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Teaching Students to be Discourse Pragmatists: 
Practices in an L2 Chinese Linguistics Class 
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Abstract 
Chinese L2 learners can not only learn Chinese language in the classroom, 
but also Chinese linguistics, which is about scientific knowledge, tools, and 
discovery processes pertaining to the Chinese language. In this paper, I 
outline one area of Chinese linguistics – discourse pragmatics – and some of 
the most important factors relating to it that need to be incorporated into 
classroom teaching and describe some practices employed within an L2 
Chinese linguistics class. I show that various types of authentic materials 
(movie clips, news media, traditional stories, spontaneous conversations, and 
so forth) can be used for this purpose, in a student-centered way. Some of the 
properties I discuss involve discourse genres, ellipses and topic chaining, 
interpersonal meaning negotiation using utterance-final particles, and the 
varied choice of terms of address for social interaction. I conclude that L2 
linguistic practices of this nature can be highly relevant when learning 
Chinese L2 language.  

Keywords: discourse pragmatics, authentic material, student-centered learn-
ing, assessment 

1. Theoretical Preliminaries 
Chinese L2 learners can not only learn Chinese language in the classroom, 
but also Chinese linguistics, which is about scientific knowledge, tools, and 
discovery processes pertaining to the Chinese language. Chris Livaccari, 
former director of Education and Chinese Language Initiatives of the Asia 
Society of the United States, a strong proponent of student-centered learning, 
recently suggested that Chinese language teachers should “teach students to 
be linguists” – training them to recognize patterns on their own and through 
group activities (Livaccari 2012). According to Livaccari, this is one of the 
best ways to ensure the long-term success of a Chinese language program. In 
this paper, 1  I argue that the same principle can be applied to Chinese 

1 This study is in part inspired by Lihua Zhang’s (2011) work and an invited workshop at 
UCLA in April 2012. I wish to thank her for generously sharing with me the information of the 
film used here. Thanks are also due to Zheng-Sheng Zhang, Andreas Guder, Christine Berg, and 
other readers of the paper in its early forms, for constructive comments as well as stylistic 
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pragmatics: we can train students to recognize authentic patterns beyond 
static linguistic structures and discover how discourse pragmatics is at work. 
Moreover, when students are able to recognize pragmatic patterns or linguis-
tic patterns in general, they will become more informed, adaptive or savvy 
learners than if not.  

The notion of discourse pragmatics used here refers to language use 
beyond structure. While traditionally linguistics is understood to deal with 
formal properties of language such as phonological structure, morphological 
marking and syntactic rules, how language is deployed for interpersonal com-
munication is the main concern of pragmatics. Although not everyone agrees 
on the scope of discourse pragmatics, most would agree that it places special 
focus on the dynamic relationship between structure and use, namely how 
structure is deployed in context and how usage shapes structure (Hopper 
1998; Bybee 2006).  

Concerning language learning and teaching, I have elsewhere argued 
that language proficiency, especially advanced language proficiency (ALP), 
needs to be defined above and beyond the structure-based accuracy and 
fluency matrixes as we know them (Tao 2007). Common structural bench-
marks used to define ALP typically appeal to such parameters as inventory 
and level of vocabulary, syntactic complexity, oral fluency, and the like. 
Rarely do we see ALP defined in terms of discourse pragmatics. If we 
emphasize the importance of social interaction and communicative compet-
ence in the definition of ALP, we need to consider a broader range of para-
meters for language instruction, practice, and assessment. As a starter, for 
instance, we may want to consider some of the following parameters: 

1) Understanding genre/register differences. Discourse genres can be 
seen as conventionalized features being bundled together to communicate 
meanings suitable for specific communicative contexts. Thus conversation, 
narrative, fiction, news reports, academic papers, user manuals, and so forth, 
are recognized as common genres/registers. Genre as a discourse phenom-
enon has been studied from the points of view of text linguistics (e.g., 
Longacre 1983; Werlich 1983), corpus linguistics (e.g., Biber 1988), literary 
                                                                                                         
