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Abstract 

The face-threatening nature of request has attracted attention from cross-cultural studies to 

identify the appropriate request realisation patterns of monolingual natives across languages, 

as well as from second language (L2) acquisition studies to measure the resemblance between 

L2 patterns and those of the native speakers (NS). However, little light has so far shed on the 

patterns of bilingual who live in a balanced bilingual environment. This study focuses on the 

interlanguage pragmatics of bilinguals with a focus on the speech act of request. It attempts to 

investigate the language dominance effect on bilinguals’ competence in making, proofreading, 

and translating requests in Chinese and in English appropriately. It also studies the bilinguals’ 

use of request strategies, internal modifications, supportive moves, and translation shift in 

monolingual and bilingual speech acts of request. Forty Chinese-English bilingual 

undergraduates from Singapore and Hong Kong were recruited based on the dominant 

language they speak respectively at home and at school. They completed a series of bilingual 

discourse completion, proofreading, and translation tests. Their responses were then graded 

and coded for alerter types, request strategies, internal and external modifiers. Both 

quantitative and qualitative analyses were conducted to identify the pragmatic differences 

that distinguished the request behaviours of the bilingual participants. The results show the 

following features: (1) Chinese and English competences of the bilingual participants were 

distinguishable from that of NS of monolinguals. (2) Speaking Chinese at home and at school 

was positively related to the participants’ Chinese pragmatic competence. (3) Language 

proficiency effect seemed to be more impactful on the participants’ performance related to 

their English pragmatic competence. Lastly, discussions of the importance of recognising the 

multifaceted view of language and language use were provided. The results of this study 

provide a multi-prospect in appreciating bilingual competence and the pedagogical insights 

for translation and interpretation training.  

 

Keywords: bilingualism, bilingual competence, request strategy, speech act, translation 

competence 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1  Bilingualism in Translation  

The relationship between bilingualism and translation competence has long been a source of 

debate in the field of translation studies. Harris and Sherwood (1978) first postulated that “all 

bilinguals are able to translate, within the limits of their mastery of the two languages; 

therefore translating is coextensive with bilingualism” (p.155). Toury (1995) then advances 

the predisposition for translation competence from bilingualism to interlingualism which is 

“the ability to establish similarities and differences between languages” (p. 248). Similarly, 

Presas (2000) reasons that untrained bilingual competence is inadequate to assure translation 

proficiency and efficiency.  

 

On the other hand, translation theorists generally consider translation as a way of 

communication which inevitably involves bi-sociocultural criterion of appropriateness 

(Catford, 1965; Toury, 1995; Nida, 1964). Neubert (2000) posits five parameters of 

translation competence, namely language competence, textual competence, subject 

competence, cultural competence, and transfer competence. This means that bilinguals must 

utilise each of their languages differentially and appropriately according to relevant 

characteristics of the speech community and communicative contexts to translate effectively. 

1.2  Bilingualism in Singapore and Hong Kong 

Both Singapore and Hong Kong have a bilingual education policy.  In Singapore, students are 

required to learn two official languages, with English as the first language and their ethnic 

mother tongue as a second language. According to Singstat (2020), 74.3% of the population 

are literate in 2 or more languages. 48.3% of the population speak English most frequently at 

home, and among them 56.1% spoke Mandarin as their mother tongue.  Meanwhile, over 

38.6% of the population speak Mandarin or Chinese Dialects most frequently at home. In 

other words, over 65.7% of the population is bilingual in Chinese and English. 
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On the other hand, Hong Kong has adopted a ‘Biliterate and Trilingual’ language policy. 

Subsequently, according to Hong Kong Census and Statistics (C&SD, 2017a), over 90% of 

students in Hong Kong are reported to be biliterate in Chinese and English and around 63.7% 

are trilingual in Cantonese, English, and Putonghua (a standardised form of Mandarin). The 

data (C&SD, 2017b) also shows that 88.9% of them speak Cantonese as the usual spoken 

language, followed by 4.3% English, followed by 1.9% Putonghua.  

 

In both regions, a single language does not dominate all social setting. Chinese could be 

spoken most frequently at home, but English may have to be used commonly in school or at 

work. The combinations of language use in different settings make an interesting study of the 

interaction between the social setting and language use. Hence, such a multilingual, or even 

plurilingual, environment in Singapore and Hong Kong provides a perfect window to study 

the translation competence of bilinguals.  

1.3 Research Objectives and Significance  

Speech act studies have dominated interlanguage pragmatics research over the past three 

decades. In most speech act analyses, Non-Native Speaker (NNS) data is predominantly 

benchmarked against NS data to draw attention to learner differences. On top of that, the 

present study takes a closer look at the pragmalinguistic elements of bilingual students’ 

speech behaviour and translation shifts in the realisation of request.  

 

The objective of this study is to investigate how different variations of bilingualism can affect 

language competency. Specifically, bilinguals have different dominant language in different 

settings, such in school and at home. Therefore, they are categorised into bilinguals who 

speak English at home (EH), speak Chinese at home (CH), speak English in school (ES), and 

speak Chinese in school (CS). The study uses request making as the basis of observing 

competency.  
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Research questions: 

• How does variations of bilingual language dominance across different settings affect 

language competency? 

• To what extent are the different types of bilinguals able to choose the appropriate 

native-like linguistic and pragmatic forms in performing the speech acts of request? 

• What are the pragmatic features in the realisation of request act produced by 

bilinguals in comparison with that by monolingual natives? 

 

This study therefore attempts to investigate the challenges of interlingual interference to 

bilinguals in their translating of requests, in particular, their use of request strategies, internal 

modifications, and supportive moves. Findings from this study will have pedagogical 

implication for translation education and training. Knowing how language dominance across 

different settings affect language competency can inform educators on areas of focus on 

based on language background. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Translation Shift 

Translation shift refers to the “changes that occur in the translational process” as the result of 

“the attempt to deal with the differences between ST and TT languages” (Bakker et al. 1998, 

p.226). Based on Halliday's systemic functional grammar, Catford (1965) suggests two types 

of syntactic shifts (i.e., level and category shifts) that are necessary to obtain a natural 

equivalent of the source text message in the target text. For instance, Li (1998) observed 

frequent shifts in clauses and phrases in Chinese-English translation due to the linguistic 

difference between paratactic Chinese and hypotactic English.  

 

Moreover, Toury (1995) distinguishes obligatory shift as syntactic shifts due to the absence 

of formal correspondence and non-obligatory shift as changes made by translator’s 

discretionary subscription to the target-language norm, which is governed by the shared value 

of the particular speech community. The latter shift demands bi-cultural knowledge of the 

translator and constitutes most shifts in human translation (Pym, 2004). Translation shifts on 

the pragmatic level have attracted special attention, for instance, Blum-Kulkas et.al’s (1989) 

cross-cultural pragmatic studies on the speech act of request and apology, Baker’s (1992) 

discussion on pragmatic equivalence, Hickey’s (1998) study on pragmatics in translating 

illocutionary function and its translatability, politeness equivalence, and implicatures and 

hedges to mention a few. Most of these studies examine the speech act produced by natives 

or language learners living in a relevantly monolingual environment. 
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2.2 Pragmatic Competence  

Pragmatic competence encompasses a multitude of abilities to use language for various 

purposes appropriately in different communicative situations. Chomsky (1965) first 

introduces the dichotomy of linguistic competence and performance which he posits 

respectively as “the speaker-hearer’s knowledge of his language” and “the actual use of 

language in concrete situations” (p.4). In response, Hymes (1972) argues it also takes a 

merger of sociolinguistic, strategic, and discourse competencies beyond mere grammatical 

knowledge of a language to achieve effective communication. His theory of communicative 

competence is in essence to know “when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk about with 

whom, when, where, in what manner” (p.277), which is later summarised by Canale and 

Swain (1980) as the mastery of the “socio-cultural code” of language use between the 

“knowledge of the rules of grammar” and the “knowledge of the rules of language use” (p.7).  

 

More specifically, Thomas (1983) distinguishes between pragmalinguistic knowledge, which 

is the “pragmatic force placed on an utterance” and sociopragmatic knowledge, which is the 

“social conditions placed on language in use” (p.99). Similarly, Leech (1983) claims that 

pragmalinguistics is “the more linguistic end of pragmatics where we consider the particular 

resources which a given language provides for conveying particular illocutions” (p.11) and 

sociopragmictics is “the sociological interface of pragmatics” (p.10).  

 

In his initial framework of communicative language ability, Bachman (1990) juxtaposes 

pragmatic competence with organisational competence as a sub-competency of language 

competence, describing pragmatic competence as the pooling of illocutionary competence, 

which is the ability to use and interpret the illocutionary force of various language functions, 

and sociolinguistic competence, which fosters appropriate language functions to different 

sociocultural and discoursal situations. Later, Bachman & Palmer’s (1996) revise that 

pragmatic competence comprises of three components, namely lexical, functional and 

sociolinguistic knowledge. The inclusion of lexical knowledge as a component of pragmatic 

competence differs from other communicative models based on Halliday’s (1985) theory, 

which holds lexico-grammar as an integral part of linguistic competence.  

 



14 

 

The notions of pragmatic competence have considerably influenced the study of second 

language (L2) acquisition, bilingualism, and cross-cultural communications. Kasper (1997) 

argues that pragmatic competence does not require explicit pedagogical intervention as 

learners “possess, develop, acquires, use or lose” pragmatic knowledge alongside their 

linguistic knowledge in learning a L2.  He believes that acquisitions of pragmalinguistic and 

sociopragmatic knowledge in L2 can be facilitated by positive transfer from L1 and believes 

that certain most languages share the following universal pragmatic features (Kasper & Rose, 

2002). 

2.3 Speech Acts  

A crucial aspect of pragmatic competence lies in the production and interpretation of speech 

acts as well as their appropriateness in a particular context. The origin of Speech Act Theory 

can be traced back to Austin’s (1962) philosophical analysis of speech utterances which sees 

speaking as a performative act with three dimensions:  

(i) Locutionary acts: producing meaningful utterances 

(ii) Illocutionary acts: realising an intention in producing meaningful utterances 

(iii) Perlocutionary acts: achieving the effect of locutionary and illocutionary acts 

 

His theory is subsequently adopted and developed by linguists. For instance, Searle (1969) 

proposes speech acts as the “the basic or minimal units of linguistic communication” (p.16), 

Schmidt and Richards (1980) explain that as “all the acts we perform through speaking, and 

all the things we do when we speak” (p.129), and Yule (1996) succinctly defines speech acts 

as “performed action via utterance” (p.47).  

 

Refining Austin (1962)’s classification of illocutionary acts, Searle (1976, p.10-13) suggests 

an alternative taxonomy that identifies five basic kinds of illocutionary acts based on the 

speaker intentions:  

(i) Representatives, which commit the speaker to the truth of the expressed 

proposition (e.g. asserting, informing, stating) 

(ii) Directives, which are attempts by the speaker to get the hearer to carry out an 

action (e.g. requesting, ordering, advising) 

(iii) Commissives, which commit the speaker to a future course of action (e.g. 

promising, offering, threatening) 
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(iv) Expressives, which express a psychological state (e.g. thanking, congratulating, 

apologising) 

(v) Declaratives, which change the reality in accord with the expressed proposition 

(e.g. blessing, declaring, pronouncing) 

 

On the other hand, Searle (1979) has also proposed another approach for speech act 

classification based on the relationship between the structure and function of the utterance – 

direct and indirect speech acts. A direct speech act refers utterances whose communicative 

function is directly related to what is spoken, while that of an indirect speech act is different 

from what is spoken as it realised through indirect strategies appropriate to the culture of the 

speech community (Yule, 1996). In this case, a failure in comprehending what is meant by 

what is said in a particular situation will result in pragmatic failure. Worse still, this may lead 

to adverse misjudgements of the speaker’s personality and intentions (Blum-Kulka & 

Olshtain, 1986; Thomas, 1983).  

 

Therefore, speech acts are deemed as “one of the most compelling notions in the study of 

language use” (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989, p.1). Based on Searle’s (1976) initial classification 

of speech acts, the present study chooses one of the directive illocutionary acts – requesting – 

as an analytic tool to investigate bilingual’s performance in translation.  

2.3.1 Requesting as a Speech Act 

Requesting is a directive illocutionary acts attempted by the speaker to engage the hearer in 

some future course of action that aligns with the speaker’s goal (Searle, 1976). This future 

course of action is at the expense of the hearer’s time, energy, or material resources (Leech, 

1983; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). A request differs from a command or an order due to its 

“conditional” feature (Leech, 1983, p.219) that allows the hearer “the possibility of refusal” 

(Searle and Van der Veken, 1985, p.199).  
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Making a request is generally considered as a “face-threatening act” since it impinges on the 

hearer’s negative face (i.e., the freedom of action and freedom from imposition) in granting 

or rejecting the request without feeling imposed upon (Brown & Levinson, 1978). However, 

it is also argued that receiving a request, in both Western and Chinese cultures, can be 

regarded as enhancing the hearer’s positive face (i.e., self-esteem) for the given opportunity 

to display socially valued abilities or attributes (Brown & Levinson, 1978; Fraser, 1990; 

Zhang, 1995). In either case, a request may result in communication breakdown or even 

inadvertent offense when not delivered appropriately within the language community. Three 

social variables affecting the pragmatic choice in making a request are identified as the 

interlocutor’s power status, social distance, and the size of the imposition involved (Thomas, 

1995; Brown & Levinson, 1978). A higher degree of politeness is required to protect the face 

of the interlocutor when the hearer is of higher power or greater social distance and involves 

a greater imposition. 

 

A request consists of three parts: (a) the alerter, which is the opening elements to grab 

attention to the request to be made, (b) the head act, which is the minimal unit that performs 

the actual requesting function, and (c) its peripheral modification devices, which attenuate or 

amplify the illocutionary force of the request (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989).  

