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Abstract 

Research has found that perceptions of and attitud es toward an L2 affect language acqui
sition . Th is study focuse s on the effect that percept ions of L2 pragm alinguistic norms and 
behavi ors can have on their acquisition. In two experiments, a total of 240 speakers of Chi 
nese, Indonesian , Korean , Japanese, and Arabi c responded to a questionnaire containing 
29 statement s dealing with var ious aspec ts of L2 politeness, subjec ts' awareness of it, and 
percept ions of L2 pragrnal inguistic norms. The subjects and control groups of 61 NSs of 
Ameri can English ranked the statements according to their agreement or disagreement on a 
la-point Likert scale. The result s of the study indicate that the NNS s recognized prag rnalin
guistic behaviors acce pted in the U.S. However, desp ite their ev ident recognition of L2 prag
malingu istic norm s, NNSs often viewed L2 behaviors criti cally , compared to those accepted 
in L1 communities, and were not alway s willing to follow them . 

1. Introduction 

Russians and Germans are abrasive, Asian Indian s and the Japane se are obse
quious, Ameri cans are insincere, and the British are standoffi sh. According to 
Thomas (1983 ), these are perceptions often noted, of course, by those who do 
not belong to the ethnic group in question . Thomas also notes that almost all ethnic 
groups are perceived to display certain spee ch-related trait s that are typically 
assigned to them by members of other groups. Speech behaviors accepted within 
a group are rarel y objectively and nonjud grnentall y observed by those who do 
not belong in the majority (Gumperz, 1987). For that matter , common native 
speaker (NS) speech acts, behaviors, and conversational expressions encountered by 
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non-native speakers (NNSs) who reside in a NS community are often accompanied 
by subjective judgments, similar to those noted by Thomas. 

Notions of what is polite and appropriate differ widely among language commu
nities. In the past few years, Brown and Levinson ' s (1987) seminal study and find 
ings, titled Some Universals in Language Usage, have been re-examined, and seve ral 
researchers have indicated that universals in lingu istic politeness may be less num er
ous than it appeared (Fraser, 1994). Notions of group harmony and solidarity that 
underl ie politeness strategies in man y non-Western societies appear to differ from 
those outlined in Bro wn and Levin son 's model based on an individual's positive and 
negative face and strategies for accommodating them (Gu, 1990; Matsumoto, 1988). 
The disparity between cultures in wha t are considered appropriate pragmalinguistic 
behaviors is bound to influence how different language speaking communities view 
one another's behaviors and speech ac ts that are used to maintain social and interac
tional relationships. 

This paper will examine NNS perceptions of and attitudes to L2 pragmalinguistic 
norms and behaviors as a crucial influ ence on the NNS s ' willin gness to adhere to L2 
pragmalinguistic behaviors. 

2. L2 pragmalinguistic competence and behaviors 

A large body of literature publi shed in the past twent y yea rs has addressed 
NNS s pragmalingui stic and politeness-related behaviors. In soc io-linguistics and L2 
research , a great deal of work has been devoted to the team ing of L2 soc io-c ultural 
and pragmat ic norm s. Man y researchers have determined that L2 leamers exhibit 
behaviors d ifferent from those of nati ve speakers (NSs) when performing various 
types of speech ac ts, such as apologies (Olshtain , 1983, 1989), req ues ts (Blum
Kulka and House, 1989; Kit ao , 1989 ; Walters 1979a,b), co mpliments (Wolfson, 
1983a,b ; 1988), expression s of gratitude (Borkin and Rin ehart, 1978; Hinkel, 
1994a; Yoon, 1991), and refusals (Bardov i-Har lig and Hatford, 1993). Experts on 
L2 leaming and acquisition have advanced hypotheses to ex plain the differences 
that exist between NS and NNS pragmalingu istic behaviors in similar situations 
and/or in responses to elicitation questionnaires (Wo lfson, 1989). 

Two intuitively reasonable explanations for different speech act behaviors of 
NSs and NNSs are the transfer of politeness rules and formulae from Ll to L2 
(Blum-Kulka, 1983; Wolfson, 1983b, Hink el, 1994b) and interlanguage politeness 
strategies that are developmental in nature (Kasper and Dahl , 1991; Blum-Kulka, 
1989; Bardovi-Harlig, 1991). In the first case, NNS s ' default ' to Ll strateg ies when 
they do not understand or are not familiar with the appropria te L2 strateg ies. In the 
second case , NNSs behave according to an incompl ete and evolving hypothesis of 
appropriate L2 behavior. On the other hand, Blum-Kulka (199 1: 269) explains that 
highl y proficient NNS s choose to behave differentl y than NSs and that NNS s ' 
" intercultural style" of behavior fun ctions as a disidentifier to establish " a role 
distance between the speaker and his or her nat ive interloc utors" . In her view , being 
different help s to preserve an ethni c and/or cultural identity of the speaker. 
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However, on the whole, the findings of research devoted to L2 pragmatics and 
the acquisition of L2 socio-cultural norms present a complex and, occasionally, 
conflicting picture. Some experts have proposed that both transferred and devel
opmental strategies have a place in the acquisition of L2 pragmalinguistic norms 
and that over time, learners' exposure to L2 interactions results in an approxi
mation of NNS behaviors to those of NSs (Olshtain and Blum-Kulka, 1985; Blum
Kulka, 1991). Others have noted that NNSs who had been exposed to the norms of 
L2 communities for periods over 10 years displayed judgments of appropriateness 
systematically different from those of NSs (Adamson and Regan, 1991; Ioup, 
1989). 

Some investigators have also commented that NNSs' subjective evaluations of 
American socio-pragmatic behaviors and speech acts are often based on misinter
pretations of the purposes of L2 polite speech acts (Park, 1979; Richards and 
Schmidt, 1983; Schmidt, 1993). Thomas (1983) notes that American expressions 
of overt and exaggerated friendliness contribute to the perceptions of Americans 
as insincere and superficial. In Wolfson's (1983a) opinion, these perceptions of 
Americans and evaluations of their pragmalinguistic behaviors are frequently 
caused by NNS misunderstandings of the pragmatic force in "invitation-like 
forms" (p. 77) (e.g. I'll call you soon and we'll have lunch) and polite formulaic 
compliments. 

