attend to the hearer in the scenario of giving negative feedback. Moreover, instructor participants believed 

that instructors had more power in class than students while they would use language in an inclusive manner 

to make students feel that they are in an equal relationship. One instructor treated his students as friends, and 

the other metaphorically used children-parents relationship to indicate her belief in students-instructor 

relationship. Nevertheless, they both agreed to maintain their power in polite ways when students had the 

attitude or disciplinary problems.  

Table 3   

Students’ Perceptions on Instructors’ Politeness (N=100)                                                       

Q5. Instructors’ feedback to students’ disagreement Students’ Acceptability  

U ANP AP AOP 

Involvement 

Strategies 

(1) “That is interesting, but I am not sure whether it is 

persuasive enough.” 

5 8 80 7 

(2) “It is reasonable, but mine is the main point.” 22 51 26 1 

Independent 

Strategies 

(3) “I am sorry that I cannot agree with you.” 13 31 49 7 

(4) “I do not think there is any reference could support 

your idea.” 

38 31 31 0 

Avoidance (5) No comments and ask whether other students agree 

with you. 

37 34 28 1 

 Note. U = Unacceptable, ANP = Acceptable but Not Polite, AP = Acceptable and Polite, AOP = Acceptable 

and Overly Polite 

From the use of involvement, independent, and avoidance strategies in Table 3, we can generalize that 

involvement strategies used by instructors were more acceptable for students in classroom communication, 

following with independent strategies. And 37% of the respondents reported that it was unacceptable if no 

feedback was given by instructors. The results may provide some ideas of students’ preferences on 

instructors’ use of face strategies. The adoption of involvement strategies could protect some students’ 

vulnerable face needs and make them feel unthreatened by their mistakes. 
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Table 4 

Instructors’ use of Face Strategies on Three Scenarios (see Appendix E for transcripts) 

 

Independent 

strategies 

1. “well, to be quite honest, that wasn’t the greatest performance I’ve ever seen” 

2. “Well, I’m not convinced by your argument….” 

3. “Well, it looks like we have moved to a topic which is not related.” 

Involvement 

strategies 

4. “Okay, that’s very interesting but not really relevant to what we are talking.” 

5. “Well, my opinion may be different, could you give some examples?  

Previous discussion suggests that students preferred instructors using involvement strategies, and they 

tended to use involvement strategies more frequently. However, when summarizing the two instructors’ idea 

on three scenarios in instructor interviews (see Table 4), their responses suggested otherwise. In fact, the 

setting of scenarios might cause the deviation, for example, lacking scenarios like being agreeable or using 

in-group language such as “we” when introducing a topic. The weaknesses also involve the limit number of 

instructor participants and the absence of classroom observation methods. Even so, the present study still 

needs to take into account of instructors’ considerations on the use of independent strategies when 

encountering situations like students have the attitude problem or the idea raised by a student is totally 

irrelevant. For further study, the use of face strategies by instructors should be specified in different 

situations. 

 

4.3  Frequent linguistic strategies used by instructors for maintaining power 
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Figure 4. Students' perception on power maintaining strategies N = 99 (Q6)  

 

Figure 4 shows student participants’ responses of a scenario when instructors considered a student’s 

contribution were irrelevant. Surprisingly, no power maintenance came to the top of the choices, 40% 

participants believed that their instructors would give students enough time and patient. Besides, Table 5 

below provides the rank of students’ perceptions on power maintenance by instructors regarding 

