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Cross-cultural pragmatics research on American and Chinese complimenting
behaviors has focused primarily on use of different strategies for various functions,
topics, and speaker-hearer relationships. However, in addition to strategies, content
(what to say) and form (how to say it) play an inevitable and significant role in
cross-cultural speech act performance. This study aims to analyze how native
speakers of American English perceive the content and form produced by Chinese
speakers when giving and responding to compliments in English. In-depth explana-
tions are provided from both sociolinguistic and cognitive linguistic perspectives.
Two discourse completion tasks (DCTs) were designed to elicit responses from
American speakers in the United States and Chinese speakers of English in Taiwan.
These samples were assessed and commented on by 20 American assessors, who
were in-service teachers in an MA TESOL program in the United States. Content
analysis of assessor comments indicated that eight types of content problems were
perceived by American assessors: Improper amount of information, Nonsensical
exchanges, Rudeness, Overstatement, No acknowledgement, No answer to the
question, No compliment, and Wrong person/thing complimented. Furthermore,
four types of form problems were perceived by the American assessors, including
problems with phrasing, grammar, word choice, and alerters.

From an American standpoint, these problems represent violations of Grice’s
(1975) Conversational Maxims and Brown & Levinson’s (1987) Politeness Prin-
ciples. A critical reflection on what stance Chinese speakers of American English
take when performing compliment exchanges is also offered in this paper to provide
plausible explanations for their utterances.
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1. Introduction

Holmes (1986) defines a compliment as a speech act “which explicitly or implicitly
attributes credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the person addressed, for
some ‘good’ (possessions, characteristic, skill, etc.) which is positively valued by the
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speaker and the hearer” (p.485). Following her definition, there have been several
significant studies investigating American and Chinese complimenting behaviors, for
example R. Chen (1993), Ye (1995), S. Chen (2003) and Yu (2005).

R. Chen (1993) conducted a contrastive study on compliment responses between
American English and Chinese by using a DCT with four conversational interactions.
The American data produced 339 responses, which were categorized into four super-
strategies. Accepting (e.g. “Thank you. You made my day”) had the most occurrences,
followed by Returning (e.g. “Your shirt looks good, t00”), Deflecting (e.g. “Thank you.
My mom gave it to me”), and Rejecting (e.g. “I don’t think I look that much different”).
The Chinese data produced 292 responses, which were classified into three super-
strategies. Rejecting (e.g. “I’'m older and uglier”) was the most preferred strategy,
followed by Thanking and Denigrating (e.g. “Thank you. But the sweater is not that
nice”) and Accepting (e.g. “Thank you”). For explanation, Chen adopted Leech’s (1983)
Politeness Principles to explain the findings that Americans tended to accept the
compliments and Chinese rejected the compliments. Acceptance in American English is
motivated by the Agreement Maxim, which is described by Leech as minimizing
disagreement between self and other and maximizing agreement between self and other;
while Rejection in Chinese is motivated by the Modesty Maxim, which is described by
Leech as minimizing praise of self and maximizing dispraise of self.

Ye (1995) worked exclusively on Chinese compliment exchanges. In this study, a
DCT consisting of sixteen situations (eight for compliments and eight for compliment
responses) was administered to 96 Chinese speakers. These situations were designed
based on two contextual variables—complimentee’s gender (males vs. females) and
compliment topics (appearance vs. performance). In terms of compliments, four
strategy types were found in the data. No response means that the participants chose not
to compliment in a given situation. Non-compliment (e.g. “iﬁ% %22 [How much
are the shoes?]) serves to start a conversation by posing a question to ask for the
complimentee’s provision of specific information. Implicit compliment typically occurs
in the form of a request (e.g. “TF+F¥ZG P11 [Teach me how to dance well]) or a
question (e.g. “Fl ’ﬁiﬁf f%2#[4?” [When did you learn it?]). Finally, Explicit compliment
refers to the compliments with at least one semantic carrier (e.g. “/*[UZREVEFE” [Your
sports ability is very good]). In addition, there were five types of compliment rejoinders
in Ye’s study. The most preferred type was Acceptance with amendment (e.g. “foFaHe
HZ” [It’s just so-so]), followed by Acceptance (e.g. “ %B{7544” [Thank you for your
compliment]), Non-acceptance (e.g. “ T3¢ [I don’t deserve it]), Combination (e.g.
“BI31 592%'?%3'};12;% EI'UEﬁ [H]” [Thanks, I prepared for a long time]) and No response.
The major contributions of Ye’s study are twofold. First, it seems that in the Chinese
speech community, compliments on one’s performance are more accepted than those on
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one’s appearance, as evidenced by the avoidance of Explicit compliment in the appearance
situations and extensive use of Explicit compliment in the performance situations. Second,
even though total rejection of compliments was not favored by the majority of participants
in Ye’s study, as was the case in Chen’s study, the most frequently used Acceptance with
amendment by speakers of Chinese does entail avoidance of self-praise.

Both Chen’s studies and Ye’s investigated the complimenting behaviors of Chinese
speakers in Mainland China. A more recent study conducted by S. Chen (2003) found
that the compliment response strategies used by Chinese speakers in Taiwan are
different from those used by the speakers in Mainland China. She used a DCT with
eight situations. Half of them dealt with status-equal interlocutors, while the other half
with higher-status complimentees. The findings showed that in situations where the
interlocutors were of equal status, the three most frequently used response strategies
were Accepting, Mitigating, and Returning. On the other hand, in situations where the
interlocutors were of unequal status, the most frequently used strategies were Accepting,
Mitigating, and Accepting and Mitigating. Chen concluded that the compliment response
strategies used by the Chinese speakers in Taiwan were motivated by Leech’s Agreement
Maxim. This finding runs counter to R. Chen’s (1993) investigation of Chinese speakers
in Mainland China and indicates that intralinguistic and intracultural variations may
exist in Chinese speech communities.

Yu (2005) examined American and Chinese complimenting behaviors in naturally
occurring situations. The data collected were analyzed in terms of strategies, function,
topics, and addresser-addressee relationship. When it comes to strategies, both speaker
groups produced direct compliments (i.e. those with positive semantic carriers) more
frequently than indirect compliments (i.e. those without positive semantic carriers), but
Chinese used indirect compliments (e.g. “#F] ’ﬁ'?ﬁ #}<?” [What perfume did you put
on?]) more frequently than Americans. The compliment functions are different in
American and Chinese cultures, too. In American culture, compliments serve as a
conversation opener to build rapport and negotiate equality between interlocutors. How-
ever, in Chinese society where social hierarchy is more clearly defined, compliments are
used as genuine praise, not conversation openers. Therefore, Americans pay compliments
more frequently to strangers than Chinese. Furthermore, Americans compliment more
frequently on appearance or possessions, while Chinese compliment more frequently on
ability or performance. This finding coincides with Ye’s study. Finally, compliments
occur primarily between status-equal people in both speaker groups. However, Chinese
tend to compliment superiors and strangers less frequently than Americans. This is
because complimenting a superior would be considered flattery by peers unless there is
a legitimate reason.
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In a nutshell, the above studies concentrated on compliment or compliment response
strategies used by speakers of American English and Chinese in relation to function,
topic, and speaker-hearer relationship. The similarities lie in the fact that both speaker
groups express direct compliments more frequently than indirect compliments and that
compliments are most frequently paid to status equals and acquaintances. However,
differences have also been found between Americans and Chinese. First, Americans tend
to regard compliments as conversation openers, while Chinese use them for genuine
praise. Second, Americans tend to compliment a person’s appearance/possessions more
frequently, while Chinese tend to compliment a person’s ability/performance more
frequently. Third, it seems that Acceptance tends to be a normative compliment response
in American English, while Rejection or Deflection seems to be socially prescribed in
Chinese, although there might be variations within the American English and Chinese
speech communities.

These studies on strategy use in cross-cultural speech act research have made great
contributions to our understandings of American and Chinese complimenting behaviors.
However, the problem is that strategy alone may not guarantee successful speech act
production.