suggestions. Previous presentations at the 3rd International Symposium on CSL Teaching and 
Learning at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in March 2013, at the Roundtable Conference 
on Corpus Linguistics at the Hong Kong Institute of Education in May 2013, and at the 8th 
International Conference on Chinese Internet Education in Pasadena, California, July 2013, and 
feedback from the audiences have helped inform my understanding of the issues discussed here. 
Research support is provided by an UCLA Instructional Improvement Program grant (AY2013) 
and by a grant from The U.S. Department of Education, grant CFDA 84.229, P229A0200, to the 
Center for Advanced Language Proficiency Education and Research, Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity. However, the contents do not necessarily represent the policy of the Department of 
Education, and one should not assume endorsement by the Federal Government. None of the 
people acknowledged in the paper should be held responsible for the final shape this paper takes 
– any remaining failures are, of course, mine alone. 
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styles (Biber and Conrad 2001), and writing (Askehave and Swales 2001), 
among others. Recognizing genre types and associated features will enable 
the learner to have a better view of the correlation between linguistic features 
and discourse contexts, leading to a better understanding of the individual 
features (Johns 2008).  

2) Understanding speaking as social action. Speech Act theory has long 
reminded us that utterances can carry illocutionary forces (Austin 1961; 
Searle 1969), or as Wittgenstein (1980) puts it, “words are deeds” (Wittgen-
stein 1980: 46). Anthropological linguists have also advocated the view of 
speaking as social action, with carefully documented data from different 
languages and cultures (Duranti 1997). Understanding the constitutive nature 
of speech acts can be beneficial in the learning of a second/foreign language. 
For example, how and why speakers select one form over another and the 
effect of such choices on interpersonal relations in actual discourse (Halliday 
1985; McCarthy and Carter 1994) can be critical for learners to understand 
the nature and relationships of linguistic forms – a prerequisite for a better 
grasp of the target language and culture.   

3) Strategies for stance marking. The scope of stance is usually under-
stood to include both epistemic and affective stances (Ochs 1996). Epistemic 
stance refers to the speaker’s commitment to what is being said in terms of 
certainty and source of information. Affective stance has to do with the 
speaker’s emotional and attitudinal orientation toward what is being said 
(Ochs 1996). In spontaneous conversation, speakers utilize lexical, grammat-
ical, prosodic, and also gestural devices, to express stances (Goodwin 1990). 
Understanding stance-marking in a multimodal environment can give learn-
ers a major advantage in seeing how multiple semiotic resources work in con-
certed ways, which can raise consciousness about how to mobilize multiple 
resources for interaction in the target language. 

4) How speakers manage information flow, track discourse entities, and 
maintain discourse coherence and cohesion (Halliday and Hasan 1976). Dis-
course is not simply a bunch of isolated sentences put together, but rather 
language materials needed to form a coherent whole. Tracking what is being 
said before, and linking different elements together in order to continue the 
flow of speech in an orderly and interactively appropriate manner, is a skill 
that learners have to acquire and practice. To acquire this type of skill, 
pedagogically-speaking, it is hard to imagine there are any other ways apart 
from exposing the learner to real discourse.  

5) The final parameter to consider for a pragmatically sound pedagogy is 
interactional moves. This refers to how conversation participants make 
moves in consideration of the local, social, cultural and interactive conting-
encies (Duranti and Goodwin 1992). Classical pragmatic notions (such as 
politeness and face), sociolinguistic factors (such as power relations and 
identity, Bucholtz and Hall 2005), cultural norms (Kramsch 1993, 1998), as 
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well as interactive preference patterns identified by Conversation Analysts 
(Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974), are all relevant here. As CA research 
has shown, the key is to view these contingencies as locally managed and 
subject to speaker negotiation.  

The above is by no means an exhaustive list of features related to dis-
course pragmatics and its teaching, however, these should be among some of 
the most important factors that can and should be incorporated in the 
language classroom. Following a brief discussion of instructional approaches 
below, I will show how these features can be taught in the context of Man-
darin Chinese, through some real examples.  

I wish to state upfront that this paper should be treated as a position 
paper with illustrative examples based on a special classroom setting for 
Chinese linguistics; more empirical research is obviously needed to test out 
the validity of the claims made here. 

2. Pedagogical Approaches  
Discourse pragmatics is generally known to be elusive, for it touches upon a 
myriad of interlocking factors which make it difficult to describe, let alone be 
taught, to the learner. To remedy this, I contend that key pedagogical notions 
and best practices must be established and tested in the classroom, not just in 
theory. The main approaches employed here are the use of authentic materi-
als and a focus on student-centered activities.  