Ethnographers and experts on cross-cultural communication have observed that 
socio-cultural norms and pragmalinguistic behaviors fundamentally depend on 
shared cultural knowledge. Saville-Troike (1989: 22) states that cultural competence 
represents "the total set of knowledge and skills" which are specific to norrns and 
behaviors accepted within a group and which interactants bring into the situation. In 
her view, interpreting the meanings and social implications of pragmalinguistic 
behaviors requires having the shared knowledge of meanings of these behaviors. She 
further states that members of different speech communities evaluate one another's 
intentions and situational behaviors on the basis of different interpretive paradigms 
and that NNSs often view American pragmalinguistic behaviors as inappropriate and 
devoid of purpose. Similarly, Hymes (1994) stipulates that norms of interaction may 
be subject to various interpretations when members of different speech communities 
participate in communication and that relations between members of different cul
tural groups are often affected by misunderstandings. 

Gallois et al. (1988) found that members of groups that do not belong in the dom
inant group may have a different orientation and perceive the norms of the majority 
to be inadequate, disidentify themselves from the outgroup, and "counter-attune to 
outgroup members interpersonally" (p. 166). Other researchers have similar views 
(Forgas, 1988; Cushman and Kincaid, 1987), and some question whether simply 
being outside the dominant group evinces a lack of communicative competence 
(Philipsen, 1987). For example, as Pearce and Kang (1987) report, the quiet respon
siveness of highly proficient Korean immigrants is Often perceived as coldness and 
a lack of openness by NSs of American English. These authors further indicate that 
an outcome of Korean-NS interactions may lead to an increasing distance between 
the two communities, despite an apparent lack of language barrier. 
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3. L2 attitudes, perceptions, and politeness 

Studies of language attitudes among school age learners have occupied a promi
nent place among the studies of L2 acquisition. Researchers have found that attitude 
can be a predisposing factor in the success of second language learning; conversely, 
it can also be an outcome of a langu age learning experience. Gardner (1972, 1983, 
1985, 1990), Gardner and Lambert (1972), Ely (1986), and Roberts (1992) showed 
that a bi-directional relationship exists between learner proficiency and attitudes 
to a second language and the communities in which it is spoken. Gardner and 
Lambert (1972: 3) state that "the successful learner of a second language must be 
psychologically prepared to adopt various aspects of behavior which characterize 
members of another linguistic-cultural group". Mantle-Bromley and Miller (1991) 
state that "positive attitudes are related to increased achievement in second language 
acquisition, ... and increase desired student behaviors" (p. 474) . Baker's (1992) 
detailed study of the relationships between language attitudes and language learning 
specifies that conformity to views and ideas accepted in an Ll community and 
culture may affect one's perceptions of and willingness to learn a second language. 
Notably, few studies have dealt with language learning attitudes among adults 
(Gardner, 1990). 

On the other hand, Bradac (1990) found that perceptions of language and/or its 
specific features trigger impressions and "an evaluative reaction" for the purposes 
of social comparison (p. 403). He states that the basis for systematic language 
perceptions that affect beliefs about socio-cultural norms are often unclear and can 
stem from a variety of cognitive processes, some of which involve social and group 
solidarity. 

For adult learners, L2 perceptions are culturally constrained by the observers' Ll 
paradigms of polite behaviors and their knowledge of the world (Fowler and Turvey, 
1982; Turvey , 1974; Schachter, 1983, Seliger, 1988). Adamson (1988) states that 
L2 learners may fail to behave according to L2 socio-cultural norms in spite of 
living in an L2 community for extended periods of time because they "don't desire" 
to follow its pragmatic behaviors (p. 32) . Other researchers have established that 
there may be little connection between linguistic proficiency and the willingness 
to adhere to L2 socio-pragmatic norms (Schumann, 1978; Schmidt, 1983). Jin and 
Cortazzi (1993) found that among advanced Chinese university students raised in 
cultures where group harmony and solidarity represent fundamental cultural values, 
group judgments and evaluations of behaviors accepted in the host community 
represent a formidable force that often precludes NNSs successful adjustment to 
the host community norms. 

Learning a language in a traditional sense is fundamentally different from the 
learning of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors. While many years of formal and other 
training are usually devoted to the former, few ESL/EFL institutions address the 
latter in depth. Furthermore, although a great deal of time and effort is spent on 
measuring learners ' linguistic proficiency, to date no means of measuring socio
pragmatic competence exist, and few standardized tests incorporate items relevant 
to this aspect of language learning (Fraser, 1990). 
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This study propo ses that NNS perceptions of appropriateness in NNS socio
cultural behaviors and lingui stic politeness enactments may fundamentally affect 
learner L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors. That is, given an understanding or COlTect 
hypothesis of appropriate L2 behavior, a leamer's perception of and attitude toward 
the behavior may have a determining influence on his or her actual behavior. The 
purpose of this study is to establish whether relatively advanced linguistic profi
ciency and expo sure to L2 environments lead to NNS awareness and recognition of 
distinctions between Ll and L2 rules of appropriateness and a willingness to follow 
L2 socio-pragmati c norms. 

4. The study design 

Baker ( 1992) and Gardner (1990) voiced caution in interpreting results of behav 
ioral and cognitive measurements because they are most frequently self-reported 
and , therefore, their validity may be diminished. Because few methodologies for 
eliciting learner percept ions have been developed, this stud y is based on self-reports 
dealing with various pragmalinguistic behaviors and politeness enactments. 