Leech (1983) posits two conditions for communicative use of language. Socio-
pragmatics refers to “sociological interface of pragmatics”, while pragmalinguistics
refers to “the more linguistic end of pragmatics” (pp.10-11). An utterance which is
considered to be appropriate and effective in a given language should meet the two
conditions simultaneously. In laymen’s terms, sociopragmatics can be associated with
what to say, or content. In a cross-cultural communication setting, the type and amount
of information provided is important in what counts as appropriateness. For example, in
Beebe, Takahashi & Uliss-Weltz’s (1990) study, although Japanese speakers of American
English employed the excuse strategy in every refusal situation, the excuses they
produced were perceived as “vague” by speakers of American English. In their study,
when refusing the invitation to his boss’s Sunday party, Japanese speakers said: “My
children have many problems” or “I have a previous engagement” without mentioning
what the problems were or the time and place of the engagement. The most extreme
instance of such vagueness is the excuse “I have to go to a wedding,” which later turned
out to be the Japanese female’s own wedding. Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford (1993) also
found that content affects the effectiveness of a speech act production. When refusing to
take a course, non-English speaking students would provide explanations such as “The
course is too difficult,” which turned out to be unacceptable to their American academic
advisors.

Pragmalinguistics, on the other hand, can be associated with how to say it, or form.
The realization strategies used to perform a given speech act belong to this area. Apart
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from strategies, syntax and lexicon (such as tense, word order, idioms, prepositions and
choice of words) constitute the base of an intelligible speech act performance in English
(Eisenstein & Bodman 1986). The devices used to maximize or minimize the illocution-
ary force of a speech act also fall into this area. For example, the Cross-Cultural Speech
Act Realization Project (CCSARP) (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989) examined acts
of apology and request across seven western languages in terms of syntactic downgraders,
lexical and phrasal downgraders, upgraders, and supportive moves. A more recent work
conducted by Nguyen (2008) examined the performance of the act of criticism by
Vietnamese speakers of English and speakers of Australian English. In addition to
differences in realization strategies (direct/indirect criticisms) and semantic formulas
(statement of problems under the category of direct criticisms and demands under the
category of indirect criticisms), these Vietnamese English speakers differed from Australian
English speakers in the use of mitigating devices, both external (e.g. steers, sweeteners,
disarmers, grounders) and internal (e.g. syntactic and lexical/phrasal modifiers).

As perceived appropriateness by target cultural groups is considered indispensible
in successful cross-cultural communication, this paper aims to supplement the previous
contributions on American and Chinese compliment exchanges in three ways. First, it
examines the form and content produced by Chinese speakers of American English to
fill the gap in past research, which has focused primarily on strategy. Speakers need to
know not only what strategies to use to realize a given speech act in English, but they also
need to know (1) what counts as appropriate content to avoid seeming to be uncooperative
or even offensive, (2) how to use grammatical forms to make their utterances compre-
hensible, and (3) how to use certain word- or discourse-level devices to upgrade or
downgrade the illocutionary force to make their utterances sound natural in a given
situation.

Second, unlike most contrastive pragmatic studies, this study interprets and analyzes
the perceptions of American assessors. Following Kramsch’s (2009) notion of thirdness
in a plurilcultural and plurilinguistic world, we need to avoid taking categories such as
culture 1 (C1) and culture 2 (C2) as predetermined, but display the multi-voices from
both American and Chinese speakers of English to provide a more complete picture.
Therefore, through the lenses of speakers of American English, the sociopragmatic and
pragmalinguistic differences may be seen more clearly.

Finally, a new attempt is made in this paper to view the differences between
American and Chinese English speakers not only from a sociolinguistic perspective, as
customarily employed by contrastive pragmatists, but also from a cognitive linguistic
standpoint, namely Chinese lexical semantics. In recent decades, lexical semantics has
come into vogue in cognitive linguistics in both English and Chinese (e.g. Baker, Fillmore
& Cronin 2003, B. Liu 2004). M. Liu, Huang & Lee (1999) adopted the MARVS
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framework to analyze verbs of negative judgment. The findings showed that 7 ifﬁ] pidl
X, ?F[ Fis % [unhappy with, complain, rebuke, scold] differ from each other in terms
of thelr grammatical roles, argument expressions, passive constructions, and the use of
degree vs. manner modifiers. Rau & Chen (2010) proposed that when it comes to the
English word “compliment”, Chinese may perceive it as various verbs of positive
judgment such as #id#, MiFF, FH, i, A4, o, #@Hy, @S, #Fee AL,
F, JJ’Lm &, 156, PRV [verbs expressing fine shades of meaning related to praise,
approval, adoration, acknowledgement, speaking well, admiration, or flattery, which are
distinct in Chinese, but do not have exact equivalents in English] each of which could
be manifested in different grammatical roles, functions, topics, and speaker and hearer
relationships. This proposal corresponds with Liu’s (2004:53) discussion of the three
positive judgment verbs, JFT = | F’ﬁ, [affirmation, praise, accommodation]
although he covered a narrower range of lexical semantics in relation to their pragmatic
rules. The association of one English word with various semantic representations of
Chinese verbal information could also affect the complimenting acts of Chinese speakers
of English, as will be discussed in the following paragraphs.

2. Methods

To gather information on content and form in compliment exchanges, two dis-
course completion tasks (DCT) were designed to elicit responses from three groups of
participants.

2.1 Participants

Our participants consisted of (1) Chinese speakers of American English, (2)
American English speakers, and (3) North American assessors.

2.1.1 Chinese speakers of American English

The Chinese speakers of American English were selected from three classes of the
Applied Foreign Languages Department of a university of technology in central Taiwan.
The first author taught these classes in academic year 2008-2009, one in the day program,
the other two in the weekend continuing education program. There were a total of 100
speakers in these three classes. Their English proficiency level was at the intermediate
level.
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2.1.2 American English speakers

The American English speakers were recruited from two universities in the United
States. In 2008, the first author recruited a group of 53 American freshmen at a
midwestern university enrolled in a general education course. There were 30 females
and 23 males, ranging in age from 18-22. Most of them had very little Asian experience.
In 2009, the second author recruited 22 American in-service teachers from her graduate
level “Intercultural Communication” and “Teaching EFL Listening and Speaking”
courses at a midwestern college. Most of them had been teaching in Asia for quite some
time. There were 13 females and 9 males.

2.1.3 North American assessors

Since a large body of research has shown that assessors’ behaviors are influenced
by their professional and language backgrounds (Lumley 2005), the assessors in this
study were carefully chosen with regard to their education, teaching experience, and
knowledge of non-western culture.

In 2009, the first author invited two North American EFL teachers to evaluate
speaker production of compliment exchanges in a pilot study. Both of them held a
bachelor’s degree, but neither of them had majored in language/literature. They were
teaching children’s English at the same school in Taiwan, but they had no experience
teaching college-level students. One of them had been living in Taiwan for about 10
years and was married to a Taiwanese. However, he could speak very little Mandarin.
The other had been in Taiwan for only two years, but had taught English in Mainland
China for about three years before coming to Taiwan. He could speak better Mandarin,
and wrote some Chinese. They were the first group of assessors in this study.

In 2010, the second author was teaching a two-week intensive course on
“Descriptive English Grammar” to a group of 17 American in-service ESL teachers (14
females and 3 males), who were pursuing an MA degree in TESOL at a US midwestern
college. They had taught English in higher education in China, Vietnam, and Laos.
These in-service teachers were asked to assess the productions of these Chinese speakers
of English as one of their course assignments. They were the second group of assessors
in this study.

2.2 Material

The major materials used in this study were two written questionnaires in the
format of a DCT (Discourse Completion Task). In each questionnaire, there were six
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compliment provoking situations. The first author designed these situations based on the
power and distance variables for two reasons. First, although compliments occur most
frequently between status-equals for both speaker groups, Chinese produce a higher
proportion of compliments downwards than upwards. This is because in the Chinese
social hierarchy, compliments from inferiors (F5&, 15, f1f%/1d [three variations of
flattery]) are usually regarded as flattery and therefore discouraged. But this is not the
case for American society, where there is a suppression of asymmetric power relations
(Brown & Levinson 1987). Since relative power is less significant to Americans,
compliments from inferiors to superiors are socially legitimate. As for relative distance,
there is a tendency for Chinese to give fewer compliments (57 [compliment]) to
intimates and total strangers than Americans (Yu 2005). Therefore, we wanted to
examine whether different perceptions of these two social parameters would lead to
differences in American and Chinese productions of compliment exchanges.