Although scholars are still debating what constitutes authentic material 
(e.g., Swaffar 1985; Rings 1986; Little et al. 1989; Xian, Wu, and Tao 2012), 
it is generally assumed that authentic materials are language produced by 
native speakers in real contexts – in both spoken and written modes – other 
than for language teaching. Note that for the spoken mode, while I am advoc-
ating using the most spontaneous type of texts (including natural con-
versation, see Tao 2011) as the ideal type of material, I am open to the idea of 
using edited texts such as from movies and TV shows, among other media 
forms. The main reason for this is that media texts can emulate natural speech 
to some degree (Quaglio 2009; Tolson 2001), hence their usefulness as a 
teaching material, they can have high entertainment value due to superior 
visual makeups, and they can also facilitate instruction in ways unmatched by 
other types of authentic materials (Zhang 2011). 

Regarding the student-centric approach, past experiences show that any 
effective language pedagogy must take student involvement as a central 
concern. What is understood as student-centered learning (SCL) emphasizes 
students’ learning needs, responsibilities and activities in the learning process 
(Nunan 1988; Kember 2009). Under this approach, students should be given 
ample opportunity to work in groups and work on problem-solving, as well 
as other forms of active tasks. The most important ingredients of SCL are 
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active student participation and the discovery process it entails. As Livaccari 
(2012) points out, students need to be encouraged to develop discovery skills 
that will benefit them in the long-term. Also, through empowerment and 
participation, students generally feel more engaged and will be better 
motivated to learn the target language. Finally, extensive student involvement 
will also help create a more conducive classroom environment for learning to 
take place.  

However, the student-centered approach, as advocated above, does not 
necessarily preclude explicit instruction. In fact, as will be shown in the 
subsequent sections (for example on ellipses and particles), mixing student-
centered activities with explicit instruction is often necessary and effective, 
which supports some of the findings in studies on non-Chinese languages. 
For example, Félix-Brasdefer (2008), in an experimental study on Spanish, 
shows that explicit instruction on discourse pragmatic properties in Spanish 
L2 teaching yields better pragmatic strategies and a better retention rate than 
that of the control group. As a non-experimental study, this paper aims 
mainly to raise questions about discourse pragmatics teaching in the Chinese 
L2 context and share classroom teaching strategies in a particular context, i.e., 
an introductory Chinese linguistics class for undergraduates (including both 
non-native and native Chinese speakers) at a major research university in the 
US.  

3. Practices in an Introductory Chinese Linguistics Class 
Having discussed the theoretical and methodological orientations of this 
study, I now describe some practices used in several teaching units of an L2 
Chinese linguistics class, where Chinese discourse pragmatics is a focus. For 
these modules, various types of authentic materials (movie clips, news media, 
traditional stories, spontaneous conversations, and so forth) are used and 
student-centered actives are devised in order to teach discourse pragmatic 
properties of the Chinese language.  

Now a few words about the L2 Chinese linguistics class in question. 
This class, taught over the past five academic years, is an introductory lingu-
istics class designed for undergraduates at an American public university. 
Students enrolled in the class come from all parts of the campus. A very 
small portion, typically less than 5%, take Chinese and/or linguistics as a 
major; the vast majority majors in a non-Chinese/linguistic field, ranging 
from humanities and social sciences to sciences and engineering. However, 
nearly 50% of the students are learners of Chinese as a second language or a 
heritage language. The required Chinese proficiency level for taking this non-
obligatory course is two years or higher, although in some cases exceptions 
can be made when some equivalent proficiency level can be demonstrated. 
The student body mandates that the linguistics class be taught in an 
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accessible and engaging manner, which, of course, is arguably true of all 
undergraduate courses.2

I will now discuss some of the discourse pragmatic themes dealt with in 
this class. 

3.1. Discourse Genres and Linguistic Features  
As stated earlier, discourse genres are typically realized as multiple features 
working together in particular discourse contexts. In order to enable the 
students to recognize these features, two separate TV media clips, from 
among other media clips, are selected from the internet,3  both of which 
involve a speech by a prominent Chinese politician, Hu Jintao, the former 
President of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Secretary General of 
the Chinese Communist Party, who was head of the Communist Youth 
League (CYL) prior to his presidency. In these speeches that were reported 
via TV broadcast, one was given at a National People’s Congress when Hu 
was President of the PRC, and reflects a read-aloud, scripted formal style, 
while the other was given when he was head of the CYL during a media 
question and answer session. The latter represents a more spontaneous, casual 
style.