To overcom e the shortcomings inherent in studies based on self-reports, two 
mutu ally exclusive approaches were considered. One entailed selecting a small 
popul ation sample to which the questionnaire could be adm inistered , followed by 
extensive observation and analysis of the subjects' actual pragmalinguistic behaviors 
to valid ate the questionnaire responses. Such an investigation would nece ssaril y be 
based on a limited sample size, which would preclude establishing the que stionnaire 
reliability and diminish the applicability of the findings. Another approach involved 
administering the questionnaire to a large group of subjects to develop a statistically 
reliable instrum ent. With a large sample, however, it would not be possible to 
analyze subjects ' actual pragmalinguistic behaviors and determine whether these are 
consistent with questionn aire responses. Because case studies involving small groups 
of subjects may .not produ ce generalizable data, the second approach was adopted. 
To validate findings , the questionnaire was administered to two large groups of 
subjects in two separate experiments approximately two and a half years apart. 

5. The questionnaire 

The questionnaire contained 29 statements, each of which the subjects rated 
according to their agreeme nt or disagreement on a 10-point Likert scale, ranging 
from I - Stron gly Disagree to 10 - Stron gly Agree (Gardner, 1985; Gardner and 
Lambert, 1972). For purpo ses of analysis, the statements were divided into three sets, 
each dealin g with various pragmalinguistic norm s, subjects' awareness of L2 appro
priateness , and perception s of L2 soc io-pragmatic norms . The first set consisted of 6 
statements, labelled Recognition of L2 Pragmalinguistic Behaviors (Table I), the 
second set of 8 statements, Evaluations of L2 Pragmalinguistic Behaviors (Table 2), 
and the third set of 15 statements, Self and L2 Pragmalinguistic Behav iors (Table 3). 

.-
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After the data were collected , they were compiled to obtain avera ge rankings for 
eac h statement by LI groups, i.e . gro up rankings given by the Chinese, Indonesians, 
Koreans, Arabs, and the Japanese. Cronbach 's alph a was selected as a conservative 
meas ure of reliabilit y for items on an unweighted sca le and was calculated for aver
age rankings in each se t of item s to obtain internal consis tency mea surement s. 

Th is investigation largely addressed group trend s, rather than indi vidual subjec t 
var iability. Several studies have shown that among NNSs raised in cultures based on 
group harmony and so lidarity, op inions of individuals rarely markedl y deviate from 
those of accepted in the group (lin and Cortazzi, 1993; Lebra, 1986; Park, 1978). 
As has become comm on in literature associated with L2 politeness beh aviors, the 
findin gs are present ed for comparison in the form of ave rage rankings ass igned to 
each stateme nt by LI groups (Baker, 1992 ; Blum-Kulka, 1987 ; Ca rre ll and Kon 
neker , 1981 , Hin kel , 1994 a,b) . These are discussed them aticall y. 

6. Experiment 1 

6.1. Subjects 

Of the 148 NNS subjects who part icip ated in Experime nt I, 67 were speakers of 
Chinese (CH ), 30 of Indonesian (IN ), 25 of Kore an (KR) , 15 of Arabic (AR) , and II 
of Japanese (lP). All NNSs had been admitted to a large U.S. university and were 
pursuing studi es tow ard their graduate or undergraduate degrees; their TO EFL scores 
ranged from 550 to 630 with a mean of 583 . The NNSs had resided in the U.S. for 
periods of time ranging between 1.6 and 4. 1 years with a mean of 2.8. As much 
as possible, an attempt was made to contro l for development al lingui stic variability, 
and subjects were selected on the basis of high L2 proficiency and a relatively exten
sive exposure to the politeness norm s of the L2 community (1.5 years or longer). 

Representative of international student enrollment figures in the U.S. , approxi
mately two thirds of the subjects (64%) were males who had arr ived in the U.S . with 
the purp ose of obtaining American graduate or undergraduate degrees (Open Doors, 
1992). Specifi call y, 112 were enro lled in graduate and 36 in undergradu ate pro
grams . Approximately two third s ind icated that upon completion of their studies, 
they hoped to rem ain in the U.S. and seek employment in their professions. One 
third stated that they planned to return to their home countries. Subjects' ages ranged 
from 22 to 33 , with a mean of 26 . 

In addition, 33 NSs of American Eng lish, raised in Oh io, Kentucky, and Indi ana , 
responded to the porti on of the quest ionnaire dealin g with the pragmatic force in 
lingui stic pol iteness formulae accepted in the U.S. (see Table 3 below). All NS s 
were taking an intr odu ctory course in linguistics and were enrolled in various 
departments at the univ ersity. The purpose for including the NSs in the study was to 
esta blish whether the NNSs reco gnized L2 politeness formul ae and their pragmatic 
usage similarly to NSs. NNS assessment of the pragm at ic force in formulaic ex pres
sions co mmonly used in politeness routines in Ame rican Eng lish was co mpared to 
NS judg ments. 
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6.2. Recognition of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors 

The inclusion of Items 1-6 (Table 1) had the goal of establishing the subjects' 
pragmatic competence and their awareness of L2 pragmalinguistic norms (Kasper, 
1990). Items in Table I specifically addressed several major issues discussed in 
research. In particular, Item 1 focused on apologies (Olshtain, 1983, 1989; Holmes, 
1989), Item 2 on invitations (Wolfson, 1983a), Item 3 accepting/rejecting offers and 
expressing thanks (Coulmas, 1981; Yoon, 1991), Item 4 responding to compliments 
(Wolfson, 1983b, 1989), Item 5 making requests (Blum-Kulka and House, 1989; 
Kitao, 1989), and Item 6 refusals (Bardovi-Harlig and Hatford, 1993). NSs of Amer
ican English (see Subjects) also evaluated the pragmatic force in routine expressions 
of politeness commonly used in American English. The average NS rankings of 
items provided a standard against which the responses of NNSs were compared. 
The alpha reliability (0.96) demonstrates a substantial amount of internal consistency 
among subjects' rankings. 

