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Abstract

This study investigates junior high school (JHS) students’ process of development in acquiring English
function-chains ' (the addressee’s response to the speaker’s utterance). Although numerous attempts have
been made by researchers to investigate the comparative distribution of certain functions in English
textbooks, little is known about the learners’ process of development in acquiring the function-chains. This
study attempts to shed light on that developmental process by focusing on how well JHS students recognize
the appropriateness > of function-chains used in spoken English. A two-way layout analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was conducted to examine the interaction of two variables (1.the students’ level of proficiency in
grammar and 2. the types of function-chains) and the main effect of each variable. As a result, it was found
that the type of function-chain used does have some effect on students’ recognition of appropriateness; and
further, that students with greater grammatical proficiency did better than less-skilled students in that
particular area.
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1.Background

The field of investigation known as interlanguage pragmatics has been essentially modeled on cross-cultural
pragmatics. Topics investigated in these studies include the discussion how native speakers (NSs) and non-native
speakers (NNSs) differ in their use of pragmatic knowledge in production and comprehension. Thus the research has
been essentially comparative and focuses on NNS’s use of pragmatic knowledge rather than pragmatic development.

But recently there have been a number of attempts to move interlanguage pragmatics more closer to the main
stream of the SLA field by focusing on how second language (L2) related speech act knowledge is acquired. Kasper
and Schmidt (1996), Bardovi-Harlig (1999), Rose (2000), and others take an acquisitional stance on pragmatic
studies. They point out that very little work in the acquisition of pragmatics has been done, and none of the published
literature includes beginning language learners. A study which involves beginning-level learners would likely
uncover the early developmental patterns in interlanguage pragmatic knowledge.

As for factors in determining L2 pragmatic competence, Bardovi-Harlig (2001) proposed availability of input,
influence of instruction, proficiency, length of exposure, and transfer. Among these, the influence of the level of L2
proficiency on pragmatic competence and performance has not been well researched (Kasper & Schmidt, 1996).
Therefore Bardovi-Harlig (2001) argued that we go still further in studying the acquisition of L2 pragmatic
competence by investigating the relation of the development of the grammatical and pragmatic system.

Also, there have been many studies that have examined learner’s interlanguage for particular speech acts, with
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focus on requests, apologies, compliment responses and so on, but relative comparison among those types of speech

acts is another area requiring more research.

2. Purpose

This study attempts to provide a quantitative analysis on how the level of proficiency in grammar and function-
chains have an effect on the ability of students to recognize the appropriateness of function-chains. The following
research questions are the foci of this paper.

(1) Do the students with greater grammatical proficiency achieve higher levels of recognition of appropriateness?

(2) Does the students’ ability to recognize the appropriateness of the function-chains vary according to the type

of function-chain involved?

3. Method

3.1 Participants and Determination of Their Grammatical Proficiency Levels

The participants in the study were 150 third year JHS students in Hiroshima Prefecture in Japan. Sixty grammar
questions from a past Test of Practical English * were selected, with 20 questions being taken from the 4", 3, and
pre-2" grade tests respectively. The students took the test and were divided into two groups according to the median
score of 40 points (60 points maximum). The mean of the skilled group (76 students) was 45.80 and the standard
deviation (SD) was 4.915. The mean of the less-skilled group (74 students) was 29.86 and the SD was 6.411. There
was a significant difference between the two groups (¢ (148)=—17.114, p<.001). The Cronbach’s Alpha (reliability
rating) of this grammar test was 0.9034.

3.2 Materials

To research the Japanese students’ responses to authentic English material, 15 test items were developed. Five
of these items were based on examples of function-chains taken from an American English textbook, Ginn (1996),
where each function-chain dealt with a certain type of question/statement followed by a response. The remaining 10
test items were developed based on the same pattern as shown in Ginn. Then the test’s 15 function-chain patterns
were classified into five different types, based on categories used in van Ek and Trim (1990). But whereas the
categories of function-chains come from van Ek and Trim, it was found convenient for the purpose of this study to
give clear names to each of the categories. So, as shown below in Table 1, each type of function-chain is followed by
~ an assigned name which is underlined.

