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Abstract: This paper reports on the first stage of a research project into the notion of appropriate in
spoken communication for advanced, adult speakers of English in China. Following Tan (1999), this
stage is a probe into the communicative effect of paralinguistic aspects of presentation, in particular,
intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze. The study reveals some variation in criteria used by
Chinese language educators to judge the communicative effect of learners' spoken performance in
these aspects from those used by native speaker language educators, and also shows difference in
sources of irritation for each group. These differences are discussed with Chinese participants to
identify their source as ignorance of, or conscious rejection of, native speaker norms. The findings are
intended to contribute to identifying a key discussion point in establishing a standard of appropriateness
in spoken English pedagogy for Chinese learners.
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1. Introduction

'Language is made...to be spoken a propos', Bourdieu tells Loic Wacquant in one of their
recorded conversations and he adds that, according to the Sophists, the importance of
this in learning a language was learning the art of timing, kairos, for saying the
appropriate thing (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 142). Traditional Chinese teaching of
English might have defined itself very much in accordance with these goals. It focussed
on meeting educated British native speaker standards of accuracy, and particularly
valued knowledge of cultural esoterica and an ability to produce le bon mot or apt
quotation at the right point. Nor was this aim to have the learner conform so wholly to
second language native speaker norms the result of capitulation to the power of the
native speaker as native, or as socially dominant, but rather the enacting of a decidedly
Chinese meta standard dating back to classical times: know how to behave in a public
place without drawing undue attention to oneself'.

While these Chinese traditional standards of the appropriate in language use are in many
respects still adhered to in the teaching of English in China, especially inside formal
education, for some time now they have also been under siege as Chinese learners’
practical goal of working with native English speakers in foreign owned companies and
institutions has made effective communication rather than simply accurate speech the
chief objective and motivation for learning English. However, most teachers of English in
China, themselves, lack the formal and personal knowledge for teaching many aspects of
language for communicative use in even stereotypical situations. Furthermore, when



those who accept the new demands seek some certainty about what might be taught as
appropriate, they discover a growing volume of voices inside and outside China critically
appraising the standard of language use to be achieved on linguistic and sociopolitical
grounds (e.g. Kachru, 1990, Bickley, 1990, Hassan, 1994; Gao 1997,1998, Qu & Chen,
1999, Honna, 1999, 2001). As a result of these influences, some Chinese scholars have
continued to advocate adherence to native speaker standards, and propose that these
must now include pragmatic as well as linguistic elements (e.g. Li, 1998); others suggest
that in a world of only relative standards of native speaker use, "strategic competence"
should now be the Chinese learner's objective, rather than any native speaker-like
competence (e.g. Xu, 1999, 2000). Thus in both theory and practice there is considerable
pressure on teachers to take account of new issues and decide on new norms. But there
is little help with settling even what the principles might be on which new standards could
be decided, let alone what the standards themselves might be.

2. Pedagogical Norms

Confronting linguistic variation and relative standards among native speakers and
teachers of a language is not a purely Chinese problem, nor is it even a new problem, as
Sieloff Magnan and Walz (2000:15) point out. One long standing response to it which
may offer Chinese language educators some help has been the concept of a
pedagogical norm (Valdman 1961): 'a combination of language systems and forms
selected by linguists and pedagogues to serve as the immediate language target, or
targets, that learners seek to acquire during their language study' (Bardovi-Harlig and
Gass 2002: 3). In a review of the concept nearly thirty years after he first proposed it for
the teaching of French, Valdman reiterates that pedagogical norms are not static but shift
as they evolve. He lists four principles needed to guide their elaboration. The language
selected must

(i) reflect actual speech of the target language in authentic communicative
situations

(i) conform to the native speaker ideal

(iii) conform to expectations of both native speakers and non-native speakers
concerning being appropriate behaviour for foreigners

(iv) take into account processing and learning facts. (Valdman, 1989: 272).

In selecting a pedagogical norm, there is thus 'a need to match, form, function and
pragmatic constraints successfully' (Valdman, 1992) with results which are acceptable to
native speakers, but may be less than full native system due to the constraints of
learning.

2.1 Native speaker judgements

In quest of data to inform pedagogical norms, a number of studies have been undertaken
since the 1970s to establish native speaker expectations of appropriate for non-native
speakers. In most of these (e.g. Piazza, 1980, Albrechsten, Heinrick and Faerch, 1980,
Galloway, 1980, Vann, Meyer & Lorenz, 1984, Sheorey, 1986, Schairer, 1992, Munro
and Derwing, 1995, Llurda, 2000), what the learners themselves considered appropriate
was not investigated. Instead, the judgements of native speakers, naive or specialist, of



learner intelligibility, formal accuracy, and even social acceptability and personality, were
sought and taken, sui generis, as final arbiter of the learner's success. What these
studies show in common is that not all linguistic errors per se determine the whole of
what native speakers think of second language users (Ludwig, 1982: 279). Findings also
show that some errors in learner performances matter more than others (Ludwig, 1982,
Vann, Meyer and Lorenz, 1984; Sheorey, 1986, Munro and Derwing, 1995, Llurda, 2000);
that errors in grammar often do not interfere with comprehensibility, while stylistically
inappropriate use of language, even if linguistically correct, will lead to irritation
(Albrechsten et al 1980: 395); and that ‘irritation is probably a more crucial obstacle to
establishing a positive rapport and successful communication than even
comprehensibility' (Ludwig, 1982: 279). Galloway found that the use of gestures by
American learners of Spanish, together with facial and body movements (smiling, moving
closer), evoked positive feelings toward those second language speakers who used them.
She speculated that these 'visible efforts to communicate’ might be interpreted as
reaching out to the interlocutor (1980: 280). Hadden (1991: 13) found face and gestures
had the highest factor loading for native speaker comprehension.