In this study, the social power variable had three values: high to low, low to high,
and equal. The social distance variable had two values: the interlocutors do not know
each other or the interlocutors know each other. Half of the situations dealt with
appearance/possession as topics and the other half with ability/performance. Apart from
the variable and topic controls, the content of these test situations were written based on
college students’ life experiences, the first author’s own observations and Wolfson’s
(1983) and Manes’ (1983) work on compliments. Key words such as good, great, love
or like were avoided in the descriptions to prevent speaker duplications. The situations
in the first and second questionnaires were parallel in terms of social parameters (power
and distance), topics (ability/performance and appearance/possession), and sequencing.
The situations used in questionnaires 1 and 2 are summarized as below:

Table 1: Compliment situations in the first questionnaire

Situation 1:  You are in the park and notice that a kid is skating. You are quite
impressed. What would you say to compliment him/her on the skating?
How do you think he/she would respond?
(Skating: H-L, +D, Ability/performance)

Situation 2:  You are a tutor and notice that your student has a new backpack. You
are quite impressed. What would you say to compliment him/her on the
backpack? How do you think he/she would respond?

(Backpack: H-L, —D, Appearance/possession)
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Situation 3:

You are at a welcome party for international students and meet a new
friend. You are quite impressed with his/her Chinese. What would you
say to compliment him/her on his/her Chinese? How do you think he/she
would respond?’

(Chinese: Equal, +D, Ability/performance)

Situation 4:

Your roommate just got a new haircut two days ago. You are quite
impressed. What would you say to compliment him/her on the haircut?
How do you think he/she would respond?

(Haircut: Equal, —D, Appearance/possession)

Situation 5:

You are at your friend’s parents’ house for the first time and are
impressed by their house. What would you say to compliment his/her
parents on the house? How do you think they would respond?

(House: L-H, +D, Appearance/possession)

Situation 6:

You work part time at a company. You were invited to your boss’s
house for dinner one Sunday evening. You are quite impressed by the
dinner. What would you say to compliment him/her on the dinner?
How do you think he/she would respond?

(Dinner: L-H, —D, Ability/performance)

Table 2: Compliment situations in the second questionnaire

Situation 1:

You are in the park and notice that a kid is drawing a picture. You are
quite impressed. What would you say to compliment him/her on the
drawing? How do you think he/she would respond?

(Drawing: H-L, +D, Ability/performance)

Situation 2:

You are a tutor and notice that your student is wearing a new pair of
sneakers. You are quite impressed. What would you say to compliment
him/her on the sneakers? How do you think he/she would respond?
(Sneaker: H-L, —D, Appearance/possession)

Situation 3:

You are at a welcome party for the freshmen and meet a new friend.
You are quite impressed with his/her dance. What would you say to
compliment him/her on his/her dance. How do you think he/she would
respond?

(Dance: Equal, +D, Ability/performance)

! This situation has two versions. The Taiwan version reads: You are at a welcome party for
international students and meet a new friend. You are quite impressed with his/her Chinese.
The US version reads: You are at a welcome party for international students and meet a new
friend. You are quite impressed with his/her English.
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Situation 4:  Your roommate is dressed with the best clothes. You are quite impressed.
What would you say to compliment him/her on the clothes? How do
you think he/she would respond?

(Clothes: Equal, —D, Appearance/possession)

Situation 5:  You are at your friend’s parents’ car for the first time and are impressed
by their car. What would you say to compliment him/her on the car?
How do you think he/she would respond?

(Car: L-H, +D, Appearance/possession)

Situation 6:  You work part time at a company. You were invited to listen to your
boss’s speech one Wednesday afternoon. You are quite impressed by
the speech. What would you say to compliment him/her on the speech?
(Speech: L-H, —-D, Ability/performance)

2.3 Procedures

This study was conducted in two consecutive stages. The first stage emerged from
the first author’s NSC project on instructional efficacy of compliment exchanges (NSC
97-2410-H-275-008). The Chinese speakers of English were given a pretest, a posttest
and a delayed posttest during the fall semester of the 2008 academic year.

In September 2008, the first questionnaire was administered to the Chinese speakers
as a pretest during their normal class hour. The same questionnaire was also administered
to 53 American freshmen. It took them about 40 minutes to complete the questionnaire.

After the pretest, the first author began a 4-week instruction on compliment
exchanges, with two class hours per week. After the instruction, speakers were given
the second questionnaire as a posttest in class. Nine weeks after the instruction, the first
questionnaire was given to the speakers again as a delayed posttest to examine the
extent to which instructional effects could be sustained.

To assess each speaker’s written performance, the first author developed two simple,
four-point scales, and asked the first group of assessors to appeal to their intuition as to
how they would feel about the speakers’ compliment exchanges in each situation. The
scales are described as follows:

Please judge the content and form of the compliment exchanges made by the respondents.

1 2 3 4
Poor Fair Good Excellent
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The vagueness of the rubric for these scales was intentional. Given the exploratory nature
of this study, the looseness in the rubric gave assessors some latitude as to what was
considered appropriate content and correct form. Each situation received two scores:
one for content and the other for form. Each content score was the average of the two
assessors’ scores, as was the form score. The assessors were also asked to give comments
on the exchange in each situation. A total of 720 situations were evaluated. The worksheet
for the assessors was like example (1):

(M

Situation: You are a tutor and notice that your student has a new backpack. What
would you say to compliment him/her on the backpack? How do you think he/she
would respond?

You: Hi, John. I see your new backpack. It is stylish and beautiful. I wish I can have the
same backpack. I am dying to have one.

Student: Thank you. It is the best gift from my father. He bought it from Italy to courage
my recent English proving.

Scores for content: Scores for form:
Comment:

The second stage of the study took place in 2010. The compliment data collected
from the Chinese English speakers’ pretest, posttest and delayed posttest as well as data
from the American English speakers were rearranged by the first author and her
assistant to construct 20 packets. Each packet consisted of two Chinese English speaker
productions and two American English productions. There were a total of 24 compliment
exchanges in each packet. All identifying information such as linguistic background and
participants’ names were removed to avoid possible bias. While the second author was
teaching a two-week intensive course on “Descriptive English Grammar” to a group of
17 American in-service ESL teachers, she asked each teacher to assess a different
packet based on the following content/form scales. She asked three other in-service
teachers who were taking her “Qualitative Research Methods in Second Language
Education” course to evaluate the remaining three packets.

Please judge the content and form of the compliment exchanges made by the respondents.

1-2 34 5-6 7-8 9-10
Very poor  Poor Fair Good Excellent
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The scales for the second stage were modified based on the first group of assessors’
feedback. First, the assessors felt that the adding of the Very poor level would better
characterize these speaker performances. Second, since the assessors sometimes struggled
with the assignment of level to a given situation when the performance was actually in
between (e.g. between Fair and Good), they suggested having two scores for each level
to allow more flexibility. Like the first stage, the second group of assessors was requested
to give two scores for each situation: one for content and the other for form and to make
comments on each situation evaluated.

2.4 Quantitative and content analysis

A t-test was first performed to compare the scores given to Chinese English speakers
and American English speakers by the second group of assessors. This was followed by
coding the assessor comments for content analysis.

The coding examples for content and form are shown in examples (2) and (3):

@

Situation: You are in the park and notice that a kid is skating. You are quite impressed.
What would you say to compliment him/her on the skating? How do you think he/she
would respond?

You: Nice job.
Kid: Thanks.

Scores for content (0-10): 4 Scores for form (0-10): 4
Comments: Usually compliments are more specific than this.
Coding: improper amount of information

3)

Situation: Your roommate just got a new haircut two days ago. What would you say to
compliment him/her on the haircut? How do you think he/she would respond?

You: Jenny, you have a very cool haircut. You look very different. Where did you make
it?

Roommate: Oh, I'm so happy you like my new haircut. I made it at that barber shop just
around the corner.