Table I 

Recognition of L2 pragrnal inguistic behaviors (X) (N= 181) 

NS CH IN KR AR lP 

(I) In the U.S., if 1 miss a class I 
need to apologize to the teacher. 5.18 5.29 4.\3 4.56 6.73 3.90 

(2) In the U.S., when someone says: 
"Let's have lunch sometime", they 
really want to have lunch with you. 5.55 4.36 5.10 4.52 5.20 4.27 

(3) In the U.S .. if I am offered something 
10 eat or drink, I should first 
say "no, thank you " 4.61 2.61 3.60 3.44 2.80 2.27 

(4) In the U.S., when someone gives 
compliments it is appropriate to 
respond: "Thank you". 9.12 8.50 7.63 8.44 8.27 6.36 

(5) In the U.S., when you need information, 
it is more appropriate to say "Tell me ... " 
than "Could you/Would you tell me ... " 4.42 4.73 4.27 388 6.27 2.73 

(6) In the U.S., when someone invites you 
somewhere, but you don't want to 
participate, it's acceptable to say: 
"I'd like to come, but 1 can't". 7.82 8.12 7.93 7.84 8.00 7.82 

a=0.96 (n=6) 

Overall, NNS subjects demonstrated appropriateness judgments of L2 formulaic 
expressions that closely approximated those of NSs. The rankings of Item 1 In the 
U.S., if I miss a class I need to apologize to the teacher show that the Chinese 
subjects' perceptions of appropriateness most closely approximated those of NSs, 
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and were followed by those made by Koreans and Indonesian s. The average rank
ings of the Arabic (6.73) and the Japanese subject s (3.90) were, respectively, higher 
and lower than those of NSs. 

The rankings of Item 2In the U.S. when someone says: "Let's have lunch some
time " , they really want to have lunch with you showe d that NSs and NNSs similarly 
agreed and displa yed proximate perceptions of the pragmatic force in the formul aic 
expre ssion and its social function (Wolfson, 1983a). To a greater or smaller degree, 
the majority of subjects in all groups disagreed with the appropri ateness of first say
ing "no, thank you", when offered something to eat or drink in Item 3 (Coulmas, 
1981). In fact , NNSs assign ed this item lower rankings than NSs did . 

All grou ps of subjects stron gly agreed with Item 4In the U.S. when someone gives 
comp liments it is appropriate to respond: "Th ank you" . All, except speakers of 
Arabic, found the direct request in Tell me .. . less polite than Could you/Would you 
tell me. El-Sayed (1990) menti ons that Tell me . . . is considered pol ite in Arabic, with 
the rising tone being the primary politeness marker. Subjects across the six L 1 
groups displayed a great deal of uniformity when jud ging the appropriateness of the 
refusal in Item 6. Overall, the rankings of Items 1- 6 demonstrate that NNSs were 
astute observers of L2 pragmalinguistic behav iors. The correl ation matrix below 
shows high and significant correlat ions between the pol itene ss jud gment s of NSs and 
all NNSs, except the Jap anese, for Items 1- 6 (Ta ble I) : 

Rank correlation matrix 
Recognition of L2 specific pragmal inguistic behaviors 

NSs CH IN KR AR lP 

NSs 1.00 
CH 0.83' 1.00 
IN 0.87" 0.89' 1.00 
KR 0.90" 0.94' 0.96" 1.00 
AR 0.72' 0.85' 0.66' 0.68" 1.00 
lP 0.45 0.69' 0.81" 0.79' 0.28 1.00 

a p<O.OOI 

6.3 . Evaluations of L2 pra gmalinguist ic behaviors 

The set of statements in Table 2 consists of 8 items that were based on research 
dealing with L2 pragmalinguistic norms and had the purpose of eliciting subjects ' 
perceptions of the norms of L2 linguistic politeness. Although the rankings by 
Indonesians and Arabs show a weak agreement with Item I The rules of polite 
speech accepted in the U.S. are very complex; those by Kore ans and the Japanese 
display a disagreement (see Table 2). The subj ects displayed a degree of reali sm and 
either marginally agreed or disagreed with Item 2 In the U.S. people don't always 
follow rules of polite speech . However, the rankings of most subje cts confirmed 
Thomas' (1983) and Wolfson ' s (l983a) observation that Americans are often per 
ceived as insincere (Item 3). 
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Table 2
 
Evaluations of L2 pragmalin guistic behaviors (X) (N= 148)
 

CH IN KR AR lP 

( J) The rules of polite speech accepted in the 
U.S. are very complex. 5.06 5.53 4.64 5.40 3.9 1 

(2) In the U.S., people don't always follow 
rules of polite speech. 5.28 5.97 4.44 5.60 4.82 

(3) In the U.S.. people often pretend that they 
care about one another in order to be polite. 7.33 6.83 6.92 7.47 6.18 

(4) People in the U.S. try to make their 
interactions run smoothly. 8.39 7.87 7.68 8.40 7.82 

(5) In the U.S., many people feel that 
everyone needs to follow the same rules 
of polite speech that they do. 6.02 5.70 5.44 6.87 5.45 

(6) In the U.S., people often don 't like it when 
someone follows different rules of polite 
speech. 6.15 6.13 5.76 6.93 6.00 

(7) People in my country speak more polite ly 
than peo ple in the U.S. do. 6.72 6.70 6.28 7.33 6.73 

(8) Sometimes I feel that the rules of polite 
speech accepted in the U.S. are inappropriate. 5. 12 6.30 5.04 6.07 4.91 

a=0. 94 (11 =8) 

Similarly, their rankings of Item 4 People in the U.S. try 10 make their interactions 
run smoo thly establish the subjects ' recognition of attempted interactional coopera
tivene ss (Grice, 1991). They further agreed that conformity to socio-cultural norm s 
(Item 5) extends to them as it does to members of the L2 community (Item 6). 
Thi s findin g implies that NNSs also recognized that following different norm s, such 
as those accepted in subjects ' Ll communities, may not always be appropriate in L2. 
In the perc eptions of NNS s, however, people in their L I communities were more 
pol ite than Americans (Item 7). A majority of subjects in all Ll groups, except the 
Japane se, perceived the speech behavior norms accepted in U.S. as not always 
appropriate (Item 8). An implication of this finding can be that NNS s may transfer 
Ll politeness rules to and use them in L2 environments simply because they 
perc eive Ll rules to be 'more appropriate'. 