2.2 Native speaker standards

In the same period as these studies have appeared, following a shift anticipated by
Valdman, what native speakers think is ideal or appropriate for themselves has
undergone considerable change. This has been due in part to pressure for social justice
combined with powerful demands for increasing literacy levels in a globalised society,
which have led to ever-more diverse linguistic variation becoming acceptable for use
within the educational systems (e.g. Fairclough 1992, Luke 1994, inter alia). It has also
been due in part to increasing appreciation of the variation in the actual speech of all
native speakers, of their 'ability to speak with multiple, context-sensitive norms, to
understand speech in those varied forms, and to have a metalinguistic awareness of how
norms serve to mark sociocultural difference’ (Sieloff Magnan and Walz 2002-31). As a
result, contemporary applied linguists are calling for pedagogical norms now 'to include
linguistic, semantic and pragmatic variations' and to provide the learners with choice 'in
selecting one form over the other' and in being 'aware...of the meaning potential of each
choice' (Kramsch, 2002:71-72). As Kramsch has articulated it, what learners need is the
knowledge and communicative ability to achieve their purpose as a speaker 'to call forth
a desired response’ (Goffman, 1959: 13).

Arndt and Janney (1987: 62) state that it is the unexpected which attracts interlocutors’
attention. Thus to call forth a desired response, rather than distract attention away from
the message, the speaker's communicative action must fall within ‘an acceptable range’
for the interlocutor. Due to the contextual and personal uniqueness of speech events,
falling within an acceptable range must remain an imprecise standard. However, at the
lower end of precision it can be assumed that unintentionally being judged to be
confusing, misleading, irritating, offensive or ridiculous would, normally, not be among
responses the speaker would desire to evoke. Such responses would thus be evidence
of miscalculation by the speaker about what is appropriate in the circumstances, when
judged both by the speaker's own standards and those of the interlocutor. The behaviour
would thus constitute error, as Grice (1989: 26) defines it: something so far 'not required
at the stage at which it occurs by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange'.



What errors of this kind in the English of advanced Chinese speakers might be has
barely been tackled in research. Indeed, as Gass and Bardovi-Harlig note for a wide
range of languages, ‘research in the acquisition of second language pragmatics and
native-speaker judgements of interlanguage forms remains to be done' (2002: 11).
Following Valdman (1992, 1998, 2002), Sieloff Magnan and Walz (2002: 32) suggest that
the focus of such research needs to be into the sociolinguistic (the most frequent and
usable variants); the epilinguistic (what members of the target culture consider
appropriate for foreigners and attitudes of learners themselves); and the acquisitional
(approximations corresponding to various stages in learning). While in many respects still
privileging native speaker norms, Sieloff Magnan and Walz also press for inclusion of
Valdman's co-criterion for what is appropriate: the non-native speaker's own view.

3. The study
3.1 Focus

The present study is a start towards providing epilinguistic criteria for informing the
setting of pedagogical norms for advanced learners of English in China. It is focussed on
paralinguistic features and has been carried out taking into account the views of native
and non-native users of English. To date the epilinguistic features of language have been
largely ignored by those seeking to inform pedagogical norms for this group of learners.
Furthermore, the paralinguistic in particular is an area sorely neglected in setting
speaking norms, despite the fact that studies such as those cited above into native
speaker judgements show it is speech combined with non-verbal communication that
repeatedly appears in any judgement of appropriate.

Errors in accuracy are often labelled interlanguage and the goal to eliminate them
advocated without argument. Non-verbal communication perceived as error by native
speakers may express personality or culture, neither of which the learner may intend to
change. In other words, they may be considered by the second language user not to
constitute errors at all. Mindful of this, identification of differences between the native
and non-native speaker views of appropriateness in paralinguistic features of expression
in this project carries no assumption that these constitute errors, nor any concomitant
expectation that Chinese teachers and learners should meet native speaker norms in
these domains, or even to be aiming for them. Indeed, the solution to managing
difference will almost certainly also lie in the education of native speakers. The
information is intended simply as a contribution to Chinese debates on what constitutes
the boundaries of ‘an acceptable range’ for the spoken English of Chinese learners. As
such, it will allow them, as Kramsch (2002: 71) advocates, ‘to become more aware of the
meaning potential of their choices’, whatever those choices may be.