Scores for content (0-10): 8 Scores for form (0-10): 8
Comments: “Where did you make it?” should be “Where did you get it?”
Coding: word choice: make — get
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All the assessor comments were coded by the first author and her assistant using the
following procedures. First, a subset of data consisting of 20 comments randomly
selected from the assessors of the second group was coded independently. The percent
agreement for content and form were 70% and 85%, respectively. Second, the comments
which were coded differently were discussed on an item-by-item basis. Third, the rest
of the assessor comments were coded independently in their entirety, and the percent
agreement figures were 89% for content and 93% for form. Finally, remaining coding
discrepancies were eliminated through consensus coding.

3. Results and discussion

Since the purpose of this study was to understand how speakers of American
English perceive content and form of the speakers of Chinese English when performing
compliment exchanges, we did not consider the differences in speakers’ pretest, posttest
and delayed posttest performance. Instead, we focused on the overall content and form
scores in speaker production and more importantly, the analysis of assessor comments.

3.1 Quantitative analysis

Table 3 shows the #-test results of the content and form scores given by the 20 in-
service ESL teachers who served as the second group of assessors.

Table 3: The scores given by the second group of assessors

Mean SD t value p value
A C A C
Content 8.23 5.41 1.08 1.63 9.13 .00
Form 8.48 5.01 1.10 1.65 11.08 .00

Note: A=American participants, C=Chinese participants

As predicted, the scores for American English speakers’ performance were significantly
higher than those of Chinese participants (p<.05). We can see that for both content and
form, the American performance was in general assessed as Good or Excellent, while
the Chinese speaker performance was assessed as Fair. This indicates the scales were
valid.
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3.2 Content analysis

The content analysis examined both “content” and “form.” We begin by presenting
the types of errors identified for each category, followed by examples from our data to
illustrate each type.

3.2.1 Content

A total of 285 errors were identified in the assessor comments. These errors can be
categorized into eight types, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Percentage and raw frequencies of the content errors produced by Chinese
English speakers

Error

Items No. of errors Percentage
types

1 Improper amount of information 86 30%
2 Nonsensical exchange 71 25%
3 Rudeness 40 14%
4 Overstatement 34 12%
5 No acknowledgement of the compliment 20 7%
6 No answer to the question 17 6%
7 No compliment 14 5%
8 Wrong person/thing complimented 3 1%

Total 285 100%

3.2.1.1 Improper amount of information

As we can see, Improper amount of information was the most frequent problem
(30%), followed by Nonsensical exchanges (25%), Rudeness (14%), and Overstatement
(12%). Three categories occurred in less than 10% of the speaker performances: No
acknowledgement (7%), No answer to the question (6%), No compliment (5%) and
Wrong person/thing complimented (1%). Each error type will be discussed in detail
below:

Error type 1 is Improper amount of information (30%). About 55% of these
examples were found to provide more information than necessary, as shown in example

.
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“

You: Your new backpack is so pretty. Is it your present from your parents? You must

cherish it.

Student: Yeah! It is my birthday present from my parents. I love it so much.

(Chinese Speaker 3, the Backpack situation)

Comment: This is grammatically correct, but sounds awkward and the compli-
ment itself implies too many things. A better way to say it would be,
“Your new backpack is so pretty. Was it a gift?” (Assessor H, Group
2)

In example (4), we can see from the assessor’s comment that the sentence “You must
cherish it” was not considered necessary. The appreciation (i.e. “Your new backpack is
so pretty”) plus a question (i.e. “Was it a gift”) are sufficient for this exchange from an
American perspective. In fact, a closer look at the data finds that 70% of American
participants used a single appreciation strategy (e.g. “I like your backpack”) and 26% of
them used the combined strategy pattern of appreciation plus a question (e.g. “I like
your backpack. Where did you get it”’). There were only three follow-up statements (4%)
after either the single strategy or the combined pattern (e.g. “Hey, nice haircut. You
don’t look like Don King after a rough night anymore”).

Like the Americans, the Chinese speakers tended to use a single appreciation
strategy (45%), followed by the appreciation + question pattern (38%). However, there
were 27 follow-up statements (17%) in their productions, which generally expressed the
complimenter’s presupposition. The example in (4) also implies a patronizing comment
from a superior to an inferior, which is not uncommon in a paternalistic society (e.g.
“You must cherish it”).

On the other hand, 45% of the Chinese English speakers were perceived to express
less information than was required. This often occurred in the responses to the compli-
ments, as shown in example (5).

6]

You: Your new hairstyle is beautiful.

Roommate: Thanks.

(Chinese speaker 10, the Hair situation)

Comment: Simple response for compliment could be interpreted as being short
and unfriendly. (Assessor G, Group 2)

The Chinese English speaker’s response to the compliment was apparently not
sufficient for American English speakers. Previous research provides a plausible
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explanation for this. According to Wolfson (1989), there is “the strong tendency of
status-equal Americans to negotiate their roles through opening speech sequences
involving such behaviors as complimenting” (p.226). The employment of a simple
thank-you without further elaboration may be acceptable in occasions where lower-
status females are complimented by higher status males or strangers (Wolfson 1989),
but it is inappropriate when status-equal interlocutors are trying to start a conversation
to establish solidarity. This has also been confirmed by Rau & Chen’s (2010) quantitative
study on compliment exchanges.

Unlike American compliments serving as a conversation opener, Chinese compli-
ments are generally used to show genuine admiration (Yu 2005), so a simple response
(e.g. %3, PI#l, 7% [acknowledgment, deflection, rejection]) is considered sufficient
in the Chinese speech community. In other words, elaboration in the response part
becomes optional, not obligatory unless the speaker feels the need to do so.

3.2.1.2 Nonsensical exchanges

Error type 2 is Nonsensical exchanges, which had the second highest frequency of
all the errors identified (25%). This type of errors refers to those which did not make
sense to the assessors, as illustrated in example (6).

(6)

You: I'm very please can invited my boss house for dinner and say I hope it is not too
much trouble. Welcome to house. The dinner is very great.

Boss: I enjoy in my dinner time I hope come again. Thank you.

(Chinese speaker 12, the Dinner situation)

Comment: All wrong. It doesn t make any sense to me. (Assessor 2, Group 1)

This speaker did not seem to have a complete understanding of the situation. The
dinner is at the boss’s house instead of the employee’s house, but the speaker seemed to
misjudge the situation by regarding the boss as the invitee because she said: “I’'m very
please can invited my boss house for dinner...” and the boss replied: “I enjoy in my
dinner time I hope come again. Thank you.” If our assumption about this speaker’s
intent was right, then the second utterance she wrote in the first pair part should be
interpreted as “Welcome to my house” and the third utterance should be eliminated
because it is inappropriate to compliment one’s own dinner. Generally speaking, such
nonsensical exchanges required a process of inference to detect what messages the
speakers really wanted to convey.
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3.2.1.3 Rudeness

Error type 3 is Rudeness, which occupied 14% of all the errors identified in the
speaker productions. Some rudeness errors can be found when the speakers mentioned
the cost of the object being complimented, as illustrated in example (7).

(7

You: Wow, your car is so great. [ think your car must be very expensive.

Parent: Oh, thank you. Actually, it really expensive, but I love it very much.

(Chinese speaker 20, the Car situation)

Comment: The reference to money in the compliment could be considered offen-
sive. (Assessor 1, Group 1)

The money issue highlights the cultural differences between American and Chinese
societies. Americans generally have a stronger sense of privacy. A person’s age, income,
marital status and the price of one’s possession are private matters, and social custom
requires that permission to ask be requested first (e.g. “May I ask a personal question”).
On the other hand, asking about these private matters is regarded as friendliness, concern,
admiration or interest in Chinese society, and would not be considered as probing into
one’s private affairs (Lii-Shih 1999).

Other rudeness errors were found when the exchanges sound like imposition from
an American perspective, as in examples (8) and (9).

®

You: Your food was delicious. I want to eat again next week.

Boss: Thank you very much.

(Chinese speaker 17, the Dinner situation)

Comment: 1 think it’s a little awkward to ask to eat again with the boss. I feel
like eating dinner at your boss's house only happens once in a while.
(Assessor J, Group 2)

®

You: Rita, I love your dress so much. Isn’t it the one I’ve been wanting for long?

Roommate: Yeah, do you really think so? I was worried it would be too many colors on

it. I am so happy that you like it.

