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’ Many Japanese English students have difficulty using appropriate expressions in situations where they

ea rn e rs need to show politeness. The purposes of this pilot study are to explore what problems Japanese college
students have in expressing refusal and apology in English and what causes those problems. Fifty-three

Japanese college students were requested to write an email message to their teacher to explain that they

would not be able to attend dinner because of an urgent matter. Their messages were compared with
re u Sa an those written by eight native English-speaking (NS) teachers. In addition, three typical samples written by
Japanese students were evaluated by NS teachers. The results indicated that many of their expressions
of refusal and apology were not appropriate, and NSs considered them abrupt or rude. The inappro-

apo I Ogy priateness often came from incorrect transfer from their first language, Japanese, and lack of pragmatic
knowledge.
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real communication. They also need to use pragmatically appropriate English. However,

Japanese English education has not placed emphasis on instruction of pragmatic usage.
In junior high and high schools, students usually have few opportunities to receive pragmatic
instruction in English classrooms. As a result, many Japanese learners have difficulty using
appropriate expressions in situations where they need to show politeness. They are sometimes
considered to be rude by native speakers (NSs) because they lack pragmatic knowledge.

oR ENGLIsH learners, it is not enough to speak or write grammatically correct English in
Naoko Osuka

This study was performed as a type of needs analysis to see where students need the most
help. Although there are a variety of situations where pragmatic competence is needed, such
as making an apology, request, complaint, compliment, refusal, and showing gratitude, this
study focused on refusals and apologies. These were chosen because refusing is one of the
most difficult speech acts, which Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz (1990, p. 56) described
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as “a major cross-cultural ‘sticking point’ for many nonnative
speakers,” and apologizing is very important to mitigate the

negative effects of a refusal. This study also focused on prag-
matics in writing an email message, which is one of the most
frequently used communication tools today.

Several studies have been conducted on pragmatic differences in
refusing and apologizing between Japanese English learners and
NSs. Takahashi and Beebe (1987) compared Japanese ESL and EFL
learners and NSs, focusing on refusal, and reported that evidence
of transfer from Japanese was found in both ESL and EFL learners.
They also suggested that more transfer was found in EFL learners.
Although they expected that higher English proficiency would be
positively correlated with pragmatic transfer because of their Eng-
lish fluency, the results did not display a clear correlation.

Beebe et al. (1990) maintained that negative pragmatic trans-
fer was found among the responses of Japanese English speak-
ers on at least three levels: the order, frequency, and content of
the semantic formulas. For example, Japanese English speakers
expressed gratitude much less frequently than American NSs
when they refused an invitation from their boss. Japanese Eng-
lish speakers also gave less specific reasons when they refused
something than the NSs in many situations.

Robinson (1991, as cited in Cohen & Olshtain, 1993) conduct-
ed research with 12 female Japanese students. She found that
the respondents sometimes accepted the request even though
they had been instructed to refuse it. This was attributed to their
cultural background.

Hill (1997, as cited in Kasper & Rose, 2002) suggested that Jap-
anese advanced learners were more likely to transfer from their
first language (L1), such as overusing apology moves. However,
Maeshiba, Yoshinaga, Kasper and Ross (1996) did not support
this finding. In their study investigating apologies, the results
did not show any significant difference between advanced and
intermediate learners.

These previous studies displayed the pragmatic differences
between Japanese English learners and NSs, especially in
refusing and apologizing. However, they did not clearly state
which differences were perceived to be problematic by NSs.
Furthermore, those studies focused on pragmatic differences
during speech. There have been few studies which focused on
the differences in writing. However, with the rapid spread of the
Internet, especially email, writing is more important than ever
as a daily communication tool. The current study focused on the
problems Japanese learners have in expressing a refusal and an
apology in writing.

The purposes of the current study are: 1) to evaluate problems
Japanese college students have in expressing a refusal and an
apology in writing, and 2) to explore the causes of those prob-
lems.

Method

Participants

Fifty-three Japanese college students (15 males and 38 females)
and 10 NSs (7 males and 3 females) participated in the current
study. The students were all first-year students in the hu-
manities. The NSs were all teachers, from different continents
(including America, Europe, and Africa) and generations (30s to
50s).

From the perspective of genuine comparison, it would have
been better to compare the Japanese students with a group of
college students from an English-speaking country. The variety
of nationalities and ages in the teacher group also made com-
parison difficult. Stricter comparisons will be needed in future
research.