3.2 Aims

Congruent with the proposal that ‘in actual practice, people use and interpret verbal,
prosodic and kinesic signals in relation to one another, not in isolation’, shown by, for
example, Koch (1986) and elaborated by Arndt and Janney (1987), a variety of studies
cited earlier (e.g. Albrechsten et al, 1980, Ludwig, 1982 and Sheorey, 1984) suggested
paralanguage - kinesics, proxemics and paraverbal features (Pennycook, 1985) - was an
important domain in the study of the communicative effect on native speakers.
Developed from these findings, a study of advanced Chinese learners' performance in



speaking English by Tan (1999) showed that Australians noting their responses to the
spoken English performance of native Chinese recounting a story had little trouble with
intelligibility and comprehension, but commonly found perceived errors in the domains of
intonation, gesture and gaze to be a source of irritation. Furthermore, the speakers' lack
of eye contact, facial expression and gesture led native speakers to consider their
behaviour odd and their recount less persuasive (Tan, 1999: 50). In light of this, the
present study also focussed on native speaker responses to the paralinguistic features of
intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze in learner performances. However, unlike
Tan’s Chinese who were already living in Australia, the speakers for the present project
were advanced (Mainland) Chinese learners who had never been abroad. Drawing on
Valdman'’s criteria for elaborating a pedagogical norm, a comparison was made between
the responses of native and non-native speaker respondents, and the findings were
reported back for discussion with the Chinese learners and Chinese respondents.

The aims of the project were to (i) identify what each ethnic group attended to in learner
performances and the value of paralinguistic features in their attention; (ii) examine
aspects of performance which aroused negative responses, especially irritation, from
native speakers but not from Chinese; and, (iii) present any differences to the Chinese
participants (teachers and students) in order to identify (a) those features perceived as
errors by native speakers that they would correct if they knew to do so, i.e. errors which
were the result of ignorance or lack of skill; and, (b) those features perceived as errors by
native speakers which arise from resistance to native speaker norms.

The findings reveal points where presentation of self in English appropriately - that is,
within an acceptable range - according to native speakers, may entail a change for
Chinese learners which constitutes a value challenge sufficient to be resisted by some or
even many, a resistance which can be achieved only at the cost of arousing unintended
irritation in native speakers. The study thus sheds light on a key discussion point in
setting a pedagogical norm or standard of appropriateness in spoken English for Chinese
learners, and gathers data which provide new information integral to making a decision.

3.3 Research procedure

(i) Establish a profile of acceptable and unacceptable features of Chinese learners’
spoken performance in the domains of intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze,
as judged by native speakers.

(i) Establish a profile of acceptable and unacceptable features of the same speakers,
judged by Chinese who are competent English speakers.

(iii) Identify any differences in the Chinese responses compared with the native speaker
responses;.

(iv) Discuss any differences with Chinese participants so as to identify their source as the
result of ignorance of certain native speaker norms, or of rejection of certain native
speaker norms.

3.4 Instruments

Ziff (1964) and Johansson (1975) define irritation as the result of form intruding into the
perception. Most of the later studies mentioned above studied comprehensibility, and the



arousal of irritation was only inferred to have occurred as a result of difficulties in
understanding. Fayer and Krasinski (1987) however, built on Johansson's definition,
dividing irritation into either distraction, which 'diverts attention from the message' (thus
reducing intelligibility from the hearer’s point of view), or annoyance, which is 'a negative,
subjective reaction to the form' (1987: 315). Either aspect was sought among responses
to questions in this study.

As Tan (1999: 18) noted, most of the earlier studies of irritation have involved reactions
to grammar and lexis (e.g. Piazza 1980, Janicki 1990) and most did not make use of
interactive or realistic speech events as content. As well, only a few employed video (e.g.
Galloway, 1980 and Hadden, 1991), which allowed the learners' performances to be
contextualised and kinesic factors to be taken into account. Among models used in
earlier studies Tan (1999: 17) found Janicki's (1990) study of native speaker responses
to learners using Polish provided the most suitable base for a pilot study from which she
generated categories of response and a rating scale for her project involving responses
to paralinguistic features in performances viewed on video. As these were also
consonant with the present study, Tan's design was adopted here. Details of this design
are set out below.

3.5 Generation of Texts

10 volunteer learners, 1 male and 9 female? (50% top level, 50% middle level, rated by
their teacher) participated in the generation of samples of spoken English. The learners
involved were senior English majors at a prestigious Chinese university, some 40% of
whom will go on to teach in universities, the remainder of whom are likely to work in
foreign companies. These are learners who are demonstrably able and interested in
acquiring excellent English, for whom standards of appropriateness are centrally
important.

The learners were advised that they would be asked to view a short film and then recount
what they had seen to a native English speaker whom they did not know, and that this
recount would be videoed. They were informed that the purpose was simply to generate
sample texts and were assured that their proficiency was not being tested, that there
would be no comparing of standard among them and that it was not important to
remember everything. These were the only directions they were given with respect to
defining the speech act.