 

With a focus on the request head acts, Taguchi (2006) proposes a 12 request expression types 

based on the CCSARP’s (Blum-Kulka et., 1989) and Takahashi’s (1996) framework. The 

CCSARP framework categorises the speech act of request into direct requests, conventional 

requests, and non-conventional indirect requests and distinguishes 9 sublevels of request 

strategy types. The direct strategies include mood derivable, explicit performatives, hedged 

performatives, obligation statements, and want statements. The conventionally indirect 

strategies include suggestory formulae and query preparatory, whereas the non-

conventionally indirect strategies include strong hints and mild hints (Blum-Kulka et., 1989). 

Takahashi (1996) further divides preparatory questions into four types: preparatory questions, 

permission questions, mitigated-preparatory, and mitigated-wants. A coding framework for 

request strategies is built based on Blum-Kulka et . (1989), Takahashi (1996), and Taguchi 

(2006) for the present study as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1  

A Coding Framework for Request Strategies Adapted from Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), 

Takahashi (1996), and Taguchi (2006) 
Request strategies Definitions Examples (by researcher) 

Direct expressions 

1. Mood derivable The grammatical mood of the verb in the 

utterance marks its illocutionary force as a 

request. (Blum-Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

Wash the dishes. 

2. Performatives The illocutionary force of the utterance is 

explicitly named by the speakers. (Blum-

Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

I’m asking you to wash the 

dishes. 

3. Hedged  

    performatives 

Utterances embedding the naming of the 

illocutionary force. (Blum-Kulka et., 1989, 

p.202) 

I want to ask you to wash the 

dishes. 

4. Obligation  

    statements 

The illocutionary point is directly derivable 

from the semantic meaning of the locution. 

(Blum-Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

You will have to wash the 

dishes. 

5. Want statements The utterance expresses the speaker’s 

intention, desire or feeling vis a vis the fact 

that the hearer do X. (Blum-Kulka et., 

1989, p.202) 

I want you to wash the 

dishes. 

Conventionally indirect expressions 

6. Suggestory  

    formulae 

The sentence contains a suggestion to X. 

(Blum-Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

Why don’t you wash the 

dishes? (Questioning reason) 

How about you wash the 

dishes? (“how about~”) 

7. Query preparatory Utterance contains reference to preparatory 

conditions as conventionalised in any 

specific language. (Blum-Kulka et., 1989, 

p.202) 

Would you wash the dishes? 

(Prediction of the hearer’s 

doing the act) 

Could you wash the dishes? 

(Hearer’s ability) 

Do you mind washing the 

dishes? (Hearer’s 

willingness) 

8. Permission  

    questions 

Questions asking for permission to have the 

speaker’s request fulfilled. (Takahashi, 

1996) 

May I skip my turn washing 

the dishes for tonight?  

9. Mitigated  

    preparatory 

Query preparatory expressions 

embedded within another clause. (Taguchi, 

2006, p.521) 

I was wondering if you could 

wash the dishes. 

10. Mitigated wants Statements of want in 

hypothetical situations. (Taguchi, 2006, 

p.521) 

I’d appreciate it if you could 

wash the dishes. 

Non-conventionally indirect expressions 

11. Strong hints Utterance contains partial reference to 

object or to elements needed for the 

implementation of the act (directly 

pragmatically implying the act). (Blum-

Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

The dishes are dirty but I’m 

still working on my essay. 

12. Mild hints Utterances that make no reference to the 

request proper (or any of its element) but 

are interpretable through the context as 

request (indirectly pragmatically implying 

the act). (Blum-Kulka et., 1989, p.202) 

There are some dishes in the 

sink. 
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In addition, linguistic means operating within the head acts to mitigate the illocutionary force 

are identified as internal modifications (e.g., lexical and syntactic downgraders) as 

exemplified in Table 2. Pragmatic strategies employed in the context where the request head 

act is embedded are identified as the external modifications as shown in Table 3. It is argued 

that both the internal and external modifiers do not carry requesting force inherently (Blum-

Kulka et al., 1989; Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1984). 

 

Table 2  

An Overview of Internal Modifications as Proposed by Blum-Kulka et. (1989) and Sifianou, 

(1999).  

Lexical downgraders Example  

a. Politeness marker please 

b. Consultative devices would you mind, do you think, would it be all right if, is 

it/would it be possible, do you think I could, is it all right 

c. Downtoners possibly, perhaps, just, rather, maybe 

d. Understaters/Hedges a bit, a little, sort of, kind of 

f. Subjectivizers I'm afraid, I wonder, I think/suppose 

g. Cajolers You know, You see 

h. Appealers Clean the table, dear, will you? …ok/right?  

Syntactic downgraders   

a. Conditional structures Could you wash the dishes… 

b. Conditional clause …if it’s possible to have you washing the dishes... 

c. Tense If it all right if I asked you to wash the dishes… 

d. Aspect I was wondering if it’s possible to have you washing the 

dishes… 

e. Interrogative Would you mind washing the dishes?  

f. Negation of preparatory condition I don’t suppose there is any chance of you washing the 

dishes? 

Lexical upgraders  

a. Intensifiers You really must wash the dishes. 

b. Commitment indicators I’m sure/certain you won’t mind washing the dishes. 

c. Expletives You still haven’t washed that bloody dishes! 

d. Time intensifiers You’d better wash the dishes right now! 

e. Lexical uptoners Wash that mess!  
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Table 3  

An Overview of External Modifications Based on Blum-Kulka et al., (1989) and Sifianou, 

(1999).  

External modifications Example (by researcher) 

1. Grounder Can you wash the dishes this week because I’m rushing my 

dissertation tonight…  

2. Disarmer  I know that it’s my turn this week but could you...? 

3. Preparator I really need a favour… 

4. Getting a precommitment Could you do me a favour? 

5. Promise Could you do the dishes this week? I promise I’ll take up the dish 

washing next week.’ 

6. Cost minimiser Can you take over and wash the dishes? Just for a few days. 

7. Apology I’m very sorry but I don’t have time to wash the dishes... 

8. Sweetener I know you’re the best! Please wash the dishes for me… 

9. Checking on availability Are you free now?  

2.3.2 Requesting in English 

Studies on request realisation in English have been abundant since most pragmatic theories of 

face, politeness and speech acts are originally established on an Anglo-Saxon model. 

Conventionally indirect strategies, especially query preparatory, are considered to have the 

highest level of politeness and are the most adopted strategies in English requests (Marquez 

Reiter, 2000; Trosborg, 1995; Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). 

 

Conventionally indirect requests, as an indirect strategy, are high in optionality and low in 

coerciveness (Leech, 1983; Thomas, 1995). They adhere to the courtesy norms in English-

speaking countries like United States and United Kingdom where individualism and equality 

are widely prized (Country Comparison, 2021), meaning that requesters will always 

endeavour to protect the hearer’s negative face regardless of the power dynamics. Therefore, 

direct strategies, especially imperatives that is primarily used in commands and orders, are 

considered as imperious and are avoided in English requests (Trosborg, 1995; Blum-Kulka et 

al., 1989). When a request is made in a more formal setting, the impact of power hierarchy is 

often seen in the increase in supportive moves and internal modifiers like syntactic 

downgraders, instead of the degree of directness.  
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In addition, conventionally indirect requests are favoured for having a clearer illocutionary 

force than those conveyed non-conventionally (Searle, 1975). Since the requests are 

expressed through “the use of phrases and sentences that have contextually unambiguous 

meanings which are different from their literal meaning” (Brown and Levinson,1978:137), 

hearers of the given speech community can easily retrieve the intended speech act meaning 

without the effort of recovering the literal meaning of the utterance (Gibbs, 1986). In other 

words, indirectness cannot be directly translated into politeness when pragmatic clarity is 

concerned. This also explains why the most indirect request strategies (non-conventional 

indirect strategies: hints) is not the most favoured strategies in English requests (Leech, 1983; 

Grice, 1975; Lakoff, 1973).  

2.3.3 Requesting in Chinese 

There are few studies on Chinese request realisation and their findings have been inconsistent 

and contradictory. In general, researchers find that requests in Chinese follow the cultural 

emphasis on upfront sincerity, explicitness and clarity in everyday interactions warranted by 

Zipf's (1949) the Principle of Least Effort and the Principle of Sufficient Effort which Horn 

(1983) aligns with Grice’s (1975) Maxim of Quantity. 

 

Lee-Wong’s (1994) study on request strategies used by Chinese native speakers (CNS) 

reveals an overwhelming preference for direct strategies and internal modifications in request, 

pointing to the Chinese distaste of circumlocution characterised by indirect strategies and 

external modifications. This is supported by Gao’s (1999) qualitative analysis of the 

linguistic features in Chinese’s realization of request speech act classified in CCSARP 

(Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), which also claims imperatives as the most effective and 

appropriate way to make a request and notes that query preparatory may sound ambiguous or 

even lacking in politeness to CNS. In addition, Wang’s (2011) corpus-based study on request 

strategies in contemporary Chinese teledramas further reveals that the overall use of direct 

request strategies (in particular mood derivable and hedged performatives) (64.96%) is far 

more prevalent than conventionally indirect strategies (29.19%) and non-conventionally 

indirect strategies (5.87%).  
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However, Zhang (1995) discovered a paramount preference for query preparatory over direct 

request strategies among his CNS participants. Wang’s (2011) aforementioned study also 

documents an extraordinary greater use of query preparatory especially in situations when 

the hearers are of higher social power and distance, making it the second most frequently 

adopted strategy (18.36%) after mood derivable (27.61%) and before hedged performatives 

(15.52%) among 3970 short sequences of video clips from 35 Chinese teledramas. Hence, it 

is safe to assume that certain forms of query preparatory, despite being indirect, is also an 

acceptable Chinese request strategies in situations alike to mitigate imposition.     

 

On the other hand, Hong’s (1996) empirical investigation, echoing Lee-Wong’s (1994) 

findings, shows that the pragmatic choice of internal modifiers and supportive moves in 

Chinese requests is greatly dependent on the power relations and social distance between the 

interlocutors. Additionally, Wang (2011) proves that social distance is stronger as a social 

variable than social power in the choice of request strategies. It is observed that the greater 

the social distance between the interlocutors is the greater degree of politeness as reflected in 

the length of the request with the number of supportive moves (in particular, grounders) will 

be employed. Due to the Chinese syntactic order “because-therefore” in causative clauses, 

pre-posed grounders are used more often than post-posed grounders (Hong, 1996).  In general, 

Chinese request realisation exhibits traits highlighted in Gu’s (1990) theory of Chinese 

politeness and Mao’s (1994) Chinese concepts of face that regards face (i.e., lian and mianzi) 

as a communal and interpersonal public image.  

 

Finally, regarding internal modifiers, myriads of empirical and theoretical studies have 

pointed to the importance of appropriate use of alerters and address terms in Chinese request 

realisation (Gao, 1999; Hong, 1996; Zhang, 1995; Lee-Wong, 1994; Ju, 1991). Similar to 

Western alerters, greeting expressions, such as 你好 (hello) or 您好 (hello), and formulaic 

expressions, such as 对不起 (sorry), 不好意思 (excuse me), 打扰一下(excuse me), 请问 

(may I ask), are commonly used as attention-getters in initiating Chinese requests.  
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In contrast, kinship terms are often employed beyond as attention-grabbers, but also as 

strategic means to prepare varying positive politeness contexts to enhance the likelihood of 

success of the requests. An absence of proper address term may result in social sanction 

particularly in a context of asymmetrical role connection, such as when the hearer is of higher 

social position (Gao, 1999; Lee-Wong, 1994). The list of common Chinese alerters identified 

by Zhang (1995, p.32-36) is summarised in the Table 4.  

 

Table 4  

An Overview of Chinese Alerters as Proposed by Zhang (1995) 

Form Examples 

Title/Role  服务员 [Attendant], 主任 [Director], 同志 [Comrade], 小姐 

[Miss], 女士 [Madam], 教授 [Professor] 

Surname + Title/Role 许教授  [Professor Xu], 高主任  [Director Gao], 王老师 

[Professor Wang], 邓先生 [Mr. Deng] 

Full Name (surname + first name) 王平 [Wang Ping] 

Prefix + Surname 小王 [Xiao Wang], 老李 [Li] 

Familiar/Casual Terms 哥们儿 [Buddy], 伙计 [Buddy], 二位 [Guys], 师傅 [Shifu] 

  

Honorifics 黄老 [Honorable Huang] 

Attention Getter 嘿 [Hey], 喂 [Hey], 对不起 [Excuse me] 

Combination 服务员同志 [Comrade Attendant], 赵军同学 [Mr. Zhao Jun], 

小同志 [Little Comrade], 老同学 [Old Classmate] 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants  

Forty Chinese-English bilingual undergraduates, aged between 18 and 25 (mean age: 21 

years), studying at universities in Singapore and Hong Kong were recruited. The participants 

were required, as stated in the recruitment poster, to be confident in using both Chinese and 

English for spoken and written communication at social and academic settings. All 

participants received formal primary and secondary education in both languages from the age 

of 6 and attained language proficiency scores marked as “satisfactory” or above for both 

languages in the public examination prior to the university admission, i.e., Grade C in GCE 

A-Level or Level 4 in HKDSE1. Each participant received S$8 as a token of appreciation for 

completing the experiments. 

 

Participants were divided into two different aspects of their language dominance. Firstly, 

participants were divided into the dominant language spoken at home, Chinese (CH) or 

English (EH). Secondly, participants were divided into the dominant language spoken in 

school, Chinese (CS) or English (ES). The dominant language spoken at home and in school 

were identified in a language and social demographics survey. These groupings would form 

the basis of comparison for all analyses in this study.     