6.4. Self and L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors 

Th e 15 items in this set of statements (see Table 3) were presented to the subjec ts 
in random order, and the coefficient of reli ability (a=O.95) was computed to es tab
lish sca le internal consistency. The item s in this set had the goal of establi shin g 
subjects' perceptions of L2 socio-pragmatic norm s, willingness to follow them, and 
se lf-evaluations of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors, and for the purposes of analy sis 
they were divided into three subgroups. 

While the majority of all subjects indi cated that they liked how people in the U.S. 
spea k politely to one anoth er (Item I), they also noted that sometimes Americans 
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Table 3
 
Self and L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors (Xl (N=1 48)
 

CH IN KR AR lP 

Percept ions of L2 pra gmalinguistic behaviors 
(I ) [ like how in the U.S. people speak 

politely to one another. 6.68 6.57 6.48 6.27 6.18 
(2) So metimes , Ameri cans offend me and don't 

even notice. 5.13 5.50 5.00 5.20 5.00 
(3) In the U.S. people don 't always realize 

that there are many ways to be polite. 7.55 6.27 6.80 7.47 5.36 
(4) So metimes, [ feel that the rules of polite 

speec h in the U.S . have little meaning for me. 6.39 6.06 5.40 6.13 5.9 1 

COlif ormin g to L2 pra gmalin guistic behaviors 
(5) In the U.S., there are so man y rules of 

polite speech that I ca nnot follow them all. 5 .13 5.43 3.72 3.53 4.18 
(6) Bein g polite in the U.S. is dif ficult for me. 3.06 3.40 2.92 3.26 2.18 
(7) I want 10 follow the rules of polite 

speech accepted in the U.S. 7.00 7.03 7. 12 6.47 5.64 
(8) It is important for me to follow rules 

of polite speech accepted in the U.S. 
when I live here . 7.78 7.37 6.76 5.60 6.4 5 

(9) Because I am not an American , I don 't have 
to follo w the rules of polite speech 
accepted in the U.S. 3.67 3.60 3.40 3.53 2.8 1 

(10) Frequ ently, peopl e in the U.S. don 't expect 
me to follow rules of polit e speec h. 3.9 1 4.23 4.00 4.33 3.36 

Self-evaluation of L2 pragmalingui stic behaviors 
(II ) When I am in a clas sroom in the U.S., 

Itry to follow the rules of polite 
speech as American stude nts do. 5.97 5.93 4.92 5.13 5.00 

(12) If Americ ans can be rude with me, I can be 
rude with them, 100. 6.97 6.27 5.88 5.20 4.73 

(13) When I speak with people in the U.S., I 
use the same rules of polit e speech as 
when I speak with people from my country. 6.76 6.40 6.60 7.93 6.18 

(14) In ge neral, I am not co ncerned if people 
in the U.S. think I am impolite. 4.75 5.23 4.4 8 4.93 4.09 

(15) I don 't always try to follow the rules of 
pol ite speec h accept ed in the U.S. 5.81 5.70 4.35 5.47 4.27 

a=0.95 (n= 15) 

also offend them (Item 2). Subjects in all group s agreed that Americans may not 
recognize enactments of politeness other than those accepted in the U.S. (Item 3). 
The agreement rankings with Item 4 Sometimes / f eel that the rules of polite speech 
in the U.S. have little meaning f or me indicate some alienation that subjects ma y 
experienc e in the L2 community (Jin and Cort azzi, I993). 

The majority of Koreans, Arabs, and Japanese disagreed that it was difficult for 
them to follow numerous L2 socio-pragmatic norms (Item 5); most of the Chinese 
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and Indonesians had a different view. None of the groups agreed that Being po lite in 
the U.S. is difficult (Item 6). The majority of subjects in all groups ind icated both 
that they 'wanted to follow' L2 speech behaviors (Item 7) and that it was important 
for them to do so (Item 8). 

As has been mentioned, all NNSs in the study were students, and because students 
are frequently temporary sojourners in a host community, their relati vely short 
resid ence in the U.S. may affect their percepti ons to L2 linguistic politene ss and 
willin gness to follow L2 community norm s. The inclusion of Item 9 Because 1 am 
not an American. 1 don't have to f ollow the rules of polite speech accepted in the 
U.S. had the goa l of determin ing whether the " tourist" mentality (Acton and Walker 
de Feli x, 1986 : 22) plays a role in learner perceptions of L2 politeness. Subjec ts 
in all gro ups disagreed with Item 9. The Japanese and Koreans ranked Item 9 the 
lowest. The purpose of Item 10 Frequently, peop le in the U.S . don ' I expect me to 
f ollow rules of po lite speech was to verify the responses to Item 9, which appear to 
be reasonably congruous. The responses to Items 5-10 give evidence of a fai rly 
strong, albe it self-reported, desire to foll ow the rules of polite speech accepted in the 
U.S . and a clear recognition that not being an Americ an did not free one fro m the 
obli gat ion to fo llow the rules of polit e speech acce pted in the U.S . It should be 
remembered that two thirds of the subject s ind icated that they hoped to rem ain in the 
U.S. after obtaining their degrees. 

The relative ly weak agreement with Item 11 When 1 am in a classroom in the 
U.S., 1 try to fo llow the rules of polite spee ch as American studen ts does not exhibit 
a great deal of enthusiasm and wi llingness to speak ' as American studen ts' . In fac t, 
the rankings by Koreans and the Japanese show a disagreement with this stateme nt. 
The rankings of Item 12 If Americans can be rude with me, 1 can be rude with them , 
too imply potentia l misunderstandings and misinterpretations (Hymes, 1994 ; Lii 
Shih , 1988; Thomas, 1983). 