Following Tan (1999) and based on McNeill's (1992) large study using recount, one by
one, alone, a learner viewed a short animated cartoon of The Three Little Pigs. A
cartoon was selected as suitable for its simplicity of structure, its concreteness, its
[minimal] spoken dialogue, and its potential to evoke a variety of gestures (McNeill 1992:
365; Tan, 2000: 16). Using a story so well-known to respondents meant that the risk of
obtaining responses which might reflect more their reactions to the quality of content than
speaker performance could be virtually eliminated. The learner narrated the story of the
cartoon to a listener (the researcher) who entered the room immediately after the cartoon
was finished. Speaker and learner sat close together on upright chairs angled towards
one another at about 45 degrees. Both were visible on the video recorded by a
technician sitting some two metres away using a stationary camera. The listener
acknowledged what the speaker was saying by occasionally making noises, nodding or



smiling. When the recount was finished, the researcher smiled and said 'Thank you very
much."

3.6 Responses

The videoed narration of each participant was viewed by 10 (6 female, 4 male) adult,
educated, native speakers of English®, and (in a separate session) by 13 (8 female, 5
male) adult, educated, native speakers of Chinese who are competent speakers of
English. [The latter were encouraged to use Chinese in their comments if they felt it
better expressed their views, and some did so.] A profile of respondents was made from
a short questionnaire they also filled in concerning contact and use of English (Chinese
respondents) and contact and familiarity with Chinese speakers (Australian respondents).
In both cases their ages ranged from 20+ - 60+, with a concentration in the mid range
and all had long exposure to English and Chinese learners, respectively. Although
Valdman suggests respondents should be naive native speakers, Hadden (1991) did not
find significant difference between naive and teacher responses to advanced Chinese
learners spoken English, except on linguistic technicalities. For this study, a group of
university teachers was preferred, as they comprised one kind of native speaker the
learners typically could be expected to have contact with, and vice versa. An additional
advantage was that all were experienced in observing and commenting on learners'
spoken performance.

The assessment sessions were conducted by the researcher. After an introduction and
familiarisation with task and instruments, the learners' videoed performances, each
lasting approximately 4 minutes, were shown one by one. There was a pause of 30
seconds after the first 90 seconds and at the end of each performance. Respondents
were reminded that what was being sought were personal responses rather than analysis
of proficiency. The instrument comprised a 4-part questionnaire of closed and open-
ended items and attitude scales. The first asked for general impressions, from which
respondents' orientation to the speech event might be established. The second directed
attention to nine paralanguage features and pronunciation, but left respondents open to
choose which to write responses to. The third item was divided into two parts, the first of
which asked directly if there were any difficulties in comprehension, and the second of
which asked if there was anything in the performance that they found irritating. The fourth
item asked for attitude scales of speakers' intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze
rated against three pairs of positive and negative adjectives. To eliminate a tendency to
acquiescence, positive and negative items were ordered to prevent blind number
crossing. The assessment procedure thus allowed for unprompted elicitation and guided
validation with adjectives provided. (Burns, 1990).

4. Data display and discussion
4.1 ltem 1 General Impressions

Responses to Item 1, general impressions, were divided into categories by the
researcher and by a research assistant, working separately, after which the only two
discrepancies between the two lists were resolved. Almost all words used were
adjectives and constituted abstract judgements such as animated, which gave no
indication of their source as being, for example, facial expression, voice quality, gaze or
gesture. The discrepant words were healthy and lovely. They were added to mature,



sincere and honest to form a small category of Chinese responses called Personal Worth.
The remainder of the words used by both groups of respondents, whether positive or
negative, were found to focus attention on one of three matters: expressiveness (for
example, terms such as animated, affected), confidence (for example, confident,
nervous), or task (for example, good information, lacks vocabulary). The results of the
two sets of responses are presented below.

Item 1 Write your general impressions of the speaker

Table 1. Summary of Australian ltem 1 responses

FEATURE FREQUENCY %
Expressiveness 76 38.97
Confidence 63 32.30
Task 56 28.71
TOTAL 195 100

Chi-square value =317  df=2
When Australian categories were compared using a 1-way Chi square, there was no
significant difference in frequencies among the three categories of expressiveness,
confidence and task at the .05 level.

Table 2. Summary of Chinese ltem 1 responses

FEATURE FREQUENCY %
Task 104 4622+
Expressiveness 72 32.00¢
Confidence 38 16.88+«
Personal Worth 11 4 88«
TOTAL 225 100

Chi-square value = 87.66 df=23
When Chinese categories were compared using a 1-way Chi square, significant
difference in frequencies was shown at the .001 level. [When Personal Worth is
eliminated as a category, the remaining three Chinese categories are still significantly
different at the .001 level. Chi-square value =30.54 df=2]

categories of Expressiveness, Confidence and Task (Chinese figures adjusted to
eliminate the category Personal Worth. )«

FEATURE GROUP FREQUENCY %
Expressiveness Australian 76 39
Chinese 72 34
Confidence Australian 83 324
Chinese 38 18+
Task Australian ala] 28+
Chinese 104 494

Chi square value = 19.94 df=2
When compared using a 2-way Chi square, the difference between the Australian and
Chinese category totals is significant at the .001 level.



In their general impression responses, the primary locus of Australian attention is evenly
on the capacity of the speaker to engage and entertain the listener through telling a story,
concern for the psychological strength of the speaker, and the speaker’s technical
competence in task fulfilment. The perspective appears to be that of listener comfort in a
speech act accepted as properly being oriented to mutual interpersonal engagement.