 

 

1  GCE A-Level and HKDSE refer to the university entrance examination Singapore-Cambridge General 

Certificate of Education Advanced Level and Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education Examination. 
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3.2 Experiment Design 

3.2.1 Language and Social Demographic Survey 

A language and social demographic survey was developed. In addition to questions regarding 

their gender, age, degree major, and experience living in another country, participants were 

also asked to provide information about their Chinese and English education and the use of 

each language in daily life. Specifically, participants were asked which is the dominant 

language they used at home and in school, and how often they used both languages at home 

and in school. The participants answered the questions in the survey via MS Form online (see 

Appendix A).  

3.2.2 Test 1: Competence in Making Requests 

To measure competence in making requests, participants were requested to complete a 

Discourse Completion Test (DCT), which includes multiple open-ended elicitation questions, 

for which participants were instructed to write what they would say in the described scenarios 

with specified roles of speakers and social status to fulfil the required communicative 

functions. The DCT questionnaire included six scenarios, each of which required them to 

write a request in both Chinese and English. A relevant photograph is attached to each 

scenario next to the textual prompts to help the participants better visualise the situation (see 

Appendix B). An example of a test is given below:  

Scenario 2: Write an online recommendation 

This is the last week of your summer internship programme. Your supervisor is in 

his/her office. You ask him/her to write a recommendation for you on LinkedIn. 

You: ______________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 

The six scenarios were designed to reflect real life situations with different social power 

distance and familiarity intended between the speaker and the hearer. The variable of power 

status has three levels determined by age and institutionalised roles: +power (+P, the hearer 

has higher power status), =power (=P, the hearer has equal power status), and -power (-P, the 

hearer has lower power status). The variable social distance has two levels: +familiarity (+F, 

the interlocutors know each other) and -familiarity (-F, the interlocutors do not know each 

other). A pilot was conducted to ensure the instructions were unambiguous to understand 

before the DCT was finalised and given to the participants.  
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Request discourses collected from the participants were then graded by the researcher on a 

scale of 1 to 4, 1 being “Poor”, 2 being “Fair”, 3 being “Good”, and 4 being “Excellent” 

according to a scoring rubric as shown in Table 5 developed based on existing rubrics in 

interlanguage pragmatics research on request making (Li, 2014; Taguchi, 2006; Hudson et. al, 

1995).  The responses were evaluated holistically by taking into account: (a) the content (the 

degree of realisation of the intended directive function); (b) strategies (the appropriate level 

of directness and alerters for specific request scenarios); (c) language (the accuracy in 

grammatical and lexical choices).  

 

The appropriateness of the pragmatic strategies elicited from the participants were 

determined by how much they resemble the features shown in CNS and ENS. Data collected 

were coded and analyzed according to the coding manual developed in CCSARP (Blum-

Kulka et al. (1989, p. 275), and whenever necessary, CNS and ENS were consulted to decide 

on the final coding of the data. 

 

Table 5 

Scoring Rubrics for Rating DCT Responses 

Score Description 

4 – Excellent Target directive function fully realised. 

Expressions entirely appropriate for given request scenarios. 

No or almost no grammatical and/or lexical errors. 

 

3 – Good  Target directive function mostly realised. 

Expressions mostly appropriate for given request scenarios. 

Some grammatical and/or lexical errors but do not impede meaning and/or 

appropriateness 

 

2 – Fair  Target directive function adequately realised. 

Expressions generally appropriate for given request scenarios. 

Notable grammatical and/or lexical errors that may impede meaning and/or 

appropriateness. 

 

1 – Poor  Target directive function not realised. 

Expressions totally irrelevant to given request scenarios. 

Serious grammatical and/or lexical errors that impede meaning and/or 

appropriateness. 
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3.2.3 Test 2: Competence in Proofreading Language Errors 

To measure competence in proofreading language errors, participants were given a 

proofreading test including 10 request discourses (5 in Chinese and 5 in English) obtained 

and modified from the DCT responses in Test 1. Participants were instructed to rewrite and 

make amendments to any grammatical or pragmatic errors they found in the given discourses. 

A total of 20 errors for Chinese and 20 errors for English were planted in the request 

discourses. Half of the errors were grammatical, and half were pragmatic.  

 

Similarly, a pilot was undertaken to ensure that instructions were clear before being 

implemented. Proofreading test collected from participants were graded based on the number 

of errors they corrected in Chinese and English request discourses. The results were also split 

according to the number of grammatical errors identified and the number of pragmatic errors 

amended.  

3.2.4 Test 3: Translation shift in Request Strategy  

Participants were then asked to complete two other translation tests (one in Chinese and one 

in English) in which they had to first complete a DCT with more discourse exchanges around 

request realisation and then translate the conversation into the other language (see Appendix 

C).  Based on the results in Test 1, the two scenarios, labelled as Scenarios 7 and 8, are 

designed to observe any translation shifts conducted by the participants. Similarly, a pilot was 

undertaken to ensure that instructions were clear before being implemented. A summary of 

the scenarios given in Test 1 (Scenarios 1-6) and Test 3 (Scenarios 7-8) is tabulated in Table 

6 on the next page. 
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Table 6.  

A Summary of the Scenarios Given in Tests 1 and 3  

S/N Scenario 
Power 

distance 
Familiarity 

1 You are a student, asking your roommate to help proofread your 

assignment before submission 
= + 

2 You are a student, asking your internship supervisor to write a 

recommendation for you on LinkedIn 
+ + 

3 You are a teenager, asking your younger siblings to keep quiet - + 

4 You are a tourist, asking a local passer-by for directions = - 

5 You are a librarian, asking the mother of a crying baby to take her 

baby out of the library 
+ - 

6 You are a student, asking a hotline staff whether you are eligible 

for a student financial aid 
- - 

7 You are an employer, asking your babysitter to take care of your 

baby daughter urgently very late at night 
- + 

8 You are an intern, asking your supervisor for a day leave on a day 

when you are duty to attend a meeting  
+ + 

Note: P=: equal power; P+: high power; P-: low power; F+: high familiarity; F-: low familiarity 
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Chapter 4. Data and Data Analysis 

Forty students participated in the experiments, with 27 of them from Singapore and 13 from 

Hong Kong. Two participants did not complete Tests 2 and 3, as such they were not included 

in the analysis for those parts. 

4.1 Language and Social Demographic Survey Results 

4.1.1 Language Spoken at Home 

Language spoken at home refers to the language which participants speak with their families. 

It was operationalised by the question “language of communication with other people with 

whom you live with”. An overview of participants’ language spoken at home is summarised 

in Tables 7 and 8.  

 

Table 7 

Hometown Where Participants are From, and the Language They Spoke at Home 

Hometown Language spoken at home 

Chinese (CH) English (EH) 

Hong Kong (n=13) 12 1 

Singapore (n=27) 18 9 

 

Majority of the participants spoke Chinese at home. Thirty out of 40 participants responded 

Chinese as the language spoken at home, including one who mentioned Hakka. Hakka, as a 

Chinese dialect, shares similar language rules as Mandarin and other Chinese dialects; hence 

for the purposes of this study will be taken as Chinese.  

 

Most participants who spoke English at home were recruited from Singapore. Ten out of 40 

participants responded English as the language spoken at home, and nine of them are in 

Singapore. 

 

More participants recruited from Singapore spoke English at home than those recruited from 

Hong Kong. In Singapore, one in three participants (nine out of 27) spoke English at home. 

Whereas in Hong Kong, only one out of 13 spoke English at home.  
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Table 8 

Frequency of Language Use at Home 

Language How often is the language used at home 

 Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

Chinese (n=40) 85% 5% 8% 3% 

English (n=40) 23% 35% 28% 15% 

 

As both Hong Kong and Singapore are multilingual societies, it is common for other 

languages to be used at home to complement the dominant spoken language. To measure this, 

participants were asked how often they use each language at home.  

 

Chinese were used more often at home whereas English was only used sometimes or rarely. 

A large majority (85%) of the participants responded that they used Chinese “most often” at 

home, as compared to only 23% of participants who responded the same for English. For 

English, 63% of participants use it “sometimes” (35%) or “rarely” (28%) at home. 

4.1.2 Language Spoken at School 

Language spoken at school refers to the medium of instruction which participants were 

schooled in. It was operationalised by asking participants what the medium of instruction in 

three major education stages (namely primary school, secondary school, and university) was. 

As many participants grew up with different medium of instruction across different education 

stages, the dominant medium of instruction (the medium of instruction for at least two out of 

three of the major education stages) was taken as the language spoken at school. 

 

Two respondents did not indicate a dominant language spoken at school. One of them had 

two mediums of instruction in secondary school, and another had a medium of instruction in 

secondary school which is neither English nor Chinese. Hence these two participants were 

removed from all analyses involving language spoken in school. An overview of participants’ 

language background in school is summarised in Tables 9 and 10.  
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Table 9 

Hometown Where Participants are From, and the Dominant Medium of Instruction They 

Used in School 

Hometown Dominant medium of instruction in school  
Chinese (CS) English (ES) 

Hong Kong (n=12) 2 10 

Singapore (n=26) 5 21 

Note. Two participants were excluded as they did not indicate a dominant medium of 

instruction in school 

 

Majority of the participants from both countries had English as their dominant medium of 

instruction at school. Thirty-one out of 38 participants responded English as the dominant 

medium of instruction in school. Only seven out of 38 participants responded Chinese as the 

dominant medium of instruction in school.  

 

Table 10  

Frequency of Language Use in University 

Language How often is the language used in university  
Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

Chinese (n=40) 63% 18% 15% 5% 

English (n=40) 60% 35% 5% 0% 

 

Again, as both Hong Kong and Singapore are multilingual societies, it is common for other 

languages to be used at school as well. To measure this, participants were asked how often 

they use each language in school. 

 

Chinese and English were both used often at school. 63% of participants responded that they 

use Chinese “most often” in school, and a similar number (60%) of participants responded 

that they use English “most often” in school.  

 

For almost all participants, English was used at least sometimes at school. As many as 95% 

of participants use English in school at least sometimes, whereas comparatively lesser (81%) 

participants use Chinese in school at least sometimes. 
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4.2  Results of Test 1: Appropriateness in Making Requests 

The first experiment measures participants’ competence in making requests appropriately in 

Chinese and English. Competence in making requests was measured by how well participants’ 

written requests resemble that of an ENS or CNS. Participants’ requests were scored on a 4-

point scale based on the appropriateness of alerters, request proper, and supportive moves 

used for the language, with 1 being low competence and 4 being high competence. 

 

In general, participants gained a slightly higher average score in English (2.9) than in Chinese 

(2.8) out of a 4-point scale. This suggests that they may have a better grasp of English request 

pragmatic routines than that of Chinese. However, the overall average ratings for both 

languages were just fair close to good margins. Tables 11 and 12 show a detail breakdown of 

participants’ performance in making Chinese and English requests in relation to their 

language background. 

 

Table 11 

Average Scores for Making Requests in Chinese, Across Language Spoken at Home and in 

School (1 – Low Competence, 4 – High Competence) 

Scenarios Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school 

 (n=40) CH (n=30) EH (n=10) CS (n=7) ES (n=31) 

1C 2.8 2.8 2.7 2.4 2.8 

2C 2.5 2.6 2.1 2.7 2.4 

3C 3.1 3.1 3.0 2.6 3.2 

4C 3.1 3.2 2.8 3.3 3.1 

5C 2.7 2.9 2.2 3.0 2.6 

6C 2.8 2.9 2.6 2.9 2.9 

Average 2.8 2.9 2.6 2.8 2.8 

 

Speaking Chinese at home was related to higher competency in making Chinese requests but 

speaking Chinese at school did not show the same effect. CH participants (2.9) scored higher 

in making Chinese requests, as compared to their English-speaking counterparts (2.6). 

However, CH participants (2.8) scored the same as those who spoke English in school (2.8).  
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Table 12  

Average Scores for Making Requests in English, Across Language Spoken at Home and in 

School (1 – Low Competence, 4 – High Competence) 

Scenarios Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school  
(n=40) CH (n=30) EH (n=10) CS (n=7) ES (n=31) 

1E 2.9 2.8 3.2 2.7 2.9 

2E 2.8 2.8 2.8 2.6 2.8 

3E 3.0 2.9 3.1 2.7 3.0 

4E 3.2 3.2 3.2 3.0 3.3 

5E 2.8 2.9 2.4 2.6 2.8 

6E 2.9 2.9 2.9 2.9 2.9 

Average 2.9 2.9 2.9 2.7 3.0 

 

When making requests in English, speaking English at school was related to higher 

competency, but not for speaking English at home. ES participants (3.0) scored higher in 

making English requests, as compared to their Chinese speaking counterparts (2.7). However, 

EH participants (2.9) scored the same as participants who spoke Chinese at home (2.9).  

4.3  Results of Test 2: Competence in Proofreading Language Errors in Requests 

Competence in proofreading language errors was measured by performance on a 

proofreading test. Participants were scored based on the number of errors identified in the 

proofreading test, with 100% being the maximum score whereby all errors were corrected. 

The number of each of the two types of errors, i.e. grammatical and pragmatic, was also 

measured.  

 

Two participants did not complete Test 2, as such they were not included in the analysis for 

the second experiment. Tables 13 to 16 show an overview of participants’ performance in 

Chinese and English proofreading, as well as a breakdown of the types of errors identified, in 

relation to their language background.  

 

Table 13 

Average Percentage of Language Errors in Chinese Identified, Language Spoken Both at 

Home and in School 

 Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school 

 (n=38) CH (n=28) EH (n=10) CS (n=6) ES (n=30) 

% of errors 

identified 
51% 53% 44% 61% 49% 
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Speaking Chinese at home and at school was related to better performance in identifying 

language errors in Chinese. CH participants (53%) did much better in identifying Chinese 

linguistic errors than participants who spoke English at home (44%); and the same effect was 

found for CS participants (61%) as compared to participants who spoke English in school 

(49%). 

