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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates Hong Kong secondary school students’ sensitivity to
differences between spoken and written English by examining their use of 67
syntactic features. A model specifying how native speakers vary their use of
syntactic features across speech and writing, Biber (1988), has been adopted as the
theoretical framework. Fifty-two oral presentations delivered by Form 6 students and
52 public examination essays written by Form 7 students, both of which total about
10,000 words, have been analysed. The students’ performance is compared with
native speakers’ performance in similar spoken and written production on the level
of syntactic features and the level of textual dimensions.

Analysis on most heavily overused and underused syntactic features shows that,
when compared with native speakers, Hong Kong students favour the use of present
tense, tentative style, simple noun phrase structure and explicit clause-relation
marking in oral presentations. They prefer using present tense constructions,
adopting pronouns for nominal functions and using an interactive tone in written
essays. In both the learner speech data and the leamner writing data, quite a number of
the overused and underused syntactic features are closely related to the differences
between speech and writing found in Biber (1988), hinting at Hong Kong students’
inadequate sensitivity to mode differences in English.

Analysis on textual dimensions suggests that Hong Kong students’ oral presentations
differ from comparable native-speaker oral production by being more written-like in
terms of the use of explicit/situation-dependent reference and the inclusion of
abstract/non-abstract information. Hong Kong students’ written essays deviate from
comparable native-speaker written production by being more spoken-like in terms of
the involved/informational focus and the use of explicit/situation-dependent
reference. Moreover, both the learner speech data and the learner writing data bear
some resemblance to common native-speaker genres in the opposite mode.

The present study clearly demonstrates that Hong Kong students have limited
sensitivity to the conventional usage of syntactic features in spoken and written
English. The teaching profession should help the students develop better
sociolinguistic competence when teaching grammar, speaking and writing. Future
research on second language acquisition should also focus more on the leamers’



sociolinguistic development so that second language learners’ communicative ability
can be betier understood. '
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Communicative language use involves knowledge of different kinds. In his
model of communicative language ability, Bachman (1990) proposes various
components of language competence (see Figure 1). Two major components are
organizational competence, which governs the relationships between linguistic
signals and their referents, and pragmatic competence, which concerns the dynamics
between language users and contexts (Bachman, 1990, p. 89). Under pragmatic
competence, there is the component of sociolinguistic competence, which refers to
“knowledge of the sociolinguistic conventions for performing language functions
appropriately in a given context” (Bachman, 1990, p. 90). One specific type of such
knowledge that Bachman (1990) mentions is the sensitivity to differences in register.
In othgr words, knowing how speakers of the same speech community vary their
language use in different registers can facilitate one’s language comprehension and
production. Following Halliday, McIntosh and Strevens (1964), Bachman (1990)
characterises register in terms of the field of discourse, the mode of discourse and the
style of discourse (p. 95). In particular, the mode of discourse refers to “the medium
or mode of the language activity” (Halliday, Mclntosh & Strevens, 1964, p. 91).
Hence, sensitivity to the mode of discourse, i.e. language users’ awareness of the
differences between speech and writing, represents a part of the sociolinguistic

competence that is required for communicative language use.



Language Competence

Organization

al Competence

Pragmatic Competence

Grammatical
Competence

Textual
Competence

Hlocutionary
Competence

Sociolinguistic
Competence

” ’
Figure 1. Model of language competence (Bachman, 1990, p. 87)

Research on second language learners’ English proficiency tends to emphasise
developnient in grammatical competence. Other components of language
competence are much less investigated. However, grammatical competence alone
cannot guarantee effective communication. Development in other components is
equally important to second language learners. It is thus desirable to conduct more
studies on these under-researched areas. Ellis (1994) observes that although the
pragmatic aspects of learner language are attracting more attention in the second
language acquisition research field, most studies concentrate on the acquisition and
the production of speech acts (p. 159). Therefore, relatively little is known about

other facets of second language learners” pragmatic competence, notably

sociolinguistic competence.




1.2 Rationale

Spoken English and written English are partially overlapping yet partially
distinct. Their subtle relationship vexes many second language learners of English.
Research evidence has shown that spoken-like features are not uncommon in second
language learners’ writing (e.g. Chao, 2003; Cobb, 2003, McCrostie, 2008;
Petch-Tyson, 1998). Nevertheless, the few existing studies on second language
learners’ ability to cope with mode differences are rather limited in scope: Most of
them focus on identifying spoken-like usage in the form of involvement features in
the learners’ writing. Other linguistic differences between spoken and written
English have been largely ignored. Apparently, no attempt has been made to
investigate written-like features in speech. These limitations in methodology suggest
that there is much room for improvement in research on second language leamers’
sensitivity to mode differences.