The primary locus of Chinese attention in their general responses is strongly on the
technical competence of the speaker to fulfil the task well. In reference to both task and
expressiveness, the Chinese adjectives used show preference for reliable performance
over entertaining performance. Earlier studies (e.g. Sheorey, 1986) showing a similar
orientation of non-native speaker teachers suggested the perspective may be that of
judge of a schoolroom exercise. This may be the case here, but it may also be the
perspective of listener comfort in a speech act accepted as properly not being
interpersonally oriented. A comparative lack of concern for the psychological state of the
speaker supports the suggestion of listener comfort in a speech act accepted as properly
with low mutual interpersonal orientation. Thus the listener neither attends to speaker
confidence from concern about its effect on the quality of the story - i.e. on his/her own
behalf - nor from interpersonal concern for the state of the speaker.

Item 2 Write on all or some of the following features (words in Column 1 provided)

Table 4. Ifem 2 Paralinguistic features Australian responses

FEATURES FREQUENCY Yo+
Gesture 43 16.73
Intonation 41 15.95
Gaze a7 14.40
Pronunciation 33 12.64
Posture 27 10.50+
Rhythm 26 1012
Loudness 23 8.95
Pitch 20 7.78
Facial Expression 7 272
TOTAL 257 100

Chi square value =36.23 df=8

When compared using a 1-way Chi square, the difference among Australian frequencies
for the nine features is significant at the .001 level.

The salient low frequency of comment on facial expression suggests that it clearly fell

Table 5. ltem 2 Paralinguistic features Chinese responses

FEATURES FRREQUEMNCY %

Intonation 83 32.30
Gesture a7 13.51
Facial Expression 56 13.27
Gaze 53 12.56
Pitch 50 11.85
Rhythm 41 972
Loudness 38 9.00
Posture 26 6.16
Pronunciation 18 427
TOTAL 422 100

Chi square value =62.3 df=8
within an acceptable range, while the high frequency of comments on pronunciation4



suggests that it did not. Also of note is the equal spread of attention to intonation,
gesture and gaze.

When compared using a 1-way Chi square, the difference in Chinese frequencies of the
nine features is significant at the .001 level .

Most salient among the Chinese frequencies is the singling out of intonation at more than
double the ratio of the domains of facial expression, gesture and gaze. Also salient is the
equal attention paid to these three domains, the relatively high frequency of attention to
pitch and the low attention to pronunciation.

The two sets of data on Item 2 show intonation is noticeably more salient among Chinese
responses than Australian responses and facial expression more than six times as
salient, whereas pronunciation is twice as salient among Australian responses.

The data also show the two groups attending to the prosodic and kinesic domains
differently. The Australians attend to kinesic features of the Body (gesture and posture)
at a frequency ratio of 3 : 2 over the kinesic features of the Face (facial expression and
gaze). Proportionally, the two features of the Body are more frequently attended to than
the three Prosodic features of intonation, rhythm and pitch. The latter, however, are
considerably more frequent than features of the Face. The Chinese, in contrast, attend
to Prosodic features of intonation, pitch and rhythm at a frequency ratio of close to 3 : 2
over Face and 2:1 over the Body. When the Chinese attend to the kinesic, Face appears
at a frequency ratio close to 4 : 3 over Body. Thus the Chinese prioritise prosodic
features over kinesic, while the Australians do the reverse; and even when both groups
look at the kinesic, the Australians attend more to the Body, the Chinese attend more to
the Face.

Item 3 (i) Are there aspects of the speaker’s expression which you do
not understand?

Table 6. Item 3 (i) Australian respondent comprehension difficulties

Problem Frequency Element

Pronunciation 29
Mon-verbal«
Features 21 Pace too fast
Intonation
Stressirhythm
Pitch
Volume
Mo gestures
Delivery 2 Mervousness
5o slow to find vocabulary
| lost the plot 1

PR LN ]

There were 52 Australian responses made to Item 3 (i). The predominant single cause
of problems was pronunciation, although speed and other paralinguistic features
combined contributed also to comprehension difficulties. In 11/100 viewings (10
speakers x 10 respondents), the problems were enough to render the speech effectively
incomprehensible, even though the respondents all knew the story.



Table 7. Item 3 (i) Chinese respondent comprehension difficulties

Problem Frequency Element
Pronunciation 5 Hard to get the words
MNon-verbal 5 Low audibility

Too fast

Smiles too often
MNods head frequently

—_ a2

Delivery 2 Hard to understand what
happened 1
Are they supposed to be
reciting or re-telling? 1

There were only 12 Chinese responses made to Item 3 (i). Two-thirds of the problems
concerned pronunciation, audibility or speed. Seven respondents listed no
comprehension difficulties of any kind with any of the performances.

Item 3 (ii) Are there aspects of the speaker’s expression which you find
irritating?