 

Table 14  

Types of Errors Identified When Proofreading Chinese, Across Language Spoken at Home 

and in School (0 – No Errors Corrected, 10 – All Errors Corrected) 

Types of errors Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school 

 (n=38) CH (n=28) EH (n=10) CS (n=6) ES (n=30) 

Grammatical 5.9 6.3 4.7 6.8 5.7 

Pragmatic 4.1 4.2 3.8 5.5 3.9 

 

CH and CS participants showed more competence in identifying both grammatical and 

pragmatic errors, as compared to those who spoke English. CH participants identified more 

grammatical (6.3) and pragmatic (4.2) errors as compared to English speakers (4.7 and 3.8 

respectively). CS participants had the same effect for both grammatical (6.8) and pragmatic 

(5.5) errors as well (5.7 and 3.9 for English speakers respectively). 

 

Table 15 

Average Percentage of Language Errors Identified in English, Across Language Spoken at 

Home and in School 

 Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school 

 (n=38) CH (n=28) EH (n=10) CS (n=6) ES (n=30) 

Score 57% 58% 53% 53% 57% 

 

Speaking English at school was related to slightly better performance in identifying English 

errors, but the opposite was found true for speaking English at home. ES participants (57%) 

did better in identifying English errors, as compared to participants who spoke Chinese in 

school (53%). However, EH (53%) did worse in identifying English errors as compared to 

participants who spoke Chinese at home (58%). 
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Table 16 

Types of Errors Corrected When Doing Proofreading English, Across Language Spoken at 

Home and in School (0 – No Errors Corrected, 10 – All Errors Corrected) 

Types of errors Overall Language spoken at home Language spoken in school 

 (n=38) CH (n=28) EH (n=10) CS (n=6) ES (n=30) 

Grammatical 6.5 6.5 6.5 5.7 6.7 

Pragmatic 4.8 5.1 3.9 5.2 4.8 

 

When broken down into the types of errors corrected, it could be seen that participants who 

spoke Chinese at home and at school did better in proofreading pragmatic errors. Participants 

who were CH (5.1) and CS (5.2) identified more English pragmatic errors than participants 

who were EH (3.9) and ES (4.8). 

 

Participants who spoke English at school showed better competence in identifying 

grammatical errors, but participants who spoke English at home did not. More grammatical 

errors were identified by those who were ES (6.7) as compared to Chinese (5.7). But the same 

effect was not found in those who were EH (6.5) as compared to those who were CH (6.5).  

4.4  Results of Test 3: Translation Shift in Request Strategy  

Both source and target text request heads were coded using the CCSARP coding manual to 

measure the shift in request strategy from source to target text. As shown in Table 17, most 

participants did not shift their request strategies used when taking the translation test. Thirty 

out of 38 did not shift their request strategy when translating from English to Chinese. 

Twenty-seven out of 38 did not shift their request strategy when translating from Chinese to 

English. The overall shift from direct to indirect strategies can be offset by that from indirect 

to direct strategies. 

 

Table 17 

Shift in Request Strategy When Translating Request Discourses 

Request strategy Overall (n=38) CH (n=28) EH (n=10) CS (n=6) ES (n=30) 

Shift in request strategy when translating from English to Chinese 

Direct 4 (10.5%) 3 (10.7%) 1 (10.0%) -- 4 (13.3%) 

Indirect 4 (10.5%) 4 (14.3%) -- 3 (50.0%) 1 (3.3%) 

No shift 30 (78.9%) 21 (75.0%) 9 (90.0%) 3 (50.0%) 25 (83.3%) 

Shift in request strategy when translating from Chinese to English 

Direct 5 (13.2%) 5 (18%) -- 1 (17%) 3 (10%) 

Indirect 6 (15.8%) 4 (14%) 2 (20%) -- 6 (20%) 

No shift 27 (71.1%) 19 (68%) 8 (80%) 5 (83%) 21 (70%) 
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4.5  Qualitative Analysis of Request Features of Bilingual Participants 

Following a quantitative examination of the data, it is also useful to analysis it through the 

lens of quantitative analysis to examine the pragmalinguistic features that were deemed 

pragmatically appropriate in request realisation by the participants. In the following sections, 

a qualitative inspection of the use of alerters, request proper, internal modifications and 

external modifications by participants in Test 1 is tabulated. Reference to pertinent data 

collected in Tests 2 and 3 are made when applicable in the analysis.  

4.5.1 Alerters 

Alerters are the optional opening elements that precede the head acts to draw the attention of 

the hearers. As shown in Table 18, alerters produced by participants were categorised into 

two main types: Address terms and Attention-getters, each with three sub-types. Zero-alerter 

was assigned to those who did not use an alerter.  

 

Table 18  

Frequency of Alerters Used by Participants in Scenarios 1-6 (Chinese and English)  

Alerters Scenarios 

 1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

 C E C E C E C E C E C E 

1. Address-terms             

a. Title/Role (+ Surname) 1 -- 12 13 1 1 1 -- 13 11 -- 1 

b. (First/Full) Name 5 4 7 8 1 1 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

c. Familiar/Casual terms 3 7 -- -- 1 5 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Total 9 11 19 21 3 7 1 -- 13 11 -- 1 

2. Attention-getters             

a. Greetings 2 11 14 20 -- -- 12 19 10 16 30 34 

b. Apology 9 6 2 3 -- 1 16 17 19 21 -- 2 

c. Non-word interjection 3 9 1 -- 5 10 3 2 2 -- 4 -- 

Total 14 26 17 23 5 11 31 38 31 37 34 36 

3. Zero-alerter             

Total 17 12 19 13 32 25 8 2 3 3 6 3 

Note. In cases where multiple alerters were used, all the used alerters were counted and 

shown in the table. Therefore, the total number of alerters used in each scernario may exceed 

the total number of participants. 
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4.2.2.1 Address-terms 

In general, for the same scenarios, participants tended to use more address-terms in making 

requests in English (18.2%) than in Chinese (17.2%).  When speaking to people of equal or 

lower power status, participants preferred more direct and casual address-terms like calling 

by the hearers’ name and familiar terms. For instance, in Scenario 1, familiar terms like ‘兄

弟’ [bros] and ‘roomie’ were used to show the close relationship with the roommate. In 

Scenario 3, kinship terms like ‘弟弟妹妹’ [younger brother and sister] were used to address 

their younger siblings but most tended to omit the use of address terms and made their 

request directly. On the other hand, when speaking to hearers with higher power status, 

participants would address the hearers by their titles to show respect.  

 

It is, however, noted that three participants used the address term ‘老板’ [boss] in Scenario 

2C (Example 1a). It would be considered as problematic to natives from mainland China 

because this term is more common in addressing shop owners or fruit stall vendors in 

mainland China or when address one’s superior in the third person. It is more appropriate to 

address the workplace by their executive role like ‘主管 ’ [supervisor] (Example 1b). 

Meanwhile, five participants address their superior with the executive titles like ‘boss’ and 

‘supervisor’ in Scenario 2E which might be awkward to the English natives (Example 1c and 

1d). It is more common in English to address them with ‘Mr’ or ‘Mrs’ together with their 

surname (Example 1e).  

 

Example 1:  

(a) 老板，可以在“领英”上帮我写一件推荐信吗？这能帮的到我许多，谢谢！(#15, 

S2C) [Boss, can (you) write a recommendation letter for me on LinkedIn? This will 

help me a lot, thanks!]  

(b) 主管，可以的话能帮我在“领英”上写封推荐信吗？我在这里实习时觉得过得

特别充实，若您能帮我写封推荐信的话，我会感激不尽。谢谢您！(#10, S2C) 

[Supervisor, if possible, can (you) write a recommendation for me on LinkedIn? I find 

my internship here very fulfilling(.) I would be grateful if you could write a letter of 

recommendation for me. Thank you!] 

(c) Dear supervisor, can you please help me to write a letter of recommendation on 

LinkedIn? (#1, S2E)  
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(d) Hi boss, is it possible if you could write a recommendation for me on my LinkedIn 

profile? It would help a lot, thank you! (#15, S2E) 

(e) Hi Ms. Wong, this Friday will be the last day of my summer internship programme in 

this company, it was a pleasure to work with you during this period, I have learnt a lot 

under your supervision and guidance. I will start finding job after graduation and I am 

interested to work in the interior design field, thus I was wondering whether you can 

write a recommendation for me on LinkedIn? I believe recommendation given by 

specialist like you will be very useful in my job search. Thank you. (#36, S2E) 

 

On the other hand, while it may be acceptable in Western business settings to address one’s 

superior by their first name to show friendliness and confidence (Example 1f), it would be 

considered as disrespectful in a Chinese setting (Example 1g). The results suggest a 

bidirectional transfer of Chinese and English pragmatics in the participants’ choice of alerters.  

 

Example 1:  

(f) Hi Mary, may I ask you a favor? Would you mind writing me a recommendation on 

LinkedIn in your spare time? I was told that recruiters are increasingly looking at this 

section when screening for potential candidates. Thank you very much! (#24, S2E) 

(g) 玛丽，请问现在有空吗？感谢你在过去两个月对我的指导和协助，令我获益良

多。我的暑期实习计划在下星期即将完结。能劳烦你替我在领英上写一份推荐

信吗？稍后我把相关的资料发给你，谢谢你的帮忙！(#26, S2C)2 [Mary, do (you) 

have a moment? Thank you for your guidance and assistance over the past two 

months, it has been very beneficial to me. My summer internship programme is 

coming to an end next week. Can (I) trouble you to write a recommendation for me on 

LinkedIn? Later I send you the relevant information. Thank you for your help!] 

 

 

2 A proper name ‘玛丽’ are used in Example 1e to replace the phrase ‘（主管名称）’ originally used by 

Participant 26 for better illustration.  
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Moreover, the address-term ‘小姐’ [Miss] employed by some participants in Scenario 5 is, in 

fact, problematic to native Chinese from mainland China. As for the term ‘小姐’ [Miss], 

which used to be a decent term of address for a young or unmarried woman, has eventually 

become a pejorative terms connotating “prostitute” in mainland China (Zhou & Zhang, 2015). 

It is acceptable to be used as a title only when pairing with the surname. Otherwise, the 

address term “女士” [Miss] should be used instead. 

 

Nevertheless, only 5 out of the thirty-eight participants identified ‘老板’ [Boss] and ‘小姐’ 

[Miss] as an error in the Chinese proofreading test. This is attributed to the fact that both 

terms are pragmatically appropriate in Singaporean and Hong Kong Chinese communities. 

Participants who were able to spot these errors were in fact exercising the third pragmatic 

knowledge in the context of mainland China, which may not be acquired at home or learned 

from school in bilingual communities out of it. Similarly, less than one-third of participants 

(11 out of thirty-eight) were able to spot the problem of using the title ‘Supervisor’ as an 

address term in the English proofreading test, which is, again, acceptable in Singapore and 

Hong Kong but may be awkward to ears of the natives. 

4.2.2.2 Attention-getters 

Attention-getters are the greeting words, apologetic terms, and non-word interjections used at 

the beginning of a requesting discourse to capture the hearer’s attention. The participants 

tended to use greeting words with hearers in both languages regardless of their level of 

familiarity (Chinese: 51.5%; English: 66.2%). The most frequently used greeting words by 

participants are “你/您好” [hello] and “hi/hello”. Apologetic terms such as “不好意思/对不

起” [excuse me/sorry], and “excuse me/sorry” are most common when the request action was 

considered as interruptive such as in Scenarios 1, 4 and 5 (Chinese: 29.9%; English: 29.2%). 

These results are in line with the Lakoff’s (1973) universal rules of rapport with underlie the 

choice of linguistic expression.  

 

There were a few cases of sociopragmatically inappropriate use of alerters in the data 

collected. For instance, a few participants used non-word interjections with their supervisor 

or strangers, making their requests overly causal or imposing (Examples 2a-c).  
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Example 2 

(a) 嗨 （主管名字），可以麻烦你帮我在“领英”写一份推荐信吗？(#23, S2C) 

[Hi (supervisor’s name), could you please write a recommendation for me on 

LinkedIn?] 

(b) 嗨，是否可以把宝宝带出去？很感谢你。(#23, S5C) 

[Hi, is it possible to take the baby out? Thank you very much.] 

(c) Hey, could you show me the way/ bring me to this place? Thanks. (#7, S4E) 

4.2.2.3 Zero-alerter 

Zero-alerter requests are characterised by the absence of alerters at the beginning of the 

discourse. The participants generally used Zero-alerter more readily in Scenarios 1 to 3 in 

which the speaker has high level of familiarity with the hearers, especially when making 

requests to hearers of equal or lower power status, than in Scenarios 4 to 6, where the hearers 

were strangers to them.  

4.5.2 Request Strategies 

The requests produced by the participants were classified into three levels of directness: the 

direct, the conventionally indirect and the non-conventionally indirect. The distribution of the 

strategies as shown in Table 19 indicates that directness was more preferred among 

participants in Chinese requests (38.8%) than in English requests (18.3%). Conventionally 

indirectness remained the most frequently adopted strategy in both Chinese (61.7%) and 

English requests (83.8%); it was the most preferred strategy in almost all scenarios, except in 

Scenario 5 (Chinese) and 6 (Chinese and English) where direct strategies were more 

preferred. Non-conventionally indirectness was absented in Chinese requests and only 1 case 

of strong hint was observed in English requests.  

