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An Evaluation of Pragmatic Elements in University EFL Textbooks in China 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This study was conducted to investigate the pragmatic elements in New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking textbooks used by EFL learners studying in universities across China. 

Activities and selected video-scripts were analyzed to find out to what extent the books have the 

potential to facilitate pragmatic competence development among Chinese EFL learners in 

universities. The research has found the textbooks do contain pragmatic knowledge, but may still 

not achieve desired results in facilitating Chinese EFL students’ pragmatic competence. The overall 

amount of pragmatic knowledge (speech acts, metapragmatic information and contextual variables) 

is inadequate and the coverage of that knowledge is not comprehensive. The findings provide 

implication for the design of course books and how to develop Chinese EFL students’ pragmatic 

competence in university English language teaching. But this study does not present a full snapshot 

of pragmatic knowledge coverage in other textbooks adopted by Chinese universities, more course 

books can be included in the future study. 

 

Keywords: Pragmatics, Speech Acts, Metapragmatic Information, Contextual Variables, Pragmatic 

Practice, Pragmatic presentation 
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1 

 

An Evaluation of Pragmatic Elements in University EFL Textbooks in 

China 

 

Chapter One Introduction 

 

As a student studying in a UK university, I constantly encounter communication 

problems on and off campus. I found it is particularly difficult for me to express 

complex language functions; for example, I was confused about how to make a 

request indirectly and how to refuse politely. In some occasions, I did not even notice 

that my words might sound rude or awkward to native speakers. After attending a 

lecture regarding pragmatic teaching in the language classroom, I realised that my 

problem in communication might be due to the shortage of pragmatic knowledge. As 

an EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learner, I have been studying English for more 

than ten years, but I have not noticed the existence of pragmatic knowledge in my 

English repertoire.  

 

Actually, with the development of communicative language teaching (CLT), pragmatic 

competence has been already proposed by Bachman (1990) as an important part of 

communicative competence. This competence deals with how to use language 

appropriately in interaction. And illocutionary competence (functional aspects of 

language) and sociolinguistic competence (politeness, formality et.) are two 

categories of pragmatic competence (Brown, 2007). For EFL learners, it is important 

to be pragmatically competent. Or it might cause misunderstanding and unnecessary 

embarrassment. So how to develop EFL learners’ pragmatic competence has become 

a primary concern for language pedagogy. 

 

However, by chatting with some colleagues in the universities of China, I found that 

some of them, like me, still have not realised the importance of teaching pragmatic 
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knowledge. Then I searched for the studies that investigate the pragmatic 

competence of Chinese university students, whereby I found that Chinese university 

EFL learners’ pragmatic competence tends to be underdeveloped (Li et al, 2015; Yuan 

et al, 2015; Ren and Gao,2012; Zheng and Huang, 2010). University students in China 

have studied English for more than ten years, but why is their pragmatic competence 

still underdeveloped? The reasons might be complex. But one reason that is 

frequently mentioned by several studies (ibid.) is that textbooks used by university 

students in China fail to present students and teachers with sufficient pragmatic 

knowledge; therefore, this part seems to be entirely overlooked in English language 

teaching.  

 

Due to the paucity of pragmatic knowledge in course books, in recent years there has 

been an increasing interest in the analysis of pragmatic elements in EFL textbooks. 

Some of them targeted the inclusion of specific speech acts, such as request 

(Uso-Juan, 2008), complaints (Boxer and Pickering, 1995); apologies and suggestions 

(Toprak and Aksoyalp, 2015); some of them investigated the metapragmatic 

knowledge in textbooks (Nguyen, 2011; Vellenga, 2004); some investigated the 

overall coverage of pragmatic knowledge (Ren and Han, 2016). But most of the 

studies analysed course books used in countries other than China. Only Ren and 

Han’s (ibid.) analysed the pragmatic knowledge coverage in Chinese universities’ 

English textbooks. In their studies, ten books had been analysed; however, one set of 

books that enjoys a widespread popularity is not included in their studies. The set of 

book is New Vision College English book published by Foreign Language Teaching and 

Research Press in China. To fill this gap, I decided to choose this set of books to 

conduct my analysis of pragmatic elements coverage. And the selection was also 

based on the informal interviews I carried out among twenty colleagues; the results 

of the interview confirmed the popularity of the book.  

 

Then, by reviewing the previous studies, I found the analysis conducted on the 

pragmatic elements of course books mostly focuses on the range, frequency, 
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distribution, and presentation of speech acts, but fails to provide information about 

metapragmatic coverage, contextual variable coverage, and pragmatic practice in the 

books. So besides the coverage of speech acts, I decided to include the three aspects 

into my study. Therefore, the main objective of my study is to examine the extent to 

which this set of books is likely to promote Chinese University students’ pragmatic 

competence. To achieve this aim, this study seeks to answer the following research 

questions: 

RQ 1 To what extent are pragmatic elements covered in the set of selected EFL 

textbooks (New Vision College English Book listening and speaking set? 

Speech acts/metapragmatic information/contextual variables/pragmatic practice 

RQ 2 What pragmatic knowledge is covered in the set of selected EFL textbooks and 

what is their distribution? 

Speech acts/metapragmatic information/contextual variables 

RQ 3 How does the set of books practise pragmatic knowledge? 

RQ 4 How does the set of books present pragmatic knowledge? 

 

And the structure of this dissertation will be organised as follows: First, literature 

review will be presented in chapter two, which includes the discussions about the 

concept of pragmatics, pragmatic competence and pragmatic knowledge. And 

pragmatic knowledge emphasizes discussing speech acts, metapragmatic information, 

and contextual variables. Then an examination of what practices are best for EFL 

learners is provided, followed by a discussion of how pragmatic knowledge should be 

presented in textbooks. After that, a review of past research on the pragmatic 

analysis of English course books is provided. Chapter three provides a detailed 

description of what methods are adopted throughout this study. Then in the 

subsequent section, there will be a presentation of the findings and discussions, 

through which the section analyses and discusses the results. In the final section, 

there is a summary of the findings drawn from this study, and also contained in the 

chapter five is limitations and suggestions for the future research. 

 



 

4 

The results of this study could contribute to the design of English course books used 

by EFL students in Chinese universities. And the results could also provide implication 

on how to help EFL students in Chinese university develop their pragmatic 

competence. Finally, for those universities who use New Vision English as a primary 

English teaching material, the result of this study may provide guidance for teachers 

on how to use the book properly to improve students’ pragmatic ability in speaking 

and listening. 
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Chapter Two Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter discusses the relevant research background of the present study to 

provide a theoretical basis for it. In the first part, relevant concepts in this study are 

discussed. And the discussion is centred on the following aspects: 1) the concept of 

pragmatics and pragmatic competence; 2) the concept of pragmatic knowledge and 

the kinds of knowledge EFL learners should know in order to develop pragmatic 

competence 3) the kinds of practice would be helpful for EFL learners to develop 

their pragmatic competence; 4) the presentation of pragmatic knowledge in EFL 

textbooks. Relevant literature will be briefly reviewed to support the above 

discussion. Then, in the second part, previous studies on the analysis of pragmatics 

elements in English language textbooks will be reviewed as well.  

 

2.2 Research Concepts 

 

2.2.1 Pragmatics, pragmatic competence 

According to Leech (1983, pp10-11), general pragmatics falls into two intersecting 

domains: pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. Pragmalinguistics is related to 

grammar which deals with using a given language to convey particular illocutions 

while sociopragmatics is related to sociology which deals with socio-logic aspects of 

pragmatic knowledge. In Leech’s definition, pragmatics is both language-specific and 

cultural-specific (ibid.) Chapman (2011, pp10) further stated that pragmatics deals 

with ‘the relationship between language and the contexts in which it is used’. And 

apart from the relations between language and its context described, Thornbury 

(2005) added that pragmatics also includes the purpose for which language is being 

used. This purpose is further generally explained by Richard. By referring to Jones 

(2012, pp17), Richard (2015, pp535) claims that pragmatics refers to the use of 
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language in face-to-face communication, and in particular, to how participants 

communicate and understand intended meanings.’ From the above definitions, it is 

clear that for speakers, pragmatics is related to how to use language to convey 

certain meanings appropriately in a particular context; and for listeners, pragmatics is 

related to how to understand the intended meaning of the speaker. For example, if 

someone says ‘The room is too hot’, the speaker may indicate that he or she wants 

the listener to open the window for him/her. Similarly, if someone wants others to 

open the window for him/her, he/she could say ‘the room is too hot’ instead of ‘could 

you please open the window for me’ to perform the request function indirectly. 

 

The definition of pragmatics indicates that language learners should have the 

competence to ‘communicate and interpret meaning in social interactions’ (Taguchi, 

2011, pp289) and ‘know how to do things with language, taking into account of its 

contexts of use’ (Thornbury, 2005, pp16). To be pragmatically competent, second 

language learners are supposed to have two kinds of abilities. The first one is the 

ability to use language to perform certain speech acts or express intentions, which is 

illocutionary competence according to Hedge (2000, pp49). Kasper and Roever (2005, 

pp318), by following Leech’s (1983) classification of pragmatics, entitled this kind of 

ability as pragmalinguistic competence. The authors (ibid.) clarified that 

pragmalinguistic competence means the ability to use strategies to realise certain 

language functions and use linguistic forms to implement the strategies. For example, 

when learners want to greet someone, they should be able to use expressions like 

‘how are you’ ‘hello’ or ‘Hi, there’ to perform this function.  

 

The second one is sociolinguistic competence (SC). It is the ability to use different 

forms of language according to its context variables. According to Hedge (2000, 

pp49), sociolinguistic competence means the ability to ‘select the language forms to 

use in different settings, and with people in different roles and with different status’. 

And Canale’s (1983, pp7), by referring to Hymes (1967) gave a similar definition that 

is sociolinguistic competence addresses the extent to which language is produced 
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and understood by taking account of contextual factors such as the status of 

participants, aims of interaction and conventions or norms of interaction. And a more 

specific description of sociolinguistic competence is given by Kasper and Roever 

(2005, pp318). The authors based their description on other researchers’ studies, 

and concluded that SC includes the ‘knowledge of relationships between 

communicative action and power, social distance, and the imposition associated with 

a past or future event (Brown & Levison, 1987), knowledge of mutual rights and 

obligations, taboos, and conventional practices (Thomas, 1983), the social conditions, 

and consequences of ‘what you do, when and to whom’ (Fraser, Rintell & Walters, 

1981). The above description means, for example, if learners want to greet someone, 

besides knowing linguistic forms like ‘how are you’ ‘hello’ or ‘Hi, there’, they should 

also be aware of which expression is suitable to greet a friend and which is 

appropriate to greet acquaintances.  

 

2.2.2 Pragmatic knowledge 

The above discussion regarding pragmatics and pragmatic competences provides 

important information on what kinds of pragmatic knowledge is needed for EFL 

learners. From the definition of pragmatics and pragmatic competence, it can be 

seen general pragmatic knowledge may include aspects such as speech acts 

(language function), appropriate use of language, politeness, and socio-cultural 

conventions. To be specific, learners need to know how to successfully perform a 

speech acts by using correct forms of language and by adopting appropriate 

strategies and social norms. 

 

Many previous studies indicate Chinese university EFL learners’ pragmatic knowledge 

is inadequate and their pragmatic competence is underdeveloped (Ji, 2008; Li, 2015; 

Wang, 2010; Zheng and Huang, 2010). Zheng and Huang (2010) used questionnaire 

and interviews to investigate Chinese College EFL learners’ pragmatic failure. And 

their study shows that Chinese College EFL learners constantly experience both 

paralinguistic failure and sociolinguistic failure due to the lack of both language 
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knowledge and social convention knowledge. And the pragmatic failures create great 

barriers to their effective communication. Li’s (2015) study shows that Chinese 

university EFL learners’ are pragmatically incompetent in the following aspects. First, 

they are sociopragmatically incompetent because they fail to judge the imposition 

degree in different social contexts so that they are unable to use correct strategies to 

perform certain speech acts such as making apologies. Second, they are 

paralinguistically incompetent because they have difficulties in selecting correct 

linguistic forms to realise certain speech acts. In addition, both of the studies indicate 

pragmatic knowledge is still inadequate in both English textbooks and classroom 

teaching (ibid.). It is true that university students are adult learners, and they already 

have a considerable amount of pragmatic knowledge in their L1 since some 

pragmatic knowledge is universal (Kasper, 1997). For example, in both Britain and 

China, people tend to use ‘please’ to make requests. But due to the cultural 

differences, adult learners may still have problems in successfully transferring 

pragmatic knowledge from L1 to L2. A typical example is that in China people will ask 

each other ‘Have you eaten’ to greet, but in most English-speaking countries, people 

will not greet each other in this way. And there are other factors which work against 

positive transfer (Kasper and Roever, 2005). For instance, low level of language 

proficiency can work against pragmatic transfer (Ren and Gao, 2012). Thus, providing 

adequate pragmatic knowledge for University students seems to be necessary.  

