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Abstract

This study investigates the strategies Native English and Persian speakers
employ for expressing gratitude in different situations. The strategies of Persian
EFL learners are also compared with English strategies in order to find the
differences that may exist between these two languages. Social status and size of
imposition of the favor are social variables which are investigated in detail for
three groups. Unlike comprehensive studies on SAs such as request and apology,
the number of cross-cultural studies investigating expressions of gratitude is
fairly limited and there are few studies investigating this speech act in Persian.
The participants of this study were 75 advanced students from the English
department of Isfahan University. The participants were both male and female,
aging from 20 to 31 years old. 24 American college aged, native speakers also
participated in this study. An open-ended DCT were employed for studying
participants' responses and verbal reactions to different situations. The results of
Chi-square test suggested that Persian and English speakers vary in their
gratitude strategies. Persian students’ sensitivity to social variables made them
use inappropriate expressions and strategies in their English responses. It
suggested that Persian learners of English transfer some of their L1 pragmatic
norms to L2 because they perceive these norms to be universal.

Keywords: Contrastive Pragmatics, Interlanguage pragmatics, Speech Act,
Gratitude Strategies
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Chapter One

Introduction

1.1. Overview

For communicating successfully the appropriateness of language use, which
is of great importance, varies not only from context to context within a language,
but also varies from one language to another and from one culture to another.
Therefore, appropriateness may be interpreted differently by people of different
cultural backgrounds in different contexts. Contrastive pragmatic studies
determine the patterns and strategies that native speakers of one language use in
different situations. By comparing the patterns of two languages teachers and
other practitioners can equip their students with necessary and appropriate tools

for a successful communication.



1.2. Statement of the problem

Persian and English native speakers give thanks and reply to thanks on
numerous occasions in their everyday-life interactions with family members,
friends, acquaintances and strangers. It is necessary to learn how to understand
and construct language that is appropriate to the situations in which one is
functioning, because failure to do so may cause misunderstandings and
miscommunications. Being able to express one's gratitude and respond to
expressions of gratitude appropriately in a wide variety of situations ranging
from thanking someone for opening a door to expressing one's gratitude for a gift
is something that most native speakers (NSs) take for granted. The importance of
knowing the sociopragmatic and pragmalinguistic rules for thanking and
responding to thanks is evidenced by the fact that these rules are
taught to children at an early stage in their socialisation process (Becker and
Smenner, 1986). Consequently, native speakers often think that everyone, even
non-native speakers, should be able to perform this speech act in accordance with
the pragmatic norms of their society (Kasper 1990; Hinkel 1994).

NSs can draw on the resources of their linguistic and sociocultural knowledge
to formulate their speech appropriately for a given context. This knowledge is
referred to as pragmatic competence. Unlike NSs, most language learners have
limited resources in a target language (TL) with which to undertake their
interactions. Thus, their utterances may be inappropriate for the addressees and
the situation. However, as Bodman and Eisenstein (1988) point out "learners of a
foreign language often assume that the expression of gratitude is universal and
remain unaware of significant differences in its cross-cultural realization" (p. 1).
As a result, neither native speakers nor learners of the target language expect to
encounter different strategies in the thanking behaviour in their interactions with
each other.

The complexity of language should not make language teachers to postpone

teaching pragmatics until a certain level of linguistic competence has been



achieved. It would be ineffective to treat TL pragmatics as a component of
language to be added after the lexical and grammatical competencies have been
fully formed. Despite the spread of communicative methods in language
pedagogy, the syllabi of many L2 courses still follow the sequence of
grammatical structures rather than language functions. TL pragmatics, with few
exceptions, remains a marginal part of L2 instruction, as evidenced by its
placement in textbooks and the goals of teaching and testing.

Unfortunately, this aspect of language is usually ignored in Iran English
classrooms and despite the wealth of empirical studies conducted about speech
acts in general; few studies have focused on L1 transfer of gratitude expressions.

Therefore, the research questions that the present study seeks to answer are:

1- What are the strategies by which Persian speakers, Persian learners of

English and English speakers express their gratitude?

2- What is the effect of social status on the native Persian, Persian learners of

English and English speakers' expressions of gratitude?

1.3. Significance of the study

The reason for concentrating on the study of speech acts is that all linguistic
communication involves linguistic acts. In Hymes’ (1972) view, the formalist
models of language, such as the work of Chomsky (1965), could not account for
the creative and social uses of language, including speech acts (SAs). In the area
of cross-cultural study of speech acts, researchers have focused on how a
particular speech act is linguistically realized in different languages. It is
assumed that if languages differ in the way they perform a speech act, then it is
predictable that learners of a second language may develop a particular

interlanguage for doing that act. Accordingly, Learners with limited knowledge



of a particular language and culture may find themselves in awkward situations
of misunderstandings and faux pas.