Table 8. Item 3 (ii) Australian respondent experiences of irritation

FEATURE FREQUENCY %

Gesture 9 1552
Pronunciation g 13.80
Task performance T 12.07
Body 5 8.62
Intonation 5 8.62
Manner of +

presentation 5 862
Pitch 4 6.90
Volume 4 6.90
Pace 3 517
Gaze 3 517
Rhythm 3 517
Facial expression 1 1.72
Intelligibility 1 1.72
TOTAL 58 100

Intonation, gesture and gaze are salient as sources of irritation for Australian
respondents, but facial expression is not. Gesture is significantly more salient as a
source of irritation than intonation or gaze. The data show features of the Body (gesture
and posture) evoked the highest frequency of irritation from the Australians. In a ratio of
9 : 5, this irritation about the body was evoked by a /ack of movement — stillness of arms,
stiffness of posture — over inappropriateness of a movement actually made.

Pronunciation is also a salient source of irritation for the Australians. The features of
pronunciation which they found particularly highly irritating were shortened long vowels
and overuse of the unstressed vowel (schwa).

Irritation due to intelligibility difficulties were evenly divided between low audibility and too
rapid pace.

Manner of presentation was a highly salient source of irritation for the Chinese
respondents, with pitch and task performance equally important in second place.
Together, these three categories were the source of 73% of Chinese irritation,
outweighing irritation from intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze combined at a
ratio of approximately 6 : 1.



Table 9. Step 3 (ii) Chinese respondent experiences of initation

FEATURE FREQUENCY %
Manner of self

Presentation 10 3333
Pitch 5] 20.00
Task performance 6 2000
Task content 2 6.66
Gesture 1 3.33
Posture 1 3.33
Gaze 1 3.33
Face 1 3.33
Intelligibility-volume 1 3.33
Rhythm 1 3.33
TOTAL 30 100

In presentation of self, the Chinese were most irritated by immaturity or incompetence in
the manner of presentation, especially signs of nervousness, unnaturalness and
inappropriate laughter. They were also annoyed by errors in accuracy of the story telling.

The relatively high percentage of irritation felt by the Australians rooted in pronunciation
correlates with the high frequency of pronunciation as a feature causing comprehension
difficulties for the same group. This is consistent with the findings of Schairer (1992) and
earlier studies of irritation reviewed by Ludwig (1982). While the Chinese also found
pronunciation the greatest cause of difficulty in comprehension — albeit, very low overall,
and within a very low total set — in contrast, pronunciation did not appear at all as a
source of irritation for them. Unlike the Australians, the Chinese were not irritated by the
speakers' intonation, while the Australians were far less irritated than the Chinese by
their pitch.

Item 4 Using the scale provided of one to five (1, 2, 3, 4, 5), rate each speaker
individually with reference to the features and attributes provided:

1=notatall 2 =abit 3 = somewhat 4 = quite a bit 5 = very

Table 10. Item 4 Means of Australian ratings of individual features

Suitable Irritating | Weak/passive | Pleasant | Unnatural Animated
Intonation 3.15 2.02 2.05 3.28 2.20 2.86
Facial Expression 3.31 1.48 2.08 3.50 1.72 2.91
Gesture 2.46 1.75 2.49 2.84 2.20 2.23
Gaze 3.23 1.53 2.1 3.36 1.94 2.83

Congruent with data from the first three items, the Australian Item 4 data show a
generally positive response to the speakers, which is fairly evenly spread across all four
features. The suggestion from Australian Item 3 data that the speakers’ facial expression
fell within an acceptable range is supported by Item 4 data, where the mean for facial
expression is the highest for suitable, pleasant and animated, and the lowest for
unnatural and jrritating. Responses in ltem 4 showing gesture as the most passive and
the least pleasant or suitable are also congruent with earlier data on gesture and lack of
movement.

One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was carried out on the means for irritating and
pleasant, the two boundaries of ‘an acceptable range’.

Table 11. Item 4 One-way ANOVA of Australian ratings of irritating



Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square
Between 0.720 3 0.240
Within 7.710 36 0.214

F=1.121 Not significant at the 0.05 level

Table 12. Item 4 One-way ANOVA of Australian ratings of pleasant

Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square
Between 11.692 3 3.897
Within 293.308 36 8.147

F=0.478 Not significant at the 0.05 level

One-way analysis of variance of the Australian scales of irritation or pleasantness of
intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze, show no significant difference among
them. The relative lack of irritation at gesture in this item and the relatively positive
response towards those gestures performed, appear congruent with data from Item 3
which showed considerably greater irritation aroused by the omission of gesture than by
gestures actually performed.

Table 13. Item 4 Means of Chinese ratings of individual features

Suitable Irritating Weak/passive | Pleasant | Unnatural Animated
Intonation 3.15 1.15 1.56 2.74 1.47 2.13
Facial 2.38 1.23 1.58 2.60 1.44 2.11
Expression
Gesture 2.02 1.25 3.06 2.06 1.81 1.83
Gaze 2.37 1.04 1.83 2.60 1.65 1.94

Like the Australians, and congruent with their own earlier data, Chinese ltem 4 data show
a generally positive response to the speakers across the four features. The noticeably
low ratings for irritation with respect to all four features is consonant with the low
frequencies of all four features as irritants in Item 3.