 

Table 19  

Frequency of Request Strategies Used by Participants in Scenarios 1-6 (Chinese and English)  
Request Strategies Scenarios 

  1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

  C E C E C E C E C E C E 

Direct             

1 Mood derivable 2 2 -- -- 5 13 11 2 15 1 13 1 

2 Performatives -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 3 

3 Hedged performatives -- -- 1 -- 6 --  2 -- -- -- 23 15 

4 Obligation statements -- -- -- -- 2 -- -- -- 3 2 -- -- 
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5 Want statements 5 1 1 1 -- -- -- -- 3 -- 1 3 

Total 7 3 2 1 13 13 13 2 21 3 37 22 

Conventionally indirect             

6 Suggestory formulae -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 3 -- -- -- 

7 Query preparatory 25 32 14 25 25 27 9 25 8 27 1 6 

8 Permissions 4 3 8 4 2 -- 2 10 -- 5 2 16 

9  Mitigated-preparatory 4 2 15 5 -- -- 16 3 8 5 1 1 

10 Mitigated-wants -- -- 1 4 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Total 33 37 38 38 27 27 27 38 19 37 4 23 

Non-conventionally indirect             

11 Strong hints -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 1 

Total -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 1 

4.2.3.1 Direct request strategies   

Direct requests include mood derivable, performatives, hedged performatives, obligation 

statements, and want statements. The most direct form mood derivable was observed the 

most in Chinese requests, especially in Scenarios 5 (n=15), 6 (n=13) and 4 (n=11) in which 

they were speaking to a stranger.  Examples 3(a-c) illustrate mood derivable was used in 

compliance with the Chinese request norms to be clear, straightforward, and sincere. 

 

Example 3 

(a) 对不起，您的宝宝打扰到其他人了。请您先将宝宝带去外面。非常抱歉。(#8, 

S5C) [Sorry, your baby is disturbing others. Please bring your baby out first. I’m very 

sorry.] 

(b) 你好，我想参加海外交流。请问学校有哪些经济补贴能够让我申请呢？ 

(#14, S6C) [Hello, I’d like to join an overseas exchange programme. What financial 

assistance can I apply for from the school, please?]   

(c) 您好，打扰了，请问去 XX 酒店应该怎么走？(#13, S4C) [Hello, excuse me, how 

should I go to Hotel XX, please?] 

 

Although mood derivable is widely acceptable in Chinese requests, the level of politeness is 

affected by the choice of imperative verb. As illustrated in Examples 3(d-f), “小声” [voice 

down] directs to a as remedy positive action to the nuisance caused; the negation in “不要吵” 

[stop quarrelling] implies that the hearer is the cause of the nuisance; and “闭嘴” [shut up] 

bluntly conveys a sense of ordering and lacks consideration for the hearer’s mianzi. Even 

though “谢谢” [thank you] is used in the last example, it only sounds more of a sarcastic 

remark than a politeness marker. 
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Example 3 

(d) 小声一点可以吗？(#40, S3C) [(Keep your) voice down a bit, can you?] 

(e) 不要吵！我正在复习。(#31, S3C) [Stop quarrelling! I’m revising.] 

(f) 哎呀闭嘴啦， 我的考试快要来了，没时间浪费。谢谢。(#21, S3C) [Ay, shut up, 

I have exams coming up and no time to waste. Thank you.] 

 

On the other hand, imperative forms are generally avoided in English requests as they are 

considered as rude. However, in Scenario 3, English mood derivable (n=13) were used even 

more than their Chinese counterpart (n=5). Such a particular preference for directness in the 

breach of request manner could attribute to the participants’ assumed entitlement to a quiet 

environment for revision and presumed wrongdoing of the younger siblings in making noise. 

Examples 3(g-i) show the three levels of directness, in ascending order of asperity, caused by 

the choice of imperative verb. 

 

Example 3 

(g) Keep quiet please! I am revising for my final exam! Stop making the noise! (#25, S3E) 

(h) Guys, please stop quarrelling or go downstairs to quarrel, I’m revising for a really 

important exam and I really need some peace and quiet. (#32, S3E) 

(i) Shut up! (#7, S3E) 

 

The next most used direct request is hedged performatives for both languages (Chinese n=32; 

English n=15). Interestingly, all English hedged performatives were collected from Scenario 

6. This could be because the request was addressed to a hotline staff. As shown in Examples 

4(a-d), both the Chinese and English hedging expressions express the illocutionary force of 

the utterance briefly and unequivocally, thus fulfilling Grice’s Maxim of Manner.    

 

Example 4 

(a) 喂，请问这是财务部吗？我正在申请一个海外交流项目，想查询一下我是否能

够申请任何学生资助。 (#10, S6C) [Hello, may I ask if this is the Finance 

Department? I’m applying for an overseas exchange programme and would like to 

inquire if I am eligible to apply for any student funding.] 
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(b) 您好， 我正在申请学校开放的一个海外交流项目。 我想请问一下，如果我想申

请学校提供的经济援助，我需要具备什么条件？(#11, S6C) [Hello, I’m applying 

for the school’s overseas programme. I would like to ask, if I want to apply for the 

financial aid offered by the school, what do I need?] 

(c) Hi, I would like to inquire whether I am eligible for any student financial aid for an 

overseas exchange program. (#15, S6E) 

(d) Hello, this is Connie. I am applying for an overseas exchange programme, therefore, I 

would like to ask whether I am eligible for any student financial aid. (#35, S6E) 

 

4.2.3.2 Conventionally indirect strategies 

Conventionally indirect requests include suggestory formulae, query preparatory, permissions, 

mitigated-preparatory, and mitigated-want. Corroborating universal preferences for 

conventionally indirect requests, the data in the present study shows predominant occurrences 

of query preparatory (Chinese n=82; English n=143) and mitigated-preparatory (Chinese 

n=45; English n=16) which query the hearer’s future action, ability, or willingness in doing 

the requested action (Example 5). The higher occurrence of English query preparatory than 

that of Chinese found also echoes the findings reported in previous cross-cultural pragmatic 

studies that found Chinese more direct in request realisation. 

 

Example 5 

(a) Sorry to bother you. Would you please take your baby out of the study room for a 

while? Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. (#26, S5E) 

(b) Excuse me do you know where is this hotel? (#5, S1E) 

(c) So sorry to disturb you, but can you help me proofread my essay? It’s due in an hour 

and is 20% of my final grade. Thank you so much! (#30, S1E) 

(d) 不好意思，你知道这家酒店在哪里吗？(#10, S4C) [Excuse me, do you know 

where this hotel is?] 

(e) 可以帮我校对论文吗？(#5, S1C) [Can help me proofread essay?] 
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(f) 主管你好， 这个星期是我最后一个星期以暑假实习生的身份在公司。 冒昧想请

你帮我一个小忙， 您能不能在您的 “领英”上为我写一份推荐信？ 谢谢您！(#11, 

S2C) [Hello Supervisor, this is my last week at the company as a summer intern. I 

would like to ask you to do me a small favour, could you write a recommendation for 

me on LinkedIn? Thank you very much!] 

 

The next popular indirect request expression is permission in English requests (n=38). It is 

more common in scenarios where requests for information were made to strangers. Examples 

6a-b demonstrate expressions used to ask for the permission to have the information 

requested, rather than stating what action they wanted the hearer to take. Due to the limitation 

of lexical phrase available, it is more common for Chinese to ask for the permission to ask for 

information using the politeness marker ‘请问’ (please ask) (Examples 6c-d).  

 

Example 6 

(a) Excuse me, may I know how to go to this hotel? (#31, S4E) 

(b) Excuse me. May I know the application eligibility for applying certain financial aid? 

Thank you. (#27, S6E) 

(c) 请问这间酒店在哪里？(#3, S3C) [Please ask this hotel where?] 

(d) 你好，我想参加海外交流。请问学校有哪些经济补贴能够让我申请呢？(#14, 

S6C) [Hi, I want to join the oversea exchange (programme). Please ask what school 

financial aid I can apply?] 

 

The least used types in this category are suggestory formulae which only occurred in 

Scenario 5 (Chinese n=3) as well as mitigated-wants in Scenario 2 (Chinese n=2; English 

n=4). Examples 7a-b show two formulaic expressions “不如” [why don’t] and “或许” 

[perhaps] commonly used in Chinese suggestory formulae. Examples 8a-b illustrate 

sophisticated statements of want in hypothetical situations in mitigated-wants such as “如果

能有幸…” [if I have the luck to…] and “I would appreciate it if…” which requires a higher 

level of linguistic proficiency, and thus, is more rarely observed. Due to facework strategies, 

both the Chinese suggestory formulae and mitigated-wants are especially preceded with or 

sandwiched in external modifications to delay the request initiation.  
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Example 7 

(a) 您好，我看到您的孩子在哭，不知道有什么我可以帮您的地方吗？不如我们先

去趟外面，毕竟这里有很多学生在读书。(#9, S5C) [Hello, I see your child is 

crying and I wonder if there is anything I can do to help you? Why don’t we go 

outside first, after all, there are many students studying here (?)] 

(b) 这位女士，实在非常抱歉，这里是自习室，不准大声喧哗。就在自习室外旁边

有一个母婴室，或许您可以带孩子去那坐一下，吃点东西，等下再进来好吗？

(#38, S5C) [Madam, I am very sorry, but this is a study room, and no loud noises are 

allowed. There is a nursing room right next to the study room, so perhaps you could 

take your child to sit there, have a bite to eat and then come back again later?] 

 

Example 8 

(a) 你好主管，实习计划快完结了，这两个月我从计划中学到很多，也感谢你这两

个月的教导。我打算在领英上写上这次实习经验，如果能有幸可以得到你的推

荐信，将会对我将来的事业有很大的帮助，希望你能考虑，谢谢你！(#25, S2C) 

[Hello Supervisor, my internship programme is coming to an end soon, I have learnt a 

lot from the programme over the past two months, and I thank you for your guidance 

over the past two months. I plan to write about my internship experience on LinkedIn, 

if I have the luck to get a recommendation from you, it would help me a lot in my 

future career, I hope that you can consider [writing me the recommendation], thank 

you!] 

(b) My internship is about to come to an end and I would appreciate it if you could write 

me a recommendation on LinkedIn to endorse the skills that I have picked up this 

summer. (#21, S2E) 

4.2.3.3 Non-conventionally indirect strategies 

Finally, the non-conventionally indirect category includes “strong hints” and “mild hints”. 

However, no mild hints were collected and only 1 case of English strong hints was identified 

from the data (Example 9). It is an example of inappropriate strategy as it requires greater 

effort by the hearer to retrieve the intended request action.  
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Example 9 

Hi I am applying for an exchange programme. I understand that there is a financial aid 

programme for students going overseas exchange. I am not sure if I am eligible for 

applying. (#25, S6E) 

4.5.3 Internal modifications 

Internal modifications are coded at the lexical and syntactic levels; only downgraders were 

studied in the present study. The total number of Chinese and English internal downgraders 

collected was 471 and 538 respectively as shown in Table 20.  

 

Table 20  

Frequency of Internal Modifications Used by Participants in Scenarios 1-6 (Chinese and 

English)  

Internal 

modifications 

Scenarios 

1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

7 

(P-; F+) 

8 

(P+; F+) 

  C E C E C E C E C E C E C E C E 

Lexical 

downgraders 

                

1 Politeness 

marker 
13 12 20 9 8 27 24 4 30 18 19 15 13 5 7 8 

2 Consultative 

device 
1 8 1 11 -- 2 -- 1 -- 7 1 -- -- 4 1 3 

3 Downtoner -- -- -- 3 -- 2 1 6 7 -- 4 1 1 -- 1 -- 

4 Understater/ 

Hedge 
23 6 23 4 25 2 5 -- 8 5 15 -- 6 3 12 -- 

5 Subjectiviser 2 -- 5 5 -- -- 4 -- 4 2 27 2 -- -- 7 -- 

6 Appealer 1 --  -- 3 --  -- 2 --  -- -- 1 -- -- 

7 Honorific 

pronoun 
-- -- 16 -- -- -- 8 -- 20 -- 9 -- -- -- 3 -- 

8 Verb 

reduplication 
11 -- 1 -- 1 -- -- -- 2 -- 1 -- -- -- -- -- 

Total 39 26 49 32 33 33 34 31 49 32 66 18 20 13 31 11 

Syntactic 

downgraders 
                

1 Conditional 

clause 
1 4 7 12 -- 1 -- 5 3 4 1 23 1 2 -- 5 

2 Tense -- 13 -- 31 -- 9 -- 13 -- 28 -- 30 -- 11 -- 17 

3 Aspect -- -- -- 4 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 4 -- -- -- -- 

4 Interrogative 36 36 38 27 30 27 40 39 19 33 26 23 27 25 15 17 

Total 37 53 45 74 30 37 40 57 22 65 27 80 28 38 15 39 

Grand Total  76 79 94 106 63 70 74 88 71 97 93 98 48 51 46 50 
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Note. In cases where multiple modifications were used, all the used modifications were 

counted and shown in the table. Therefore, the total number of modifications may exceed the 

total number of participants. 

 

In general, the participants produced more lexical downgraders in Chinese (n=270) than in 

English (n=172). Meanwhile, English syntactic downgraders (n=366) were more prevalent 

than that in Chinese (n=201).  The lexical downgraders produced by the participants included: 

politeness markers, consultative devices, downtoners, understaters, subjectivisers, appealers, 

honorific pronouns, and verb reduplications. The last three were only produced in Chinese.  

On the other hand, the syntactic downgraders included: conditional clauses, tenses, aspects 

and interrogatives. Tenses and aspects are available in English only. 

 

Table 21 illustrates the preference of Chinese internal modifications of participants across 

language spoken at home. CH participants were more ready to use a greater variety of internal 

modifications to lower the coercion of their request. Similarly, Table 22 shows that ES 

participants showed a wider range of internal modifications than their Chinese counterpart. 