Fairclough’s (1989) theory. No power maintenance still was the first of the rank. It is because teaching is not 

a one-way input from teachers; teachers would like to let students express their ideas as long as the content is 

relevant and within a proper amount of time. Students, on the other hand, usually know the classroom 

manner quite well, and they would not occupy too much time. In addition, the qualitative data from the 

instructor interviews suggested the same result. Instructors admitted that they had more power than students 

in class while they did not think they express their power too much unless in particular circumstances like 

disciplinary problems or they have not enough time. Nevertheless, the table also notes that controlling the 

topic was the most frequent linguistic strategies used by instructors and interruption was the least. Both 

instructor participants mentioned the significant role of controlling topics in maintaining power.The result 

was also supported by Sinclair and Coulthard’s (1975) Initiation-response-feedback (IRF) sequence (teacher 

initiation-student response-teacher feedback), which suggests a common practice pattern in classroom 

interaction. The ‘initiation’ is a way of controlling topics because instructors have the power to ask students 

questions, and students need to answer the question according to what is expected by instructors.   

Table 5 

Frequent Linguistic Strategies used for Maintaining Power 

Q7                                                    Mean Value 

(1) Instructors give each student opportunities and time without restrictions.   2.61  

(2) Instructors control the topic.                                       2.79   

(3) Instructors ask students to summarize their main idea                   2.82 

(4) Instructors require student avoiding ambiguous utterances               2.84 

(5) Instructors interrupt students.                                      3.85 

(Note. Highest frequency = 1, lowest = 5) 

 

 

 

https://ed.grammarly.com/editor/content?page.paperReportKey=
https://ed.grammarly.com/editor/content?page.paperReportKey=
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4.4  Students’ perceptions towards the use of face strategies 

Table 6  

Students’ Perceptions on the use of Face Strategies (N=100) 

Options Q9. Do you think your English 

proficiency level affects your use 

of face strategies? 

Q10. Do you think there are differences 

in using Face strategies because of 

cultural backgrounds? 

 Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

A. Strongly agree 16 16% 29 29% 

B. Agree 73 73% 69 69% 

C. Disagree 8 8% 1 1% 

D. Strongly disagree 2 2% 1 1% 

E. Not sure 1 1% 0 0 

Total 100 100% 100 100% 

 

Table 6 shows factors that affected students’ use of face strategies. A total 89% of the respondents 

agreed or strongly agreed that English proficiency level affected their adoption of face strategies. Also, two 

students’ responses (out of four) from the semi-structured interview supported the argument. For instance, 

students may try to be polite to show their respect to teachers, however, they did not know what kinds of 

expressions can be used appropriately because of their low language proficiency. Moreover, they may not 

have the ability to use face strategies properly which leaded to the difficulty of communication. As a result, 

instructors were confused, and the student became nervous when interacting with instructors. Similarly, 98% 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that there were differences in using face strategies because cultural 

backgrounds. Both students and instructors were aware of some cultural differences in the adoption of face 

strategies. Two student participants gave examples of their misunderstanding experiences which caused by 

cultural differences like directness versus indirectness, and different communication styles. Instructor 

participants claimed that they were aware of some differences when teaching Chinese students and they 

would consciously avoid miscommunication in class. For instance, an instructor indicated that Chinese 

people wanted something softer and quieter, so he needed to be aware of this kind of difference in UIC 

classroom teaching. Another instructor, on the other hand, believed that politeness was generally universal 

while students’ English language proficiency can be a pivotal factor leading to miscommunication. Both 

parties were aware of some cultural differences and tried to avoid misunderstanding when interacting.  

 

4.5 The use of face strategies in enhancing classroom communication 
83% (totally 82 responses) participants agreed that the adoption of face strategies had positive effects on 

teaching and learning while less than 10% respondents disagreed. The majority of respondents stated that a 

positive learning atmosphere and pleasant environment motivated teaching and learning, and at the same 

time, avoided conflict between students and instructors. Moreover, students would feel unthreatened by their 

mistakes. Besides, some participants pointed out that they needed to show their respect to the instructors, no 

matter they believed their relationship was asymmetric or not.  

Additionally, the instructor interviews confirmed the discussion above. The classroom is a small society 

and students not only learn knowledge in the class but also learn how to interact with others. Politeness 

could make students’ and instructor’s relationship smooth. If a teacher rude to his or her students, the 

students will either avoid the teacher or they will become aggressive. Lacking of politeness leads to troubles 

in teaching and learning.  