 

In connection with Chinese university EFL learners’ pragmatic problems, this study 

will be focused on three aspects of pragmatic knowledge in English textbooks, which 

are speech acts, metapragmatic information and contextual variables of language. 

 

2.2.3 Speech acts 

Speech acts are functional units, which mean to use utterances to achieve a 

particular purpose (Cohen, 1996; Richard, 2015). For example, if someone says ‘It’s 

too late now’ to respond to an invitation, the utterance is not only a statement of 

time but also serves a function as refusal. Austin (1962) claims that three 
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components constitute speech acts. The first element is the locutionary act, which 

refers to the actual meaning of an utterance. In the above example, the locutionary 

meaning of ‘it’s too late’ is that time is not early. The second element is the 

illocutionary act, which refers to the underlying or intended meaning of an utterance. 

The illocutionary act of the above example might be ‘I don’t want to go out now’. 

And this utterance may have a perlocutionary effect on the hearer which is a refusal 

from the speaker. In order to assign the function to speech acts, Searle (1969, 1979) 

classified speech acts into five categories according to illocutionary point which is the 

purpose of act based on speakers’ intention. The taxonomy consists of five categories, 

namely representatives (assertives), directives, commissives, expressives and 

declarations.  

 

Representatives are to commit the speaker in a varying degree to how the things are. 

It is from the words to the world, and can be assessed by whether the statement is 

true or false (Searle, 1979, pp13). Speech acts, such as say, state, claim, belong to this 

category. Directives are attempts of varying degrees by the speaker to get the hearer 

to do something. For example, the speaker may ask, plead, command, or request the 

hearer to do things (ibid.). Commissives are to commit the speaker in varying degree 

to future action. And speech acts such promise belong to this category. Expressives 

are to express the psychological state of the speaker. The speaker expresses feelings 

or show attitudes about a state of affairs such as expressing thanks, making apologies 

and extending congratulations. Declarations occur when successful performance of 

the speech act brings about correspondence between the words and the world. 

Searle (1979, pp17) also gave an example of this kind, which is that if the speaker 

successfully performs the act of appointing someone as chairman, and then the 

appointed person is the chairman; if the speaker successfully performs the act of 

nominating a candidate, then the nominated person is a candidate.  

 

Historical studies show that face-threatening speech acts seem to be problematic for 

EFL learners because successful realisation of those speech acts requires complex 
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skills. And face-threatening speech acts occur frequently in categories of directives 

and expressives. Therefore, a large amount of previous research was devoted to 

investigating learners’ pragmatic competence in performing directives such as 

requests, expressives such as making apologies and complaints and so on. For 

example, Wang (2011) reported findings on how Chinese EFL learners make requests. 

The author found that when making requests, Chinese EFL learners differ from native 

speakers in the strategy types, formulaic expressions and internal and external 

modification used. And this may be due to their L1 interference. The study indicates 

that learners should be exposed to pragmatic knowledge input, and their attention 

should concentrate on the features of speech act sets so that they can make a 

distinction between L1 and L2 norms. And in Wang’s (2011) study, it is also 

noteworthy that there is overlap between Chinese EFL learners and native-speakers 

in the usage of strategies and modifications, but a number of formulae used by 

Chinese EFL learners are not commonly used by native speakers, and Chinese 

students only rely on a small number of formulae in communication. Thus, providing 

students with input like formulaic expressions seems to be important for Chinese EFL 

learners. 

 

According to second language acquisition theories, input plays a critical role in 

pragmatic learning process, and its importance has been emphasised by several 

previous research (Boxer and Pickering, 1995; Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Kasper and 

Roever, 2005; Kasper, 1997). And Schmidt and Richards (1980, pp143) further 

commented that the input of speech acts can focus on ‘the typical speech settings 

encountered by second language learners and the identification of discourse 

structure and norms for the speech events encountered’ such as how to open and 

close a conversation and how to take turns. But input alone tends to be not sufficient. 

Without the prompts and instruction that helps them to notice the pragmatic 

features, students may not perceive the pragmatic knowledge. According to Kasper 

and Rover (2005), although ample input is necessary and important for L2 learners to 

develop their pragmatic ability, L2 pragmatic development may benefit more from 
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support through instruction. To acquire pragmatic knowledge, attention must be 

allocated to the target pragmatic knowledge such as situational context indexed by 

the linguistic and pragmatic choice. 

 

Moving on to teaching practice, previous research provides different approaches on 

how to incorporate speech act theory into language pedagogy. An early example of 

research into functional language teaching is notional-functional syllabuses. And 

Wilkins (1976) gives a detailed explanation of notional-functional syllabuses. The 

author claimed the syllabuses are aimed at organising language teaching around 

language functions, which makes a connection between language form and function. 

Under the influence of this kind of syllabuses, many textbooks began to include 

sequences of language functions in the book. Celce-Murcia and Dornyei (1995, pp22) 

developed an organizational construct and a practical specification of language 

function to provide guidance for language teachers and material writers (see 

appendix 1). The authors believe by presenting students in larger pragmatic contexts 

for interpretation and by emphasizing the situational constraints, students’ 

awareness of language function and speech acts can be developed. Thus, based on 

this notion, this study will refer to Celce-Murcia and Dornyei’s specification and make 

a comparison between the specification and the data collected from the chosen 

books to check the overall coverage of language functions in the books.  

 

However, notional-functional syllabuses were criticized for isolating functions from 

synthesized discourse (Krahnke, 1987). And some notional functional teaching seems 

to focus on unanalysed chunks, which would probably replace the use of productive 

language. For example, native English speaker may have many ways to respond to 

‘Thank you’, such as ‘Not at all’, ‘Don’t mention it’, ’You’re welcome’, ‘It’s OK’, ‘My 

pleasure’ and so on. Actually, there are slight differences between each response. 

But if course books only give students unanalyzed diaglogues such as ‘A: Thank you’ 

‘B: You’re welcome’, students may not be able to use other response in their own 

communication. They may think ‘You’re welcome’ is the only way to respond to 
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‘Thank you’. But these shortcomings can be repaired by other instructional 

techniques (ibid.). Then, Cohen (1996), by reviewing several previous empirical 

studies, give instructional guidance on speech acts teaching. The author claims that 

in order to acquire speech acts, model dialogues can be used as examples; evaluation 

of a situation is also useful to reinforce learners’ awareness of contextual factors; 

role-play activities are particular suitable to practice the use of speech acts. And 

Richard (2015) further added that identifying strategies and examining how speech 

acts are realised tends to be effective in speech acts teaching.  

 

Cohen and Richard’s suggestions indicate several teaching techniques and methods 

may as well exert positive influence on learning speech acts. For textbooks, it seems 

to be important to present knowledge of language strategies and activities to 

practise speech acts. Therefore, metapragmatic information can be included in 

textbooks to facilitate learners’ acquisition. 

 

2.2.4 Metapragmatic information 

Metapragmatic information refers to the language that describes language functions 

and language strategies (Taguchi, 2011). For example, Cohen (1996, pp386-387) gives 

several strategies to perform the speech acts of apologies: 1. Express apologies by 

using a word, expression, or sentence which contains performative verbs, such as 

apologize and forgive; 2. Explain or account the situation which caused the apologies; 

3. Acknowledge responsibility; 4. Offer of repair; 5. Make a promise of nonrecurrence. 

Such speech act sets could facilitate learners’ language use in real communication.  

 

In pragmatic teaching, explicit metapragmatic information which involves description, 

explanation and discussion of certain speech act could help learners to acquire the 

knowledge effectively. Taguchi (2015) explored the effectiveness of different 

methods in teaching pragmatic knowledge. By comparing 27 relevant studies on 

instructional methods of pragmatics, the author claimed providing explicit 

metapragmatic information exerts positive influence on learners, and ‘input 
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exposure alone cannot surpass the level of learning produced by the explicit 

instruction, even when the input is made salient through enhancement techniques’ 

(Taguchi, 2015, pp27). Explicit metapragmatic information makes the pragmatic 

feature salient for learners. And the explicit instruction of metapragmatic knowledge 

is effective in helping learners to develop their pragmatic competence (ibid.). 

Halenko and Jones’s (2011) also confirm this point of view. Their study shows that 

the experimental group in which students received explicit instruction on request 

performed better than the controlled group in which no instruction is given to the 

students. Thus, the material designed for pragmatic teaching should include 

metapragmatic information, and activities in the material should focus learner’s 

attention on the pragmatic features in order to facilitate processing of the feature 

(ibid.).  

 

Despite the number of studies which proves the usefulness of metapragmatic 

information, other studies on textbook analysis indicate a paucity of metapragmatic 

information in textbooks. Nguyen’s (2011) study shows the metapragmatic 

information is inadequately treated in textbooks, especially in a shortage of speech 

act strategies and context variable description. Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) found that 

the description of conversation closings is inadequate in textbooks. Among the 20 

textbooks they examined, only 12 included complete conversation closings 

information. Uso-Juan’s study (2008) shows that little information regarding 

contextual variables in which the requests were embedded was presented to the 

learners, and information regarding interlocutors’ age, social status, and degree of 

intimacy of the request was neither mentioned. And the modification devices for 

request are not sufficient and comprehensive either. Ren and Han (2016) also found 

metapragmatic information is under-presented in most English textbooks of Chinese 

universities. Speech acts listed in the textbooks are not accompanied with any 

metapragmatic explanations.  

 

Based on the above discussion, this study will investigate the metapragmatic 
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information in the selected set of textbooks to see its coverage and range. 

 

2.2.5 Contextual Variables 

Contextual factors play a critical role in how to successfully realise a speech act. They 

determine the choice of strategies people used in performing a speech act in a 

culture. According to Brown and Levinson (1987, pp74), contextual variables 

encompass the following aspects:  

I) ‘social distance’ (D) of speaker (S) and hearer (H) (a symmetric relation);  

2) relevant ‘power’ (P) of S and H (an asymmetric relation);  

3) ranking of impositions (R) associated with a particular culture.  

 

Roever (2015, pp390-391) further explains those factors in detail. Social distance can 

be understood as the degree of shared group membership and acquaintanceship. 

According to Roever (ibid.), there are three kinds of social distance: high social 

distance means participants in a discourse do not know each other, for example, 

strangers in a street or customers in a shop; medium distance means the 

interlocutors who might share group membership but do not know each other well. 

For instance, students who are in the same department but never talk to each other. 

Low distance means the interlocutors know each other well, such as friends. Power, 

as with social distance, can be divided into three categories: High power, low power 

and equal power. The degree of power means to what extent the hearer (H) can 

impose his own plans and self-evaluation (face) at the expense of the speaker’s (S) 

plan and self-evaluation (Brown and Levinson, 1987, pp77). Typical high power 

relation examples are student (S) to professor (H), staff (S) to boss (H); equal power 

examples are roommates, friends at a similar age; low power examples are professor 

(S) to student (H). And ranking of imposition means the costings of imposition on an 

individual’s preserve, and this factor might differ according to speech acts (Brown 

and Levinson, 1987; Roever, 2015). High imposition examples include borrowing a 

large sum of money from others or asking for time-consuming help from others. Low 

imposition examples include casual talks with information exchange. 
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In certain cultures, speakers’ choice of words and syntactical structure may differ 

significantly according to the hearers’ social roles. Thus, for EFL learners, performing 

a speech act should be appropriate to certain circumstances such as student-teacher, 

stranger-stranger, and friend-friend and so on (Richard, 2015). And Crandall and 

Basturkmen (2004) in their study provided positive evidence that includes context 

clues in language teaching material can effectively enhance learners’ perception of 

pragmatic knowledge. However, previous studies show an inadequacy of contextual 

information inclusion in language teaching textbooks. Nguyen’s (2011) analysed 

three textbooks for Vietnamese EFL learners and found a majority of speech acts in 

the set of books are taught and practised out of context. No explicit information is 

provided to students about the social roles of speakers and no description of 

contextual variables is provided for students to help them judge the imposition 

degree. And this may cause difficulties for L2 learners in adjusting themselves to 

unpredictable intercultural interactions. Similarly, Boxer and Pickering (1995) found 

one major problem in the presentation of speech acts in language teaching material 

is that important information on contextual/interlocutor of speech acts is overlooked. 