Ellis (1994) argues that speaking natively is speaking idiomatically using
frequent and familiar collocations and the job of the language learner is to learn
these familiar word sequences or formulaic sequences, as Gatbonton and
Segalowitz (1988) call them. Research into the pragmatic competence of adult
foreign and second language learners has demonstrated that grammatical
development does not guarantee a corresponding level of pragmatic development
(Bardovi-Harlig and Dornyei, 1997) and that even advanced learners fail to
comprehend or to convey the intended intentions and politeness values in their

second or foreign languages.

1.4. Definition of key terms:

1.4.1. Pragmatics

According to Yule (1996, p.3),
Pragmatics is the study of how language is used in communication. As a
learner of a foreign language, what you are learning is actually
interlanguage (IL) pragmatics because you already have pragmatic
knowledge of your first language while you acquire pragmatic knowledge
in your second language.

Your pragmatic knowledge from your first language, however, can either help
you or hurt you, depending on how close or how different the second or foreign
language and culture are to your own and how much you are aware of the socio-
cultural norms of the target language.

Studying pragmatics helps learners become more native-like in their language
production and helps them build relationships with members of the target
language culture. Even if students are able to perfectly master all of the grammar
of the language they are studying, unless they acquire pragmatic knowledge, their

speech will always seem strange to native-speakers.



1.4.2. Pragmatic competence

Even though pragmatic competence has been recognized as one of the vital
components of communicative competence (e.g., Bachman, 1990), there is a lack
of a clear, widely accepted definition of pragmatic competence. Kasper (1997)
defines pragmatic competence as the ability to comprehend and produce a
communicative act (which often includes one's knowledge about the social
distance, social status between the speakers involved, the cultural knowledge
such as politeness, and the explicit and implicit linguistic knowledge).

In Bachman’s model (1990), language competence is divided into two areas
consisting of organizational competence and pragmatic competence.
Organizational competence comprises knowledge of linguistic units and the rules
of joining them together at the levels of sentence (grammatical competence) and
discourse (textual competence). Pragmatic competence consists of illocutionary
competence, that is, knowledge of speech acts and speech functions, and
sociolinguistic competence. Sociolinguistic competence entails the ability to use
language appropriately according to context. It thus includes the ability to select
communicative acts and appropriate strategies to implement them depending on
the contextual features of the situation. In Bachman’s model, pragmatic
competence is not subordinated to knowledge of grammar and text organization
but is coordinated to formal linguistic and textual knowledge and interacts with
organizational competence in complex ways.

Research into the pragmatic competence of adult foreign and second
language learners has demonstrated convincingly that the pragmatics of learners
and native speakers (NSs) are quite different (Kasper 1997). Blum-Kulka, House,
and Kasper (1989) submit, "Even fairly advanced language learners’
communicative acts regularly contain pragmatic errors, or deficits, in that they
fail to convey or comprehend the intended illocutionary force or politeness
value" (p.10). Therefore, there is a need for L2 instruction to focus on pragmatics

of the language, and researchers in this area generally point out the positive



impact of instruction aimed at raising learners’ pragmatic awareness (Kasper,

1997).

1.4.3. Contrastive pragmatics

The pragmatic principles people abide by in one language are often different
in another. Thus there has been a growing interest in how people in different
languages observe a certain pragmatic principle. Cross-linguistic and cross-
cultural studies reported what is considered polite in one language is sometimes
not polite in another. Contrastive pragmatics, however, is not confined to the
study of a certain pragmatic principle. Cultural breakdowns, pragmatic failure are
also components of cross-cultural and contrastive pragmatics.

To date, a handful of cross-sectional, longitudinal and theoretical studies on
classroom basis have been conducted and the potentials along the interface of
pragmatics with SLA research have been widely felt (Kasper & Schmidt (1996);
Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford (1996); Takahashi (1996); House (1996) and Cohen
(1996)).

Another focus of research in contrastive pragmatics is learner language or
interlanguage. This interest eventually evolved into interlanguage pragmatics, a
branch of pragmatics which specifically discusses how non-native speakers
comprehend and produce a speech act in a target language and how their

pragmatic competence develops over time (Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993).

1.4.4. Interlanguage pragmatics (I1LP)

Kasper (1992, p.203) defines interlanguage pragmatics as "the branch of
second language research which studies how non-native speakers understand and
carry out linguistic action in a target language and how they acquire L2
pragmatic knowledge". In other words, ILP is about the acquisition and
performance of speech acts in the TL by L2 learners. Kasper & Dahl (1991)

define Interlanguage pragmatics as '"referring to non-native speakers’