Table 1. Function-chains in this Communication Test in English
1. Speaker A: requesting assistance — Speaker B: offering assistance

Assistance Function-chain (Test items D,®),dD)
2. Speaker A: inquiring about likes and dislikes — Speaker B: expressing liking

Expressing Liking Function-chain (Test items @,D),®)
3. Speaker A: inquiring about agreement and disagreement — Speaker B: confident assertion

Assertion Function-chain (Test items 3),®),B)
4. Speaker A: expressing dissatisfaction — Speaker B: giving reassurance

Reassurance Function-chain (Test items @),(9),®)
5. Speaker A: reporting — Speaker B: expressing interest -

Expressing Interest Function-chain (Test items 5),10,d)

(15 items in total, i.e., 5 types of function-chains x 3 social relationships.)
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As can be noted above three test items were prepared for each type of function-chains, with each of the three
representing a distinct kind of social relationship — low status to high status, high status to low status, and an equal
relationship. This was done in order to assure that each type of function-chain be represented by a variety of social settings.

3.3 Procedure v

For each test item the setting, the social relationship of Speakers A and B, and the function-chain type were
provided (originally they were written in Japanese for the JHS students). Also, three possible responses were given
for each test item. The students were given instructions in Japanese to rank the responses by order of how
appropriately they express the meaning in the function-chain. For example, the question below is an Assertion
Function-chain, in which the students had to rank the responses from the most to least appropriate in expressing
confident assertion. Similarly, in a Reassurance Function-chain test item they had to rank the responses from the
most to least appropriate in giving reassurance, and so on with the other function-chains.

Table 2. An Example of the Assertion Function-chain Test Items

Rank the responses from 1 to 3.

Setting: Classroom. A teacher is introducing a dialogue to kindergarten students using a puppet.
Social relationship: Puppet — Teacher

Function-chain: inquiring about agreement and disagreement — confident assertion

A (Puppet): Do you think the children have favorite kinds of days? | kind fE4$#

B (Teacher): a. I guess so. ( )
b. I’m sure they do. ( )
c. I think they do. ( )

It could be noted that while the five test items taken from Ginn (1996) each had originally only one response for
each function-chain, two more responses were added for each to allow the students’ ranking of responses.

A professor, two associate professors, two adjunct professors, and an assistant language teacher (ALT), all
native speakers from the United States, verified that the test items in each function-chain were classified correctly as
regarding the type of function-chain involved. They were also in perfect agreement as to the correct answers.

Also, to reduce the difficulties that could be caused by unfamiliar vocabulary and linguistic structure,
translations were given for the words or phrases which the students may not have learned yet.

3.4 Scoring

Scores were calculated according to a 2-point system, where 2 points were given when all three responses were
correctly ranked, 1 point when the most appropriate response was correctly identified but the other two were in the
incorrect order, and no points when the most appropriate response was not correctly identified. As mentioned, each
function-chain included three test items, therefore the maximum score for each function-chain was 6 points (2 points
multiplied by 3 test items).

3.5 Data Analysis

In order to analyze the obtained data, a two-way layout ANOVA was conducted, where the independent
variables were (1) level of proficiency in grammar (between-subjects, 2 levels: a less-skilled group and a skilled
group) and (2) function-chains (within-subject, 5 levels: Assistance, Liking, Assertion, Reassurance, Interest). The
dependent variable was the students’ scores in this communication test. The interaction of the two independent
variables and the main effect of each independent variable were examined. All the analyses were performed with
ANOVA 4 (ver. 1. 11 8).
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4. Results and Discussion

4.1 The Main Effect of Each Independent Variable and the Interaction of the Two Independent Variables

As Table 3 indicates, (1) the difference between the less-skilled group and the skilled group was statistically
significant, with the skilled group’s score being higher than the less-skilled group’s (F (1,148)=15.280, p< .001). (2)
There was a significant difference in difficulty between the function-chains as regards the students’ ability to
recognize appropriateness (F (4,592)=147.510, p< .001). (3) The interaction between the proficiency level and the
function-chains was significant (F (4,592)=2.980, p< .05).

Table 3. Table of Analysis of Variance<unweighted-mean solution>

source SS df MS F p
(1) A: Proficiency level 32.1548876 1 32.1548876 15280  0.0001**** = §3.1 Table 3
error 311.4571124 148 2.1044399
(2) B: Function-chain 856.8373542 4 2142093385 147.510  0.0000**** = § 3.2 Figure 1
(3)AB 17.3120209 4 43280052 2980 0.0187* = § 3.3 Figure 2
error 859.6826458 592 1.4521666

+p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p< 005, ****p< 001

As for the significant factors, a post hoc analysis (Ryan’s method) was computed to study the differences
between the mean scores (the significance level was p= 0.050000).

4.2 Multiple Comparisons of the Function-chains

The mean scores for the five kinds of function-chains — Assistance, Liking, Assertion, Reassurance, and
Interest — were 2.300, 5.011, 3.054, 2.364, and 2.118 respectively (See Figure 1).