Most textbooks still focus on the linguistic aspect in pragmatic competence 

development. Therefore, in this study, coverage of contextual variables will be 

investigated in the chosen textbooks to see whether the set of textbooks provide this 

information for the target learners. 

 

2.4 Pragmatic knowledge practice and presentation 

 

Based on the SLA (second language acquisition) theories and previous discussions on 

pragmatic learning, activities on pragmatic development can be categorised into two 

types: activities aimed at raising learners’ awareness of pragmatic knowledge and 

activities offering learners opportunities to practise pragmatic knowledge (Kasper, 

1997). The former type can help learners notice the salient features of pragmatic 

knowledge which the latter can elicit language production from learners to help 
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them to practise the features they learnt. Bardovi-Harlig (2012) proposed a different 

way to divide tasks by utilizing pragmatic knowledge. According to the author, there 

are production and non-production tasks. Production tasks elicit oral speech like 

informal conversation, institutional talk, or classroom discourse from learners. And 

non-production tasks include judgment tasks such as rating and sorting tasks, and 

interpretation tasks. In addition, the author also described the degree of authenticity 

of production tasks in a chart (see appendix 2). From the chart, it can be seen that 

role-plays and Discourse Completion Task (DCT) are typical production tasks in 

pragmatic practice, but both of them are less authentic. DCT consists of a specific 

situation that requires the learner to use a wide range of language choices to 

respond to it. A typical DCT task is presented below (from Roever, 2015, pp390): 

You need to print out a letter but your printer is not working. You decided to ask your 

housemate Jack if you can use his printer. Jack is in his room reading a book as you 

walk in. 

Jack: Hey, how are you? 

You: _______________ 

Jack: Sure, go for it. 

Role plays give learners an imaginary role to perform a certain situation. For example, 

students may perform a scene in a shopping mall with one student acting as a 

customer and one student as a salesman. Role plays can be further divided into the 

closed role play and open role play. Closed role play is similar to DCT, in which only 

one speaker is involved to respond to certain situations. The DTC example presented 

above could also be seen as a closed role play task. And an open role play normally 

involves at least two interlocutors to perform a certain situation. 

 

Ellis (2008) has also commented on the merits and drawbacks of DCT and role plays. 

According to Ellis (ibid., p167), the primary drawback of DCTs is that most of them 

are non-interactive; some of these sorts of tasks are criticised for requiring learners 

to write the response, which cannot practise the pragmatic ability in interaction. But, 

the benefit of this kind of activity is that it provides learners with situations and 
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makes them aware of the contextual variables; thus learners can practise different 

strategies in realizing a certain speech acts. And as for role plays, they are interactive 

and could practise a wide range of speech acts, but as mentioned previously, this 

kind of task is less authentic. Despite the drawbacks of the two kinds of activities, 

they can be beneficial to learners’ pragmatic competence development, thus, they 

can be included in course books to practice learners pragmatic knowledge. 

 

Role plays and DCT are all production-focused activities. As for awareness-raising 

activities, Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) suggested that learners can compare the norms 

of L2 pragmatic knowledge to their L1’s, which is beneficial for their pragmatic 

competence development. Through the comparison activity, learners could deepen 

their understanding of different conventions in diverse cultures and could help them 

to reduce the transfer problems from L1 to L2.  

 

Apart from the different activities, Uso-Juan (2008) also devised an explicit 

instruction sequence of pragmatic knowledge. The first stage is presentation, in 

which both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge is presented to students. 

The second stage is recognition, which practises the ability in recognizing the 

pragmatic elements. In this stage, awareness-raising activities can be offered to 

students. The final stage is production stage, which provides students with 

opportunities to practice what they have learnt in the previous two stages.  And the 

author also emphasised role-play is a particularly suitable activity in this stage, but 

rich scenarios (pragmatic information) with different sociopragmatic features should 

be presented to learners as well. Similarly, Cohen and Ishihara (2013, pp118) 

summarized seven ways to integrate pragmatic knowledge into the curriculums. 

Firstly, explicitly state the primary goal and approach to speech acts; second, focus 

on relevant linguistic features and provide immediate feedback; third, guide learners’ 

observations and facilitate their attention to L2 pragmatic norms and L2 forms; 

fourth, explain cultural reasoning for L2 pragmatic norms; fifth, alert the interlocutor 

to their unfamiliarity with L2 norms; sixth, provide metapragmatic comments as a 
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reinforcement of the real intent; seventh, look for relatively appropriate L2 

expressions that reflect how they would communicate in the given situation.  

 

The above discussion provides useful information on the kind of activities that should 

be included in textbooks to practice pragmatic knowledge and on how to present 

pragmatic knowledge in textbooks. And the two aspects will be investigated in the 

chosen books. 

 

2.3 Previous studies on textbook analysis  

 

With the increasing interest in pragmatics teaching, many previous types of research 

focus their attention on pragmatic knowledge in language course books. To conduct 

my study, I reviewed ten relevant studies on textbook analysis from pragmatics’ 

perspective. And I found most of the studies tend to investigate the speech acts 

presentation in textbooks with different focus. 

  

Two studies pay attention to only one specific speech act presentation such as 

complaints (Boxer and Pickering, 1995) and request (Uso-Juan, 2008). And both 

authors give a clear reason why they choose this speech act to analyse. The former 

study focuses on the texts provided in the course books to see whether the 

presentation and input are comprehensive enough to present different ways of 

complaints to learners. And the latter focuses on activities in the course books to 

examine the extent the activities practice the speech act of request. However, most 

of the studies fail to explain whether their analysis is based on texts or activities 

because the focus of the two parts is slightly different. Texts emphasize input of 

knowledge while activities concentrate on the production and practice of the target 

knowledge. So I decided to analyse both texts and activities in the books and will 

explain selected principles in chapter 3. 

 

Two studies pay attention to some speech acts and their realisation strategies. 
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Meihami and Khanlarzadeh (2015) analysed the speech acts of requesting, refusing 

and apologizing and their realization strategies in ELT textbooks. In addition, Toprak 

and Aksoyalp (2015) analysed complaints, apologies and suggestions in 17 course 

books to see their range and coverage. But the two studies fail to explain why the 

three speech acts were chosen to be analysed. A further two studies combine 

textbook analysis with other research instruments to take into account learners’ 

performance or needs. Afzali and Rezapoorian (2014) conducted a comprehensive 

study by adding a DCT to the analysis of course books, and then the author 

compared results to find that the inadequacy of the presentation of certain speech 

acts seems to be a cause of students’ poor performance in DCT. Crandall and 

Basturkmen (2004) first developed their own material for pragmatic teaching and 

then use a questionnaire to evaluate the effectiveness of material from learners’ 

point of view. In my study, there is no other instrument involved to further evaluate 

the students’ need and their response to the textbooks so I referred to Li (2015), 

Yuan and Tangen et al. (2015) and Zheng and Huang’s (2010) study to see EFL 

learners’ pragmatic competence and needs in China. As discussed in chapter 2.2.2, 

those studies indicate Chinese EFL’s pragmatic competence tends to be still 

underdeveloped and a primary cause for this phenomenon is that course books fail 

to provide learners with sufficient pragmatic knowledge. But EFL learners have high 

expectation of learning pragmatic knowledge in textbooks and language classrooms.   

Future study can be conducted to make a supplement by referring to learners’ needs. 

  

Three studies conduct a general analysis on pragmatic knowledge inclusion in course 

textbooks. Ren and Han (2016) investigated the coverage of pragmatic knowledge 

relating to speech acts and its presentation as well as intralingual pragmatic variation 

of Ten Chinese University course books. And they found the range of speech acts in 

Chinese EFL course books used by university students is limited; the metapragmatic 

knowledge is insufficient, and the intrlingual variation is paid little attention to. 

Nguyen (2011) investigated the range, distribution of speech acts and its linguistic 

presentation as well as the type of contextual and metapragmatic information 
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accompanied. The author found the textbooks fail to present an accurate and 

adequate input of pragmatic information. Vellenga (2004) investigated three aspects 

of pragmatic information, which are politeness/approriacy/usage/register/cultural 

information, metalanguage and speech acts information in both ESL and EFL course 

books. And the author found the range of metapragmatic information is limited. Only 

some options of expressions are provided to students. And one study focuses on one 

specific aspects of pragmatic knowledge. Bardovi-Harlig et al. (1991) concentrates on 

the closing of conversation in course books. And the study suggested English- 

language materials fail to provide students with pragmatically appropriate 

conversation models. All of the studies indicate textbooks seem not to fulfill their 

responsibilities in providing learners with adequate pragmatics knowledge. 

 

I focused my study on speech acts, metapragmatic information and contextual 

variables due to time limits. And the reason why these aspects were chosen is that 

speech acts are the most frequently-studied aspects regarding course books analysis.  

But there are not enough studies focusing on the overall metapragmatic information 

in course books and seldom studies focus on the contextual variables of 

conversations in course books. In addition, few studies were conducted to investigate 

the pragmatic knowledge inclusion in Chinese university EFL textbooks. Among the 

nine studies, only Ren and Han (2015) investigated pragmatic knowledge in Chinese 

textbooks, but their study did not include the New Vision English Speaking and 

Listening books. Moreover, many previous studies fail to give a clear description on 

which part of the textbooks their data comes from. Therefore, I analysed the scripts, 

activities and presentation of the set of course books separately to make the analysis 

clearer.  
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Chapter Three Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This study is a text-based analysis of a set of EFL course books designed for Chinese 

college students. And the study is a mixed method research including both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches. The main objective of the study is to 

investigate the extent that New Vision College English Listening and Speaking books 

is likely to promote Chinese university students’ pragmatic competence by answering 

the following research questions: 

RQ 1 To what extent are pragmatic elements covered in the set of selected EFL 

textbooks (New Vision College English Book listening and speaking set? 

Speech acts/metapragmatic information/contextual variables/pragmatic practice 

RQ 2 What pragmatic knowledge is covered in the set of selected EFL textbooks and 

what is their distribution? 

Speech acts/metapragmatic information/contextual variables 

RQ 3 How does the set of books practise pragmatic knowledge? 

RQ 4 How does the set of books present pragmatic knowledge? 

 

To achieve this goal, this study will examine the extent pragmatic knowledge is 

included in the set of course books. Pragmatic knowledge was determined to be a 

broad category, and in chapter two, it is defined as ‘knowing how to do things with 

language, taking into account of its contexts of use’ (Thornbury, 2005, pp16). To be 

specific, it may include aspects such as appropriate use of language, speech acts, 

politeness, metapragmatic information and socio-cultural conventions. In this study, 

the investigation of pragmatic knowledge focuses on speech acts, metapragmatic 

information and context variables of a conversation. And the different aspects of 

pragmatic knowledge are investigated regarding its coverage, range, frequency, 

distribution and presentation. Coverage refers to the percentage of a certain 
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pragmatic element takes up compared to other pragmatic elements，while range 

here is defined as how many pragmatic elements there are in the textbooks. 

Frequency refers to the number of times the pragmatic elements have occurred 

throughout the four textbooks whereas distribution refers to the percentage of a 

certain pragmatic elements accounts for in the textbook. Also, this study will 

investigate the activities aiming to practise pragmatic knowledge. To this end, this 

essay will first discuss the set of books selected for the study and then explain ways 

of collecting and analysing data. 