 

5.  Conclusion 
5.1  Overview of the study 

The present study focuses on investigating students’ and instructors’ frequent use of face strategies as well as 

their perceptions of the use of face strategies and the recognition of power differences. Independent 

strategies were most frequently employed by students and involvement strategies were usually used by 

instructors. At the same time, students’ rank on some instructors’ possible responses showed students’ 

preference strategies used by instructors were involvement strategies. It worth mentioning that in an average 

of 15% respondents would use avoidance strategy in class, given that some Chinese students tended to avoid 

interrupting or challenging teachers because the manner of avoidance is regarded as a way of showing 

respect according to Chinese Confucian philosophy (Qian, 2002). Additionally, instructors employed 

independent strategies in certain circumstances, such as expressing disagreement or students have 

disciplinary problems.  

Both parties claimed that usually instructors do not express their power explicitly. They tended to 

maintain a friendly relationship with each other except for students who might have the attitude or 



299 

 

disciplinary problems. When referring to power maintenance regarding Fairclough’s (1989) four linguistic 

strategies, controlling the topic was most frequently used by instructors and interruption was the least. The 

finding was supported by Sinclair and Coulthard’s (1975) Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) theory which 

suggests a common practice pattern that instructor consciously or unconsciously express and maintain their 

power by leading students to pre-set topics.  

Furthermore, the majority of student participants agreed that their English language proficiency 

affected their use of face strategies, and admitted that there were cultural differences on the adoption of the 

strategies. And the factors (language proficiency and cultural differences) may easily lead to 

miscommunication. An interesting finding was that students’ language proficiency level outweigh the 

cultural differences when talking about the most influential factors that impacted their use of face strategies. 

According to Zhu (2014), not all miscommunication are caused by cultural differences and we should not 

neglect that participants are often second language speakers. Participants in the study believed that the 

adoption of face strategies enhance classroom communication. A positive learning environment leads to 

efficient teaching and learning. 

 

5.2  Implications for efficient classroom teaching and learning 

For students, they should consciously raise their awareness in cross-cultural communication and get to know 

some appropriate expressions in English speaking cultures and face strategies for minimizing the 

occurrences of miscommunication and embarrassment.  

For instructors, knowing that students’ preference strategies used by instructors were involvement 

strategies, instructors could deliberately use more inclusive language. At the same time, instructors can 

consciously share their cultures with students and discuss the differences with Chinese culture. In classroom 

teaching, instructors uphold more power than students so that they should put efforts to create a pleasant and 

positive learning environment to let students feel free to express their ideas. Also, instructors need to be 

aware that some Chinese students tend to use avoidance strategy to show their respect towards their 

instructors. Therefore, instructors could acknowledge the difference between Chinese culture and their 

teaching traditions, and then encourage students to raise and answer questions in class by providing with 

more positive feedback.  

In summary, both students and instructors should have a basic understanding on both parties’ discourse 

patterns as well as the recognition of their roles (i.e., power differences) in order to achieve efficient 

communication.  
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Abstract. The study in this paper concerns the language in the issues of four Italian newspapers 

published between 1969 and 2004. The articles interested by this research describe the victims of a 

terrorist attack in Milan and two criminals responsible of political assassinations during the 

Seventies in Italy. Critical Discourse Analysis provided the viewpoint for the analysis of the topic 

and the methodology follows the strategy proposed by the discourse-historical approach. In 

particular this paper focuses on similarities or differences in the description of victims and 

perpetrators based on gender. 

Keywords: Newspaper language, Critical discourse analysis, Violence, Gender 

1 Introduction 

The study of language and gender, at least at its very beginning in the Seventies, was deeply rooted in 

finding differences in women’s and men’s language, eventually arguing that it reflected a gender based 

social structure. Later on, the attention was drawn to other aspects of the linguistic system, and this paper 

addresses this subject somehow reversing the perspective: how is the language different when it concerns — 

and not produced by — female or male individuals? 