A comp aratively strong agreement with Item 13 When 1 speak with people in the 
U.S., 1 use the same rules of polite speech as when 1 speak with people fro m my 
country demonstrates subjects ' awareness of L I to L2 transfer of pragmalinguistic 
behaviors. The weak disag reement with Item 14 In general 1 am not concerned if 
people in the U.S. think that 1 am impolite reflects the subjects ' possible reluctance 
to fo llow the L2 norms, part icularly as indicated in the agreement rankings by 
Indonesians (5.23). In fac t, according to Blum-Kulka (1982, 1983, 1989) and Olsh
tain ( 1983, 1989), one could expect a greater amount of disagreement in response to 
this item. Blum-Kulka (199 1) observes that intentio nal sources in interac tion are 
such that " speakers strive to achieve . .. [their goa l] with maximum effectiveness 
and politeness" and are constrained by the avai lable " pragrnalinguistic repertoire " 
(pp. 257 and 259, respectively). The rankings of Item (13-14) indicate, however, 
that this may not be uniformly true. Most Chinese-, Indonesian-, and Arabic-speaking 
subjects agreed with Item IS 1 don't alway s try to fo llow the rules of polite speech 
accepted in the U.S., and thereby recognized their occasional unwillingness to follow 
L2 soc io-cultural norms. Furthermore, the strategy of confor mity (Lakoff, 1975 ; 
Fraser and Nolen , 1981 ; Leech, 1983) displayed in responses to Items 7-10 does not 
seem to hold true for se lf-reports on L2 pragmalingu istic behaviors. 



62 E. Hinkel ! Journal of Pragmatics 26 (/ 996) 51-70 

The responses to some of the items in this section seem incongruous. On the one 
hand, subjects displayed willingness to conform to L2 pragmalinguistic norm s 
(Items 7 and 8), and on the other, their se lf-reported behaviors (Items 11-15) did not 
support this position. Responses to items that addressed behavior rather than belief 
indicate that NNS are less willing to follow L2 rules of politeness than might be 
expected. Ajzen (1988) and Gardner (1990) indicated that in behavioral studies 
based on questionnaires, subjects may respond according to what they think presents 
them in the best light. Items that addressed L2 lingui stic politeness only in very 
general term s lent themselves to agreement: being polite is considered a virtue in 
most cultures (Brown and Levinson, 1987). However, the reason for the apparent 
disparity in respon ses to some of these items could be that although NNS s unde r
stand the need to be polite in L2, they do not neces saril y act in accordance with this 
understanding, and they are aware that they do not. 

7. Experiment 2 

The purpose of Experiment 2 was to verify the result s of Experiment 1 by 
controlling for possible population sample biases in Experiment 1. Conditions for 
administer ing of the questionnaire descr ibed for Experim ent 1 approximated those 
described in Experiment 2. 

7.1. Subjects 

Of the 92 NNS subjects who parti cipated in the study , 42 were speakers of Chi
nese (CH) , 15 of Indon esian (IN), 16 of Korean (KR), 7 of Arabic (AR), and 12 of 
Japanese (JP). All NNS s had been admitted to the university and were pursuin g 
studies toward the ir graduate or undergradu ate degree s; their TOEFL scores ranged 
from 540 to 633 with a mean of 573. The NNSs had resided in the U.S. for periods 
of time ranging between 1.0 and 3.8 years with a mean of 2. 1. The NNS subje cts 
were taking the same courses toward their degrees and were largely representative of 
the international students enrolled in U.S. universities. Their ages ranged from 20 to 
39 with a mean of 28.2. 

In addition, 28 NSs of American English, raised in Ohio, Kentu cky, and Indiana, 
responded to the port ion of the questionnaire presented in Table 4. All NSs were 
enrolled in various departments at the university. As in Exper iment 1, the purp ose 
for including the NSs in the study was to establish whether the NNSs reco gnized 
L2 politeness formulae and their pragmatic usage similarly to NSs; NNS rankings of 
the questionnaire statements were compared to NS judgments . 

7.2. Results and discussion 

The responses to the questionnaire in Experiment 2 seem to be similar to those in 
Experiment I , and ·NNSs in all groups demonstrated jud gments similar to those of 
NSs. This portion of the questionnaire proved to be fairly reliable, with a=0.90. 
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Table 4
 
Recognition of L2 pragmalingui stic behavior s (X) (N=120)
 

NSs CH IN KR AR lP 

(I) In the U.S., if I miss a class I 
need to apolog ize to the teacher. 6.67 5.15 6.31 5.05 4.68 7.07 

(2) In the U.S., when someo ne says : 
" Let's have lunch sometime", they 
reall y want to have lunch with you. 5.79 5.29 5. 18 5.38 2.54 5.33 

(3) In the U.S., if I am offered something 
to eat or drink, I should first 
say " no, thank you" . 4.62 3.83 3.01 3.94 2.13 3.91 

(4) In the U.S., when someo ne gives 
compliments it is appropriate to 
respond : "T hank you" . 9.16 8.71 7.76 8.90 7.82 8.25 

(5) In the U.S., when yo u need information, 
it is more appro priate to say "Tell me . . . " 
than "Could you/W ould you tell me ... ". 4.56 4.33 3.64 3.29 3.44 5.13 

(6) In the U.S., when someo ne invites you 
somewhere, but you don' t want to 
participate, it's accept able to say: 
"I'd like to come , but I can' t" . 8.80 8.16 7.27 8.44 7.47 9. 19 

a =0.90 (n=6) 

Subje cts in all groups, except Arabs, agreed that in the U.S. if they miss a class, 
they need to apolo gize to the teacher (Item I). While a small majority of all subjects, 
except the speakers of Arabic, displayed a marginal agreement that a formulaic 
expression Let 's have lunch some time (Item 2) may indicate an actual desire to have 
lunch. Notably, as in Experiment 1, more NSs agreed with this item than subjects in 
any other of group. Only a minority of subjects agreed that it is not appropriate to 
first say "no, thank you " , when offered food or drink (Item 3). Simil ar to the find
ings in Experiment 1, NSs displayed the strongest agreement with this item. The 
majority in all groups, particularly NSs, agreed that it is appropriate to respond 
"thank you" when someone gives compliments (Item 4) and disagreed that " Tell me 
.. ." (Item 5) is a more appropriate form of request than " Could you/Would you tell 
me .. .". The Japanese showed a weak agreement with this Item (5). To a greater or 
smaller degree , the majority of subjec ts agreed that the refusal in Item 6 was appro
priate ; the Japanese gave this item the highest and the Indonesians the lowest rank 
ings. The rank corre lation matrix (see below ) presents significant correlations 
between the appropriateness jud gments of NSs and NNSs in all groups for (Items 
1-6, Table 1). 
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Rank correlation matrix 
Recognition of L2 speci fic pragm alin gui stic behaviors 