 

3.2 Material Selection 

 

The textbook set chosen for this study is New Vision College English Listening and 

Speaking books 1 to 4. This set of course books is designed for Chinese university 

students who are EFL learners. English in Chinese universities is a compulsory subject, 

and this set of books has been widely used in Chinese universities and colleges as a 

primary textbook in studying English. Before the study, informal interviews were 

conducted among some of my colleagues who have been teaching or learning English 

in universities in China. Among the twenty interviewees who come from different 

provinces in China, more than half of the interviewees claimed that their universities 

use New Vision College English as course books. Due to its popularity, I chose this set 

of book to analyse. In addition, Ren and Han (2016) in a similar study analysed ten 

English language textbooks designed for Chinese university students to examine the 

coverage of pragmatic knowledge; however, their study did not include this set of 

books. Therefore, my study could be a supplement to their study. 

 

New Vision College English course books have two sets of books: one set is An 

Integrated Course and the other set is Listening and Speaking. An Integrated Course 

aims to develop students’ reading and writing proficiency in English while Speaking 

and Listening intends to promote their speaking and listening ability. And because 

pragmatic competence in this study refers to students’ ‘ability to communicate and 
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interpret meaning in social interactions’ (Taguchi, 2011, pp289-310), this study chose 

Speaking and Listening set to conduct the analysis. Though, according to Cohen and 

Ishihara (2013, pp114), consensus of pragmatic ability also encompasses the ability 

‘to comprehend written messages and to know how to write message intelligibly’, 

the above two aspects were not paid attention to in this study. A more 

comprehensive study is therefore necessary in the future.  

 

3.3 Data Collection 

 

I will first provide an overview of which sources inform which RQs and then I will 

provide a rationale for this approach to data sourcing and collection. Before doing so, 

I will first present the general structure of the books. New Vision English Listening 

and Speaking has four books and there are eight units in each book. In each unit, 

there are eight sections (See Table 1). And data source for each research question 

can be seen in Table 2.  

 

Table 1 General Structure of the Textbooks 

 

Textbooks Section in the books 

New Vision 

College 

English 

Listening and 

Speaking 

Student Book 

Starting Point 

Inside View 

Talking Point 

Outside View 

Listening In 

Pronunciation(Book 1/2) 

Presentation Skills (Book 3/4) 

Unit Task 

Unit File 

 

Based on the discussion in chapter 2, sections to be exploited for pragmatic 

knowledge should embrace the following features. First, they consist of explicit 

mention and instruction on language functions/speech acts. Second, they provide 

students with information about the description of language functions or language 
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strategies. Thirdly, they provide students with opportunities to practise pragmatic 

competence. In this study, a pilot study was conducted to check the feasibility before 

the formal analysis. And the choice about which section is chosen as data source 

comes from the pilot study. The feature of each section in the books determines 

whether this section is included in the data source. 

 

Table 2 Research Questions and Data Source 

 

In the pilot study, firstly I found that sections such as Starting Point, Talking Point, 

Presentation Skills (in book 3 and 4) and Unit Task provide students with activities to 

practise pragmatic knowledge. Pragmatic practice in those sections can be included 

in the data to answer both RQ 1 and RQ 3, which investigate the overall inclusion of 

pragmatic elements and the coverage of pragmatic practice. Teachers’ book is also 

examined to see whether it can support the pragmatic activities in a positive way.  

 

Secondly, I found that sections, such as Outside View and Pronunciation in Book 1 

and 2, contain no specific teaching of pragmatic competence. The scripts in Outside 

View are extracts from news reports, articles and interviews. The news report and 

article are all monologues which are non-reciprocal. The interviews follow a pattern 

that the interviewer asks a question and different interviewees express their opinions 

Research Questions Data Source in the Books Analysis Approach 

RQ1 General coverage of 

pragmatic elements 

Starting Point, Inside View, Talking Point, 

Listening In, Presentation Skills (Book 3/4), 

Unit Task, Unit File 

General analysis 

RQ2 Coverage of specific 

pragmatic knowledge 

(speech acts, 

metapragmatic info, 

contextual variables) 

Speech acts: Inside view, Unit File 

Specific analysis 
Metapragmatic knowledge: Listening in, 

presentation skills (Book 3/4) 

Contextual variables: Inside view 

RQ3 Coverage of pragmatic 

practice 

Starting Point, Inside View, Talking Point, 

Presentation Skills (Book 3/4), Unit Task 
Specific analysis 

RQ4 Presentation of 

Pragmatic elements 
A random chosen sample unit Specific analysis 
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separately, and there are few interactions between interviewers and interviewees, 

interviewees and interviewees. Texts and activities in this section fail to demonstrate 

any explicit pragmatic knowledge. And the Pronunciation in book 1 and 2 is pure 

exercise for students to practise pronunciation, stress and intonation, in which no 

specific teaching of pragmatic competence is attempted either. So the two sections 

are not included in data collection.  

 

Thirdly, Listening In and Presentation Skils section in book 3 and 4 consist of boxes 

introducing metapragmatic knowledge and pragmatic strategies. For example, on 

page 9 of book 2, there is a paragraph introducing how to use introductory phrases. 

It says ‘…When speakers are about to ask an important point they often use an 

introductory phrase that signals to listeners that they are going to do this…’ 

(NVCEL&P Book 2, pp9) And this kind of information is categorized as metapragmatic 

information in the books. These boxes can be incorporated into the data to provide 

information about the coverage of metapragmatic knowledge to answer RQ 2. But 

short conversations and long conversations in this section fail to provide any 

contextual information in the students’ books. Information is only provided as man 

and woman or speaker 1, speaker 2 without mentioning their social roles and the 

context of the conversation. And there is no clarification about the relationship 

between the speakers in the teachers’ book either. In addition, activities in this 

section focus primarily on linguistic competence and listening skills but not pragmatic 

knowledge. Therefore, scripts of the conversation and activities in the Listening In 

section are not included into the data collection.  

 

Finally, I found the Inside View section and the Unit File section in all four books 

contain useful pragmatic input. The Inside View section provides students with ‘a 

guided functional dialogue with a box of useful functional expressions taken from the 

video story’ (Introduction of NVCE, pp VI). The videos in this section cover two or 

three dialogues in each unit. The characters of the video are clearly introduced to 

students, and the visual support from the video could help students to notice and 
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observe the contextual variables related to the conversation. Video-scripts of this 

section in the teachers’ books can be also used to facilitate data collection for this 

study. At last, the Unit File section makes a summary of the language points 

presented throughout the unit. The summary contains three parts: functions, 

everyday English and pronunciation (book 1, 2)/presentation skills (book 3, 4) and 

unit task. The functions provide students with functional usage of language. So Inside 

View and functions in Unit File is the primary data source for RQ2 to answer the 

range and coverage of speech acts. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

 

Having discussed the principles of data collection, the procedure of data analysis will 

be illustrated in detail. The analysis was conducted on both general and specific basis. 

For each research question, different approaches were adopted (See table 2).  

 

3.4.1 General analysis 

To answer RQ1, general analysis is adopted to find out the extent pragmatic elements 

are covered in this set of books. Counts of the pragmatic elements were obtained by 

performing a page-by-page analysis. To be more specific, if a page contains explicit 

mention of speech acts/language functions, metapragmatic description or pragmatic 

practice, this page contributes a number to the page that includes pragmatic 

knowledge. Then, the number of pages that includes pragmatic elements is 

compared with the total pages of the book to see the percentage of pragmatic 

elements coverage. Many researchers have utilised this method to measure the 

coverage of pragmatic knowledge or information in English course books. For 

instance, Vellenga (2004) adopted this method to find out how much pragmatic 

information is included in eight EFL and ESL books for university-aged adult students. 

Ren and Han (2016) also used this method to find out the overall coverage of 

pragmatic knowledge in ELT textbooks for Chinese university students. A major 

advantage of this method is that it can help the researchers quickly get an overview 
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of the coverage of certain elements, and accordingly demonstrate comparative 

results of the target element to other elements in books being analysed. However, 

this page-by-page counting fails to demonstrate detailed information about the 

pragmatic knowledge included. That is the reason why a supplementary and specific 

analysis is necessary. 

 

3.4.2 Specific analysis 

The specific analysis was employed to illustrate the detailed information about the 

range, frequency and distribution of different aspects of pragmatic elements.  

 

In order to answer RQ2, specific analysis was adopted to investigate the three 

aspects of pragmatic knowledge, which are language functions/speech acts, 

metapragmatic information and contextual variables. Accordingly, findings of RQ 2 

were divided into three sections in line with the three aspects. 

 

In the first section, the range and coverage of language functions/speech acts are 

calculated by using a chart demonstrated in Table 3 (also see Appendix 4). The 

language function and expressions listed in the chart comes from the Inside View and 

Unit File section in each unit. And each expression in the chart is further categorized 

by referring to Searle’s (1979) taxonomy on speech acts which includes 

representatives (assertives), directives, commissives, expressives and declarations 

(chapter 2.1). Then, the total number of language function is counted. If any 

language function is repeated, it will be counted twice since different expressions are 

presented to students although the function is the same. And the result can tell the 

range of language functions covered in the set of books. In addition, the language 

functions are compared with Celce-Murcia and Dornyei’s (1995) organisational 

construct of language functions (See Appendix 1) to see whether the coverage of 

language function in the set of books is comprehensive. Moreover, speech acts are 

counted to find out the distribution of each category. 
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In the second section, the range and coverage of metapragmatic information in the 

chosen books is investigated. Firstly, metapragmatic knowledge in the Listening ln 

section is listed in a chart (Table 4). Then the total number of metapragmatic 

knowledge is calculated to see the range and overall coverage of metapragmatic 

information. Finally, the metapragmatic knowledge will be compared with the 

language functions listed in Appendix 4 to see whether the metapragmatic 

information could support the learning of language function/ speech acts. 

Table 3 Extract from the data 

 

 

In the second section, the range and coverage of metapragmatic information in the 

chosen books is investigated. Firstly, metapragmatic knowledge in the Listening ln 

section is listed in a chart (Table 4). Then the total number of metapragmatic 

knowledge is calculated to see the range and overall coverage of metapragmatic 

information. Finally, the metapragmatic knowledge will be compared with the 

language functions listed in Appendix 4 to see whether the metapragmatic 

information could support the learning of language function/ speech acts. 

 

Table 4 Metapragmatic Information 
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In the third section, contextual variables were investigated to answer the third aspect 

of RQ 2. Context variables refer specifically to Brown and Levinson’s (1987, pp74) 

sociological variables: I) Social distance (D); 2) Power (P); 3) Ranking of impositions (R) 

associated with a particular culture (chapter 2.2). The contexts provided in Inside 

View section were analyzed in Table 5 (also see appendix 6). First, the number of 

contexts and types of speakers’ relations included in all four books is counted. Result 

of this part can tell the range and coverage of contexts of conversation. Then, the 

three aspects of contextual variables are calculated to see their frequency and 

distribution. 

Table 5 Contextual Variables 

 

 

 

But it is noticeable that in this study, the three variables are judged based on the 

contexts and characters provided in the chosen section; thus, it is just a rough 

judgment on different degrees of contextual variables without referring to the 

speech acts contained in the conversations. And the analysis of this part is to 

examine the variety of the variables presented in the books. The result of this 

analysis could tell whether the set of books provide comprehensive and sufficient 

examples of conversation for students to learn how to perform a speech act with 
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different people in different contexts. 

 

In order to answer RQ3, the practice in the books is investigated to see how the 

books test students’ pragmatic knowledge. Firstly, the total number of speaking 

activities in the book is counted and then activities which may practise the pragmatic 

abilities of students are counted. Then the two numbers will be compared to see the 

coverage of pragmatic practice. Secondly, activities in the chosen sections aimed at 

improving pragmatic competence are categorised into three categories, which are 

awareness raising activity, role play and DCT. The number of each category will be 

calculated to see the frequency and distribution of a category. The results of this part 

could tell whether the activities in the books provide sufficient opportunities for 

students to practise pragmatic abilities and whether those activities can help 

students develop their pragmatic competence. In addition, the teachers’ book is also 

examined to see whether it provides positive support for those activities. 