In particular, the focus of this research is the correlation between violence and gender in the language of 

Italian newspapers. This study involves the language in newspaper articles regarding violent national attacks 

happened during the so-called Anni di Piombo, an extremely savage period of time between the end of the 

Sixties and the Eighties in Italy. 

The paper is structured as follows: in section 2 news discourse is presented according to the point of view 

given by Critical Discourse Analysis and the corpus of study is described. The third chapter is dedicated to 

the paper topic, violence and gender in newspapers discourse. This part is divided in three sections, the first 

one is about textual analysis, the second presents the newspapers taken into consideration and the last one 

gives a brief socio-political background of the period of time under investigation with a brief description of 

the events and the people involved. The final section summarizes the elements and the main concepts. 

2 News Discourse: Analysis and Methodology 

Newspapers represent a mass media delivering information to people, especially in the time before World 

Wide Web and social media era and as  stated by Chomsky and Herman (1988), their influence on society 

functions — through five filters — as a sort of propaganda. In newspapers en event becomes a story and 

language is the code used to perform a communication between the producer and the audience. 

It seems obvious to highlight that the information carried by a newspaper is a public written message 

from a known sender to unknown receivers. This one-way communication generates unlimited processes of 

reconstructing news events by the reader, since the audience is composed by an undetermined number of 

receivers. Content analysis would not be an adequate approach to study newspaper language: since its focus 

is textual analysis, the assumption would be that any receiver of the message would interpret it in the same 

way. The concept introduced by Discourse Analysis, embracing the functionalist definition of discourse and 

assuming that language is social and active (Brown and Yule, 1983), is the study of what the writer is doing 

through that discourse. The following step, the one taken by Critical Discourse Analysis, is to take under 

consideration the social and ideological context in which communication takes place: by reproducing social 

life, language in use is also responsible for producing social and cultural environments, as recalls Gee (1999). 

For this reason Van Dijk (1988) suggests the definition of ‘sociocognitive’ process to identify the way news 

events are understood. 
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For the purpose of this paper, some Italian newspapers will be analyzed with a discourse-historical 

approach (Wodak and Mayer 2001), to investigate the use of language, in particular focusing on violence 

and gender. The analysis will be conducted on different levels: regarding text and content, it will study 

lexicon and syntax, with reference to the discursive practice it will investigate the newspapers political and 

social implications, as regards the context in which these news reports were produced, the analysis will 

consider the historical background. 

2.1 Corpus of Study 

The articles analyzed in this research were published on national Italian newspapers between 1969 and 2004. 

In particular, the newspapers examined in this research are four: Corriere della Sera, Il Messaggero, La 

Stampa and l’Unità and the issues taken into consideration were published the day after the Piazza Fontana 

Bombing in Milan (the attack happened on December 12, 1969). A second group of three newspapers 

(Corriere della Sera, La Stampa and l’Unità) provides the research with the articles regarding the terrorists 

Francesca Mambro and Valerio ‘Giusva’ Fioravanti. 

The articles printed in the mentioned newspapers were written in Italian, nevertheless, for the purpose of 

this study, they will be presented in English. The author of this paper is responsible for the translation. 

3 Violence and Gender in newspaper discourse 

As stated above, this paper will consider news reporting about two subjects, a terrorist attack in Milan city 

center and the legal procedure that sentenced the terrorists Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti for 

multiple offenses. 

Both these matters are associated with violent episodes but the analysis will focus on opposite subjects: 

regarding the Piazza Fontana Bombing the core of the research will be the victims, in the second case, the 

interest will be put on the perpetrators. 