NSs CH IN KR AR lP 

NSs 1.00 
CH 0,89 " 1.00 
IN 0,94" 0.94' 1.00 
KR 0.93" 0.94' 0.89' 1.00 
AR 0.83' 0.83' 0.94' 0.71' 1.00 
lP 0.89' 0.88' 0.93' 0.83" 0.89" 1.00 

a p<O.OOl 

7.3. Evaluations of L2 pra gmal ingu istic behaviors 

Although the speakers of Arabic found the rules of polite speec h accepted in the 
U.S. to be moderately compl ex (Ta ble 5, Item 1), the majority in other groups dis
agreed. Similar to the subjects in Experiment 1, most NNSs in Experiment 2 noted that 
in the U.S., people don 't always f ollow rules of polite speech (Item 2). The majority 
also confirmed Thomas' (1983) and Wolfson's (1983a) observations that Americans 
are often perceived as insincere (Item 3) and exhibited recognition of interactional 
cooperativeness within the L2 community (Item 4) . It should be noted , however, that 
the Chinese ranked this item the highe st and the Japanese the lowest , with a difference 
of 2.90 points. The majorit y of subjec ts in all groups, except Japanese, also recogn ized 
that the strategy conformity has a place in L2 interactions (Item 5). 

Table 5
 
Evalu ations of L2 pragmalin gui stic behaviors (X) (N=92)
 

CH IN KR AR lP 

(I) The rules of polite speech acce pted in the 
U.S. are very complex. 5.00 4.93 5.04 5. 18 4.97 

(2) In the U.S., people don't alway s follow 
rules of polite spee ch . 7.62 5.80 7.63 7.00 6.58 

(3) In the U.S., people often pre tend that they 
care about one anoth er in order to be polite. 6.73 6.63 6.91 6.87 6.17 

(4) People in the U.S. try to make thei r 
interactions run smoo thly. 7.98 5.67 7. 13 5.86 5.08 

(5) In the U.S., man y people feel that 
everyone need s to follow the same rules 
of polite speec h that they do. 5.50 5. 13 6.75 5.57 4.50 

(6) In the U.S. , people of ten don 't like it when 
someo ne follows di fferent rules of pol ite 
speec h. 5.67 4.40 6. 19 5.7 1 5. 17 

(7) Peopl e in my co untry speak more politel y 
than people in the U.S. do. 6.89 5.18 6.23 6.13 6. 12 

(8) Sometim es I feel that the rules of polite 
speech accept ed in the U.S. are inapp ropri ate. 5.38 5.33 5.53 5.55 5.00 

a=0.96 (n=8) 
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The we ak ag ree ment rankings of Item (5) were also reflected by those of Item 6, 
In the U.S., people of ten don 't like it when someone f ollows different rules of polite 
speec h, although mo st Indonesians had a different view . The agre em ent with this 
item implies the subje cts' recognition that enactment s of politen ess oth er than tho se 
accepted in the L2 comm unity ma y not be appropriate. In keeping with the results 
in Experiment 1, it is not particularly surprisin g that NNSs found peopl e in thei r 
Ll communitie s to be more polite than tho se in L2 (Item 7). In addition, most sub
ject s in all groups , except the Japanese, indicated a we ak agreement with Item 8, 
with an implication that NNSs ma y prefer Ll politeness rules to those in L2 prag
malin gui st ic frameworks. 

7.4. Self and L2 pragmalin guisti c behaviors 

Subjects ' rankings of Items 1--4, Table 6 appear to resemble tho se of Item s 1--4, 
Tabl e 3 (Ex peri ment 1): the majority agreed that they liked how Am eri cans speak 
'po lite ly to one another', but NNSs also noted that they occasionally feel offended. 
A re latively stro ng agreement rankings of Item 3, In the U.S. people don 't always 
realize that there are many ways to be polite exhibited only minor variations. To a 
sma ller or greater degree, the majority in all groups agreed that the rul es of polite 
speec h have little meaning for them (Item 4), thus confirming the rankings of thi s 
item in Table 3. 

Again, most of the NNSs displayed an overt willingness to conform to L2 prag
malin gui stic behaviors (Items 5-10, Table 6). They indicated that they could follow 
L2 rul es of polite speech (Item 5) with reasonable ease (Item 6) and that they wanted 
to follow L2 politen ess rules (Items 7 and 8). They were also aware that it was 
expected of them to do so (Items 9 and 10). 

How ever , as is apparent from the rankings of Items (11-15) de alin g with the 
se lf-evaluation of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors, only Koreans showed a we ak 
agree ment with the statement When I am in a classro om in the U.S ., I try to fo llow 
the rules of polite speech as American students do (Item 11), and the majority of 
all other subjects margin all y disagreed . Mo st NNSs indicated that they transferred 
rules of 'polite speec h' from Ll to L2 and were aware of the transfer (Item 13). 
As in Ex perime nt 1, they also weakly disagreed with Item 14 In general, I am not 
concerned if people in the U.S. think I am impolite. The majority of subjec ts in all 
groups noted that they do not always try to follow L2 politen ess rul es (I te m IS). 
The agreem ent rankings with th is item were somewhat more pronoun ced than those 
in Experiment I . 