(Chinese speaker 2, the Clothes situation)

Comment: This is an aggressive compliment. It’s a nice dress but it’s the one 1
want. How dare you! (Assessor 2, Group 1)
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For the American assessors, the utterance “I want to eat again next week” in example (8)
is clearly a demand, while the utterance “Isn’t it the one I’ve been wanting for long” in
example (9) may imply coveting other’s possessions. As these English utterances lack
hedges or past tense use to express politeness, they may sound impolite and imposing to
Americans. However, if we translate them into Chinese, they could be interpreted as
reinforcing solidarity with the complimentee, as in the following (8-1) and (9-1), which
are perfectly polite expressions in Chinese, as was the question about money discussed
earlier.

(8-1)  EpuR Az *T L™ 7 ﬁ‘-ﬂﬁf EiEl favpu=" 2 o [The food you cooked
is very delicious, I hope I have the opportunity to taste it again.|
(O-1) S4B Ay > - @'f t;ﬂr‘. Bl A M- ARAOAIR ¢ [T like

your clothes very much, I have always wanted something just like that.]
3.2.1.4 Overstatement

Error type 4 is Overstatement (12%), as shown in example (10).

(10)

You: Hey, David, these dishes are delicious! You are the best cook I have ever met. You

must have magical hands.

Boss: Wow, thank you for giving me lots of compliments. You make me happy like a

bird flying high in the sky.

(Chinese speaker 12, the Dinner situation)

Comment: “You are the best cook I have ever met” and “You must have magical
hands” in the you part and “...happy like a bird flying high in the
sky” in the boss part are overstatements. (Assessor 1, Group 1)

In this exchange, the three metaphors: “You are the best cook I have ever met”, “You must
have magical hands” and ““You make me happy like a bird flying high in the sky” were
considered to be overstatements, or excessive flattery. In Brown & Levinson’s (1987)
Politeness Model, these overstatements represent one of the strategies to claim common
ground (ﬁ[ﬁ [accommodation]), which was considered by the American assessor as
inappropriate in the hierarchical relationship between employers and employees in the
US institutional culture.

The occurrences of overstatements in the Chinese speaker productions lead us to
hypothesize that this can be culturally specific. The English word “compliment” is
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generally translated as “F#S_ [praise]” in Chinese.’ However, there are many near-
synonymous verbs of compliment in Chinese, which include 778, #i5%, ¥, 54,

=, dlE, J LA, ©1ad, fPIRS'ES and so forth. A preliminary perusal of the Sinica
Corpus shows that these words denote various kinds of interlocutor relationships.
Among these words, #=_ [praise] and #iF# [positive evaluation] seem to involve
compliments from a higher-status person to a lower-status person, as in (a) and (c) or
between status-equals, as in (b) and (d). Example (a) indicates parents should praise (&
Z) their own children often to boost their self-confidence. Example (b) says a foreign
male guest in a wedding ceremony expresses his politeness by praising (F#5.) the
beauty of the Chinese bride. Example (c) expresses a teacher’s positive evaluation (F&
#) of the quality of a student’s term paper, completed by working hard over several late
nights. Example (d) shows friends of a female patient speak positively (*£i7#) about her
being more lovable after she fell ill.

@) - Iﬁ’%‘\NWIE? p?é?i 5 PSSR O -
(b) L Z I OB - DU s R gl -

(©) HPRFE ) Mmﬁfji@fﬁﬁmﬁﬁo

@ *}FJB_‘?}EJF ?VE‘%&&%’? |/54'*“‘)ﬁ 'JH o

However, “HiF", “75E47, “F57#7 seem to occur primarily from a higher-status person
to a lower-status person, but not between status equals. For example, the manager
praises (*4F) his employee for properly handling the crisis, as in example (). A father
praises (?%E}";[) his son’s honest admittance of his own fault, as in (f). President Lee
praises (557 school teachers’ exceeding their expectations, as in (g).

(e) ARAEZRI P2 1 (7= PRl i k) oy -
() PIFIEOREE >~ B & &SR - A
(®) % CAWR > SR AT

Finally, “ T FRAE”, <, “HFIRL B4 occur only from a lower-status person to a higher-
status person or from a person who intends to get some benefit from the complimentee.
For example, Wentian Zhang’s utterances contained flattery (#t7&) of Chairman Mao,
as in (h). The author tried to win his (superior’s) favor (*'15#) by accompanying him to
meals and dances, as in (i). Junzhang Jiang tried to brownnose ({f1f14) Chiang Kai-
shek but accidentally touched a sore spot, as in (j).

2 F#=5_ appears to be a standard translation of “compliment” in MA theses written in English
investigating compliments in Taiwan (e.g. Wu 2006).
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(h) IR PUAE S I TSSRE T D AGRES = 8 g -
() ETHEG R S P2 P -
G FTVREEL AT PP T -

The overstatements in example (10) may have been caused by the Chinese speaker’s
expectations of how to compliment in a low-to-high relationship, as described in this
situation. The speaker associated such a relationship with “F&zE”, “*'156”, and “4FIfL
'24” in Chinese, thus displaying excessive flattery in the production. The boss is likely to
have acknowledged the flattery by saying “Wow, thank you for giving me lots of
compliments” and reciprocated with another exaggerated metaphor, “You make me
happy like a bird flying high in the sky.”

3.2.1.5 No acknowledgement of the compliment

Error type 5 is No acknowledgement of the compliment (7%), as in example (11):

(11

You: You speak English really well!

Boss: I hope my English can improve while I live in America.

(Chinese speaker 1, the Speech situation)

Comment: The Chinese should say: “Thank you. I hope my English can improve
even more while I'm living in America.” (Assessor M, Group 2)

In example (11), the boss did not respond with “Thank you,” but scaled down the
compliment by saying “I hope my English can improve while I live in America.” An
alternative interpretation could be that the response was an intentional move by the boss
to regain his/her power by ignoring the compliment, as it is patronizing for the employee
to evaluate his/her boss’ English ability. In Rau & Chen (2010), we found that the typical
compliment response in American English is thank you + an answer to the question.
However, most Chinese speakers tend to mitigate the complimentary force with or
without thank you in order to show modesty or power even though they would probably
not respond to compliments with total rejection (e.g. “No, no, no, it’s very bad”).

3.2.1.6 No answer to the question
Error type 6 is No answer to the question, which was present in 6% of the errors

found in speaker productions. example (12) shows that the speakers seemed to lack the
knowledge of adjacency pairs used to construct a successful conversational turn.
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12)

You: Where did you buy the backpack? I like the style and color.

Student: Oh, thank you.

(Chinese speaker 8, the Backpack situation)

Comment: NS: “Where did you buy that backpack?’ Also, the student doesnt
answer the question from “You” about where the backpack was bought.
(Assessor C, Group 2)

3.2.1.7 No compliment

Error type 7 is No compliment. Fourteen out of the 285 errors involved no specific
compliment in the first pair part, as shown in example (13).

(13)

You: Hey, you are wearing a new pair of sneakers, right? Where did you buy it?

Student: I bought it last week at the department store when it was on sale. What do you
think about it?

(Chinese speaker 18, the Sneaker situation)

Comment: No compliment achieved. (Assessor O, Group 2)

Although there is no compliment achieved in the “you” turn, the speaker elicits a
compliment in the next turn by asking “what do you think about it.” However, we found
three American participants’ cases which had no compliment in the first part of the
adjacency pair, but the assessor reported that it sounded “native,” as shown in (14).

(14)

You: Where did you get that?

Student: Oh, my mom got it for me at Target.

(American speaker 4, the Backpack situation)

Comment: Sounds native, but there'’s no compliment at all. “You” is just asking a
question. (Assessor C, Group 2)

This assessor’s comment leads us to the distinction between direct compliment and
indirect compliment. According to Yu (2005), direct compliments refer to “remarks
including linguistic forms that directly and unambiguously frame these comments as
compliments” (e.g. “I really like your hair that way”) (p.98). On the other hand, indirect
compliments refer to “remarks which would be seen as compliments by the addressee,
although the positive semantic carrier generally associated with complimenting is
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missing at the level of the linguistic form” (e.g. “Wow, what did you do to your hair?”)
(Yu 2005:98). In his study, Chinese English speakers used a greater proportion of
indirect compliments than American English speakers. From examples (13) and (14), it
seems that in addition to conventional direct compliments, questions alone with proper
intonation are an acceptable alternative for both American and Chinese English speakers.