From another perspective, it seems to be significant to find
what kind of differences exists in terms of pragmatic awareness
between Japanese students who send a message and NSs who



receive it. In other words, we should know what is recognized
as a pragmatic problem by NSs. This study attempts to identify
problem areas in Japanese students’ replies.

Procedure

First, the Japanese students were given the following task:

“You were going to have dinner with your teacher on
Friday. However, an urgent business matter has arisen.
Therefore, you will not be able to go to the dinner. Please
write an email to the teacher explaining this.”

The NSs were asked to complete the same task. After com-
pleting the task, the NSs were asked to comment on the three
samples of student email messages below. These samples were
chosen because they were comparatively good and contained
typical features of the emails written by all the students.

e Sample A: Dear Prof. XX, Hello. I'm really sorry that I
cannot go to dinner with you on Friday. I have to study
for the examination. I am very sorry. Sincerely yours, XX.

e Sample B: I'm sorry I will not be able to come to dinner
on Friday because of urgent business.

¢ Sample C: I have to apologize to you. I will not be able to
go to dinner on Friday. Could you invite me another day?

Results

The comparison of Japanese students and native
speakers

The emails written by Japanese students and eight NSs (two
NSs did not write emails) were analyzed, and five major com-
ponents were identified: apology, refusal, excuse, mentioning an
alternative, and disappointment. For example, if a response was

“I'm sorry I will not be able to come to dinner on Friday because
of urgent business,” it was regarded as consisting of [apology]
[refusal] and [excuse]. The frequencies of each component were
compared between Japanese students and NSs. Table 1 presents
the results. While 100% of the NSs gave an explicit refusal and
an excuse, 17% of Japanese students failed in giving an explicit
refusal, and 26% failed in giving an excuse.

Table |. Comparison of component frequencies
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Expressions of each component were then examined and
compared between Japanese students and NSs.

The expressions of apology were examined first and classified
into three types: 1) using “sorry” (e.g. “I am sorry.”) 2) using “an
adverb + sorry” (e.g. “I am very sorry.” or “I am really sorry.”)
3) using “apology / apologize” (e.g. “I apologize.”). Table 2
presents the results. Eighteen out of 47 Japanese students used
“an adverb + sorry,” while only one NS used this. Furthermore,
it was found that Japanese students were more likely to repeat
an apology. For example, some started their email with an apol-
ogy, such as “I am sorry I will not be able to come to dinner,”



and ended with an apology again, such as “I am really sorry.”
In short, when expressing an apology, Japanese students were

more likely to intensify it or repeat it.

Table 2. Expression of apology
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apologize twice
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Expressions of refusal were also examined and classified into
four types: 1) using “cannot” or “can’t” (e.g. “I cannot come to
dinner.”) 2) using “couldn’t” (e.g. “I couldn’t come to dinner.”)
3) using “will not be able to” (e.g. “I will not be able to come to
dinner.”) 4) using other expressions (e.g. “I have to cancel the

appointment.”). Table 3 displays the results. A distinct difference

was observed between Japanese students and NSs. While most
NSs used “will not be able to,” only three Japanese students
used it. The majority of Japanese students used “cannot” or
“can’t” One fourth of Japanese students used “couldn’t,” which
is grammatically incorrect.

Table 3. Expression of refusal
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The excuses were then examined and classified into two
types: 1) specific excuses, and 2) general excuses. Table 4
presents the results. Although it was expected that NSs would
be more likely to prefer a specific excuse, the results indicated
that Japanese students were more likely than NSs to give a
specific excuse.

Table 4. Giving a specific/general excuse

Specific excuse

General excuse

J Students (N=39) 14 2

apanese students =,

p (36%) (64%)

Native Speakers (N=8) ! 7
ative pea ers = (12%) (88%)

Mentioning of an alternative was examined and classified into
three types: 1) asking to reschedule, 2) asking for an invitation,
and 3) just mentioning another time. Table 5 shows that 23% of




Japanese students asked the teacher to invite him /her again.

Table 5. Mentioning an alternative
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Finally, expressions of disappointment were examined and
classified into two types: 1) stating disappointment explicitly
(e.g. “I'm disappointed.”) and 2) stating disappointment implic-
itly (e.g. “I was looking forward to the dinner.”). Table 6 shows
that there was not a big difference between Japanese students
and NSs. In both groups, not many subjects stated disappoint-
ment, and if they did, most did it implicitly.