 

In order to answer RQ 4, the presentation of the speech acts is investigated. To this 

end, I chose one sample unit in the books to see in what way pragmatic knowledge is 

presented to students and how the knowledge is presented. The sample unit is 

randomly selected since the structure and layout of each unit is similar in all the four 

books. The focus is still put on what speech acts, metapragmatic information, context 

variables and practice is included in the unit and how the different elements are 

arranged in the unit. 
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Chapter Four Findings and Discussions 

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter reports the findings and discussions of the study. Throughout this 

chapter, the findings are presented according to the order of research questions and 

thus are divided into four sections. This chapter will first report and discuss the 

overall coverage of pragmatic knowledge in the four books; following this is the 

reports on the range, frequency and distribution of the three aspects of pragmatic 

knowledge; and finally, the article reports the pragmatic practice in the books and 

evaluates the presentation of pragmatic knowledge in a sample unit. 

 

4.2 RQ1 To what extent is pragmatic elements covered in the set of selected EFL 

textbooks (New Vision College English Book listening and speaking set? 

 

Table 6 Overall Coverage of Pragmatic Knowledge 

 

Textbook 

Total Number 

of Pages which 

Include 

Pragmatic 

Elements 

Total Number of 

Pages of the 

Book 

Percentage (%) 

of Pages with 

pragmatic 

information 

New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking 1 
27 97 27.8% 

New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking 2 
26 98 26.5% 

New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking 3 
31 100 31% 

New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking 4 
31 103 30.1% 

In Total 115 398 28.9% 

 

This section will report and discuss the general coverage of pragmatic knowledge in 
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the set of course books. Table 6 presents the overall coverage of pragmatic 

knowledge in all four books. As shown in Table 6, pragmatic knowledge accounts for 

a small portion compared to other elements such as grammar and pronunciation in 

the books. On average, 28.9 per cent of the books’ pages contain some pragmatic 

knowledge. This finding is consistent with Cohen and Ishihara’s (2013, pp119) 

statement that ‘existing research has shown L2 pragmatics has rarely been 

represented adequately the materials commercially available today.’ And the paucity 

of pragmatic knowledge inclusion is also consistent with Ren and Han’s results (2016). 

In their study, the authors found that the average coverage rate of pragmatic 

knowledge in ten university textbooks in China is 17.09 per cent. And the highest 

coverage rate is at 43.74 per cent while the lowest rate is at 0 per cent. Only three 

books in their study have a higher coverage rate than 28.9 per cent. Thus, by 

comparing with their results, it can be concluded that the rate of pragmatic 

knowledge inclusion is higher than most of the textbooks used in Chinese universities 

despite the overall inadequacy. It is noticeable that the number of pages containing 

pragmatic knowledge listed in table 6 does not take the amount of pragmatic 

knowledge on each page into consideration. Most of pages contributed to the overall 

coverage only contain a small proportion of pragmatic knowledge. For example, on 

page 54 of book 1, there is only a box introducing information regarding ‘how to 

recognise the speaker’s attitude’, and the rest of content on that page has nothing to 

do with pragmatic knowledge. Therefore, the pragmatic knowledge included in this 

set of books is still inadequate compared with other components. 

 

Furthermore, the data also shows that there is a slight difference of pragmatic 

inclusion among the four books. A lower inclusion is found in the first two books. This 

nuance might be due to the consideration of language level progression, as the book 

is designed for different grades in universities. But this is just a personal speculation, 

and there is no official confirmation from the author of the books. In other words, 

there is no evidence that can prove the author considers the amount of pragmatic 

knowledge inclusion according to students’ levels, since there is no systematic 
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increase of percentage from book 1 to book 4. Also, previous research fails to 

consider the requirements of pragmatic knowledge for students at different levels. 

Efforts can be therefore devoted to exploring this information. 

 

4.3 RQ 2 What pragmatic knowledge is covered in the set of selected EFL textbooks 

and what is their distribution?  

 

4.3.1 Range and distribution of language function/speech acts  

In this section, the range, frequency and distribution of language function/speech 

acts are reported and discussed. As mentioned in Chapter 3, some of language 

functions discussed above are broad; for example, ‘talking about food’ in book 2 unit 

2 does not have a clear boundary of which speech acts it belongs to. Language 

functions are re-categorized according to Searle’s taxonomy (see appendix 4). So in 

this section, findings of language function and speech acts will be reported and 

discussed separately in table 7 and 8.  

 

Firstly, language functions listed in the book is calculated and the number of 

language functions listed in the four books is listed in Table 7. And from the table, it 

can be seen the set of books provide students with 111 language functions in total. 

In book 1, 3, 4, 27 functions are provided for students, and 30 functions are provided 

for students in book 2.  

 

Table 7 Number of Language Functions listed in the four books 

 

Book1 Book2 Book3 Book4 In total 

27 30 27 27 111 

 

Then, by comparing the 111 functions listed in all four books (see appendix 4) with 

Celce-Murcia and Dornyei’s (1995) organizational construct for functional language 

teaching (See appendix 1), we can see clearly that the four books tend to cover a 
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good variety of language functions. All the seven key areas mentioned in the 

construct is covered in the books, which is namely the interpersonal exchanges, 

information, opinions, feelings, suasion, problems, and future scenarios. For example, 

in book 1, there is ‘encouraging’, which is under the category of suasion; and in book 

2, there is ‘congratulating ’, which is under the category of interpersonal exchange. 

However, there are still several common functions missing in this set of books. For 

example, greeting and leaving, which is under the interpersonal exchange category, is 

not found in this set of books. But this function is fairly common in daily 

communication. Although the video-scripts of the set of books do contain 

conversations regarding greeting and leaving, there is no explicit mention and 

description of this function presented for students. As discussed in the previous 

chapters, without explicit instructions, students may not notice the features of the 

function, and thus they are unlikely to acquire and use it in their own 

communication.  

 

In addition, from the appendix 4, it can be seen several of the language functions in 

the books is repetitive. For example, the function ‘make comparisons’ appears four 

times in the set of books. Repetitions tend to be helpful in promoting learners’ 

language acquisition (Taguchi, 2011). So from this perspective, the repeated 

functions in the books are likely to help the learners to consolidate the pragmatic 

knowledge presented in the textbooks. However, one major problem is that not all 

functions are repeated in the set of books. For example, ‘thanking’ only appeared 

once in book 3, but actually it is also a commonly used function in daily 

communication. So it seems that the language functions in the all four books are not 

repeated according to learners’ need or any reasonable input orders but relying on 

the authors’ intuition. And this is a common problem in most of the textbooks 

designed for EFL learners (Boxer and Pickering, 1995). And this finding is also 

consistent with several previous research, including Uso-Juan’s (2008) and Ren and 

Han’s (2016) study on pragmatic knowledge analysis in course books. But it has to be 

admitted that previous studies on pragmatic teaching have not provided much 
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information on which function should be presented to learners first and which 

function should be repeated most. Therefore, it might be difficult for the textbook 

designers to arrange the functions in the textbooks accordingly. But plenty of studies 

have been carried out to investigate learners’ need and their pragmatic competence. 

These studies can be a good reference for course-book writers to decide what should 

be included in course books. For example, Li’s (2015) study indicates Chinese 

university EFL learners are not good at making apologies, so this function should be a 

focus in English course books adopted by Chinese universities. However, in the 

course books analysed in this study, making apologies and express forgiveness is not 

included in the language functions at all.  

 

Then, speech acts based on Searle’s (1979) speech acts taxonomy is reported in Table 

8. The reclassification is divided into five categorizes. Assertives include speech act 

such as say, state or claim; commissives include speech acts such as promise; 

declarations include speech acts such as nominate or appoint; directives includes 

speech acts such as ask, plead; expressive include speech acts such as thank and 

apologize. And the frequency and distribution of each speech acts can be seen from 

table 8. 

                   Table 8 Frequency and Distribution of Speech Acts 

 

 

 

When it comes to Book 1, we can see clearly that directives is the most frequent 

speech act in Book 1 and they occur 55 times in the book, with distribution reaching 

as high as 49.55%. Followed behind are assertives, which occur 27 times with its 

distribution accounting for 24.32%. In addition, the frequency of other four times, 

including expressives, commissives and declarations, stands at 18, 9 and 2, with 
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distribution reaching 16.22%, 8.1% and 1.8% respectively. It is noticeable that, of all 

111 expressions, directives are the most frequently-used speech acts, in stark 

contrast to declarations. 

 

In Book 2, it is noticeable that expressives come first in its frequency of usage, and 

such use reaches as frequent as 51, with its distribution constituting 46.15%. Ranked 

in the second and third place are assertives and directives, with the frequency and 

distribution reaching 37, 22 and 31.6%, 18.80% respectively. In addition, commisives 

are only used 4 times, and its distribution, correspondently, is as low as 3.42%. 

Interestingly, there is no use of declarations throughout the whole book, so its 

distribution is also zero. In summary, there are a total of 117 speech acts that could 

be found across Book 2. And expressives are the most frequently used speech acts, 

against declarations, which never show up in the book. 

 

As for Book 3, it is manifest that across the whole book, a total of 99 speech acts are 

used, among which directives occurs most frequently, reaching 41 times, with 

41.41% distribution rate. Assertives follow closely behind, with frequency reaching 

32, and distribution rate 32.32%. Expressives are also a key category of speech acts in 

Book 3, as its occurrences stand at 23, and distribution 23.23%. Finally, commisives 

occur 3 times, and its distribution reaches only 3.03%. As there is no use of 

declarations in the book, both its frequency and distribution stands at zero.  

 

In terms of Book 4, there are a total of 117 speech acts having being applied. 

Assertives, the most commonly seen category, occur 46 times, and its distribution 

stands at 39.32%. Ranked in the second and third place are assertives and 

expressives, whose frequency reaches 35 and 28, and distribution accounts for 

29.91% and 23.93% respectively. By contrast, commissives are only adopted 7 times, 

with the distribution reaching 5.98%. Declarations are rarely used, because its 

frequency only stands at 1, and its distribution accounts for 0.85%.  
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To sum up, the above chart shows that the total use of speech acts arrives at 444 in 

frequency, among which directives appear most frequently, at 153, with its 

distribution accounting for 34.46%. This is in stark contrast to declarations (there are 

only three such use across all the four books, and its distribution stands at 0.68%). 

Followed behind are assertives (frequency 142, distribution 31.98%) and expressives 

(frequency 123, distribution 27.70%). Commissives are only used 23 times, with the 

distribution reaching 5.18%.  

 

The above findings indicate that all the five categories of the speech acts are covered 

in this set of books, which means the overall coverage of speech acts tends to be 

comprehensive. And the focus of speech acts teaching seems to be put on directives 

since this category appears most frequently in the books. The directives comprise 

speech acts such as requests, commands and suggestions. And those speech acts are 

all face-threatening in real life, which primarily threaten the hearer’s negative-face 

(Brown and Levinson, 1987). As mentioned in Chapter 2.2.3, successfully performing 

face-threatening speech acts seems to be problematic for EFL learners. From this 

perspective, it seems to be reasonable that directives account for the largest 

proportion across the four books since they are pragmatic knowledge useful for 

learners. However, there are many speech acts under the category of directives. But 

in this study, it is difficult to further classify them into a more specific sub category, 

which means the result of this study cannot tell the distribution of each sub category 

in these books. But compared with language functions listed in the books, it can be 

seen that there is an imbalanced distribution of each speech acts. For instance, as 

mentioned previously, the language functions ’thank’ only appear once while 

‘making comparisons’ appears four times. This finding again confirms that the 

frequency and distribution of the each speech act in the books are not arranged by 

following systematic patterns. The arrangement is probably based on the course 

book writer s’ intuition. 

 

In addition, from both Table 7 and Table 8, it can be seen that there is not a link 
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between the proficiency level of the course books and the complexity, range and 

frequency of speech acts presented to learners because no systematic increase of 

speech acts coverage is demonstrated from book 1 to book 4. Aksoyalp and Toprak 

(2015) indicate in their study that the proficiency level of the course books might be 

a significant variable in determining the amount of pragmatic knowledge and its 

complexity. And there is a positive correlation between the range and frequency of 

pragmatic knowledge and the level of course books. In this study, Book 1 to Book 4 is 

supposed to use different grades of students in university, and students’ English 

proficiency level may vary from each year of study. However, the books’ designers 

have not taken into account the level of students’ language proficiency when 

allocating pragmatic knowledge for each book. In the future, textbooks writers could 

arrange the range and frequency of speech acts complexity in course books 

according to the proficiency level of the potential users to ensure that the pragmatic 

knowledge in each book may be neither too difficult nor too easy for the students. 