Table 14. Item 4 One-way ANOVA of Chinese ratings of irritating

Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square
Between 0.112 3 0.0374
Within 10.146 36 0.282

F= 0.132 Not significant at the 0.05 level

Table 15. Item 4 One-way ANOVA of Chinese ratings of pleasant

Source of Variation Sum of Squares Df Mean Square
Between 1.082 3 0.361
Within 23.549 36 0.654

F= 0.551 Not significant at the 0.05 level

One-way analysis of variance of the Chinese scales of irritation and of pleasantness with
respect to intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze show no significant difference
among them. This outcome is congruent with Item 3 data in which all four features rate
equally low and, with the exception of intonation, is also congruent with Item 2 data, in
which facial expression, gesture and gaze are of equal salience. Elimination of the
salience of intonation shown in Item 2 may indicate that, while the prosodic is a major
locus of Chinese attention, detached from other prosodic features and extracted from the



impact of overall presentation, intonation alone may not be a highly salient feature at
either boundary of ‘an acceptable range’.

4.2 Respondent consistency

Dividing all attributes given to speakers into three broad categories of positive, negative
or neutral, intra-group responses were compared. Among the Chinese there was only
slight variation according to gender in response to one student (from neutral to positive
by one male), and between younger women and other respondents in response to
another (between neutral and negative). The Australians were also close in their relative
ratings, although certain features of pronunciation bothered some individuals more than
others. Students had been selected with a 50 : 50 ratio of high to medium level of
English. As the more and less proficient were also the more and less expressive, there
was strong agreement between Chinese and Australians in perceptions of the two who
attracted the most and the two who attracted the least positive responses, albeit with the
one group referring to the level of expressiveness and the other to the quality of task
fulfilment. There was wider inter-group variation in perception of the majority of speakers
in between.

5. Report Back

Findings were presented in separate sessions to the group of Chinese students who had
produced the texts and the group of Chinese English language academics who had been
respondents. As a way of helping participants reconnect to the issues some four months
after doing the initial tasks and allow the results to be more meaningful, they were first
asked to make some predictions before having seen the results. These were reported
orally. After viewing the results, written responses were made to three questions about
the significance and source of differences between the two sets of ratings, and an
optional open reflection of their own was invited. Their anonymous responses from these
sessions were collected and analysed.

5.1 Respondents' Feedback

In answer to questions about the findings, 6/9 of the Chinese respondents said they
would have students follow native speaker norms more closely if they could; 3/9 said
explicitly they would not, of whom one rejected the Western appreciation of greater body
movement as unacceptable: "They might be regarded as a clown to do that", while two
said about the same matter, "It is just not Chinese" to be like that. One did not respond
to the question.

All ten respondents made optional reflections amounting to 26 comments in total. 13/26
said it was the English teacher's job to attend to things like accuracy over expressiveness;
8/26 said it is in the nature of language and communication to integrate the verbal and
non-verbal, and they would like to help students be more like native speakers if they
could; 5/26 said "The differences reflect our differences", and they saw no need to make
any change because of them.

5.2 Students' feedback

Only 2/10 students rejected native speaker norms as desirable. The rest said in
discussion and on paper that they did not behave more like native speakers because



they did not know how to do so. Of those who rejected following native speaker norms
for themselves, one said "It is time-consuming and will lose memory of the story, and
besides, strived [for] imitation will worsen the whole natural presentation". Others
concurred with the latter point when they heard it, saying they would feel embarrassed or
awkward if they made mistakes using their body. Another added, "Gesture is important
and unseparable part of language, but the exuberance of gesture for me is not
acceptable. So it is quite hard for me to put right gesture at right time. Therefore | tend
to use as few gestures as possible."

In their optional reflections: 6/10 said differences exist, they are natural and don't matter;
8/10 said paralinguistic features are part of language learning and should be learned now
(6/8), or can be learned later (2/8);

1/10, the only male in the group, rejected changing from Chinese norms as a goal,
saying, "That is just me".

6. Discussion

The respondent data show distinct differences in locus of attention and sources of
irritation between the two groups of respondents. In their general responses, the
Australians very strongly follow the orientation of native speakers in the cited studies by
Albrechsten et al, Galloway, Sheorey, Vann, Meyer and Lorenz, and Hadden, where
interpersonal engagement is attended to by native speakers over technical competence
in the task. In direct contrast, but also following the orientation of non-native teacher
respondents in the studies cited above, the Chinese attend most firmly to technical
competence in the task. These findings suggest a difference in perception of the nature
of the speech act, but it is not clear whether the factors which might contribute to this,
either individually or in combination, would derive from interpersonal relationships
between Chinese more generally, or from the specific task (a monologue story recount),
or the unrealism of it as communication and its status as a one-off research exercise; or
from the setting (educational institution), the role of the respondents (teachers), the
status of the performers (students), or the relationships between the two (older, teachers
— younger, students). Chinese informants consulted suggest more general interpersonal
distance and the institutional context are both likely to be contributing factors.