Table 6. Stating disappointment

Explicitly Implicitly
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Native speakers’ comments on the emails written
by Japanese students

Eight NSs gave comments on three samples written by the stu-
dents. The samples are reproduced below and followed by the
NSs’” comments:

Sample A: Dear Prof. XX, Hello. I'm really sorry that I can-
not go to dinner with you on Friday. I have to study for the
examination. I am very sorry. Sincerely yours, XX

Two out of eight teachers stated that this was fine, and another
two said this was not bad. One of them indicated that this was a
bit over the top. However, the other four suggested that this was
vague and not polite enough because the reason was weak.

Sample B: I'm sorry I will not be able to come to dinner on
Friday because of urgent business.

One out of eight teachers stated that this was the best, and an-
other two said this was fine. However, the other four suggested
that this was abrupt.

Sample C: I have to apologize to you. I will not be able to go
to dinner on Friday. Could you invite me another day?

One teacher stated that this was the best except for the gram-
mar, while another teacher indicated that this was the worst.
Five out of the eight teachers pointed out that one should not
invite oneself.



Opinions varied among the NSs, likely influenced by person-
ality, nationality, gender, age, or other reasons.

Discussion

Japanese students’ problems

Even though opinions varied among the NSs, the comparison
of emails written by Japanese students and NSs, and the NSs’
comments on the sample emails has revealed several problems
Japanese college students had in expressing a refusal and an
apology in writing.

There were pragmatic problems that led to emails that were
often not polite enough or simply rude. For example, some
failed to give a refusal or an excuse explicitly. This was not a
problem for any of the NSs. Many students wrote, “I cannot
come to dinner” instead of “I will not be able to come to din-
ner.” The former sounded too direct and strong to NSs. Some
students gave a weak or inappropriate excuse, such as “I have
many things to do” or “I have to prepare for the exam.” These
weak reasons sounded impolite to NSs. Some asked for an invi-
tation, such as “Please invite me again.” It sounded strange to
NSs; they thought one should not invite oneself. Some used ex-
pressions that were deemed too casual by NSs, such as “Sorry”
and “Let’s go.” Some used oral expressions for writing, such as
“I'm sorry, sir.”

Although being rude is more problematic, some emails were
too polite. As mentioned above, Japanese students were more
likely to intensify an apology and repeat it. It was suggested by
some NSs that this style is a bit too much.

There were also linguistic problems, which led to the inap-
propriate choice of words, such as “I have another schedule”
and “It is inconvenient for me.” Many also made grammatical
mistakes, such as “I'm sorry I couldn’t come to dinner.”

The causes of the problems

Pragmatic transfer from Japanese

Examining the problems mentioned above, pragmatic transfer
from Japanese was recognized to be the main cause of the prob-
lems. For example, asking for an invitation, which is definitely
a problem from the perspective of NSs, is caused by pragmatic
transfer. Japanese often ask for another invitation when they
refuse an invitation, such as “Mata kikai ga areba osasoi kudasai ”
[Please invite me again when you have a chance.] It is accepta-
ble in Japanese culture because it presents the speaker’s willing-
ness to maintain association with the party. It can be considered
to be one of the most positive politeness techniques, according
to Brown and Levinson (1978, p. 103), which a speaker uses to
indicate that he wants to “come closer” to a hearer.

Some Japanese students used excuses which were considered
to be vague or weak by the NSs, such as “I have to prepare for
an exam” and “I have to write a report.” NSs suggested that stu-
dents should have prepared for an exam or a report earlier, so it
is rude to use this kind of excuse for cancelling an appointment.
This problem also seems to be caused by pragmatic transfer.
Excuses related to study, such as an exam, a report, and home-
work, are considered acceptable in Japanese culture.

It was pointed out by NSs that some Japanese students’
emails were too polite. They intensified an apology and re-
peated it. This is also pragmatic transfer from Japanese. When
Japanese apologize for something in writing in Japanese, they
often apologize at the beginning and at the end, such as “Tuihen
moushiwake gozaimasen ga... Hontouni moushiwake gozaimasen”
[I'm very sorry but ... I'm really sorry.] It is common in Japanese
culture.



Lack of pragmatic knowledge

Many wrote “I cannot come to dinner” instead of “I will not be
able to come to dinner.” This problem happened because Japa-
nese usually learn that “cannot” is equivalent to “not be able to”
at junior high school. They don't learn the difference between
the two expressions.