3.2.1.8 Wrong person or object complimented

The last error type refers to Wrong person or object complimented. There were
only three cases found in the speaker productions, each of which resulted from a seeming
misunderstanding of the prompt, as shown in example (15).

15)

You: Hey, the girl over there dance so well. Do you know her? And you tell me more

about her! I would like to get to know her.

Friend: Oh, are you talking about Mary? Yeah, she is the most popular girl in the party.

Everyone think she is talented and pretty. By the way, she has boy friend already.

(Chinese speaker 11, the Dance situation)

Comment: The student is supposed to be talking to the dancer not someone who
can introduce him to her. (Assessor 1, Group 1)

An alternative interpretation might account for this exchange as an indirect compliment
from the speaker’s perspective, due to the perceived gender barrier. The male student
resorted to an indirect strategy by making a compliment about Mary’s dance to his
friend with the hope that this message might be relayed to her eventually. His friend, on
the other hand, noticed his ulterior motive and addressed his underlying question of
whether she was available. It is also very likely that the exchange represents a mis-
understanding of the task by the respondent—that the compliment was supposed to be
addressed to the person, not to someone else.

3.2.2 Form

There were a total of 586 errors identified in the assessor comments. These errors
can be categorized into four types, as shown in Table 5.
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Table 5: Percentage and raw frequencies of the form errors produced by the Chinese
speakers

Error

Items No. of errors Percentage
types
1 Phrasing 304 52%
2 Grammar 164 28%
3 Word choice 94 16%
4 Alerter’ 24 4%
Total 586 100%

3.2.2.1 Phrasing

As we can see, errors in Phrasing occurred with the highest frequency (52%),
followed by errors in Grammar (28%), Word choice (16%), and Alerters (4%). Each
error type will be discussed in detail below:

Phrasing errors refer to “odd, unnatural, or unusual” utterances. The utterances
may not contain glaring grammatical errors, but they usually do not sound natural to
American English speakers. However, naturalness can often be achieved by slight
changes within the utterances. Example (16) is a typical case.

(16)

You: I really like the layout and the decorations in your house.

Parent: Thanks, it took a while to find the perfect decorations to match our personal life.

(Chinese speaker 18, the House situation)

Comment: 1 really like the layout and the decoration in your house—You have a
beautiful house.
It took a while to find the perfect decorations to match our personal
life—lIt took a while for us to find the perfect decorations. (Assessor
C, Group 2)

The assessor changed the compliment “I really like the layout and decoration in
your house” to “You have a beautiful house” because as a compliment in American
culture, the speaker needs to express directly that the parent has a beautiful house. From
the Chinese perspective, however, compliments on possessions are scaled on a continuum
from vagueness to specificity. If the possession is of less value (e.g. shoes or clothes),

3 An alerter is defined as “an element whose function it is to alert the hearer’s attention to the
ensuing speech act” (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper 1989:277).
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then a vague compliment such as “Your dress is beautiful” (f*f4 ﬁﬁﬁl TEG) is
sufficient. On the other hand, if the possession is of great value (e.g. cars, houses, piece
of art, or other luxury), a simple utterance such as “You have a beautiful house” does
not suffice and the complimenter is obliged to point out what is special about the object
to show true admiration. Such a distinction between the general and genuine compliments
is also reflected in the different use of “F =" [compliment] vs. “Fi 1> [admire] in
Chinese, with the former indicating vague compliments and the latter genuine and
heart-felt compliments. For example, my relatives compliment (=) my luffa, as in
(k), but they admire (1) paper-thin china, as in (1).

(0 H% FIEEE% » B Ao
() EFEREAT R AT > PPHIse s - IS T

In example (k), the use of “F 1 [admire] would be judged to be overkill because this
utterance compliments an attractive but ordinary, garden-variety luffa, which is
generally considered to be of little value. There seems to be no need to specify the area
to be complimented on (e.g. the color or the size of the luffa), unless it is really huge. In
example (1), however, “F#Hi” [admire] would be judged as a better word than “F#=5_"
[compliment] because a group of professional connoisseurs would not only “admire”,
but also “appreciate” the antique china. The second character “#7” in the compound “F#
Hi” [admire] refers to the recognition or understanding of the object’s value. Although
an American assessor would deem the infinitive phrase “to match our personal life”
unnecessary as a compliment response and suggest deletion, a Chinese speaker would
probably think that a gorgeous house represents not only a person’s wealth or social
standing, but also good taste and a way of life.

The majority of phrasing errors (75%) involve this kind of slight modification. In
addition, naturalness can be achieved by the use of modifiers to intensify the compli-
mentary force, as shown in example (17).

7

You: How do you do, I am Chung yi. Your Chinese is good. Where did you learn to speak?

Friend: Thank you. I’'m Eric. My mother is Taiwanese. So I can speak Chinese.

(Chinese speaker 5, the Chinese situation)

Comment: You: Hi, I'm Chung Yi. Your Chinese is really good. Where did you
learn to speak so well? Or how long have you studied Chinese?
American: Oh, thanks. Actually, my mom is from Taiwan so I grew up
speaking Chinese. Oh, by the way, I'm Eric. Nice to meet you.
(Assessor N, Group 2)
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In example (17), the assessor revised the first part of the pair by using the modifiers
“really” and “so well”: “Your Chinese is really good,” and “Where did you learn to speak
it so well?”” This English situation takes place in a welcome party where the two college
students meet for the first time. The use of intensifiers can change the illocutionary
force of the utterances from making an observation or a question to expressing a
compliment for the purpose of starting a conversation and establishing rapport between
the two strangers.

3.2.2.2 Grammar

Error type 2 Grammar errors cover diverse problems, such as verb tense, pronouns,
word form, prepositions, gerunds and infinitives, subject and verb agreement, singular
and plural nouns, articles, missing words, conjunctions, word order, run-on sentences,
and so forth. Since verb tense (41%) and pronoun (14%) problems comprised 55% of
all the grammar errors, we shall discuss them in detail below.

Verb tense is one of the most troublesome problems for Chinese speakers of English
(Rau 1999). Among all the grammar errors as shown in example (18), verb tense stood
out.

(18)

You: Oh your new backpack looks very nice. How much do you spend to buy it?

Student: This is my birthday gift. My parents bought it, so I don’t know it cost. I really

love it.

(Chinese speaker 4, the Backpack situation)

Comment: A few verb tense errors “do” and ““is” should be past tense...
(Assessor 2, Group 1)

English and Chinese reflects time attributes in a different way. In English, verb inflections
are used to indicate temporal locations of situations in relation to speech time, while in
Chinese, time adverbs such as yesterday and last year are used to set the time frame (Li
& Thompson 1981). So Chinese English speakers tend to favor perfective verbs when it
comes to past tense marking (Bayley 2005).

Missing pronouns were another major problem for Chinese speakers of English, as
illustrated by example (19).
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19)

You: Thanks for your invitation. The dinner was good.

Boss: Really? Hope you like.

(Chinese speaker 8, the Dinner situation)

Comment: Missing pronoun: and there needs to be a pronoun...hope you like IT.
(Assessor B, Group 2)

In example (19), the assessor changed the utterance “Hope you like” to “Hope you like
it” in the second pair part. The speaker’s mistake could be a direct translation from the
Chinese want statement ?[/J 2REN PFT ey

3.2.2.3 Word choice

Error type 3 is Word choice errors. The most common one involves collocations.
For example, the Chinese word “‘?’?7’{” can refer to either formal or informal learning,
SO “%'?'TF‘WF” “study skating” was used in Chinese English. However, there is a
distinction between study and learn in English. The word study refers to learning about
a subject, particularly in an educational course; while the word learn refers to getting
either knowledge or skill, and thus “learn/practice skating” is used in American English.
Other examples include “F’LFJEET”, which can be rendered as both problem and question in
English (e.g. “I have a problem” vs. “I have a question™), and “/3”, which can be both
good and well in English (e.g. “The dinner is well” vs. “The dinner is good”). Often the
speakers would choose an incorrect word to convey their message, as shown in example
(20).