Significant differences in difficulty were found between the following pairs at the .05 level (pair Liking —Interest: ¢
(592)=20.787, p< .05; pair Liking— Assistance: ¢ (592)=19.483, p< .05; pair Assertion—Interest: 7 (§92)=6.721; p< .05;
pair Liking —Reassurance: ¢ (592)=19.019, p< .05; pair Assertion— Assistance: ¢ (592)=5.418, p< .05; pair Assertion—
Reassurance: ¢ (592)=4.954, p< .05; pair Liking — Assertion: ¢ (592)=14.065, p< .05). There was no significant difference
between the pairs Reassurance —Interest, Reassurance — Assistance, and Assistance —Interest at the .05 level. Thus the
order of difficulty of the function-chains for the JHS students was shown to be as follows (MSe=1.452167, p< .05):

easy < Liking > Assertion > Reassurance = Assistance = Interest — difficult |

el .
e o,

Scores
O - N W s o

Assistance Liking Assertion  Reassurance Interest
—&—MEAN

Function—chains

Figure 1. Mean Scores for the Function-chains

4.3 Simple Main Effect of Interaction between Proficiency Level and Function-chain

As is clear from Table 4, (1) For the Assertion Function-chain, the difference between the less-skilled group and
the skilled group was statistically significant, with the skilled group’s score being higher than the less-skilled group’s
(F (1,740)=22.378, p< .001). (2) As regards the recognition of appropriateness, a significant difference can be noted
depending on the type of function-chains in the less-skilled group (F (4,592)=70.001, p< .001). (3) There was also a
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significant difference between the function-chains in the skilled group (F (4,592)=80.490, p< .001).

Table 4. Simple Main Effect of Interaction between Proficiency Level and Function-chain

effect SS df MS F r

Proficiency level (Assistance) 0.1290896 1 0.1290896 0.082 0.7753
Proficiency level (Liking) 5.9904030 1 5.9904030 3.785 0.0521+

(1) Proficiency level (Assertion) 35.4162589 1 354162589 22378 0.0000%***
Proficiency level (Reassurance) ~ 5.3276434 1 5.3276434 3.366 0.0669+
Proficiency level (Interest) 2.6035135 1 2.6035135 1.645 0.2000
error 740 1.5826213

(2) Function-chain (less-skilled) ~ 406.6095856 4 101.6523964 70.001 0.0000%***

(3) Function-chain (skilled) 467.5397895 4 116.8849474 80.490 0.0000%***
error 592 1.4521666

+p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p< 005, ****p< 001

Thus multiple comparisons between the function-chains for each proficiency level were conducted.

4.3.1 Multiple Comparisons of the Function-chains for the Less-skilled Group

The mean scores for Assistance, Liking, Assertion, Reassurance, and Interest in the less-skilled group were 2.270,
4.811, 2.568, 2.176, and 1.986 respectively. Significant differences were found between the following pairs at the .05
level (pair Liking — Interest: ¢ (592)=14.256, p< .05; pair Liking —Reassurance: 7 (§92)=13.301, p< .05; pair Assertion
—Interest: ¢ (592)=2.933, p< .05; pair Liking — Assistance: ¢ (592)=12.824, p< .05; pair Liking — Assertion: ¢
(592)=11.323, p< .05). There was no significant difference between the pairs Assertion —Reassurance, Assistance —
Interest, Assertion— Assistance, Assistance —Reassurance, and Reassurance —Interest at the .05 level. Thus the order
of difficulty of the function-chains for the less-skilled group was shown to be as follows (MSe=1.452167, p< .05): '

easy < Liking >Assertion = Assistance = Reassurance = Interest — difficult |

4.3.2 Multiple Comparisons of the Function-chains for the Skilled Group

The mean scores for Assistance, Liking, Assertion, Reassurance, and Interest in the skilled group were 2.329,
5.211, 3.539, 2.553, and 2.250 respectively. Significant differences were found between the following pairs at the .05
level (pair Liking —Interest: ¢ (592)=15.144, p< .05; pair Liking — Assistance: ¢ (592)=14.741, p< .05; pair Assertion
—Interest: ¢ (592)=6.596, p< .05; pair Liking —Reassurance: ¢ (592)=13.596, p< .05; pair Assertion— Assistance: ¢
(592)=6.192, p< .05; pair Assertion—Reassurance: ¢ (592)=5.048, p< .05; pair Liking — Assertion: ¢ (592)=8.548, p<
.05). There was no significant difference between the pairs Reassurance — Interest, Reassurance — Assistance, and
Assistance — Interest at the .05 level. Thus the order of difficulty of the function-chains for the skilled group was
shown to be as follows (MSe=1.452167, p< .05):