The pedagogical focus of this unit is on features of formal/scripted and 
informal/spontaneous speeches produced by the same speaker. First, students 
were given a handout containing a transcript of the two speech samples in 
Chinese and English and the instructor introduced the background of both. 
The entire class then went through the main points of each speech to make 
sure the language was understood. The students were asked to pay close 
attention to how the speaker delivered these two speeches and write down 
anything they believed showed differences between them. The two TV clips 
were then played multiple times. 

(1) Hu Jintao’s Formal Speech4

,
We strongly believe that Hong Kong compatriots and 

,
Macao compatriots 

not only have the wisdom 

2 Thanks go to Danjie Su, who served as a teaching assistant for the class in the 2012–2015 
academic years, for constructive suggestions which helped shape some of the ideas presented 
here.  

3 Selection and processing of these media clips was assisted by Dephne Yu-hui Lee and 
Seunggon Jeong, which I gratefully acknowledge. 

4 Punctuation units in the transcript reflect the read-aloud speech units. 



36 TAO HONGYIN

,
and the ability 

,
to manage and develop well the Special Administrative Regions. 

,
(You) will also be able to participate in national affairs 

,
(and) play positive roles. 

,
(You will) share with the rest of our peoples of all ethnicities 

the dignity and pride of being Chinese. 

(2) Hu Jintao’s interview regarding a Japanese Youth Delegation in China 
,

Now that the Japanese young people 
,

(to the young people of China) 
,

have brought from Japan  
.

the friendship and goodwill of the Japanese people and the Japanese youth. 
,

So we are thinking,  
,

so we are hoping that 
,

the Japanese youth 
,

will also bring the friendship of the Chinese people 
,

and the Chinese youth 
,

to the Japanese people 
,

and the Japanese youth  

And bring (this friendship) back home. 

Among the features that students were able to notice, the following were 
further discussed and elaborated by the instructor:  

1) Complexity of utterances, where the written-language based speech 
shows more complex structures, while the spontaneous spoken text shows 
more simple structures;  
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2) Use of particles (such as a  and ne ), with more found in the 
spontaneous speech than in the formal presentation;  

3) Intonation and prosodic patterns, highlighting solemn and steady 
speech patterns in the formal talk vs. the casual tone in the informal media 
session; and, 

4) More personalized (e.g., w men xi ng ne ‘we think’
w men x wàng ‘we hope’) and emotional expressions (plus laughter 

and smile) being used in the spontaneous speech and less so, or in more 
stylized forms (e.g., w men ji n xìn ‘we firmly believe’), in the 
formal one. 

Through this exercise, students learned that register differences are 
realized in systematic ways, i.e., bundled linguistic features, and that even 
large discourse modes (spoken vs. written language) can have further intra-
register variations (cf. Tao and Liu 2010a, 2010b). 

3.2. Ellipses and Topic Chaining  
Chinese is well known for topic constructions and the prevalence of zero 
anaphora (Li and Thompson 1976, 1979). Some of the cases involve topical 
elements, especially when a topic, such as an agent, is re-mentioned (or 
tracked) in the subsequent text, forming a so-called topic chain (Tsao 1979).  

For this unit, simple topic structures, involving agent ellipses, are first 
introduced and explained. The students were asked to observe, in particular, 
the differences between those sentences with an expressed subject and those 
without (indicated by the parentheses ( )), when the topic is identical across 
multiple clauses. This is illustrated in the made-up examples below: 

(3) ( ) ( ) 20

(3) 20

‘I got out, rode my bike, and arrived in school in only 20 minutes. Looks like I 
am really lucky today.’  

The main idea to be driven home is that ellipses are not random and that full 
clauses are not always “better” than their elliptical counterpart when con-
veying meaning in Chinese (cf. W. Li 2006).  

In order to teach this aspect of the language, a fable, The North Wind 
and the Sun, was selected and given to the students in both Chinese and 
English (the English translation is omitted in this paper). The students were 
first asked to raise any questions about the text and then instructed to find 
places in the text where they believed an agent/topical element was missing 



38 TAO HONGYIN

(unexpressed). Finally, the students were asked to tell if the missing subject 
was expressed verbally.  