 

Table 21 

Preference of Chinese Internal Modifications by Participants, Across Language Spoken at 

Home and in School 

Internal modifications Scenarios 

1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

  CH EH CH EH CH EH CH EH CH EH CH EH 

Lexical downgraders % % % % % % % % % % % % 

1 Politeness marker 33 20 53 40 23 10 67 40 77 60 50 40 

2 Consultative device 3 -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 3 -- 

3 Downtoner -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 10 17 10 13 -- 

4 Understater/Hedge 60 30 57 60 63 50 13 10 20 20 37 40 

5 Subjectiviser 7 -- 13 10 -- -- 13 -- 13 -- 67 70 

6 Appealer 3 -- -- -- 7 10 -- -- 7 -- -- -- 

7 Honorific pronoun -- -- 40 40 -- -- 20 20 57 30 23 20 

8 Verb reduplication 30 20 3 -- 3 -- -- -- 3 10 3 -- 

Syntactic downgraders % % % % % % % % % % % % 

1 Conditional clause 3 -- 17 20 -- -- -- -- 10 -- 3 -- 

4 Interrogative 90 90 93 100 73 80 100 100 50 40 67 60 

Note. Total number of participants speaking Chinese at home (CH) and English at home (EH) 

is 30 and 10 respectively. 
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Table 22  

Preference of English Internal Modifications Used by Participants, Across Language Spoken 

at Home and in School 

Internal modifications Scenarios 

1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

  CS ES CS ES CS ES CS ES CS ES CS ES 

Lexical downgraders % % % % % % % % % % % % 

1 Politeness marker 29 29 43 35 57 71 14 10 57 39 -- 42 

2 Consultative device 14 23 29 32 -- 3 -- 14 -- 23 -- -- 

3 Downtoner -- -- 14 6 -- 3 -- 19 -- -- -- 3 

4 Understater/Hedge 14 16 29 6 -- 3 -- -- 14 13 -- -- 

5 Subjectiviser -- -- -- 1 -- -- -- -- -- 6 -- 6 

Syntactic downgraders % % % % % % % % % % % % 

1 Conditional clause 14 10 14 35 -- 3 14 13 -- 1 71 55 

2 Tense 14 32 43 84 14 16 43 32 71 68 71 74 

3 Aspect -- -- -- 13 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 13 

4 Interrogative 86 90 100 81 43 71 100 97 86 81 100 52 

Note. Total number of participants speaking Chinese at school (CS) and English at school (ES) 

is 7 and 31 respectively. 

4.2.4.1 Politeness marker 

Politeness marker is the most used lexical downgraders among participants in both Chinese 

(n=114) and English (n=85). The highest record of the English politeness marker “please” 

was used in Scenario 3 (P-; F+), followed by Scenario 6 (P-; F-) and then 5 (P+; F-). 

Syntactically, the lexical item “please” is flexible to be distributed at the initial, medial, and 

final position of a request head. However, it achieves the pragmatic function of migrating the 

directive force only when used in with Mood derivable (Example 10a-b) or used as a post-

request marker of Query-Preparatory (Example 10c-d).  When used in the medial position, as 

shown in Example 10e-f, the requesting force is often intensified instead, especially when the 

word “please” is stressed in spoken language.  

 

Example 10 

(a) Hi! Sorry for disturbing you. Can I ask you a favor? Please help me to proofread my 

essay and the deadline for this essay is an hour later. (#11, S1E) 

(b) Hey I’m about to have my exams soon, please keep it down, I really need to focus. 

Thank you. (#21, S3E) 

(c) Hey, sorry to disturb but can you help me proofread my essay, please? I need to 

submit it in one hour and it weighs 20%. Sorry for the trouble, I’ll treat you to a drink 

of your choice after this. (#32, S1E) 



48 

 

(d) Will you keep your volume down please? (#40, S3E) 

(e) Can y’all please keep it down? (#19, S3E) 

(f) Excuse me. Your baby is causing annoyance in the library, would you please take it 

out of the study room? (#17, S4E) 

 

In addition, it is oversimplistic to assume appropriateness in using “please” to pinpoint 

politeness in all requests in English. Previous studies have found that British rates of “please” 

usage vary depending on the degree of imposition, whereas Americans use “please” 

differently according to the age or social status between the interlocutors (Murphy, 2016). 

The British habitually use “please” when the request is a matter of routine (Leech, 2014) or 

of low imposition, such as in telephone service counters where the hearer’s obligation is 

clearly set out (House, 1989; Wichmann, 2004). On the other hand, Americans tend to say 

“please” to soften the imposition when the request is unusual (Stross, 1964) and the requestee 

is of higher age or rank (Ervin-Tripp, 1976). In other words, saying “please” in requests with 

mild imposition to one’s peer sounds typical to the British but insincere, and thus impolite to 

Americans. Applying this finding in the present study, using “please” is suitable in all six 

scenarios in British English, but improper in Scenarios 1, 3, 4 and 6 in American English.  

The current results shows that the participants’ inclination to the British usage of “please”, 

which could be a residue of British colonial education and influence.  

 

Compared to its English counterpart “please”, there is a slightly wider range of Chinese 

politeness markers such as “请/请问” [please/ please ask] and “麻烦” [trouble]. As shown in 

Examples 11a-c, they are always used in the initial position of a request head. Chinese 

politeness markers “请问” [please ask] are more common in request directed to hearer with 

higher rank or social distance. It is considered overly polite, thus inappropriate, to use “请问” 

[please ask] in Scenario 1 to their roommate whom they are supposed to be close with 

(Example 11e).  

 

Example 11 

(a) 你好，您的孩子正在影响别人复习功课，请您把孩子带走。谢谢。(#7, S5C) 

[Hello, your child is interrupting other’s revision, please take (your) child away. 

Thank you.] 
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(b) 麻烦您可以在空闲的时间帮我写一份推荐信吗？(#39, S2C) [Trouble you during 

(your) spare time can help to write me a recommendation?] 

(c) 请问你可以帮我写一份推荐信吗？(#35, S2C) [Please (may I) ask (if) you can write 

me a recommendation?] 

(d) 请问我是否有资格获得海外交流项目的学生资助？(#40, S6C) 

(e) *请问你可以帮我校对我的论文吗？(#3, S1C) [Please (may I) ask (if) you could 

help me proofread my paper?] 

4.2.4.2 Consultative device  

Another frequently used English lexical downgrader is consultative device. Consultative 

expressions as like “it is possible” or “would you mind” were used particularly in high power 

distance situations to mitigate the directive force. For instance, 27.5% in Scenario 3 to ask for 

a recommendation from their supervisor (P+; F+) and 17.5% in Scenario 5 to request a 

mother-figure to leave the library with her crying baby (P+; F-) (Examples 12a and b). In 

addition, 20% participants used consultative device to ask their roommate to proofread their 

essay (P=; F+), especially when they believed their request would interrupt their roommate 

(Example 12c).  

   

Example 12 

(a) Hi boss, is it possible if you could write a recommendation for me on my 

LinkedIn profile? It would help a lot, thank you! (#15, S2E) 

(b) Would you mind writing a recommendation on LinkedIn for me based on my 

performance during the course of the internship? (#5, S2E) 

(c) Hey (roommate’s name), sorry to interrupt, but do you mind stopping your show 

to help me proofread this essay now as it’s due in an hour? (#20, S1E) 

 

There were very few occurrences of Chinse consultative device as the directive force was 

mainly softened by other lexical downgraders such as understater “一下” (a bit), honorific 

pronouns “您” (thou) to senior and verb reduplication “看看” (see see) to peers. 
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4.2.4.3  Interrogative 

Interrogative is the most widely used syntactic downgrader because of the prevalent use of 

query preparatory expressions. Examples 13a-e show that politeness of English query 

preparatory is modified with syntactic downgraders such as modalities, verb tenses and 

aspects. Although there is not obvious overuse of the permission modal may over the ability 

modals can/could as reported in other studies (e.g. Lin, 2009; Yu, 1999), there were 

occasional inappropriate query preparatory expressions caused by the wrong choice of 

modalities as demonstrated in Examples 13f-g.  

Example 13 

(a) Sorry to bother you. Would you please take your baby out of the study room for a 

while? Please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. (#26, S5E) 

(b) Excuse me do you know where is this hotel? (#5, S1E) 

(c) So sorry to disturb you, but can you help me proofread my essay? It’s due in an hour 

and is 20% of my final grade. Thank you so much! (#30, S1E) 

(d) Mr/Madam xx, sorry to disturb but could you help me to write a recommendation on 

linked in? Thank you so much. (#6, S2E) 

(e) Sorry Mdm, your baby is a bit loud. Do you mind carrying your baby out of the study 

room for a while? (#32, S5E) 

(f) Hi, will you bring your child outside? This is the library. (#14, S5E) 

(g) Greetings supervisor. I’ve been working here for quite a while and will leave soon. 

May you please write a recommendation for me on LinkedIn according to my 

performance? (#17, S2E) 

(h) Are you able to write me a recommendation on LinkedIn before I leave? (#18, S2E) 

 

Meanwhile, due to the limited syntactic downgraders available in Chinese, illocutionary force 

of query preparatory is usually mitigated by lexical downgraders like politeness markers “请

问” [may I ask] and honorific pronoun “您” [you] (Examples 14a-c).  

 

Example 14 

(a) 不好意思，你知道这家酒店在哪里吗？(#10, S4C) [Excuse me, do you know 

where this hotel is?] 

(b) 可以帮我校对论文吗？(#5, S1C) [Can help me proofread my essay?] 
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(c) 主管你好， 这个星期是我最后一个星期以暑假实习生的身份在公司。 冒昧想请

你帮我一个小忙， 您能不能在您的“领英”上为我写一份推荐信？ 谢谢您！(#11, 

S2C) [Hello Supervisor, this is my last week at the company as a summer intern. I 

would like to ask you to do me a small favour, could you write a recommendation for 

me on LinkedIn? Thank you very much!] 

 

4.5.4 External modifications 

External modifications are supportive moves used to persuade a hearer to perform a desired 

act in the entire request act. Table 24 summarises the frequency of each external 

modifications used by participants in Experiment 1.   

 

Table 23 

Frequency of External Modifications Used by Participants in Scenarios 1-6 (Chinese and 

English) by Percentage 

External modification types Scenarios 

  1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

  C E C E C E C E C E C E 

1 Grounder 34 45 9 14 39 36 13 18 45 37 20 26 

2 Disarmer 4 1 1 -- 1 1 5 4 1 9 8 10 

3 Preparator 2 2 4 1 -- -- 2 1 -- -- 5 2 

4 Getting a 

precommitment 
4 2 2 3 -- -- -- 1 1 1 1 1 

5 Promise 2 3 1 2 4 4 -- -- 3 4 -- -- 

6 Imposition minimiser 2 3 -- -- 2 2 -- -- 7 9 -- -- 

7 Apology 10 14 1 4 -- -- 8 6 12 16 -- -- 

8 Sweetener 2 3 19 21 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

9 Thanking 10 8 22 20 3 2 8 11 13 7 5 8 

10 Discourse orientation 

move 
6 4 18 20 -- 1 5 5 2 1 9 4 

11 Checking on availability 3 4 4 6 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Total 79 89 81 91 49 46 41 46 84 84 48 51 
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4.5.4.1 Grounder 

A grounder is the reason given to justify a request; it is the most frequently used supportive 

moves in most scenarios (English n=176; Chinese n=160). The information sequence of 

grounder can be divided into: (1) pre-posed; (2) post-posed; (3) bi-position; and (4) null. For 

instance, ‘I’m revising for my finals. Keep quiet please’ is an example of pre-posed position 

of a supportive move, since the grounder ‘I’m revising for my finals’ is placed after the 

request head, while ‘Keep quiet please. I’m revising for my finals’ is a case of the post-posed 

position. The bi-position refers to cases in which supportive moves are used both before and 

after the head act, whereas null denotes a request utterance with no supportive moves. 

 

When information sequence is concerned, 48.9% English grounders were placed in the post-

posed position, 41.6% were pre-posed, and the remaining 9.5% were bi-position. In contrast, 

48.9% Chinese grounders were pre-posed, 44.5% were post-posed, and 6.6% were bi-position. 

The higher frequency of Chinese pre-posed grounder pattern is supported by Yu (1999) and 

Zhang (1995) results, which the Chinese preference in conveying politeness via a because-

therefore pattern, i.e., justifying the request prior to creating the head act.  

 

Similar result was also yielded in Scenario 8, in which the participants were required to write 

a request first in Chinese and then translate it into English. Among 19 grounders collected in 

the Chinese requests, 15 are pre-posed and 4 are post-posed. Among the 15 participants who 

used a pre-posed grounder in the Chinese requests, only 7 retained the pre-posed grounder, 3 

turned it into a post-posed grounder, and 5 even removed the grounder entirely when 

translating their own Chinese request into English (Examples 15a-c). These changes are 

considered as successful translation shift to create more native-like English utterances, which 

prefers a therefore-because pattern.  

 

Example 15 

(a) ST (because-therefore): 主管，我突然记得下个星期三我有事。我可以那天请假

吗？[Supervisor, I suddenly recall I have something on next Wednesday. I can (on) 

that day take a day off?] (#4, S8C) 

TT(because-therefore): Supervisor’s name, I have something on next Wednesday. 

Can I take a day off on that day? (#4, S8E) 
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(b) ST (because-therefore): 老板，对不起忘了告诉你，我下个星期需要回学校参加

足球比赛，所以需要请假。[Boss, sorry that (I) forgot to tell you, I next week have 

to return school to participate in a football competition, so (I) have to take a day off. ] 

(#36, S8C) 

TT (therefore-because): Boss, sorry to tell you this at the last minute. I have to take a 

day off next week as I have to attend the school’s football inter-faculty games. (#36, 

S8E) 

(c) ST (because-therefore): 主管，下星期一我有点事，需要请一日假。(#4, S8C) 

[Supervisor, next Monday I have something on, (I) need a day leave.] 