easy < Liking > Assertion > Reassurance = Assistance = Interest — difﬁcm

For the less-skilled group, the Expressing Liking Function-chain was found to be relatively easy, but the other
four function-chains were at the same level of difficulty. The skilled group however, while finding the Expressing
Liking Function-chain to be the easiest, also found the Assertion function-chain to be comparatively easier than the
other three function-chains (which were again at the same level of difficulty). It may be possible to infer that as
students’ grammar skills increase a difficulty scale of function-chains gradually emerges — from a starting point
where the function-chains are very similar in their level of difficulty, to a stage where the function-chains gain
distinctive levels of difficulty. That is, in the case of this study the Expressing Liking Function-chain is shown to be
the easiest for all students participating, followed by the Assertion Function-chain, in the case of those students with
greater grammatical proficiency. Potentially then, as students’ grammar skills increase beyond the level measured in
this study, remaining function-chains may also divide into different levels of difficulty.

Figure 2 shows the interaction between proficiency level and function-chains.
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Figure 2. Interaction between Proficiency Level and Function-chains

5. Conclusion

The main findings of this research can be summarized in the following two points: (1) Students with greater
grammatical proficiency were found to have achieved higher levels of recognition of appropriateness in function-chains
than the less-skilled students. (2) The type of function-chain involved does have some effect on students’ ability to
recognize appropriateness. For the students there was a significant difference in difficulty depending on the type of
function-chain involved, making possible the construction of a scale identifying those relative levels of difficulty. As the
JHS students’ proficiency level increased, that differentiation of level of difficulty became more pronounced.

From this point we might go on to even more detailed qualitative data analysis to clarify the reason for the order
of difficulty. Furthermore, the results obtained in this research were based on written material where prosodic
features, that is, the relative loudness or duration of syllables, changes in the pitch of a speaker’s voice and the
choice of pitch level, were not considered. Howeyver, it seems possible that these factors may have an effect on the
perception of appropriateness in the function-chains. Therefore, further research based on oral discourse is highly
recommendable.

As for the pedagogical implication, this study provides information that may be useful for future program
design — what sort of function-chains should be taught first, and how they should be sequenced and organized. The
updated Course of Study, which came into effect from 2002, introduced the concept of language-use situations and
functions of language, and stated that students should be able to express themselves in a way appropriate to the
specific situation and condition. Certainly the recognition of the appropriateness of function-chains on the part of
students is an important part of fulfilling those stated objectives. Therefore, it is to be hoped that the results of this
study will contribute in a positive way to program design, making it easier for students to develop their practical
communicative competence.
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Notes

1. McCarthy (1991) uses the term function-chain activities to refer to the way of getting learners to play out a
sequence of events calculated to generate the desired functions.
2 Appropriateness is the extent to which a use of language matches the linguistic and sociolinguistic expectations
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and practices of native speakers of the language (Richards & Schmidt, 2002). Additionally, in this study, appropriateness
encompasses the linguistic realizations which express the strongest meaning of the function in question.

3 The Test of Practical English was prepared by The Society for Testing English Proficiency, INC., and authorized
by the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in the years 2000-2002.
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Appendix

Examples from the communication test (one example from each of the five function-chains)

1. Assistance Function-chain

A (Boss/Supervisor): Will you pick me up at three o’clock at the train station? Will you ...7

B (Office worker): a. OK. But let me check my schedule first. () plckl:l: L2725
b. Sure. I’ll see you at three. () R HICEY S
c. Yes, I should be there by three. ( )| schedule FF

2. Expressing Liking Function-chain

A (Staff): Do you like pizza? pizza YA
cheese F—Rx
delicious WL \»
Italian AZITF7D

B (Staff):: a. Cheese pizza is delicious.
b. I eat pizza sometimes.

~ N~
S N N

c. Pizza is my favorite Italian food.
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3. Assertion Function-chain

A (Puppet): Do you think the children have favorite kinds of days? kind FEEH
B (Teacher): a. I guess so. ()
b. I’'m sure they do. ()
c. I think they do. ()
4., Reassurance Function-chain
A (Parent): Oh, no. We are far from home and I am almost out of gasoline. ahead HiAIC
B (Teenage son): a. Don’t worry. There is a gas station just ahead. () | map 1
b. Let’s keep going. ()
¢. Let’s try to find a gas station on the map. ()
5. Expressing Interest Function-chain
A (Teacher): There is a place where you can borrow books. --where ~

~Ths (L25D) -
~F3 (LZAD) -
borrow - 2 hH 3

B (Puppet): a. I see.
b. That’s nice.
c. There is?

~ o~ o~
R N
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