(4) The North Wind and the Sun 

The students were able to identify three places where the subject is not 
expressed. These are:  ‘they propose’, in the first paragraph, 
and two instances in the second paragraph: 

 ‘the north wind blows fiercely to the traveler’ and 
 ‘however, the more the wind blows, the 

tighter the traveler holds on to his warm cloak’
The students learned that ellipses in a topic chain can help create a sense 

of cohesion. Typically linked clauses with expressed subjects in each part, on 
the other hand, may actually express a sense of independence and disjointed-
ness. So the latter structure may not be appropriate for large chunks of dis-
course.

3.3. Utterance-final Particles 
As discussed earlier, utterance-final particles are a pervasive feature of 
spoken discourse in Mandarin (Chao 1968; Li and Thompson 1981). They 
may be simple from a syntactic point of view, yet they are rich in discourse 
pragmatics. In this unit, we focus on interpersonal meaning negotiation, using 
utterance-final particles. 

The material used for this unit is a clip from the movie shíxí-
sh ng The Interns.5 The episode involves a visit to a hotel from a potential 
investor, whom the hotel manager is trying to lure into investing in his 
business to carry out expansion plans. Two interns (Lin, the protagonist, and 

5 For another study using the same movie, see Zhang (2011). 



PRACTICES IN AN L2 CHINESE LINGUISTICS CLASS 39

one other) are assigned to help host the visitor and accompany him bowling 
onsite. However, during the bowling scene the investor slips and falls over in 
the bowling alley, embarrassing himself in front of everyone, while the two 
interns score highly and celebrate wildly. In the end, the investor leaves the 
bowling alley visibly upset, which makes the hotel manager and his female 
assistant nervous and, at the same time, angry at the interns.  

Figure 1: The bowling scene 

From left to right: hotel manager, manager’s assistant, investor, Lin’s intern friend, and intern 
Lin. 

The key linguistic point is the contrast in language used by the hotel manage-
ment toward the investor versus that toward the interns. When addressing the 
investor, the manager and his assistant use utterance-final particles extens-
ively, in an obvious attempt to ingratiate themselves with him. When talking 
to the interns, however, the language used by the manager is stern, even 
bordering on scolding, and features a total lack of utterance-final particles.  

In class, the students were first given a quick review of final particles, 
including sound assimilation patterns in cases such as a , ya  and wa ,
which most of them could recall, based on past learning experiences. How-
ever, when asked about the functions of the particles, few could give a 
coherent account, as expected.  

The students were then given a transcript of the bowling scene from the 
movie. Before playing the relevant clip, a few questions were posed to the 
class:

(5)  
Who uses particles more? 
Where/when are the particles used? 
How are the particles used in terms of communicative motives? 
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These questions were meant for the students to pay attention to the relation-
ships between use of particles and speaker roles, as well as speakers’ inter-
active moves.  

The movie clip was then played a few times. Control of the viewing 
process was aided greatly by the Transana software program (Woods and 
Fassnacht 2013), which enables line-by-line navigation and display, as well 
as the integration of text, audio, and video. While text is obviously important, 
in this context the prosodic features of the particles (lengthening, stress 
patterns, or lack thereof) and visual images are all critical for an effective 
understanding of the use of particles (or lack thereof). 

Figure 2: A Transana screen grab with text, audio, and video aligned 

The following is the transcript of the bowling scene: 

(6) The bowling scene  
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After the movie clip was played a few times, students were told to first 
identify final particles in the transcript. They were able to identify tokens 
such as a , ba , and le  as final particles. Some of the students asked 
about the different uses of le  as an aspect marker versus as a particle, as 
well as the differences between interjections and final particles for such 
tokens as a and ai . The functions, and their locations of the tokens in 
the stream of speech, were discussed as criteria. The students were then 
instructed to try to answer the questions posed in (5). After discussing these, 
the students were further probed to explore some more general questions: 

How are the distribution patterns observed across the speakers in the 
episode? 
What can these uses tell us about the nature of Chinese utterance-final 
particles in general? 

In the end, the students learned, through discovery and discussion processes, 
that particles are pragmatically significant in Chinese discourse, since they 
are closely tied to the negotiation of social relations in interpersonal com-
munication. Moreover, they learned that particles can be produced with 
varied prosodic features and that the lack of particles can be a significant 
contrast to segments where particles are present. 