TT (null): Supervisor, I would like to have a day leave next week. (#4, S8E) 

 

4.5.4.2 Thanking  

Thanking (Chinese n=61; English n=56) is the second common means to express politeness 

by acknowledging imposition of the request speech act. The thanking move is mainly 

manifested by simple expressions like ‘谢谢’ (thanks), ‘thanks/thank you’ or elaborated 

expressions like ‘感激不尽’ (cannot thank you enough), ‘thank you very much’ or ‘thank you 

for (favor)’ in the post-posed position (Examples 16). Meanwhile, it is also noted that 

elaborated thanking expressions like ‘thank you for the opportunity over the summer 

internship’ were considered as discourse orientation move or sweetener instead of thanking 

because they did not truly acknowledge the imposition of the request. 

 

Example 16 

(a) Hi boss, is it possible if you could write a recommendation for me on my LinkedIn 

profile? It would help a lot, thank you! (#15, S2E) 

(b) Sorry Madam, as other users are studying and require a quiet environment, would you 

please take the baby out of the study room? Thanks for your cooperation. (#25, S5E) 

(c) 不好意思，我迷路了。你知道要怎樣去這間酒店嗎？謝謝。(#27, S4C) 

(d) 小姐，非常抱歉，可以麻烦您带着孩子离开自习室吗？因为他/她现在在打扰其

他人。谢谢您的配合。 (#30, S5C) 
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Table 24 shows that thanking moves were used across all 6 situations suggesting that it may 

be used as a routine and formulaic expression for the participants to mark the end of a request. 

In general, the participants used more thanking strategy, especially elaborated thanks, in 

English than in Chinese requests. However, much higher percentage of elaborated Chinese 

thanks were observed in Scenario 2 (P+; F+). This suggests that it was understood among the 

participants ‘thank you’ in Chinese carries a heavier sense of indebtedness, and thus, 

elaborated thanks should be used in certain high social and power distance situation. This can 

be confirmed by the proofreading test results in which 50% of the participants replaced the 

elaborated thanks ‘感激不尽’ (cannot thank you enough) in Scenario 1 (P=; F+) with simple 

thanks expressions ‘谢谢’ (thanks) or even more causal expression ‘谢你了’ (thank you) 

alike.  

 

Table 24 

Frequency of Subcategories of Thanking Strategy 

Thanking strategy Scenarios 

  1 

(P=; F+) 

2 

(P+; F+) 

3 

(P-; F+) 

4 

(P=; F-) 

5 

(P+; F-) 

6 

(P-; F-) 

 C E C E C E C E C E C E 

1 Simple thanks, 

e.g. thanks 
8 1 11 7 2 -- 8 7 9 1 5 7 

2 Elaborated thanks, 

e.g. thank you very 

much, thank you for… 

2 7 11 13 1 2 -- 4 4 6 -- 1 

Total 10 8 22 20 3 2 8 11 13 7 5 8 
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Chapter 5. Discussion  

5.1 Bilingual development of pragmatic competence   

Politeness as a social norm refers to ‘proper’ social behaviour including the norms for speech, 

which are frequently codified in etiquette books based on the NS cultures. These culture-

specific notions are conventionally attached to certain linguistic forms and formulaic 

expressions ranging from simply a politeness marker to the entire protocol for making formal 

requests, which nevertheless can vary greatly between different languages and cultures 

(Watts et al., 1992).  

 

Results from Part 1 (request making) and 2 (proofreading) show that the participants in 

general performed better in making requests in English than in Chinese. In addition, the 

language spoken at home is related to performance in Chinese pragmatics meanwhile the 

language spoken at school is related to English grammar. CH and CS participants are better in 

identifying both grammatical and pragmatic errors in Chinese and, surprisingly, outperformed 

the EH and ES participants also in identifying pragmatic errors in English.  

 

One possible explanation to these results may be that English’s individualistic culture and 

relatively low-context communication culture have reduced the number of social aspects one 

must consider in choosing the appropriate request strategies. To a certain extent, English 

speakers only need to master conventionally indirect strategies to make appropriate requests 

for most situations. In addition, hypotaxis-prominent English has clearer lexical expressions 

and syntactic rules to convey certain pragmatic functions, and thus, higher teachability via 

explicit instructions in classrooms. For instance, Fukuya’s (1998) research reported that 

English downtoners (internal modified lexical-phrasal downgrader), disarmers (externally 

modified downgrader) and the combination of past tense, aspect, and conditional clause 

(internally modified syntactic downgrader) were more learnable for intermediate ESL 

learners. With a well-documented tradition of language academies and studies of syntax and 

pragmatics, English formulaic expressions for requests are rather standardised and more 

widely generalised. Previous research has demonstrated an overall positive proficiency effect 

on L2 pragmatic competence (Bardovi- Harlig, 2018; Xiao, 2015). Such a proficiency effect 

is also believed to be closely connected to the conventionality of pragmalinguistic forms 

which learners are required to produce (Félix-Brasdefer, 2007).  



56 

 

On the other hand, Chinese emphasises a collectivistic culture and high-context 

communication system which heavily depends on the relationship among interlocutors, as 

well as nonverbal elements.  Despite a general preference for a more direct request strategy, 

Chinese speakers also tend to mitigate the illocutionary force through a wide range of internal 

and external supporting moves. Given its parataxis nature, Chinese has a more fluid sentence 

structure and relies on the choice of phrases, logical structure and supporting moves to 

express nuance. This renders explicit teaching of Chinese form-function-context mappings in 

a classroom setting overgeneralised and insufficient. Similar findings were found in prior 

research that explains the difficulties in incorporating pragmatics instruction into the teaching 

of Chinese due to the subtlety of certain pragmatic elements like internal modifiers (Su & 

Ren, 2017) and reveals learners develop pragmatic knowledge in speech acts more effectively 

through immersive observation and participation (Jin, 2012; Li, 2013; Taguchi et al., 2013).  

5.2 Different pragmatic norms established in bilingual communities 

Majority of previous cross-cultural research on Chinese and English request realisation 

studies language learners from monolingual backgrounds. Their non-native requests features 

are often attributed to the absence of naturally occurring input and feedback, scarcity of NS, 

and few opportunities for intercultural communications in a monolingual context (Person, 

2011, Alcon Soler, 2005; Rose, 1999). However, do language users growing up in bilingual 

environments like Singapore and Hong Kong develop better interlingual rendition or 

experience more interference in mastering the two pragmatics?   

 

The overall fair-to-good average ratings from Tests 1 (request making) and 2 (proofreading) 

suggest that Chinese and English competences of the bilingual participants in the present 

study may be distinguishable from natives of monolinguals. Together with the low 

occurrences of translation shift in Test 3, the results seem to point to an issue of 

bidirectionality in pragmatic transfer. However, it would be a hasty verdict to conclude that 

bilinguals are inadequate to achieve proper requests just because they are not native-like.  
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Culture is an integral part of language use and development, especially in appropriate speech 

act behaviours. The contradictory usage and interpretation of the politeness marker “please” 

among the British and Americans, mentioned in the previous chapter, confirms the 

malleability of pragmatic function embodied by the same linguistic representation in different 

cultural circumstances. As Meier (1997) mentioned in her study that “appropriateness is 

highly situation-dependent, and so contextual factors become of utmost importance” (p.24), it 

is natural that social norms for expressions of politeness in bilingual speech communities 

have diverged from native norms and taken on a new shape of their own distilled from the 

concoction of its unique multilingual environment.  

 

It is also worth noting that, despite having comparable Anglo-English bilingual composition 

due to their colonial histories, the language landscapes in Singapore and Hong Kong are 

impacted by a variety of factors. For instance, according to Schneider’s (2003) five-stage 

dynamic framework on new Englishes, Hong Kong’s English is in the third stage nativisation 

emerging from the so-called “elitist bilingualism” to “mass bilingualism” (Bolton 2000, 

p,269), whereas Singapore English has already reached the fourth stage endonomative 

stabilisation towards “English-based bilingualism” (Tickoo, 1996, p.438).  

 

The diverse Chinese dialects spoken by its population, on the other hand, also have a 

significant impact on Chinese in Hong Kong and Singapore. Hong Kong used to speak 

Cantonese as the primary spoken Chinese, but Singapore Chinese is affected by multiple 

Chinese dialects, such as Hokkien and Teochew, each with its own lexicon and grammatical 

traits.  

 

Furthermore, the standing of Chinese and English in the two places is also put in varying 

degrees of question due to the increased promotion of Putonghua as well as differing 

language curriculums and language policy reforms enacted by their respective governments 

(Lai, 2001; Curdt-Christiansen, 2014). These distinctions and discrepancies may be taken into 

consideration in future research examining Chinese and English pragmatics formed in 

bilingual or multilingual circumstances.  
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5.3 Recognition and respect for multicompetence of bilingual culture 

While the present study points at the bidirectional pragmatic transfer among the bilingual 

participants, future studies should explore if such a discrepancy was more an indication of 

new norms and behaviour patterns emerging from a bicultural environment rather than a mere 

inadequacy of pragmatic proficiencies. After all, pragmatics is “intricately connected with 

cultural values, situation, interlocutors and other variables” (Kondo, 2008, p.173). What is 

conventionally perceived as necessary for appropriateness in the native speech communities 

may be seen as unnecessary in bilingual speech communities which have established their 

own social interactional styles.  

 

Cook (2001) explains through his multi-competence analogy “a second language is not just 

adding rooms to your house by building an extension at the back: it’s rebuilding all the 

internal walls” (p.4) that bilinguals have a distinct state of mind, i.e., all language and 

cognitive systems, that is not equivalent to two monolingual minds. He argues that bilingual 

competence should not be limited by the monolingual conceptions of the two languages or 

merely measuring up to producing imitation of NS in language education (Cook, 1999).  

 

Similarly, such a recognition and respect for multicompetence of bilingual culture will be of 

paramount importance in the translation of Singaporean and Hong Kong literatures and 

cultures, as well as other localisation projects, no matter it is to achieve Nida’s (1964) 

dynamic equivalence, Vermeer’s (1989) skopos theory or Liu Zhongde’s (1991) theory of 

faithfulness, fluency and appropriacy (Xin, Da, Qie). This is because it is concerned with the 

cultural lens to be adopted to comprehend the pragmatics of the source text or speech. For 

instance, in the case of translating a request speech act initiated by a Singaporean bilingual, 

the translator would have to use a different set of parameters to assess to degree of politeness 

intended in the unique indirect norms established by the bilingual speech community. This 

will be a test of the translator’s cross-cultural communication skills and awareness beyond 

conventional Chinese-English translation standardised by CNS or ENS communities.   
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On the other hand, professional translators should also pay attention to the possible pragmatic 

transfer due to their bilingual upbringing. Thanks to global networking and migration, there is 

a grow in multi-lingual speech communities both geographically and virtually, a good 

translator should be self-driven in monitoring, evaluating, and assessing their own command 

of pragmatics. Future translation studies should also endeavour to investigate the change in 

norms among different bilingual or multilingual speech communities. In addition to linguistic 

and L2 studies, findings on multicompetent language users and their pragmatic norms would 

definitely draw useful insights and implications for localisation and community translation. 

5.4 Using DCTs as a data collection tool 

DCT is a written test that requires participants to write what they would say in the described 

scenarios with defined speaker roles and social status to achieve the required communicative 

functions. The present study has adopted DCT as the main data elicitation tool, looking up to 

previous contrastive pragmatics and interlanguage pragmatics research (Blum-Kulka, 1982; 

Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1993; Rose & Ono, 1995). DCT is recognised by Beebe and 

Cummings (1996) as a “highly effective means of instrumentation” to (a) gather a great 

quantity of data quickly; (b) create an initial classification of semantic formulas and strategies 

that will occur in natural speech; (c) study the stereotypical, perceived requirements for 

socially appropriate (though not always polite) responses; (d) gain insight into social and 

psychological factors that are likely to affect speech and performance; (e) ascertain the 

canonical shape of speech acts in the minds of speakers of that language; and (f) manipulate 

the situational control variables in the study (p.13).  

 

In the present study, both the Chinese and English requests in Test 1 were elicited using the 

same scenarios to guarantee that the responses in both languages were comparable. However, 

this might have resulted in participants carrying over strategies from one answer to the next. 

To minimise the carryover effect, future research can include an interval between the two 

tests or use different scenarios for different languages that are corresponding in social 

circumstances and degree of imposition to realise the request acts. 
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On the other hand, it is noted that written DCT responses tend to be comparatively shorter, 

less complex, and less elaborated than verbal data from authentic discourse settings. This can 

be attributed to the reduced “depth of emotion that in turn qualitatively affects the tone, 

content and form of linguistic performance” in decontextualised written tasks (Beebe and 

Cummings, 1996, p.14). Nonetheless, Rintell and Mitchell (1989) found little difference in 

the requests and apologies elicited by written DCT and closed role plays. Yamashita (1996) 

also found DCT reliable and valid in her multi-method comparison study.   

 

Future studies may also target to collect naturally occurring data of speech acts using 

different instruments such as role plays or spoken corpora to validate and reinforce the 

reliability of the result. More comprehensive interview data can also be included to enhance 

the validity of the study, when analysing the reasons for the differences in formulae produced 

by participants.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion  

The present study expanded the scope of existing literature on the bilingual speakers’ 

language use and speech act behaviours by investigating their monolingual request realisation 

(DCT in Test 1 and proofreading in Test 2) and bilingual request realisation (translation in 

Test 3). The coding and analytical tools derived from cross-cultural pragmatics also 

demonstrated the importance of recording various aspects of request behaviour, namely the 

choice of alerters, request strategies, internal modifiers and external modifiers, systematically 

and holistically.  