The articles analysis will be structured as follows: a first part will be dedicated to textual analysis and it 

will focus on some lexical elements like naming and predication. The following part will briefly introduce 

the newspapers under consideration and illustrate the issue in which each article appeared, providing a 

description of the newspaper structure. The last part of the analysis will depict the historical background 

giving some details about the events in order to fully understand the socio-political environment. 

3.1 Textual Analysis 

3.1.1 A Crowd of Victims 

Massacre victims are depicted in newspapers with an impressive number of horrible details, but they rarely 

have a face and a name, especially if the accident/attack produced numerous victims. 

The Italian newspapers analyzed in this study do not constitute an exception: the thirteen victims of the 

Piazza Fontana bombing are described as ‘thirteen innocent victims’, ‘thirteen people torn apart and killed’ 

in Il Messaggero front page and as ‘anonymous citizens’ in La Stampa front page. Individuals connected by 

the same destiny become a ‘covered in blood, aching and dying humanity’ in an article inside Il Messaggero. 

Their bodies ‘were ripped apart, mangled, made unrecognizable by the fire explosion’ in the Corriere della 

Sera. 

Although in three over four newspapers there are articles reporting the names of the victioms, these 

names are usually isolated in an article-list of one or two columns. When describing the attack, the 

newspapers tend instead to portray the people involved as part of a group: ‘farmers, growers and agents from 

this side of the counter; employees on the other’ as in the Corriere, for instance. The characterization 

continues numbering all the objects and clothes found on the crime scene: ‘distorted hats without any shape, 

a scrap of a handmade wood sock, even a circle cloak’. In this article the journalist (Paolo Bugialli) uses for 

three times the predication ‘good’ referred to ‘people’ when talking about the victims, they were ‘good 

people’ implicitly — or even explicitly — comparing them with who provoked the ‘terrible explosion’ or the 

‘savage attack’. 
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After the attack, it seems that who lost a limb or who was killed by the explosion, also lost his or her 

gender connotation. ‘Some come with the wife, others even with the children’ says the journalist (Giuseppe 

Columba) on Il Messaggero, but later on the wounded ‘started to meander like ghosts’ and the dead are 

‘bodies without life […], human trunks, limbs detached from the body’. 

On the contrary, it must be said that when the subject of an article is a child, the gender connotation is 

clear. It is also true that in Italian language the word ‘child’, for instance, must have a gender declination. 

Therefore one of the victims is a ‘young mutilated boy’ and his ‘sixteen sister fell down close to him’ (Il 

Messaggero). 

The bombing created a rift, not only a real crater on the ground of the bank, but also a figurative divide 

between victims, individuals teared apart and killed by dismembering, and people still living in the city. The 

victims become genderless parts of a unit that went destroyed, the city is a unique body without partitions 

that ‘cries wounded to death’ (La Stampa). 

3.1.2 Portraits of two terrorists 

The textual analysis of the articles concerning two convicted Italian terrorists (male and female), active 

during the Seventies, presents some linguistic and stylistic similarities, but also some differences. 

The political and criminal stories of Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti are similar: they are both 

terrorists who committed assassinations and they were captured and convicted. However, in the press or in 

the media in general, she was always referred to as Francesca Mambro, whereas most of the times he was 

just ‘Giusva’. Actually she also had a nickname, ‘black primula’ (l’Unità), but after her arrest it was scarcely 

used. Besides the fact that once captured Francesca Mambro was not a ‘primula’ anymore — which means 

fugitive — , one of the reasons to drop her nickname but to keep using ‘Giusva’ instead of ‘Valerio 

Fioravanti’ could be a matter of types, as it often happens in the newspapers. 

References to Francesca Mambro undergo a series of variations: for instance in La Stampa, Mambro at 

the beginning is ‘a girl’, then ‘an injured neofascist’, or ‘a ruthless killer’ but in the end of her troubled 

judicial path she is mostly ‘an ex-terrorist’. On the other hand, ‘Giusva’ goes from being ‘the neofascist 

Fioravanti’ to becoming ‘an ex-terrorist’ as well. Even though they were convicted for several political 

assassinations (they pled guilty to all of them except for one, the Bologna Massacre), they became 

linguistically acquitted as ‘ex’ terrorists. 

Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti are often identified as ‘black’ or ‘neofascist’ terrorists 

indistinctly, but they are rarely ‘neonazis’ (Corriere della Sera) or ‘fascists’ (l’Unità). 

Mambro and Fioravanti were loquacious inmates, during the trials and also in interviews and letters, but 

the newspapers’ attitude towards this matter is quite peculiar. l’Unità, for instance, uses for both Mambro 

and Fioravanti the direct speech in the headlines: ‘I was there by chance’, ’I will answer to the judges’ 

(Mambro), ‘I don’t know anything about the Bologna Massacre’ or ‘For the August Massacre look into the 

Secret Services and among the Masons’ (Fioravanti). La Stampa prefers to let Fioravanti do the talking for 

himself or for the couple: ’So, at first I was the black sheep and then I became a terrorist’ or ‘We prefer 

silence’, ‘We, Pisanu and red terrorists’. The Corriere della Sera make references more often to Fioravanti 

than to Mambro, however this newspaper chooses a plain informative headline most of the times. 

On La Stampa, the general impression is that in many cases, the headlines referring to Mambro and 

Fioravanti most struggled trial, do not name the terrorists: ‘Bologna, a massacre’s story’ or ‘Bologna 

Massacre: after 7 years another indictment’, ’The Bologna Massacre truth-trial begins’ or again ‘Massacre, 

trial in Bologna’. In the same newspaper sometimes the two assassins are ‘the terrible couple of the black 

years’ or the ‘black young married couple’. The Corriere pays less attention to the terrorists’ names on the 

headlines, focusing instead on their relationship: they are ‘the two married inmates’ or ‘Fioravanti and the 

wife’, for instance. 

As expected, the trend in the articles concerning Mambro and Fioravanti goes from a merciless 

description of the terrorists at the beginning of the Eighties to a more benevolent and indulgent treatment to 

the couple some years later. However, in La Stampa, one article in particular goes against the flow: when the 

two assassins wrote to the Pope in order to find at least consolation in their spiritual future, the article 

(February 1996) reporting the news presents also a box with a list of all the assassinations the couple was 

charged — and pled guilty to —. This viewpoint is extremely unfrequent in the newspapers, especially 

during the mid-Nineties. While depicting the terrorists as people looking for answers and comfort in faith, at 

the same time the reader is reminded of what they did, one homicide after the other. 

In general, these two criminals created a huge interest around them, eventually getting also other media 

involved. In recent years, both Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti were often called ‘ex terrorists’, 

and in the articles reporting about their probation, newspapers used a particular point of view: ‘[about 

Mambro] she made it’ or ‘she did it [referring to her release from prison]’ in La Stampa, for instance. Maybe 
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they finally got the press to believe their non-involvement in the one attack (Bologna Massacre) they always 

pled non-guilty to. 

3.2 The newspaper and the news 

Dei (2005) argues that writing about violence can produce voyeuristic and pornographic effects. He is 

referring to ethnographic and anthropologic studies, but writing about violences in newspapers, can also be 

somehow disturbing on the reader. A scientific report on genocides in Africa, for instance, and a newspaper 

article on a domestic attack are both recording historical events. 

The Corriere della Sera is one of the oldest national Italian newspaper, it was founded in Milan in 1876 

and it is still based in the same city, it currently reaches over 400 thousand readers with its paper and digital 

edition, being one the most popular newspaper in Italy. The Corriere is a daily paper with a  liberal but 

moderate political alignment. 

Il Messaggero, founded in Rome in December 1878, is also a liberal newspaper, maybe more centrist than 

the previous one. Il Messaggero is very popular in Rome and the most read in the capital city, today its 

circulation amounts to more than 120 thousand copies (paper and digital). 