It sho uld be noted that subjects' responses to some item s differed in the two 
quest ionnaire administrations. For example, in Experiment 1 Arabs agreed that in 
the U.S ., if they miss a class they should apologize to the teacher (Item 1, Table 1), 
and the Japanese disagreed . On the other hand, in response to thi s item in Experi
ment 2 (Item I , T able 4) Arabs marginally disagreed and the Japanese agreed that in 
this situatio n an apolog y would be necessary. Similarly, the opinions of Arabic- and 
Japanese-speaking subjects differed in response to Item 5 (Tables 1 and 4) In the 
U.S., when you need information, it is more appropriate to say "Tell me .. ." than 
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Table 6
 
Self and L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors (X) (N=92)
 

CH IN KR AR JP 

Perceptions of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors 
(I) I like how in the U.S. people speak politely 

to one another. 6.91 6.79 6.75 6.72 6.92 
(2) Sometimes, Americans offend me and don't 

even notice. 6.76 6.53 6.89 6.43 6.50 
(3) In the U.S. people don't always realize that 

there are many ways to be polite. 7.12 7.00 7.56 6.95 7.13 
(4) Sometimes, I feel that the rules of polite 

speech in the U.S. have little meaning for me. 7.43 6.40 6.25 6.07 6.92 

Conforming 10 L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors 
(5) In the U.S., there are so many rules of 

polite speech that I cannot follow them all. 3.85 3.43 4.01 3.07 3.77 
(6) Being polite in the U.S. is difficult for me. 3.05 3.10 3.13 2.85 2.98 
(7) I want to follow the rules of polite 

speech accepted in the U.S. 8.12 8.13 8.00 7.93 8.15 
(8) It is important for me to follow rules of 

polite speech accepted in the U.S. when 
I live here. 8.26 8.00 8.44 7.83 8.43 

(9) Because I am not an American, I don't have 
to follow the rules of polite speech 
accepted in the U.S. 3.45 4.29 3.94 3.27 4.33 

(10) Frequently, people in the U.S. don't expect 
me to follow rules of polite speech. 4.64 4.93 4.93 4.43 4.75 

Self-evaluation of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors 
(II) When I am in a classroom in the U.S., I try 

to follow the rules of polite speech as 
American students do. 4.57 4.33 5.64 4.31 4.52 

(12) If Americans can be rude with me, 1 can be 
rude with them, too. 6.74 6.69 6.87 6.62 6.92 

(13) When 1 speak with people in the U.S., 1 use 
the same rules of polite speech as when 
I speak with people from my country. 6.69 7.47 8.15 6.67 7.58 

(14) In general, I am not concerned if people 
in the U.S. think I am impolite. 4.56 4.40 5.29 4.27 5.25 

( 15) 1 don't always try to follow the. rules of 
polite speech accepted in the U.S. 6.77 6.02 6.0J 5.75 6.17 

a=0.95 (n=15) 

"Could you/Would you tell me ... ". Occasionally, all NNSs in Experiment 2, except 
Indonesians, displayed a lower opinion of American interactional cooperativeness 
(Items 2 and 4, Tables 2 and 5) but indicated a greater desire to conform to L2 
politeness norms (Items 7 and 8, Tables 3 and 6) than those in Experiment 1. As has 
been mentioned, NNSs who participated in Experiment 1 were younger, had 
received a more extensive exposure to L2 pragmalinguistic norms, and had obtained 
a slightly higher English proficiency than participants in Experiment 2. 
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8. Conclusions and implications 

The findin gs reported in this study are preliminary, and the analysis of NNS s ' 
rankin gs of que stionn aire statement s was carried out in the form of Ll group aver
ages. There is no doubt that a thorou gh investigation of the NNS judgments and 
evaluations of L2 pragmalinguistic norm s is necessary before definitive conclusions 
can be made. On the whole, however, the questionnaire seemed to be a fairly reliable 
instrument, with ex coefficients ranging from 0.90 to 0.96. 

In general terms, the result s of study demonstrate the NNSs' awareness of Ll 
and L2 norm s of politeness and appropriateness and their recognition of specific 
pragmalinguistic behaviors accepted in the U.S. It further appears that despite their 
evident recognition of L2 soc io-pragmatic norms (or maybe because of it), NNS s 
often viewed them cri tica lly, compared to those accepted in Ll communities and , 
therefore, were not always wi lling to follow L2 polite speech behaviors. The find
ings furth er indicate that because NNS s may simply view L1 behav iors as 'more 
appropriate ', learners transferred L I rules of appropriateness to L2 environments and 
were awa re of the transfer . 

Gardner (1990 : 203 -204) states that " [a]ltho ugh there are undoubtedly some 
exceptions, by and large , people who are highly motivated to learn the language are 
interested in making contacts with the other language community, have favorable 
attitudes toward the community, are probably interes ted in other languages as well , 
and eva luate the learning context positively" . However , it may be that in this study, 
subjects have learned English because a high L2 proficiency, a requi site in most 
U.S. academic programs, brought them closer to their goal of obtaining American 
university degrees. Therefore, these learners, possibly highly motivated to attain the 
needed linguistic proficiency measured by standardized tests, may become aware of 
L2 socio-cultural norms and linguistic politeness by virtue of their exposure to 
L2 interactional and pragm atic frameworks, rather than because of a desire to fol 
low them. Although most agreed that following L2 politeness norms is important, 
as NNS average group rankin gs demonstrate, adhering to the pragmalinguistic norms 
of the L2 community may occupy a relatively low priority among their goals. 
Of parti cular interest is the finding that while most subjects displayed an overt self
reported willingne ss to conform to L2 pragmalinguistic norms, their self-reported 
behaviors largely did not support this inclination. 

Most studies of attitudes to learning a second language carried out in forei gn 
language classes have acknow ledged that many students take them to fulfill high 
scho ol or college language requirement s. A need to meet graduation requ irements, 
rather than an intere st in learn ing a second language, has been recognized as a factor 
in low student mot ivation and achievement scores (Mantle-Bromley and Miller, 
1991; Roberts, 1992). NNS evaluations of L2 pragmalinguistic behaviors and the ir 
percei ved diminished va lue compared to Ll soc io-cultural norms, the sense of 
estrangement from the L2 community, and possibly, potential misunderstand ings 
can help explain why trained and advanced NNSs may not follow L2 pragmalin 
guistic norm s. 
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