(20)

You: What a such fashionable backpack, you bought it by yourself? I wanna buy one for

my son too.

Student: The backpack was my mom bought for me, because I got 100 score on my

math. The present was for the victory.

(Chinese speaker 13, the Backpack situation)

Comment: The word “victory” is not appropriate here. This student goes to
school, not gladiator school. (Assessor 1, Group 1)

Apparently the math test was conceptualized as a metaphor of “combat” by the Chinese
student and thus the outcome was considered “victory.” Thus the assessor commented
that the student goes to school, not gladiator school, implying that the fight analogy
would be fine for those training to be gladiators, but improper in a normal school setting.
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3.2.2.4 Alerter

Error type 4 Alerter errors are defined broadly as terms of address and greetings,
such as titles/roles (e.g. “Professor”), names (e.g. “Judith”), endearment terms (e.g.
“Honey”), offensive terms (e.g. “Stupid cow”), pronouns (e.g. “You”), attention getters
(e.g. “Hey”) or any combination of them. In our study, we found that the Chinese
speakers had problems in the use of titles, names and attention getters, as shown in
examples (21)-(23), as they involve moment-by-moment interpretations of interpersonal
relationships.

21

You: Mr. Tony. You are so kind to invite me and your dish done very well. You should

be a good cook.

Boss: Don’t mention it. I welcome to you visited my home and take your time at home.

(Chinese speaker 4, the Dinner situation)

Comment: 1 think Mr. Tony is a serious mistake. Tony is clearly a first name.
And Mr. Tony could be that way meaning he's very tony. He dresses
well... (Assessor 1, Group 1)

In example (21), the conventional address form for the boss should be title + last name.

(22)

You: Hi, I'm David. Wow, you are very good. Would you mind teach me that?

Kid: Sure. I think it is very easy. Don’t worry. Let we start.

(Chinese speaker 16, the Skating situation)

Comment: We would say names after we are sure we want to know them for a
long time...(Assessor A, Group 2)

The problem in example (22) is that the speaker and hearer are strangers in the park, so
there is no need for the adult to introduce himself unless he wants to get to know the child.

(23)

You: Hello, John. You have a new backpack. It is beautiful.

Student: Well, thanks. I bought it last night. I like the photo on it, so I took it home.

(Chinese speaker 12, the Backpack situation)

Comment: You: Hi, John. You got a new backpack. It’s pretty cool looking.
Student: Oh, thanks. I got it last night. I really liked the design on it.
(Assessor N, Group 2)
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Example (23) points out the difference between Hello and Hi. Generally, Hi is even
more informal than Hello. In this Backpack situation, the use of Hi would be more
appropriate because the complimenter and complimentee know each other.

4. Conclusion

This paper documents how content and form errors in compliment exchanges
produced by college-level Chinese speakers of English were perceived by American
English speakers. The content errors consist of inadequate amount of information, over-
statement, irrelevant information, and rudeness. The form errors include problems in
syntax, lexicon, phrasing, and alerters.

From the American standpoint, the content errors we identified in §3.2 can be
accounted for in terms of violations of Grice’s (1975) four maxims described in the
Cooperative Principle: Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner.

Violation of the Quantity Maxim can account for Error type 1—Improper amount
of information. The speakers may produce more or less information than is required by
the target language. Our study shows that most compliments in American English are
achieved by showing appreciation, or by showing appreciation plus a question. Therefore,
the responses should be geared toward acknowledgement of the compliment + answer to
the question.

Violation of the Quality Maxim can account for Error type 4—Overstatement.
Flattery is perceived when an exaggerated compliment is made without adequate
evidence.

Violation of the Relation Maxim can be traced to Error types 5-8, which included
No acknowledgement of the compliment, No answer to the question, No compliment and
Wrong person/thing complimented. No acknowledgement of the compliment and No
answer to the question can be further categorized as exchange relevance failure because
the speakers demonstrated little knowledge about how to construct a successful turn by
using adjacency pairs. On the other hand, No compliment and Wrong person/thing
complimented are situation relevance failure since the speakers did not seem to fully
understand the prompt.

Finally, violation of the Manner Maxim seems to correspond to Error type 2—
Nonsensical exchange. The speakers making this type of error usually did not structure
their compliments well enough to arrive at a logical sequencing, or their compliments
and responses were so unclear that a lot of guessing and inferring are necessary, as in
example (6).

The only error type which cannot be explained in terms of Grice’s maxims is Error
type 2—Rudeness. Why did the speakers appear to be rude to the assessors when
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performing compliment exchanges? Did the speakers intend to be rude, or was there
any reasonable explanation behind the appearance of rudeness? For this type of error,
Brown & Levinson’s (1987) Politeness Model may provide a better explanation. Brown
and Levinson distinguish two kinds of politeness. Negative politeness refers to the
concern that the hearer does not want to be imposed upon, while positive politeness
refers to the concern that the hearer wants to be liked or admired. Since compliments
are “acts that predicate some desire of S toward H or H’s goods” (Brown & Levinson
1987:66), they basically attend to the hearer’s need for positive face. For positive
politeness, in our study, the American participants tended to employ what Brown and
Levinson called “claim common ground” as a strategy to express positive politeness—
i.e. notice and attend to the hearer’s appearance or possessions. On the other hand, the
Chinese speakers’ compliments seemed to express more variation. In addition to attending
to the hearer’s appearance or possessions, they employed other strategies such as
exaggeration (e.g. “You must have magical hands”), intensification of self-interest (e.g.
“I want to eat again next week”), and assertion or presupposition of the speaker’s
knowledge (e.g. “I think your car must be very expensive”). By using these strategies,
the speakers hoped to maximize the complimentary force of their utterances. These
strategies are used to interpret interpersonal relationship in Chinese culture, but they
were not perceived as polite or were even considered excessive or rude in American
culture.

As for form, basic grammar errors were identified by the American assessors,
which included word choice, verb tense, pronouns, word forms, prepositions, gerunds
and infinitives, subject and verb agreement, singular and plural nouns, conjunctions,
word order, and so on, as shown in examples (18) and (19). This could be attributed to
the rather different linguistic systems of English and Chinese. However, even though the
grammar was correct, some Chinese speakers were perceived by the American assessors
as not expressing compliments in a conventional way. From the American perspective,
some Chinese speakers of English seemed to have trouble gauging interpersonal
relationships and level of formality in English, thus they did not use intensifiers such as
“really” and “very well” in situations where they would be expected to, as shown in
example (17). They also used terms of address improperly, as shown in example (21).
They could not distinguish between occasions when and when not to address people, as
shown in example (22). They also could not distinguish between when to use Hi and
Hello in terms of degree of formality, as shown in example (23). Perhaps Hymes’ (1986)
SPEAKING grid could be used to increase awareness of meaning variations between
American and Chinese English as the eight variables (setting, participants, ends, act
sequence, key, instrumentalities, norms of interaction, and genre) are modified for re-
contextualization.
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In contrastive pragmatics, the differences between American and Chinese speech
act behaviors have generally been attributed to a sociolinguistic reductionist perspective
of individualism versus collectivism. However, such differences can also be viewed
from a cognitive linguistic perspective. Compared with the formulaic American compli-
ments (Wolfson 1983), Chinese English speakers’ complimenting behaviors seem to be
more complicated, as can be evidenced from the variety of nearly synonymous verbs, as
discussed in this paper.

In future research, we propose in-depth investigation into Chinese verbs of positive
judgment such as &, @S, L HE, L, A, S, L, @ @
#ier, e, F, d5, ;JFL%’ 15, JF1FL ek The preliminary analysis of verbs of
judging presented in this study has led us to hypothesize that these verbs are perceived
differently to a certain degree by Chinese speakers. We also propose that the Module-
Attribute Representation of Verbal Semantics (MARVS) developed by Huang & Ahrens
(1999) can be adopted to investigate verbs of positive judging, as was done by M. Liu,
Huang & Lee (1999) with verbs of negative judging. In the MARVS framework, verbal
information can be identified based on two modules—Event Module (referring to event
compositional information) and Role Module (referring to participant role information).
We speculate that perhaps certain verbs of positive judging are process-oriented, while
others are state-oriented; and perhaps some of them are goal-oriented, while others are
goal-cause oriented. In addition to the MARVS framework, we suggest that these verbs
be further examined in relation to function, topic, response, and speaker-hearer relation-
ship since these attributes are characteristic of this particular speech act (Wolfson 1983).