In alphabetical order, the third newspaper presented in this research is La Stampa, a Turin based daily 

newspaper printed for the first time in 1867. Excluding sports newspapers, today it is the fourth Italian daily 

with over 200 thousand copies sold everyday. La Stampa is a social liberalist daily. 

l’Unità was founded by Antonio Gramsci in Milan in 1924 as the official paper of the Italian Communist 

Party, which was represented until its dissolution in 1991. During this time the headquarters moved to Rome 

and the newspaper circulation was fluctuating but during the Seventies it reached over 230 thousand copies 

per day. 

Since the analysis f the articles concerning the victims of the attack in Milan focused on one issue for 

each newspapers, they will be presented one by one. 

On December 13 1969, the Corriere della Sera dedicates the first three pages and nine articles to the 

Piazza Fontana Bombing. The structure of the front page is composed by a massive headline focusing on the 

fact and the number of victims, one big photo and the articles at the bottom of the page. The message given 

by the headline, the information about the victims, is not developed in the articles on the front page. These 

texts, instead, are referring to the the political implication of the attack, an attack against democracy which 

has to ‘defend itself’. 

On the issue published on December 13 1969 Il Messaggero has a similar structure on the front page: 

headlines, one photo (the same as the Corriere) and the articles below. The second of two pages regarding 

the attack is inside the newspaper (page fourteen) and it focuses on the dynamics of the attack and on the 

victims. 

In La Stampa issue, four pages are reporting on Piazza Fontana but on the front page, aside from the 

article dedicated to the political reaction to the bombing, there is an article focusing on the facts and the 

victims. It continues on page two where the topic is the public statement given by the national authorities 

and even by the Pope. 

l’Unità also has four pages on the massacre: on the first page the photo is the same published by other 

newspapers but as in La Stampa, it is smaller compared to the other two newspapers. Considering the 

political commitment of the newspaper, the emphasis on l’Unità is noticeably more political: the syndicates 

statements make the front page and the attack is immediately identified as ‘fascist’. The text recounting 

about the fact and the victims is on page three, the same page where the victims list is placed. 

It seems important to underline that for the newspaper issues regarding the legal procedures involving 

Mambro and Fioravanti, it is not possible to provide an analysis as brief as the one just presented. The main 

reason is that the articles mentioned in this study were inside several issues and rarely made the front page. 

3.3 Violence in Italy: the Anni di Piombo 

In Italy between the end of the Sixties and the Eighties there was a dramatic increase in the number of 

attacks happened on domestic soil. This period of time goes by the name of Anni di Piombo [Years of Lead] 

and during this time when Far-Right and Far-Left wings, in some cases joined and helped by Italian Secret 

Services, used bombings, random and targeted assassinations and massacres as a form of demonstration 

against politics and democracy. As stated in Ventura (2010), the data collected by the Italian Ministero 

dell’Interno [Home Office] reports 491 deaths, 1.181 wounded and 14.591 attacks for politic reasons 

between 1969 and 1987. 
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3.3.1 Piazza Fontana Bombing 

The Piazza Fontana Massacre, in Milan, is considered too be he attack that opened the Anni di Piombo. On 

the afternoon of the 12th of December 1969, precisely at 4:37 pm, a bomb made of more that 7 kilos of TNT 

exploded inside the Banca Nazionale dell’Agricoltura killing 17 people and wounding 88. More or less at the 

same time another bomb exploded in Rome but with no lethal consequences. 

The victims were farmers and small retailers, people who were conducting their businesses at the bank on 

a Friday afternoon. Some of them came to the city center with their family: a young boy (12 years old) and 

his sister (16) were seriously injured. 