3.4. Use of Terms of Address 
Chinese culture is said to be highly sensitive to social hierarchy, and this is 
best reflected in the use of terms of address, including address terms for both 
kinships and non-kinships (Gao 2000). In everyday language use, the 
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speaker’s choice of terms of address can reflect power relations and, at the 
same time, constitute social interactive moves.  

To show how terms of address are used for social interaction, two other 
clips from the movie, The Interns, were selected. The first is a family dinner 
scene involving the family of the protagonist, Lin Qi ( ). In this scene, 
Lin is concerned about how his fellow interns might perceive his father, a 
janitor who happens to be working at the same hotel as them all. Over dinner, 
the young intern tells his father not to call him by his nickname, Qi Beir 

, in public, fearing that he may be embarrassed by an association with his 
father’s low social status. The father is naturally upset, and so is his mother.  

Figure 3: The family dinner scene prior to the start of the internship the 
next day 

(7)
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The next day, as the interns are arriving at work, Lin Qi, who is walking with 
a friend and pushing his bicycle, sees his father in front of the lobby but 
pretends not to have noticed him. The story then takes a dramatic turn, with 
Lin Qi’s backpack falling from his bicycle; his father sees this and tries to get 
Lin Qi’s attention, only to find himself agonizing over what term of address 
he should use to call his son. 

(8)
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Again the clips were played through Transana, enabling easy navigation of 
the relevant places to ensure detailed viewing. After watching the clips sev-
eral times over, the class was engaged in an exercise based on the following 
set of questions: 

What terms of address are used? 
Who uses the terms? 
Who is the recipient of the utterance? 
What are the address terms referring to? 
What social relation do the terms display and create? 

A sample answer sheet, based on the bowling scene (see example (6) above), 
was provided to guide the students, as indicated in (9). 

(9) 
Speaker   Term         Addressee      Reference     Social Relation 

          CEO             Sought-after business partner 
_______ _________ ___________ _________  _______________________ 

The students were then divided into groups and asked to identify no less than 
five – or as many cases they could find – uses of terms of address in the two 
episodes. They were asked to write down the answers on the worksheet (il-
lustrated in (10)), discuss these among themselves, and then be prepared to 
present findings to the entire class. 

(10)  
    Speaker  Term      Addressee   Reference              Social Relation 
1) _______ _______ _________ _______________ ______________ 
2) _______ _______ _________ _______________ ______________ 
3) _______ _______ _________ _______________ ______________ 
4) _______ _______ _________ _______________ ______________ 
5) _______ _______ _________ _______________ ______________ 
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Students were able to identify a number of terms used in the two clips: 

etc. The alternation patterns over the two clips served as a dramatic demons-
tration of the subtle changes in social meaning and the motivations for the 
choice of different address forms. 

4. Assessment 
Just as with instruction, the assessment of learners’ discourse pragmatic skills 
is equally difficult. At the end of term, a final examination was set, utilizing 
some of the materials used in the classroom. This was done in two ways. First, 
some of the class materials were used for totally unrelated assessments, for 
example, the fable text given in (4), was also used for students to identify 
morphological and syntactic features. This is illustrated in test questions 1)-4) 
shown below in (11). Another way these authentic materials were used for 
assessment was to test about the same issues discussed in class, as shown in 
items 5) and 6). 

(11) Sample assessment questions based on authentic materials. 

From this passage, find out the following and fill in the blanks: 
1) Two nouns: ________________      _____________________ 
2) Two verbs: ________________       _____________________ 
3) A classifier: ________________ 
4) A postposition: __________________ 
5) A clause with an ellipsis: ____________________________________ 
6) A clause with a comparative meaning: __________________________ 

A similar test was designed using the same media materials to examine a 
discussed issue. This can be found in (12). While it was not possible to play 
the audio-video media files in the final examination, it was possible to use 
excerpts of authentic materials (transcripts of spoken texts and written texts) 
as the basis to construct a test question. A sample question, based on part of 
the transcript in (8), is given below. 

(12) 
Based on the materials provided here, discuss the use of at least three different 
terms of address in Chinese, with a focus on the social relations being projected 
when the movie character uses a particular term at a particular moment.  

One may argue that this is mainly a summative assessment (Black and 
William 1998), since it is given at the end of the term for final grades. How-
ever, I would like to view the entire instructional process as a combination of 



46 TAO HONGYIN

both formative and summative assessments, as the class integrates student 
activities throughout instruction and discussion, with these everyday activit-
ies also being counted toward the final grade. 