The choices by both groups of what to attend to most among paralinguistic features listed
in Item 2 confirm the importance of the integration of phonological and kinesic features in
the act of perception for all (Arndt and Janney, 1987). Differences in what the two groups
prioritise in the two domains suggest significant differences in what they expected. Most
noticeable in the Australian data is the high attention to posture and gesture and the low
attention to facial expression, especially, and also to gaze. The Chinese data show
considerably higher attention paid by them than by the Australians to both intonation and
facial expression.

In Item 3, the Australians reported five times as many comprehension difficulties as did
the Chinese and twice their number of irritations. Pronunciation proved to have a
significant effect on native speaker respondents in the matter of comprehension - as
distraction from the message (Fayer and Krasinksi, 1987). It was also a significant
irritant in its own right, arousing annoyance - a negative reaction to form (Fayer and
Krasinksi, 1987). Although the Chinese also reported comprehension difficulties due to



pronunciation, they were not at all irritated by these. The body was the single most
salient source of Australian irritation and as such, primarily experienced as annoyance.
In the matter of irritation, the face again drew low Australian attention. For the Chinese,
irritation was also mostly experienced as annoyance, and was chiefly aroused by poor
self-presentation. The body was not a source of Chinese irritation. These findings seem
consonant with those suggested in ltem 1, where the Australians attended evenly to the
interpersonal and intrapersonal elements of the communication, while the Chinese
attended most to the impersonal and extrapersonal elements. As noted, pronunciation
and low audibility caused intelligibility difficulties for the native speakers and, congruent
with earlier studies, in turn, also aroused their irritation. Voice quality in the form of too
high a pitch was an irritant for both groups, though considerably more so for the Chinese.
When directed specifically to attend to intonation, facial expression, gesture and gaze,
the ratings of both groups remained consistent with the trends in the earlier items.

The data are congruent with the studies by, for example, Vann, Meyer and Lorenz (1984),
Hadden (1991) and Llurda (2000), which show that native speakers are variously
affected by different errors, and that linguistic errors by no means play the most
significant role in creating the communicative effect. In keeping with earlier studies also,
irritation is shown to be a major obstacle to establishing positive rapport. In a mirror of
Galloway’s (1980) findings, inappropriate gesture and body aroused the greatest number
of negative responses in the native speakers, and these were of equal intensity to the
irritation aroused in some of them by repeated errors in pronunciation, especially the
shortening of long vowels. Consonant with Tan’s findings, in their attention to gesture
ahead of other features, the Australians were significantly bothered more by a lack of
movement — as gesture or as body movement — and less by error in the type, formation
or timing of actual gestures or movement. It is open to speculation whether lack of
movement evoked in the Australians ‘a sense of speaker insincerity’, as Tan found, or a
lack of ‘reaching out to the hearers’, as Galloway suggested for similar findings. Both
notions are certainly congruent with the Australian concern for the inter- and intra-
personal already suggested and are supported by studies which show that speaker
stillness is interpreted as a sign of lack of involvement with the interlocutor (Arndt and
Janney, 1983, 1987). In any event, these concerns were not shared by the Chinese
respondents. They, instead, attended more to the traditional Chinese concern of doing
one’s public duty effectively without drawing undue attention to the self (ego).
Congruently, failure in this domain aroused their greatest irritation.

The feedback from the younger Chinese participants, the student group, shows a fairly
open view towards changing their use of the body, an element that several recognise,
nonetheless, to constitute a very fundamental aspect of self-presentation. The older
Chinese participants, the university language academic respondents, were less open to
the idea that there should be change. Even the language they used to discuss the issue
(e.g. “They might be regarded as a clown”) reflected the difference between the notion of
appropriate in this respect in the two language communities and what a value clash the
difference can constitute. Most of the teachers who were open to learners incorporating
more movement in their performance still claimed that it was not their job to teach such
things.



7. Conclusion

This project forms an initial probe into the communicative effect on native and non-native
respondents of paralinguistic features of Chinese learners’ spoken English. The findings
indicate underlying differences in some features which are likely to have a negative
impact on interpersonal relations between young Chinese of even high English
proficiency and native speakers of English from Australia, at least. They also show
mixed feelings among the Chinese teachers and learners involved towards making
changes in such basic cultural and personal aspect of self-presentation, and uncertainty
about how such a thing might be accomplished in formal education.

The judgement of appropriate for paralinguistic features used while speaking will always
be a highly indeterminate standard, even among native speakers. However, the data
from even this single study of one speech act do indicate some uniformity from both sets
of respondents in deciding where the floor line might go which marks the cut-off of ‘an
acceptable range’. Data further suggest that a spoken performance judged appropriate
by both native and non-native speaker is difficult to achieve and that it is more likely that
a performance will arouse irritation in one group or the other. However, the study also
shows some speakers are able to fall within an acceptable range even when judged from
a bi-cultural perspective.

Notes

1. E.g. "Not to make any movement contrary to the rules of propriety - this is the way to cultivate the
personal life." Doctrine of the Mean : 20.

2. This is only slightly lower than a representative gender ratio for the graduating class from which these
students were selected.

3.Defined as born into and educated in an English -speaking household and school in an English-
speaking country.

4. Pronunciation was not defined, but was treated by Australians and Chinese to refer to the articulation
of phonetic segmentals.
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