For example, the speech acts that have high imposition degree and that will be 

performed to the interlocutor with higher power can be presented to students with 

higher language proficiency since face-threatening speech acts seem to be difficult to 

EFL students. 

 

4.3.2 Metapragmatic information  

 

Table 9 Coverage of Metapragmatic Information 

 

Book 1 Book2 Book 3 Book4 In total 

5 4 45 35 89 

 

As explained in chapter two, metapragmatic information refers to the language that 

explains, describes or discusses the functions of language or certain speech acts. And 

from table 9, it can be seen that the set of books provide 89 pieces of metapragmatic 

information in total with only 4 and 5 pieces in book 1 and 2, and 45 and 35 in book 3 
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and 4. Compared to 111 language functions and 444 different expressions having 

been categorised to the five classifications of speech acts provided in the books, the 

amount of metapragmatic information is not sufficient. Besides, there are other 

problems regarding the metapragmatic information in the books. 

 

Firstly, the amount of pragmatic information is extremely limited. For example, in 

book 1, there are 27 language functions, but only 5 pieces of metapragmatic 

information are provided for learners. The situation is the same in book 2. For 

example, in book 1 unit 1, two language functions, which is ‘asking about name’ and 

‘making introduction’, are presented to learners, but no metapragmatic information 

is provided to make further descriptions about when it might be appropriate to use 

the different expressions. There are three expressions under the first function asking 

about names, which are ‘Can I have your family name, please?’ ‘What’s your first 

name?’ ‘Is…your real name?’ ‘And you are…?’ It is obvious that the four sentences 

indicate different degree of politeness, and learners cannot use the four sentences 

randomly in different situation and toward people with different social roles. But the 

book fails to explain these differences to learners so that learners might have a 

wrong impression that there is no difference between the sentences, and they can 

use any of them to ask others their names. It seems that in book 3 and 4, 

metapragmatic information is relatively sufficient and surpasses the number of 

language functions provided. However, most metapragmatic functions in book 3 and 

4 are just a list of different expressions without any further descriptions and 

explanations on when and to whom and why to use those expressions. And this 

reveals the second problem of metapragmatic information in the books. 

 

The second problem is that the content of metapragmatic information is extremely 

pragmalinguistic-focused. Pragmalinguistic knowledge refers to using language 

conventions and forms to convey meanings or perform speech acts (chapter 2.2.1). 

Every piece of metapragmatic information in the set of books emphasizes the 

linguistic forms that is used in performing speech acts but ignores the sociopragmatic 
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factors. For example, in book 3 unit 2, there is a metapragmatic knowledge 

introducing how to give opinions (See extract below), the description in the following 

extract focuses on the two commonly used chunks, which is ‘I think’ and ‘Personally’. 

And this information is indeed useful for students since many previous research 

indicates that Chinese students’ negative pragmatic transfer is due to the inadequacy 

of linguistic knowledge (Li and Jiang, 2014; Ren and Gao, 2012; Zheng and Huang, 

2010; Li, 2015). 

Extract from book 3 unit 2 

 

However, in the extract, there is no presentation of sociopragmatic knowledge 

although previous studies indicate the knowledge is also necessary for Chinese 

students since sociopragmatic failure has become a great barrier discouraging 

learners in Chinese university from communicating in English. For example, Li’s (2015) 

study indicates Chinese EFL learners’ underdevelopment of sociopragmatic 

competence is due to their ignorance of different degrees of imposition in different 

social contexts, and they tend to be unable to adjust their expressions according to 

the context. However, most of the course books failed to present the information to 

students (Ren and Han, 2016) including the course books analysed in this study. In 
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order to improve the metapragmatic knowledge, information regarding contextual 

variables should be included in course books as well. In the above extract, 

information such as how to give opinions to friends and how to give opinions to 

strangers can be presented to students to help them notice the difference in 

performing a same speech act. 

 

Thirdly, the metapragmatic information provided does not match the language 

functions listed in the same unit. For example, in book 1 unit 4, four language 

functions are listed, which are ‘encouraging’ ‘asking for and offering 

suggestions’ ’expressing worries’ ‘asking for and giving advice’. However, the 

metapragmatic knowledge in this unit introduces the features of natural discourse to 

students such as how to use filler word such er or um to hesitate in conversation. 

 

Despite the deficiencies in the presentation of metapragmatic information, it needs 

to be noticed that this set of books is visual-supported; thus, students could observe 

the behavior of both speakers and hearers through the videos accompanied with the 

books. Through the observation, students might acquire some sociopragmatic 

knowledge or notice features of pragmatic knowledge. But, as discussed in the 

previous chapters (chapter 2.2.4), without explicit instructions on pragmatic 

knowledge, learners may fail to notice the features. Input only is not sufficient. As 

Schmidt (2001, pp41) claimed, ‘noticing is the first step of language building’. 

Therefore, visual support only might not be sufficient, and metapragmatic 

information is still needed in course books.  

 

In summary, it can be concluded the overall metapragmatic information in the set of 

selected books is not sufficient; and the metapragmatic information provided does 

not match the speech acts. And these findings are consistent with Nguyen’s (2011) 

study, in which the author found an inadequate amount of metapragmatic 

information for each speech acts. And the author further pointed out that 

metapragmatic information regarding when, where and to whom it is appropriate in 
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a particular context is only available for two speech acts which is agree and disagree. 

Unfortunately, such information is even unavailable in the selected books for this 

study. All the metapragmatic knowledge analysed is related to pragmalinguistic 

knowledge. Ren and Han (2016) also reported their findings of Ten Chinese 

University English books and they come to a similar conclusion that intralingual 

pragmatic variation such as region, age and gender is not mentioned in any of the 

ten books they analysed. And my study further supports the observation that the 

lack of metapragmatic information, especially sociolinguistic knowledge, is a primary 

problem of Chinese university course books. 

 

The findings of this section imply that although the course book writers already 

realise metapragmatic information should be included in textbooks, there is still a 

gap existing between theory and practice in course book design. And the inadequacy 

of metapragmatic knowledge in students’ books is not supplemented by the teachers’ 

book. To fill this gap, textbook designers should add more metapragmatic knowledge 

to accompany the speech acts or language functions presented in the textbooks. And 

the metapragmatic knowledge should be expanded, and the range of the knowledge 

should be extended as well. Both pragmalinguistic and sociolinguistic knowledge 

should be included. For example, besides a variety of expressions and sentence 

structures, different strategies within a certain speech acts should also be made part 

of the textbooks. As mentioned in chapter 2.2.4, there are five strategies to perform 

apologies, and those strategies can be presented to learners through textbooks with 

description explains their differences (Cohen, 1996). However, considering that the 

majority of Chinese university students’ English level is at intermediate or above (Ren 

and Han, 2016), some course-book writers might think that too much information in 

students’ book might overload them. A good way to solve this problem is to include 

some of the metapragmatic information in teachers’ books. Then, when preparing 

lessons, teachers can make adaption of the course books and adjust what to teach 

according to students’ level and capacity. But, if no metapragmatic information is 

provided in either students’ book or teachers’ book, teachers’ might overlook this 
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part of information entirely so that students might not have the chance to study the 

knowledge. 

 

In addition, the findings also shed light on the contextual variables provided in 

textbooks and the presentation of pragmatic knowledge in course books. Firstly, the 

findings reveal that the inadequacy of metapragmatic knowledge may lead to an 

inadequacy of contextual variables and the contextual variables already presented in 

the books may not reasonably connected to the performance of speech acts. For 

instance, a conversation may only tell students the role of the speaker and hearer are 

friends without further explanation on the degree of imposition of the context. The 

missing information may cause difficulties on the choice of language form and 

expressions. And this part will be further discussed in the chapter 4. 3. 3.  Secondly, 

as for the presentation of pragmatic language, too much emphasis on 

pragmalinguistic knowledge might lead to a phenomenon that only a list of isolated 

expressions are presented to students. And this part will be further discussed in 

chapter 4.3.4. 

 

4.3.3 Contextual variables  

As mentioned in chapter 3.3, texts in Inside View section provide students with clear 

social roles of the speakers so the primary data of this part is extracted from the 

Inside View. The following table 10 and 11 provide general information about the 

contexts and contextual variables contained in the set of books. 

 

Table 10 Coverage of Contexts and Speakers’ Relationship 

 

Book1 Number of Context Types of Speakers’ relationship 

1 17 5 

2 16 3 

3 16 5 

4 16 5 

In total 65 18 
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From Table 10, it can be seen that 66 different contexts are provided for students, 

and contexts here refer to who is the participant of the dialogues, where the 

dialogues take place and what is the general topic of dialogues. For instance, in book 

1 unit 2, 2 model dialogues are provided for students. The first one is ‘Janet, Kate and 

Mark go to a restaurant and order food’ and the second one is ‘Janet, Kate and Mark 

talk about the choice of dessert’ (see appendix 6). In these two models, the 

participants are Janet, Kate and Mark, who are university students and friends, and 

the dialogue happens in a British restaurant. The three friends are talking about food. 

So through the model dialogues, students can be able to observe how to talk about 

food with friends and how to order food and so on. All those factors could contribute 

to students’ pragmatic knowledge input, which is the first stage of pragmatic 

competence development (Uso-Juan, 2008). Due to the fact that no previous studies 

look specifically into the number of contexts provided for students, it is difficult for 

me to conclude whether 65 is a satisfactory number or not, but previous studies 

suggested using real-life situations in pragmatic teaching is beneficial for students 

(Cohen, 1996; Richard, 2015). Although it is impossible for material designers to 

include every situation in real-life into course books, a wider range of contexts are 

likely to make students observe more speech acts. In the future, interview and 

questionnaire can be used to explore students’ needs, and textbook writers can refer 

to students’ need to choose which situation should be included in the books. 

  

In contrast with the contexts, the type of speakers’ relationships in this set of books 

is less diverse. From Table 10, it can be seen only 18 types of relationship are 

involved in the dialogues, which means the characters in each context are highly 

repetitive. The speakers’ relationship refers to their role in the dialogue. For instance, 

the characters Janet and Kate are friends in the book, so their relationship is friends. 

Joe and Andy are colleagues of Janet, so their relationship is coworkers. Most of the 

dialogues in book 1 and 2 happen between friends while most of the dialogues in 

book 3 and 4 take place between coworkers. One problem of this kind of 
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arrangement is that students may not have chances to learn how to speak to people 

with different social roles because of the inadequacy of input. Nowadays although 

students could also learn English outside the classroom via various media, Yuan’s 

(2015) study indicates that 81% Chinese university students think language teachers 

should teach them how to communicate with people and how to use English 

appropriately in classroom activities. So textbooks should provide teachers and 

students with opportunities to observe model dialogues with diversity. 

 

And the above results could also shed lights on the coverage, range and frequency of 

contextual variables of the model dialogues in the books. The limited types of 

speakers’ relationship in the books lead to a limited diversity in contextual variables. 

Table 11 shows the coverage, range and frequency of the three aspects of contextual 

variables. From the table, it can be seen that most of the model dialogues are 

conversations taking place between people with medium (account for 27 times) or 

low social distance (account for 24 times). This means the most of the characters in 

the dialogues are acquaintances or friends, and they know each other. And the 

power between the speakers in the model dialogues is mostly equal. And this is 

consistent with data in Table 10, which reveals a limited type of speakers’ 

relationship. Only 14 dialogues present students with speakers of unequal power; for 

example, in conversation 2, unit 6 of book 1, the power between the doctor in clinics 

and Janet, who is a university student, is unequal, and the doctor’s power is over 

patient’s power. Finally, a sharp contrast is demonstrated by comparing high and low 

imposition degrees. It can be seen only 7 model dialogues involves high imposition 

conversations. Also, it is noticeable that data of this part comes from the analysis of 

the video-scripts, and none of these factors are explicitly introduced to students. 