Studies on Hong Kong learners’ English occasionally contain comments on the
learners’ confusion over spoken and written language use. Nonetheless, these
comments are only inserted as proposed explanations for some interlanguage
phenomena. Hong Kong students’ ability to produce English appropriate for the
mode of discourse is seldom a central topic for investigation. In view of this research

gap, the present study was conducted.

1.3 Scope of the Present Study
The present study is dedicated to one under-researched area in second language
learners’ communicative competence: sociolinguistic competence. The investigation
focuses on second language learners’ sensitivity to differences between spoken

English and written English in language production. The second language learners



under investigation are senior students in Hong Kong secondary schools. The data
consists of samples of their spoken English and written English, both of which total
approximately 10,000 tokens. The appropriateness of the students’ language use for a
specific mode of discourse was evaluated by a comparison with the target la;lguage
norm of British English. The comparison was made with reference to the theoretical

framework of Biber (1988), which specified how native speakers varied their use of

syntactic features among different genres in spoken and written English.

1.4 Significance

The significance of the present study can be explained from three perspectives.
First, from the theoretical perspective, the present study contributes to the
understanding of second language leamers’ sociolinguistic competence, a neglected
area in second language acquisition literature. Second, from the methodological
perspective, the present study investigates second language learners’ awareness of
mode differences systematically by drawing on a theoretical model of native-speaker
usage. Differences between spoken and written English manifest themselves in a
wide range of linguistic features. Observations on a single feature cannot generate
conclusive evidence of the appropriateness of interlanguage. Taking into account a
relatively large number of syntactic features, the present study can provide a
comprehensive picture of the leamers’ sensitivity to spoken and written English.
Finally, from the pedagogical perspective, the present study informs educationai
practitioners of Hong Kong students’ English proficiency. The study not only
presents a survey of Hong Kong students’ use of syntactic features in speech and
writing, but also evaluates how well the students’ usage conforms to native-speaker

conventional usage. Better understanding Hong Kong students’ strengths and



weaknesses, the teaching profession can act accordingly.

1.5 Research Questions

The major research question guiding the present study is: Does Hong Kong

students’ English produced in one mode exhibit characteristics typically found in

English in another mode? Two identical sets of research questions have been devised

to investigate learner language data produced in the spoken mode and that produced

in the written mode. They are presented separately as Research Question 1 and

Research Question 2 in this section so that specific reference can be made in the rest

of this thesis:

1. Does Hong Kong students’ spoken English exhibit characteristics typically

found in English writing?

1.1.

1.2

1.3,

1.4.

How are Hong Kong students’ oral presentations different from
comparable native-speaker oral production gprepared speeches), in terms
of the use of syntactic features?

Do the differences in the use of syntactic features observed in Question
1.1 suggest that Hong Kong students’ oral presentations exhibit
written-like characteristics?

How are Hong Kong students’ oral presentations different from
comparable native-speaker oral production (prepared speeches), in terms
of the three textual dimensions identified in Biber’s (1988) model?

Is there any similarity between Hong Kong students’ oral presentations
and common native-speaker written genres, in terms of the three textual

dimensions identified in Biber’s (1988) model?



2. Does Hong Kong students’ written English exhibit characteristics typically

found in English speech?

2.1.

2.2.

2.3.

2.4,

How are Hong Kong students’ written essays different from comparable
native-speaker written production (written essays), in terms of the use of
syntactic features?

Do the differences in the use of syntactic features observed in Question
2.1 suggest that Hong Kong students’ written essays exhibit spoken-like
characteristics?

How are Hong Kong students’ written essays different from comparable
native-speaker written production (written essays), in terms of the three
textual dimensions identified in Biber’s (1988) model?

Is there any similarity between Hong Kong students’ written essays and
common native-speaker spoken genres, in terms of the three textual

dimensions identified in Biber’s (1988) model?

In both sets of questions, the first two sub-questions focus on the microscopic

analysis on Hong Kong students’ use of syntactic features and the last two

sub-questions draw the readers’ attention to the macroscopic analysis on textual

dimensions of the learner language data.

1.6 Organisation of the Thesis

This thesis consists of six chapters. The present chapter, Chapter 1, orientates

the readers towards the thesis by providing some background information of the

study. The rationale and the signification of the study are stated. The research

questions are introduced and the structure of the thesis is presented.