At first the bombing was attributed to anarchists, the police arrested and charged Pietro Valpreda 

eventually acquitted by the Court for lack of evidence. After years of investigations and trials, the competent 

authorities discovered that some neofascists belonging to the paramilitary group Ordine Nuovo [New Order] 

were responsible for the Piazza Fontana Massacre and that the Secret Services helped them to carry it out 

first and to cover it up later. 

Unfortunately the last sentence pronounced in Court couldn’t try the terrorists that were considered the 

authors of the massacre since a previous trial found them not guilty. 

 

 

3.3.2 Francesca Mambro and Valerio ‘Giusva’ Fioravanti 

Francesca Mambro is an Italian terrorist, during the Anni di Piombo she was an active member of the 

neofascist group called NAR Nuclei Armati Rivoluzionari [Armed Revolutionary Nuclei]. Born in Chieti, a 

small town in the Center of Italy in 1959, she moved to Rome with her family and during high school her 

political engagement, or more correctly her political militancy, began. 

Francesca Mambro was arrested in 1982 and found guilty of several homicides and attacks, the most 

savage one is the Bologna Massacre (August, 2 1980). The attack happened at the railway station in Bologna. 

A time-bomb detonated at 10.25 am in an air-conditioned overcrowded waiting room; the explosion 

destroyed not only the most part of the main building where the roof collapsed onto the passenger in the 

room, but also the train waiting at the first platform. In the Bologna Massacre 85 people were killed and 

more than 200 were injured. She confirmed all the charges she was accused of, except for the Bologna 

Massacre but eventually she was convicted for all of them. 

Giuseppe Valerio Fioravanti, called ‘Giusva’, born in Rovereto (North of Italy) in 1958, was one of the 

founder of the NAR Nuclei Armati Rivoluzionari [Armed Revolutionary Nuclei] in 1977. 

He was arrested in 1981, charged and convicted for the same attacks as Francesca Mambro. He also pled 

not guilty in the charge regarding the Bologna Massacre. 

Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti get married in prison in 1985. In spite of her nine life 

sentences (more than 80 years of prison) and his eight life sentences (more than 130 years), they are now 

walking free since their sentences are extinguished. 

 

4 Conclusion 

This paper is based on Critical discourse analysis, investigating newspaper language on three 

levels. First, textual analysis of the articles in the corpus of study, followed by a brief presentation 

of the Italian newspapers involved in the research in order to comprehend the socio-political 

background of each of them. Te last section presents the facts: the events and people were 

presented using an historical viewpoint. 

Te focus of the main research was to observe whether there were linguistic differences based on 

gender in newspaper language reporting about violence. In particular, for the corpus of study 

articles reporting about two events where chosen. The first one was a terrorist attack and the 

analysis was focused on the victims. The other one involved two terrorists arrested and convicted. 

With reference to the Piazza Fontana victims, the language and the linguistic style are are used 

so markedly to depict horror and death that in the end the victims are described as genderless 

bodies with clear and undeniable marks of the tragedy upon them. Some newspapers are more 
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interested in the political reaction to the attack, due to their political involvement (l’Unità), than on 

the attack itself. 

About Francesca Mambro and Valerio Fioravanti, they were key player in the terrorist years in 

Italy and they probably kept this leadership in the news after their arrest due the great attention 

they gained during their trial. There are similarities and differences in the way newspaper language 

treated them: the most clear difference regards the fact that he was called using a nickname 

whereas she was not. On the other hand, Mambro and Fioravanti got the same treatment from all 

the newspapers in the corpus of study, being described in the latest articles as ‘ex terrorists’. 

Analyzing some articles in four national Italian newspapers, this paper investigates the 

correlation between gender and violence in newspaper language. As stated at the beginning, the 

linguistic viewpoint of the study is not focusing on the speaker (or journalist in this case) but on 

the topic. The hypothesis that emerged from the research concerning a specific corpus of study is 

that gender could be indissolubly linked to life, since victims of violence often became genderless, 

whereas perpetrators kept their gender. 
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