Students could only make a judgment on these factors by themselves through 

observing the video, and the factors may be easily ignored by students. Findings of 

this part are consistent with many previous studies (Boxer and Pickering, 1995; 

Nguyen, 2011), which indicate a paucity of contextual variable inclusion in English 

textbooks. 
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Table 11 Coverage, Range and Frequency of Contextual Variables in the Books 

 

Distance Number Power Number Imposition Number 

High 16 Equal 53 High  7 

Medium 27 Unequal 14 Low 60 

Low 24 - - - - 

In total 67 - 67 - 67 

 

Contextual variables, as discussed in chapter 2.2.5, determines the choice of 

strategies used to perform a certain speech acts in a culture. Therefore, if model 

dialogues selected for course books fail to demonstrate a diversity of contextual 

variables, the book may fail to present students with different speech acts realisation 

strategies and different language choices, which may cause EFL learners’ pragmatic 

failure in real communication. Brown and Levinson (1987, pp80) demonstrate how 

language choices change according to the contextual variables. For example, if the 

power and imposition held constant, only the expression of distance varies, the first 

sentences listed below would be used where the speaker and the hearer were 

distant, and the second sentence would be used where the speaker and the hearer 

were close. 

Sentence 1 Excuse me, would you by any chance have the time? 

Sentence 2 Got the time, mate? 

 

The above examples illustrate the change of language choice according to contextual 

variables. Again, it indicates contextual variables seem to be important in facilitating 

EFL learners’ pragmatic development, and they may greatly affect the appropriacy of 

learner’s language production. Thus, teachers and course book writers should realise 

the importance and make it clear to learners in textbooks and language classrooms. 

For example, before each model dialogue, the social role of the speakers should be 

introduced to students. And diverse contexts with different P, D and I can be 

presented to students, such as situations in the library, and situations in the shop. 
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Moreover, the activities can be designed to help learners to notice those factors and 

provide learners with opportunities to practise different situations with diverse 

language choices. 

 

4.4 RQ 3 How does the set of books practice pragmatic knowledge?  

 

In chapter 2.4, activities that can be adapted to practise pragmatic knowledge are 

discussed. Based on the discussion, the activities in New Vision College English are 

investigated to see how the set of books practise pragmatic knowledge.  

 

Table 12 Frequency and Distribution of Pragmatic activities 

 

Book 
Frequency of Speaking 

activities 

Frequency of 

Pragmatic activities 

Distribution of 

Pragmatic activities 

1 106 31 29.25% 

2 103 28 27.18% 

3 144 22 15.27% 

4 144 29 20.14% 

In total 497 110 22.13% 

 

From table 12, it can be seen that the set of books have 497 speaking activities in 

total with pragmatic activities accounting for 110 (22.13%). And compared with other 

activities in the books, pragmatic practice is at an average rate. Also, it can be seen 

there seems to be no systematic arrangement of pragmatic activities from book 1 to 

book 4, and the number of activities varies slightly across the four books. Therefore, 

it can be concluded that, despite of the overall lack of pragmatic knowledge, the set 

of books provides students with plenty of opportunities to practise their pragmatic 

competence. But one problem might arise from the mismatch between pragmatic 

knowledge input and practice: without sufficient input and instructions, students 

may not perform well in practice, and they may repeat their pragmatic mistakes. If 

teachers in the classroom could not give immediate and sufficient feedback, students 

may not have the chance to realise and correct their pragmatic errors; thus, they 
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might still encounter different kinds of pragmatic failures in real communication. 

Therefore, practices should better be supported by relevant knowledge. As Uso-Juan 

(2008) suggested, presentation and recognition should come before the production 

stage. 

 

Table 13 Frequency and Distribution of Different Types of Pragmatic Activities 

 

Book 
Awareness 

raising activities 
Role play DCT In total 

1 11 14 6 31 

2 11 12 5 28 

3 9 12 1 22 

4 10 15 4 29 

In total 41 53 16 110 

Distribution 37.27% 48.18% 14.55% - 

 

Table 13 demonstrates the frequency and distribution of each type of pragmatic 

activities in the set of books. It is manifest that there are three types of activities 

showing up in the books, and role plays are the most frequently-used activities to 

practise pragmatic knowledge, taking up 48.18% in total. Role play activities are 

recommended by several previous research for the purpose of facilitating the 

practice of pragmatic competence (Bardovi-Harlig et al, 1991; Cohen, 1996; Crandall 

and Basturkmen, 2004; Kasper, 1997; Murray, 2009; Uso-Juan, 2008). The popularity 

of role play activities comes from its practical and straightforward nature since it can 

be used to as practice in any situations and any speech acts without too much 

requirement from the teachers (Bardovi-Harlig et al, 1991). However, Boxer and 

Pickering (1995) suggested role play activities should give students the context of 

situation with gender, social status, and social distance relationships. In this book, 

most of the role plays provide students with the above information. However, a large 

number of activities require students to act roles like two friends and two students. 

For example, in book 1 unit 4, activity 6 in Inside view section and activity 2 in Unit 

task section both require students to think of a friend to perform the speech acts of 
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making suggestions. The social distances of the roles are mostly close. Thus students 

may not have the chance to practise how to talk with people with different social 

roles. Another problem is some of the activities that set a role far from students’ 

daily life. For example, in book 1 unit 6, activity 2 in Unit task requires students to act 

as wife and husband. Kasper and Rose (2002) commented that role play could be 

quite taxing for speakers because in the absence of external situation context, 

participants have to create and continue their conversations in an imagined situation, 

which may influence the development of their discourse competence. The imagined 

situation distant from students’ real need may be less useful for students and will 

affect their development of discourse competence. Therefore, the finding indicates 

that role play activities chosen for students should demonstrate a diversity of 

contexts, but those contexts should not be distant from students’ needs. For example, 

role play activities such as conversation between students and lecturers can be 

added to course books because for university students, it is a typical scenario in 

campus life.  

 

Awareness raising activities ranked the second among the three types of activities, 

which can be further divided into two sub-types in this set of books. The first type is 

meaning interpretation, which requires students to interpret the meaning of the 

sentences, such as activity 7 in Inside view section of book 1 unit 3 (see appendix 3). 

This kind of activity is likely to help students to notice how to use the expressions 

appropriately. However, such activity seems only to focus on the meaning of the 

expressions. When and to whom using the expression is appropriate tends to be still 

unclear to students. So contextual information and metapragmatic description 

should be accompanied with the expressions to facilitate students’ learning. The 

second sub-type of activity is asking-and-answering pragmatic questions, which is 

likely to enable students to think about the metapragmatic knowledge. For instance, 

in book 1 unit 3, the activity requires students to think about ‘three ways to show 

someone that you’re really listening to them’ and ‘As a good listener, when do you 

think you should start speaking?’ This activity helps students to think about how to 
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take turns in conversation, which is an important pragmatic ability. Both of the two 

sub-types have its merit in helping student learn pragmatic conventions, however, 

they fail to help students to notice more salient pragmatic features of the model 

dialogues.  

 

DCT is the least used activities in this set of books, accounting only for 14.55% 

(appeared 16 times). As discussed in chapter 2.4, one primary drawback of this 

activity is that it is non-interactive. Students only need to think about how to 

respond to a situation, and do not need to perform a complete discourse. And the 

primary benefit is that it helps students to notice the contextual variables, therefore 

improving the appropriacy of students’ language. In this book, the DCT activity 

provides students with various situations. Some of the activities, however, require 

students to think about what should do in such a situation instead of what to say. For 

example, in unit 3, book 1, the activity 1 in Talking Point presents students with 6 

situations, but it asks students to discuss what you would do and why. By asking 

questions in this way, students might not think about the pragmatic aspects of 

language they would have said, but probably make comments on the situation. And 

this might go against the primary aim of this type of activities. Therefore, in the 

course books, DCT activities should elicit language production from students by 

adopting a revised approach to rubric and question designs. Questions and prompts 

could be able to focus students’ attention on certain pragmatic features.  

 

As shown in the above discussions, the activities provided in this set of books for 

students to practise pragmatic knowledge are, to some extent, problematic. To be 

precise in the analysis, I also examined the teacher’s books to see whether there is 

additional information to complement the deficiencies of the activities. 

 

Table 14 provides information about what support is given to the pragmatic practice 

activities. From the table, it can be seen that example answers and answer keys rank 

first and second, which account for 65.45% and 23.63% respectively. Example 
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answers mean the book provides possible answers for speaking activities. For 

example, in the teacher’s book, various sample answers of activity 1 in talking point 

of book 1 unit 3 are listed (see appendix 3). And Answer key just provides the correct 

choice for some awareness raising activities. Therefore, it is noticeable that in the 

teachers’ book, there is little metapragmatic information and further explanation on 

the strategy might be used to perform a speech act. Most of the answers in the 

teachers’ book focus on the linguistic aspects, which provide passages of sample 

answers and additional sentences and phrases, but fail to provide more pragmatic 

knowledge. And the design of teachers’ book might cause the neglect of pragmatic 

features. This finding is consistent with what I found for RQ1 and RQ2. It further 

proves that pragmatic knowledge is not adequate in this set of books. 

 

Table 14 Support from Teacher’s Book 

 

Teacher’s 

Book 

Teaching 

Technique 

Example 

Answer 

Culture 

Knowledge 

Answer 

Key 

Additional 

Phrases 
Nothing 

In 

total 

Frequency 2 72 1 26 6 3 110 

Distribution 1.82% 65.45% 0.90% 23.63% 5.45% 2.72% - 

 

 

Another problem can be detected from Table 15. As mentioned in chapter 4.3.1 and 

4.3.2, there are 111 language functions and 89 pieces of metapragmatic information 

are presented for students in this set of books. But to what extent are the functions 

and metapragmatic knowledge discussed in section 4.3.2 incorporated into practice? 

The findings indicate there is a mismatch between input and practice. Only 27 

activities have a clear focus on a certain speech act, and 81 activities do not provide a 

clear target regarding which speech act or what pragmatic knowledge is about to be 

practised for students. Thus, students may not have enough opportunities to practise 

what they have learnt. As a consequence, they cannot reinforce their pragmatic 

knowledge and may ignore the pragmatic-related features. The above problems 

suggest that textbooks’ activities should be compatible with the knowledge 
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presented for students so that they can reinforce their knowledge.  

 

Table 15 Target of Pragmatic knowledge in Activities 

 

Target of Practice Frequency 

Advise 12 

Agree and Disagree 1 

Answer the phone 1 

Argue 2 

Ask for help in a shop 1 

Culture Knowledge 1 

Debate 1 

Discuss 1 

Introduce 1 

Greet 1 

Leave 1 

Persuade 3 

Make suggestion 1 

Shopping 1 

Metapragmatic 

Knowledge 
1 

No specific Target 81 

 

4.5 RQ 4 How does the set of books present pragmatic knowledge?  

 

In this section, a randomly selected sample unit (Book 1 unit 3, see appendix 3) will 

be analysed to see the presentation of pragmatic knowledge in detail. The sample 

unit contains four language functions, one piece of metapragmatic information and 

two videos of model conversation presenting a context in which a university student 

makes a phone call to a helpline staff. And findings of this part are listed below. 

 

Firstly, speech act is presented through formulaic expressions in section Inside View 

in the sample unit. It is a typical way of pragmatic knowledge presentation in the set 

of course books analysed in this study. Several expressions are listed under each 

language functions in the following way: 
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Calling: saying who you are 

…speaking 

It’s … 

Make requests on the phone 

Can I speak to …, please? 

Can you hold on (a moment)? 

Can I/ you give her a message? 

Can you ask her to call me back? 

Can I call you back later? 

Answering requests on the phone 

I’ll see if she’ in/free/here. 

She’s out/busy/, I’m afraid. 

I’ll tell her you called. 

Checking that you’ve understood 

So… 

You mean…. 

You’re saying… 

What/How do you mean, …? 