5. Discussion  

5.1. Reflections on Using Authentic Materials 
In the previous sections, I briefly described some of the practices in teaching 
discourse pragmatics to an L2 introductory Chinese linguistic class, which 
include both instructional practices and assessment design. My practice has 
been guided on the basis of integrating authentic materials with student-
centered, discovery-oriented activities, aided by occasional linguistic instruc-
tions and explanations. The sources for authentic materials came from a vari-
ety of texts, ranging from news media to fables to movie clips (I have also 
used natural conversations involving greeting patterns, which due to their 
complexity, will be discussed in a separate paper). For all of these units, 
student participation was an integral part of the instruction. This is realized 
through a variety of in-class activities: free discussions, guided exercises, 
group activities, and class presentation. It becomes clear that in comparison 
to other sessions of the same class, when authentic materials are used, stud-
ents tend to show a stronger interest for participation. 

A more important issue in combining the use of authentic materials and 
guided student participation is that authentic materials are not always 
transparent to the learner. As such, one cannot expect that students will be 
able to get the most out of authentic materials merely by being exposed to 
them. There must be carefully orchestrated efforts, explicit explanations, as 
well as well-designed activities that serve as the link between authentic 
materials and student-centered activities, so that L2 students are not over-
whelmed by the wealth of information and the complexity of the natively-
produced materials. My emphasis on the self-discovery process as aided by 
teacher guidance (see, for example, some of the pre-screening questions in 
(5), such as “who uses particles more?”) is one such effort towards addres-
sing this issue. No matter how (in)effective this may have been, we hope that 
future material design and classroom teaching will take this important issue 
into consideration.6

5.2. Pedagogical Effects 
As stated earlier, this study, being non-experimental in nature, does not con-
cern itself with pedagogical effects in different groups as evidence of effec-
tiveness. However, it is gratifying to report that overall student reactions have 

6 I thank Danjie Su for reminding me of this important issue. 
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been very positive. On completion of the course, students participated in a 
normative evaluation exercise regarding both the course and the instructors, 
as part of routine university requirements. Some of the remarks seem to attest 
to the effectiveness of the pedagogical approaches taken here. At the risk of 
gloating, I cite a few comments here: “This course [is] very interesting and 
interactive”; “thoroughly engaged”; “[it] creates an environment where 
everyone will participate”; “the knowledge from the class is very applicable 
and useful”. Perhaps the most gratifying comment any instructor of a Chinese 
linguistics class would appreciate is this: “[the instructor] made me inter-
est[ed] in linguistic[s], [and] made me want to learn more about Chinese 
linguistic[s] (sic).” 

While most of the students are undergraduates, a group of visiting 
overseas MA students, majoring in teaching Chinese as a second language, 
also attended some of the lectures. One of the MA students remarked that in 
Chinese:

(13) 
“

…… ”
“

…… ”
(Rough translation: Grammar points were easily understood with illustrations of 
examples. Audio/visual materials lightened up the overall classroom atmosphere. I 
have never seen a required introduction to Chinese linguistics class like this for 
teachers and was surprised to see that learners could also study Chinese linguistics.) 

This suggests that for training graduate students, whose career goal is to 
teach Chinese as a second/foreign language, the approaches taken here – 
chiefly using authentic materials and student-centered activities – appear to 
be equally applicable. 

6. Conclusions 
By now it has become common knowledge that discourse pragmatic com-
petence is an indispensable part of the language repertoire. However, prag-
matics is also known for its elusive nature, having to do with multiple factors 
and largely non-formal features. Exactly what constitutes a pragmatically 
sound pedagogy and how best to approach discourse pragmatics in classroom 
instruction should be the focus of our instructional exploration and profess-
sional training. 

I hope to have shown that an effective approach to the instruction of 
properties of Chinese discourse pragmatics must involve authentic materials 
and student-centered activities, for it would be difficult to demonstrate 
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discourse pragmatic properties without real texts and speech. It would be 
equally hard to instill pragmatic properties in the learner by simply giving 
lectures without student participation and involvement. As the scope of 
discourse pragmatics is practically boundless, we train students to develop 
critical skills in order to make discoveries on their own and to prepare them 
for the real life situations they will inevitably face. 
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