 

The literature of speech act realization patterns reveals that indirectness is not the ultimate 

objective for all request interactions in both Chinese and English. Conventionally indirect 

requests are preferred in English requests for its low coerciveness (Leech, 1983; Thomas, 

1995) and high pragmatic clarity (Searle, 1975), which satisfy the courtesy norms of the high-

individualistic culture with a fair degree of uncertainty avoidance like in the United States 

(Country Comparison, 2021).  On the other hand, Chinese requests is often characterised by 

its high-power-distance and high-collectivist culture (Country Comparison, 2021) with an 

eclectic mix of mitigating strategies, lexical modifiers and supporting moves to maintain the 

Maxim of Quantity (Grice, 1975) while protecting one’s communal and interpersonal public 

image (Mao, 1994).  

 

To better understand the interlingual rendition and interference in mastering the two 

aforementioned sets of pragmatic knowledge as part of language competence in language 

users growing up in the bilingual environments like Singapore and Hong Kong, the 

characteristics of the bilinguals’ coerciveness mediation in request realisation across different 

levels of power and social distance were examined and compared across their dominant 

language at home and at school. The findings suggest that bilinguals’ Chinese pragmatic 

competence develop with increasing practice at home and exposure at school, while their 

English pragmatic competence seemingly could be compensated by greater proficiency.  
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Although the aforesaid findings should be considered tentative due to the small sample size, 

the findings have subsequently led to a comparison of the challenges in acquiring English and 

Chinese pragmatics in request realisation in the discussion chapter, which provides cross-

cultural insight for future studies into the connection between the conventionality of 

pramalinguistic forms and proficiency effect for pragmatic competence as purported by 

Félix-Brasdefer’s (2007). For future studies, a larger and comparable sample size will be 

needed to generate more statistically representative results that can be generalised in a wider 

scenario. 

 

In addition, a qualitative analysis was conducted to shed light on why the participants only 

attained an overall fair-to-good-margin level of pragmatic performance when benchmarked 

against the NS request features despite having sufficient bilingual exposure and practise 

opportunities in their daily circumstances. Findings from the qualitative analysis suggest that 

certain non-native productions or errors found in the present study may be attributed by 

cultural differences rather than a mere negative transfer. For instance, the use of the Chinese 

addressing term “小姐” [Miss] and “老板” [Boss] is culturally appropriate in Singapore and 

Hong Kong but not in Mainland China.  

 

Besides lexical choices, the participants’ clear preference of conventionally indirect request 

strategies in both Chinese and English and strong inertia in translation shift of request 

strategy seems to suggest a new pragmatic norm established in the bilingual community, if 

not a backwash effect from classroom teaching of conventionally indirect expressions. 

Another similar observation in the supportive moves is the relatively comparable distribution 

of pre-posed and post-posed grounders used by the participants in both languages, which 

deviates from the distinctive CNS because-therefore and ENS therefore-because logical 

instinct.  

 

Quoting from Pan (2000), politeness behaviours are demonstrations of certain “deep-rooted 

beliefs concerning the perception of power relations, concept of self and other, and 

understanding of interpersonal relationships” (p.5). The present study inclines to interpret 

these coherent non-native pragmatic discrepancies or bidirectional transfers observed as 

traces of new pragmatic norms “rebuilt” by the bilinguals with their interlingual conceptions 

of a new cultural perspective perceived in the bilingual social settings.  
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Last but not least, from a pedagogical perspective, the findings in this study add to Cook’s 

(2012) justification for the need to recognise the multifaceted view of language and language 

use and to appreciate bilingual’s multi-competence, which is “the knowledge of more than 

one language in the same mind or the same community”. The non-native blindspots of 

bilinguals identified in the present study demonstrated the importance of the explicit teaching 

of cross-cultural awareness and applications in translation and interpretation training. In 

addition, the findings on multicompetent bilinguals and their pragmatic norms are helpful in 

drawing useful insights and implications for localisation and community translation. 
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Appendix 1. Language and Social Demographic Survey 

Part A. Personal Information  

1. Gender:  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. Age: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

3. University: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

4. Major degree(s) in university:  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

5. Minor degree(s) in university  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

6. At what age did you start learning English at school? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

7. At what age did you start learning Chinese at school? 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

8. Have you ever lived abroad for a long time (more than one year)? If yes, please write 

the country of residence and the duration of your stay (e.g. Canada, 2 years 3 months).  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

9. The language you most often speak with the people with whom you have frequent 

contact: (Choose ONE only) 

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

10. People with whom you live with at home on a long-term: (Check all that apply) 

☐ Father 

☐ Mother 

☐ Elder siblings 

☐ Younger siblings 

☐ Grandparents 

☐ Friends  
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Part B. Education and language background 

11. Native Language:  

(Native language refers to a language that you have been exposed to, mastered, 

learned from a young age, and continue to use into adolescence or beyond.) 

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

12. Language of communication with other people with whom you live with: 

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

13. Medium of instruction in primary school 

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

14. Medium of instruction in secondary school  

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

15. Medium of instruction for university major courses 

☐ English  

☐ Chinese  

☐ Others (please specific: ____________________________) 

16. Please specify if you have taken any of the following courses: 

☐ Advanced Chinese Language  

☐ Chinese Language Major Courses 

☐ Chinese Language H3 

☐ Chinese Language Elective Programme CLEP 

☐ Advanced English Language  

☐ English Language Major Courses  

☐ English Language Elective Programme  
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17. How often do you use the following language?  

 Every day Sometimes Rarely Never 

English     

Chinese     

 

18. Language(s) you use daily: 

 Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

English     

Chinese     

 

19. Language(s) spoken at home: 

 Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

English     

Chinese     

 

20. Language(s) spoken at the university: 

 Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

English     

Chinese     

 

21. Language(s) spoken with peers: 

 Most often Sometimes Rarely Never 

English     

Chinese     
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Appendix 2. Test 1 (Discourse Completion Test) 

The following questionnaire contains 6 scenarios. Read the scenarios and write in the space 

provided what you would say in each situation in both Chinese and English. Respond as you 

would in an actual conversation in either mainland China or in the United States. Write as 

many sentences as you can and deem appropriate.  

以下有 6 种情境。请仔细阅读每一种情境，并在每一种情境下方的空白处，分别用中

文和英文写下您在中国大陆和美国当场会说的话。尽量写出你认为合适的句子。 

 

Scenario 1 情境一 

 

 
Proofread an essay  

校对论文  

 

You have just finished an essay for your major course. 

The essay weighs 20% of the total grade and is due in an 

hour. Your roommate is watching a show on Netflix. You 

ask him/her to proofread the essay for you.  

 

你刚刚完成了主修课的功课论文。这篇论文占总成绩

的 20%，而且需要在一个小时内提交。你的室友正在

看”奈飞”上的一个节目。你想让他/她为你校对论文。 

 

 

Scenario 2 情境二 

 

 
Write an online recommendation  

撰写网上推荐信 

 

This is the last week of your summer internship 

programme. Your supervisor is in his/her office. You ask 

him/her to write a recommendation for you on Linkedin.  

 

这是你暑期实习计划的最后一个星期。你的主管正在

其办公室。你想让他/她在“领英”上为你写一份推荐

信。 

 

Scenario 3  情境三 

 

 
Keep quiet  

 保持安静  

 

You are revising for your final exam in your own room. 

Your younger siblings are fighting and making a lot of 

noises in the sitting room. You ask them to keep quiet.  

 

你正在自己的房间里为期末考试复习。你的弟弟妹妹

在客厅里打闹起来，发出很多噪音。你想让他们安静

一点。 
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Scenario 4  情境四 

 

 
Ask for directions  

问路 

 

You are travelling alone in a foreign country. You cannot 

find the hotel that you’ve booked. You ask a person who 

looks like a local for directions.  

 

你正独自在外国旅行。你找不到你所预订的酒店。你

向一个看起来像本地人的人问路。 

 

 

Scenario 5  情境五 

 

 
Leave the study room 

离开自习室 

 

You are volunteering as a librarian for the public library. 

A baby is wailing in the study room. You approach the 

baby’s mother and ask her to take the baby out of the 

study room.  

 

你是公共图书馆的志愿者，担任图书管理员。一个婴

儿正在自习室放声哭闹。你走近婴儿的母亲，请她把

婴儿带离自习室。 

 

 

Scenario 6   情境六 

 

 
Ask for information  

要求提供资料 

 

You are applying for an overseas exchange programme. 

The school sometimes offers financial aid to students for 

certain programmes. You call the school hotline to check 

whether you are eligible for any student financial aid. 

 

你正在申请一个海外交流项目。学校有时会为某些课

程的学生提供经济援助。您致电学校热线，查询您是

否合资格获得学生资助。 
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Appendix 3. Test 2 (Proofreading Test) 

Part A. Proofreading in English  

Proofread the following sentences. There may be multiple errors in spellings, punctations, 

choice of words or expressions, and cultural elements in each sentence. Rewrite each 

response by correcting any errors you found. 

 

Example: Scenario: You are speaking to a stranger in a foreign place.  

Excuse me sir may I know where is the ABC hotel? I came for traveling but I could 

not find my hotel. 

Rewrite: 

Excuse me, sir. May I know where the ABC hotel is? I'm here for traveling but I could 

not find my hotel. 

 

1. Scenario: You are speaking to your roommate. 

May you excuse me for a minute? I want someone to help me proofreading my work. 

It's very important for me and it won't take very long. May you pause watching and 

help me for a while? 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

2. Scenario: An intern is speaking to his supervisor. 

Greetings supervisor, are you free for a quick chat?  I’ve been working here for quite 

a month and will leave soon. Are you able to write a recommendation for me on 

LinkedIn according to my performance please? 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

3. Scenario: You are speaking to your younger siblings. 

Brother and sister, can ya’ll please lower down your voice? I need a quite 

environment to do revision for my final exam! Thank you for your cooperation! 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

4. Scenario: A librarian is speaking to a visitor at the library. 

Sorry, as your baby is disturbing the others. May I ask you to take your baby out for a 

moment? We need to keep the library quiet. I sincerely apologize. 

Rewrite: 
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Part B. Proofreading in Chinese 

Proofread the following sentences. There may be multiple errors in spellings, punctations, 

choice of words or expressions, and cultural elements in each sentence. Rewrite each 

response by correcting any errors you found. 

 

Example:  

你好。我是一名申请海外交换项目的学生, 我想咨询我是否能申请获得有资格申

请学生资助？ 

Rewrite: 

你好。我是学生，申请了海外交换项目，想查询我是否有资格申请学生资助。 

 

1. Scenario: You are speaking to your roommate. 

亲爱的，对不起打扰了，请问可以拜托你帮我看一下这篇论文吗？时间上会有

点赶因为一个小时后就是成交截止时间了，感激不尽！ 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

2. Scenario: An intern is speaking to his supervisor. 

老板，实习计划快完结了，这两个月我从计划中获益良多，也感谢您这两个月

的教导。我打算在领英上写上这次实习经验，如果能有幸可以得到您的推荐

信，将会对我将来的事业有很大的帮助，希望您能考虑，谢谢！ 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

3. Scenario: You are speaking to your younger siblings. 

嘿，老弟老妹，馬上就要考試了，這麼鬧吵到我複習了，请问你们能不能稍微

不要制造那么多吵杂声？我沒多少時間複習了，求你了好嗎？ 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 

4. Scenario: A librarian is speaking to a visitor at the library. 

小姐，非常抱歉，请问你能带你的孩子出去吗？他的哭声在打扰其他人。 

Rewrite: 

 

 

 



80 

 

Appendix 4. Test 3 (Translation Test) 

Part A. Translation (English-Chinese) 

Imagine you have a baby daughter called Joyce. Late at night, you urgently need someone to 

take care of Joyce. Emma is your regular babysitter. You were on the phone asking Emma for 

help.  

Below is what Emma replied in the conversation.  Please add in (a), (b) and (c) what are 

assumed to be what you said on the phone. You can create as many sentences as you think 

are appropriate. 

 

You: (a)______________________________________ 

Emma: Hang on, you want me to take Joyce right now? 

You: (b)______________________________________ 

Emma: Oh, wow. I can go over now. But I don’t exactly look like a babysitter right now. 

You: (c)______________________________________ 

Emma: All right. I’ll go over right now. See you. 

 

Translate all the conversation in above (both your sentences and Emma’s)  into Chinese. 

 

你： (d)______________________________________ 

艾玛：(e)______________________________________ 

你： (f)______________________________________ 

艾玛：(g)______________________________________ 

你： (h)______________________________________ 

艾玛：(i)______________________________________ 
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Part A. Translation (Chinese-English) 

Imagine you are working as an intern. You suddenly realise that you need a day leave next 

week. How would you ask your supervisor in person? Below are what your supervisor replied 

in the conversation.  

Below are what your supervisor replied in the conversation.  Please add in (a), (b) and (c) 

what are assumed to be what you said. You can create as many sentences as you think are 

appropriate. 

 

你： (a)______________________________________ 

主管：你记得我们当天有会议吗？ 

你： (b)______________________________________ 

主管：明白。你找到人代替你了吗? 

你： (c)______________________________________ 

主管：好的，那没问题啦。 

 

Translate all the conversation above (your sentences and the supervisor’s) into English. 

 

You： (d)______________________________________ 

Supervisor：(e)______________________________________ 

You： (f)______________________________________ 

Supervisor：(g)______________________________________ 

You： (h)______________________________________ 

Supervisor：(i)______________________________________ 
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