So what you’re saying is… 

The merit of this way of presentation is that it could increase Chinese EFL learners’ 

formulaic expressions input. It is beneficial for the learners because Wang’s (2011) 

study indicates Chinese EFL learners seem to be weak in using formulaic expressions 

when they want to realise a speech act in communication. But only formulaic input 

tends to be not enough. Ellis (2008) stated that if EFL learners want to perform a 

face-threatening speech act successfully in real communication, they should be able 

to distinguish between the polite forms and less polite forms of expressions. But in 

the sample unit, the degree of politeness and formality of those expressions is not 

presented to students. The difference of each utterance is not made clear to students. 

This way of presentation seems to be linguistic-focused; thus students may randomly 

choose from those expressions without knowing further information about their 
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usage, such as to whom it is proper and when it is proper. The finding is consistent 

with Ren and Han’s (2016) observation in other course books used by Chinese 

universities English class. This implies that most of English textbooks in Chinese 

universities present speech acts by using a list of expressions without providing other 

information.  

 

In addition, as indicated in the above example, when presenting ‘make requests on 

the phone’, Can I or Can you are the only modification devices presented to students. 

According to Uso-Juan (2008) cited Alcon et al. (2005), there are two main types of 

modification devices: internal and external ones. And each type can be further 

broken into several sub-types. For example, the internal modification encompasses 

openers such as ‘Would you mind…’, and intensifiers such as ‘I’ m sure you wouldn’t 

mind …’; whilst the external modification encompasses preparators such as ‘May I 

ask you a favour?’ and Grounders such as ‘It seems…’. Despite the various ways to 

make requests, the book only presents one way to students, which might cause 

problems for EFL learners’ in using different modifications. And Wang’ (2011) study 

does confirm that Chinese EFL learners have problems in using modification devices. 

The above discussion indicates that, for each speech act presented for students, 

textbooks would be the best way to demonstrate a diversity of language use.  

 

Secondly, the metapragmatic knowledge tends to be irrelevant to the speech acts 

presented. In the sample unit, the metapragmatic knowledge presented to students 

is using expressions to gain time, but the functions presented are saying who you are, 

make and respond to request and check understanding. Taking making and 

responding to the request as an example, Ellis (2008, pp173) summarised the level of 

directness in making the request and provide eight strategies, such as 

mood-derivable, performative etc., to realise the speech act. However, in this unit, 

none of the strategies are presented to learners. This finding agrees with what I 

found in Chapter 4.3.2 that the metapragmatic information in this set of books is not 

sufficient.  
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Thirdly, the pragmatic practice is not consistent with the pragmatic knowledge 

presented to students. In the sample unit (see appendix 3), there are 29 activities in 

total, with 6 activities aimed at practising pragmatic knowledge. Among the 6 

activities, there are 2 awareness raising activities, 3 DCT activities and 1 role play 

activity.  

Table 16 Activity in Sample Unit 

Type of Activity Activity in Sample Unit 

Awareness raising activity Activity 4 in Inside View; Activity 7 in Inside View 

Role play Activity 8 in Inside View 

DCT Activity in Starting Point; Activity 1 and 2 in Talking Point 

 

The first awareness raising activity is activity 4 in Inside View. It requires students to 

think about how to behave like a good listener. And the second one (activity 7 in 

Inside view) requires students to interpret meaning and appropriacy of some 

sentences in the video-scripts. And the first DCT (activity in starting point) is a 

pre-listening activity which practises ‘agree and disagree’; the other two DCT 

activities (activities 1 and 2 in the talking point) investigate students’ response to 

different situations in daily life but they are not quite relevant to the speech act 

presented to students either. For example, the first situation in activity 1, the talking 

point, is actually a practice on how to make a refusal. But refusal is not presented in 

this unit at all. Also, the example answer in teachers’ book fails to provide students 

with metapragmatic pragmatic and only list some sample answers. The same as the 

book does with speech act presentation, the expressions in the sample answer is less 

diverse. Therefore, both teachers and students may ignore those aspects in 

pragmatic knowledge learning. At last, the role play (Activity 8 in Inside View) 

requires students to act out a scene that make a phone call to a friend. This is the 

only activity that is likely to practise the pragmatic knowledge students learnt in this 

unit.  
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Chapter 5 Conclusion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, a summary of findings and discussions of the study will be presented 

in the first place. Afterwards, some limitations of this study and suggestions for 

future research are provided. 

 

5.2 Summary of Findings and Discussion 

 

This study has attempted to find out the extent that New Vision College English 

Listening and Speaking books are likely to promote Chinese University students’ 

pragmatic competence. To achieve this aim, activities and video-scripts are analysed 

to answer the following research questions: 

 

RQ 1 To what extent is pragmatic knowledge covered in the set of selected EFL 

textbooks (New Vision College English Book listening and speaking set? 

RQ 2 What pragmatic knowledge is covered in the set of selected EFL textbooks and 

what is their distribution? 

RQ 3 How does the set of books practice pragmatic knowledge? 

RQ 4 How does the set of books present pragmatic knowledge? 

 

In general, the findings of this study indicate New Vision College English Listening and 

Speaking books contain pragmatic knowledge, but such knowledge is not always 

adequate and comprehensive. Therefore, they may not effectively help Chinese 

university students to improve their pragmatic competence, even though the set of 

books has a higher rate of overall pragmatic knowledge coverage than most of the 

English textbooks used by EFL students studying English in universities across China.   
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To be specific, the findings obtained from each research question support the 

conclusion that the books may not achieve desired results in facilitating Chinese 

students’ pragmatic competence. With regard to RQ1, the overall coverage of 

pragmatic in the set of books constitutes 28.9 per cent; compared to Ren and Han’s 

(2016) study, this figure is higher than the average rate of pragmatic knowledge 

contained in other ten college English textbooks used by students in China, but the 

coverage is still insufficient. Also, the books fail to take into account students’ levels 

when it comes to the distribution of pragmatic knowledge covered in the four books. 

 

With regard to RQ 2, language functions/speech acts, metapragmatic information 

and contextual variables are investigated. Firstly, there are a total of 111 language 

functions presented in the books. And these language functions seem to be 

comprehensive in comparison with Celce-Murcia and Dornyei’s (1996) organizational 

construct for functional language teaching. However, there are still some commonly 

used functions missing in the books such as ‘greetings and leaving, making apologies 

and expressing forgiveness. In addition, some language functions, like making 

comparisons, show up repeatedly throughout the books, but the repetition shows no 

regular patterns. For example, the function ‘thanking’ only appears once in all the 

four books. Such distribution of language functions tends to be incompatible with 

Chinese students’ needs. For instance, Li’s (2015) study indicates that Chinese college 

students are not good at making apologies, but the books do not contain this 

function. Furthermore, the findings of this part also indicate an imbalanced 

distribution of speech acts. The set of books seems to put their focus on the 

presentation of directives, but the distribution of the sub-category of directives is still 

imbalanced; however, this study fails to demonstrate the distribution pattern of each 

sub-category. 

 

Secondly, the overall metapragmatic information is inadequate; and the 

metapragmatic knowledge provided in the set of books is not in line with the speech 

acts presented for students. For instance, the book may introduce the 
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metapragmatic knowledge, such as the features of nature discourse, to students but 

present speech act such as encouraging and making suggestions in the same unit. In 

addition, the metapragmatic knowledge in the set of books tends to emphasize 

pragmalinguistic knowledge but fails to provide students with more information 

about the social roles, power and imposition degree of each speech act, etc.  

 

Thirdly, the set of books in total provide students with 65 different contexts, but the 

books only offer students limited types of relationships within each model dialogue. 

And the books present students with less diverse contextual variables. Most model 

conversations in the books take place between speakers with medium or low social 

distance. In other words, the speakers in the dialogues know each other; for instance, 

they may be friends, acquaintances or coworkers. Also, the power between the 

speakers in the model dialogues is mostly equal and the imposition degree is mostly 

low. Contextual variables can determine the language choice and realisation 

strategies of each speech act. Thus students who use this set of books may not have 

opportunities to observe how to perform speech acts successfully to interlocutors 

with higher power and situation with high imposition degrees. 

 

With regard to RQ 3, New Vision College English Listening and Speaking books 

provide students with plenty of opportunities to practise pragmatic knowledge 

despite the overall inadequacy of pragmatic knowledge. However, there are several 

problems with the activities provided for pragmatic practice. First, there is a 

mismatch between pragmatic knowledge input and practice. Students are likely to 

practise knowledge that they have not learnt. For example, the one activity in the 

book requires students to practice how to extend greetings to different people, but 

there is no instructions and input on how to perform the speech acts before doing 

the practice. Second, role play activities in the set of books tend to practise situations 

that take place between low social distances, such as between friends and 

classmates. And some of role play activities set a role which is distant from students’ 

life such as husband and wife. Third, the awareness raising activities in the set of 
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books tend to focus on the interpreting meaning of expressions, but fail to provide 

with students information such as to who and when to use what kind of expression. 

Fourth, some of the DCT activities in the set of books require students to think about 

what to do in a certain situation but not what to say to an interlocutor with a certain 

social role. Furthermore, the findings also reveal that the teachers’ book fails to 

provide sufficient information for teachers. Only a limited amount of metapragmatic 

information and speech act strategies are presented in the teachers’ book to make a 

supplement. 

 

With regard to RQ4, by analysing a sample unit, this study found that speech acts in 

the books are presented through formulaic expressions, but information, such as 

degree of politeness and formality of the expressions, is not accompanied. In 

addition, the modification devices presented in the expressions lacks diversity. For 

example, internal modification like intensifiers and external modification such as 

disarmers do not appear in this set of books. And the analysis of the sample unit 

further confirms findings of the research question two and three. First, the sample 

unit shows a paucity of metapragmatic knowledge; second, metapragmatic 

knowledge does not match speech acts or language functions provided in the same 

unit; third, pragmatic practice is not in line with the pragmatic knowledge presented 

in the unit. 

 

5.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Study 

 

The study is a small-scale research on the textbook analysis, and therefore there are 

several limitations. First, this book only selected one set of books to carry out the 

analysis, so the results may not give a full picture of pragmatic knowledge inclusion 

in other English textbooks used by Chinese university students. In the future, more 

English textbooks designed for Chinese college students can be included to carry out 

a more comprehensive analysis. In addition, this study only focuses on English 

textbooks used in Chinese universities. In the future, English textbooks used for 
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students at different levels can also be included in the analysis to investigate the 

pragmatic knowledge presentation.  

 

Second, this study put its focus on pragmatic knowledge concerning speaking and 

listening without paying attention to pragmatic knowledge in reading and writing. 

Pragmatic competence encompasses the ability to comprehend written message and 

write in proper styles. Therefore, the future study could also include the analysis of 

pragmatic knowledge in reading and speaking. 

 

Thirdly, pragmatic knowledge is a very broad term. In this study, pragmatic 

knowledge refers to speech acts, metapragmatic information and contextual 

variables. But more aspects of pragmatic knowledge can be included in the analysis 

in the future study. In addition, the analysis of speech acts in the books based on the 

explicit mention of language functions in the books and Searle’s taxonomy on speech 

acts. But both of the two ways to identify and categorise speech acts in the book 

seem to be broad so that only general information of speech acts distribution can be 

drawn from this study. Subsequent studies can be carried out to investigate detailed 

information and accurate distribution of each speech acts. 

 

Fourthly, by doing this research, I found very few previous studies on pragmatic 

elements analysis in course books focus on the activities designed for development 

of pragmatic competence. Therefore, in the future, research and experiments can be 

conducted to investigate what kind of practice or classroom activities is more 

effective in helping students to develop their pragmatic competence. 

 

Finally, if questionnaires or interviews can be added to investigate how students 

think about the contexts provided in this book, it would make the evaluation more 

validated. However, it is difficult for me to find sufficient students who have used this 

set of books in university; thus, I have to give up doing questionnaire or interview. In 

the future, I would like to add this part to my study to make it more validated. 
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Appendix 1 Celce-Murcia and Dornyei’ Organizational Construct and Specification 

of Language Function 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2 Bardovi-Harlig Oral Tasks and Stimulations from Most to Least 
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Appendix 3 Sample Unit from Book 1 Unit 3 
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Appendix 4 Data Language Functions and Speech acts 
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Appendix 5 Metapragmatic Information 
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Appendix 6 Contexts and Speaker’s Relationship 

 

 

 

 

 
 