946



Investigating the Complimenting Behaviors of Chinese Speakers of American English

References

Baker, Collin F., Charles J. Fillmore, and Beau Cronin. 2003. The structure of the
FrameNet database. International Journal of Lexicography 16.3:281-296.

Bardovi-Harlig, Kathleen, and Beverly S. Hartford. 1993. Learning the rules of aca-
demic talk: a longitudinal study of pragmatic change. Studies in Second Language
Acquisition 15.3:279-304.

Bayley, Robert. 2005. Second language acquisition and sociolinguistic variation.
Intercultural Communication Studies 14.2:1-15.

Beebe, Lesile M., Tomoko Takahashi, and Robin Uliss-Weltz. 1990. Pragmatic transfer
in ESL refusals. Developing Communicative Competence in a Second Language,
ed. by Robin C. Scarcella, Elaine S. Andersen & Stephen D. Krashen, 55-73.
Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Blum-Kulka, Shoshana, Juliane House, and Gabriele Kasper. 1989. Cross-cultural
Pragmatics: Requests and Apologies. Norwoody: Ablex.

Brown, Penelope, and Stephen C. Levinson. 1987. Politeness: Some Universals in
Language Usage. Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press.

Chen, Rong. 1993. Responding to compliments: a contrastive study of politeness
strategies between American English and Chinese speakers. Journal of Pragmatics
20.1:49-75.

Chen, Shu-hui Eileen. 2003. Compliment response strategies in Mandarin Chinese:
politeness phenomenon revisited. Concentric: Studies in English Literature and
Linguistics 29.2:157-184.

Chen, Yuan-shan. 2008. Teaching Compliments and Compliment Responses to Chinese
Speakers of American English. (Research project funded by National Science
Council, Taiwan NSC 97-2410-H-275-008) 2008/8/1-2009/7/31.

Eisenstein, Miriam R., and Jean W. Bodman. 1986. “I very appreciate”: expressions of
gratitude by native and non-native speakers of American English. Applied Lin-
guistics 7.2:167-185.

Grice, H. Paul. 1975. Logic and conversation. Syntax and Semantics, Vol. 3: Speech
Acts, ed. by Peter Cole & Jerry L. Morgan, 41-58. New York: Academic Press.
Holmes, Janet. 1986. Compliments and compliment responses in New Zealand English.

Anthropological Linguistics 28.4:485-508.

Huang, Chu-Ren, and Kathleen Ahrens. 1999. The module-attribute representation of
verbal semantics. Working Papers on Chinese Verbal Semantics, Vol. 1, ed. by
Kathleen Ahrens, Chu-Ren Huang & Mei-chih Tsai, 109-120. Taipei: CKIP,
Academia Sinica.

947



Yuan-shan Chen and D. Victoria Rau

Hymes, Dell. 1986. Models of the interaction of language and social life. Directions in
Sociolinguistics: The Ethnography of Communication, ed. by John J. Gumperz &
Dell Hymes, 35-71. Oxford & New York: Blackwell.

Kramsch, Claire. 2009. Third culture and language education. Contemporary Applied
Linguistics, Vol. 1: Language Teaching and Learning, ed. by Vivian Cook & Li
Wei, 233-254. New York: Continuum.

Leech, Geoffrey N. 1983. Principles of Pragmatics. London & New York: Longman.

Li, Charles N., and Sandra A. Thompson. 1981. Mandarin Chinese: A Functional
Reference Grammar. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Lii-Shih, Yu-Hwei E. (Shih, Yu-Hwei.) 1999. Conversational Politeness and Foreign
Language Teaching. Taipei: Crane.

Liu, Bokui. 2004. Zhonghua Wenhua yu Hanyu Yuyong [ Chinese Culture and Pragmatics
of Chinese Language]. Guangzhou: Jinan University Press. (In Chinese)

Liu, Mei-chun, Chu-Ren Huang, and Jia-Ying Lee. 1999. Semantic representation of
verbal information—A case from Mandarin verbs of judging. Proceedings of the
12™ Research on Computational Linguistics Conference (ROCLING XII), 87-100.
Hsinchu: National Chiao Tung University.

Lumley, Tom. 2005. Assessing Second Language Writing: The Rater'’s Perspective.
Frankfurt am Main & New York: Peter Lang.

Manes, Joan. 1983. Compliments: a mirror of cultural values. Sociolinguistics and
Language Acquisition, ed. by Nessa Wolfson & Elliot Judd, 96-102. Rowley:
Newbury House.

Nguyen, Thi Thuy Minh. 2008. Criticizing in an L2: pragmatic strategies used by
Vietnamese EFL speakers. Intercultural Pragmatics 5.1:41-66.

Rau, D. Victoria. 1999. Validity and reliability of grammar proficiency test and
evaluation of the effectiveness of freshman English composition class. Journal of
Humanities, Providence University 11:155-184.

Rau, D. Victoria, and Yuan-shan Chen. 2010. “Thank you. My English is not very
good.”: thirdness in compliment exchanges. Proceedings of the 2 7" International
Conference on English Teaching and Learning in the R.O.C., 490-507. Taipei:
Crane.

Wolfson, Nessa. 1983. An empirically based analysis of complimenting in American
English. Sociolinguistics and Language Acquisition, ed. by Nessa Wolfson &
Elliot Judd, 82-95. Rowley: Newbury House.

Wolfson, Nessa. 1989. The social dynamics of native and nonnative variation in
complimenting behavior. The Dynamic Interlanguage: Empirical Studies in Second
Language Variation, ed. by Miriam R. Eisenstein, 219-236. New York: Plenum
Press.

948



Investigating the Complimenting Behaviors of Chinese Speakers of American English

Wu, Si-yuan. 2006. 4 Study of Compliment Responses Ulttered by Senior High School
Students in Taiwan. Taichung: Providence University MA thesis.

Ye, Lei. 1995. Complimenting in Mandarin Chinese. Pragmatics of Chinese as Native
and Target Language, ed. by Gabriele Kasper, 207-295. Honolulu: Second
Language Teaching and Curriculum Center, University of Hawai‘i at Manoa.

Yu, Ming-chung. 2005. Sociolinguistic competence in the complimenting act of native
Chinese and American English speakers: a mirror of cultural value. Language and
Speech 48.1:91-119.

[Received 20 September 2010; revised 7 March 2011; accepted 29 March 2011]

Yuan-shan Chen

Department of Applied English

National Chin-Yi University of Technology
35, Lane 215, Sec. 1, Chung-Shan Road
Taiping, Taichung 411, Taiwan
yuanshan@ncut.edu.tw

D. Victoria Rau

Institute of Linguistics

National Chung Cheng University
168 University Road

Minhsiung, Chiayi 621, Taiwan
Ingrau@ccu.edu.tw

949



950

Yuan-shan Chen and D. Victoria Rau

=~

el

5

FEHE B
—AjJ‘ u[l:[:li//T ijrl ’

S ’\ 2 _ &~ >
FARBRRATHZRKA
BRAE I AT
B % & AR K]
Bl & v E K22
R q__;‘l“-[“%&—}y?ilt?_r:; FROEVR TG L R
FEEL o S T A B Fﬂ}\i‘{ g ‘L‘ftﬁ}'\%ﬁu PRl IF‘ 3
F’j,—k [%]FﬁFIJ—TTu ° “é:%\l,\,;l‘l ’ 'i{J’f,\ jl}‘l ’ F jjﬂi‘[ Eﬂi—j A
gpre \Firpf’@{g jﬁﬂﬁh K Fi{j dr =
F“’J??E[IJ SN i AR TN
fﬂ SSRGS PP T
fY 7 H—F ﬁl FI Brown & Levmson (1987) pungi 5 F,LE'[J
[E[H I?FPH:
e 5

‘1T
B ESEL EJJEFWF,?LFI Jg@’ﬁs Jp[

TR
[u@@ +” Grice (1975)
bl bEE e
xﬂﬂ*ﬁfﬁ
F 155 @3 PJ*F“ ’ ?ﬁ% N




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