Some students used oral expressions for writing, such as “I'm
sorry, sir.” They don’t know that “sir” as a vocative should not
be used for writing,

Overgeneralization of pragmatic knowledge

Many students used direct or casual expressions, such as “can-
not,” “sorry” and “let’s go.” They may have overgeneralized

a stereotype such as “all native English speakers speak in a
direct/ casual way.”

Lack of linguistic knowledge

Many students made mistakes in vocabulary and grammar
because of a lack of linguistic knowledge. Some mistakes were
caused by linguistic transfer from Japanese. For example, some
wrote “It is inconvenient for me,” which is an inappropriate
expression. This happened because the Japanese phrase “tsugo
ga warui,” which is often translated to the English word “incon-
venient”, is a common Japanese excuse when people reject an
invitation or cancel an appointment.

Eleven students used “couldn’t,” such as “I'm sorry I couldn’t
go to dinner,” which is grammatically incorrect. This mistake
seems to be caused by an overgeneralization of grammatical
knowledge. They know when they make a request “Could you”
is politer than “Can you.” They seem to have overgeneralized
this knowledge and used “couldn’t” instead of “cannot.”

Conclusion

Many of the Japanese students failed in writing an appropri-
ate refusal and apology email message in terms of pragmatics
as well as vocabulary and grammar. The results of this study
suggest that some problems are caused by lack of pragmatic
competence, including inappropriate pragmatic transfer and
lack of pragmatic knowledge, while others are caused by lack of
linguistic competence, such as in vocabulary and grammar.

This seems to imply that we need to incorporate more prag-
matic instruction into English education so that students can
develop better communicative competence. For example, we
should help our students be aware that pragmatic transfer from
their L1 (e.g. self-invitation) is not always appropriate. We also
should inform them that there are different levels of politeness
among similar expressions (e.g. cannot come vs. will not be able to
come). This does not mean that teachers should force students
to follow all the native standards of English-speaking countries,
ignoring their own identities. In fact, as mentioned above, there
are many varieties of English even among NSs. However, stu-
dents should be provided with opportunities to acquire at least
basic pragmatic knowledge in the target language so that they
can avoid cross-cultural misunderstanding due to ignorance
and they can make informed choices. Rose and Kasper (2001,
p-8) claim that there is “a strong indication that instructional
intervention may be facilitative to, or even necessary, for the
acquisition of L2 pragmatic ability.” It is important for teachers
to try to find the best way to teach students pragmatics while
respecting their unique cultural identities.

Limitations of this study

The author acknowledges some limitations in this study, besides
the small size and the inequality of the two groups mentioned
above. First, the task was not completely clear to the respond-



ents: was it a dinner for two people or a larger group? Second,

a follow-up report (written or oral) should have been done

by the subjects to find out why they responded the way they
did. Lastly, effects of other factors such as English proficiency,
pragmatic instruction experience, and gender, should have been
examined.

Bio data

Naoko Osuka teaches at Meiji University. Her research interests
are pragmatics in SLA and language learning strategies.

References

Beebe, L. M., Takahashi, T., & Uliss-Weltz, R. (1990). Pragmatic transfer
in ESL refusals. In R. C. Scarcella, E. S. Andersen, & S. D. Krashen
(Eds.) Developing communicative competence in a second language (pp.
55-73). Boston, MA: Heinleand Heile.

Brown, P, & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness. Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

Cohen, A., & Olshtain, E. (1993). The production of speech acts by EFL
learners. TESOL Quarterly, 27, 33-56.

Kasper, G., & Rose, K. R. (2002). Pragmatic development in a second lan-
guage. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Maeshiba, N., Yoshinaga, N., Kasper, G., & Ross, S. (1996). Transfer
and proficiency in interlanguage apologizing. In S. M. Gass & J. Neu
(Eds.), Speech acts across cultures: Challenges to communication in a second
language (pp. 155-187). Berlin: Muton de Gruyter.

Rose, K. R., & Kasper, G. (Eds). (2001). Pragmatics in language teaching.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Takahashi, T., & Beebe, L. (1987). The development of pragmatic compe-
tence by Japanese learners of English. JALT Journal, 8, 131-155.



	Contents: 
	Page 1: Off

	Previous: 
	Page 1: Off

	Next: 
	Page 1: Off

	Full Screen: 
	Page 1: Off

	Full Screen 1: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 

	Next 1: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 

	Previous 1: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 

	Contents 1: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 