Chapter 2 summarises relevant studies from different research fields composing
the theoretical background of the present study. It reviews literature on the
differences between speech and writing, research on language learners’ ability to
tackle mode differences and studies on syntactic features in Hong Kong students’
English.

Chapter 3 offers information on methodological issues necessary for the
interpretation and the evaluation of the research findings. It not only gives details on
the theoretical framework adopted in the present study, but also explains how the
study was implemented by discussing the research design, the language data, and the
data processing and analysis procedures.

Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 report findings generated from the analysis on Hong
Kong students’ oral presentations and the analysis on Hong Kong students’ written
essays respectively. Figure 2 and Figure 3 illustrate the structure of the two chapters.
In each chapter, the analysis on syntactic features and the analysis on textual
dimensions are divided into two sections. In each section, the results are discussed in
relation to the corresponding research questions. Overall, findings in these two
chapters can help determine whether Hong Kong students show confusion over
spoken and written language use.

Chapter 6 ends this thesis by drawing a conclusion from the findings in Chapter
4 and Chapter 5. Different implications on pedagogy and research are considered.

Limitations of the study are noted and directions for future research are suggested.
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

After a brief introduction of the whole thesis, this chapter provides a review of
relevant literature so that the readers can understand more about the research
background of the present study. This chapter is divided into three parts. The first
part (Section 2.2) introduces the research tradition on mode differences. Some early
studies investigating differences between spoken and written English are reviewed.
The limitations of these early studies are discussed and the methodological trend of
more recent studies is also noted. The second part (Section 2.3) examines research
focusing on language learners’ ability to cope with mode differences. Studies of first
language learners are cited to show that developing this aspect of sociolinguistic
competence is not an easy task even for native speakers. Several studies on
non-Chinese and Chinese second language learners of English are reported so as to
illué.trate how sensitivity to mode differences has been researched. The last part
(Section 2.4) offers some information about Hong Kong students’ use of syntactic
features. The emphasis is placed on research findings involving overuse and
underuse patterns of syntactic features generated from a comparison of Hong K()Ihg

learners’ data with comparable native speakers’ data.

2.2 Differences Between Speechrand Writing
There has been a relatively long ﬁistpry of research into the differences between
speech and writing. According to- DeVito (1967), people living 2000 years ago.
already noted th: differences between the two modes and early quantitative studie.;s

can date back to the 1920s (p. 354). However, it was not until the 1950s and the



1960s that this research field began to attract scholars’ attention (Roberts & Street,
1997, p. 168). Studies of various interests were carried out by researchers from
different disciplines like anthropology, literary studies, linguistics, education and
psychology (Akinnaso, 1982, p. 97; Chafe & Danielewicz, 1987, p. 83). Given the
vast amount of literature accumulated, it is simply impossible for the review in this
section to be exhaustive. Therefore, the following discussion is limited to
quantitative studies on the syntactic differences between spoken and written English.
In Section 2.2.1, some early studies are described so as to exemplify the popular
methodology used to investigate mode differences from the 1960s to the 1980s. The
findings of these studies are summarised to show how the early researchers
characterised differences between speech and writing. In Section 2.2.2, limitations
associated with the methodology of fhe early .studies are identified. Issues concerning
the participants, the language data and the syntactic features are raised. In Section
2.2.3, methodological development in the past 20 years is discussed. Some studies
on mode differences published since the late 1980s are cited to demonstrate how the
limitations of early studies have been overcome. A relatively new research method,

multi-dimensional analysis, is also introduced.

2.2.1 Early Studies: 1960s — 1980s

This section reviews a few early studies on the differential use of syntactic
features in spoken and written English. For each study, details of research design are
included and key findings are reported. It is hoped that after reading this section, the
readers can get a sense of the methodology employed by the early researchers, as
| well as the theoretical understanding of mode differences during that period. O};ving

to the scope of the thesis, the review in this section is bound to be selective. The
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following studies have been chosen to exemplify different general qualities
associated with speech and writing and they are organised according to these
different qualities in this section. For a comprehensive review of early research on
differences between spoken and written English, readers can refer to Akinnaso (1982)

and Biber (1988).

2.2.1.1 Fragmentation/ integration.

O’Donnell (1974) investigated syntactic density in speech and writing by
comparing some oral and written data produced by the same person. He used data
from a television interview and some newspaper articles, both involving some
publicly expressed opinions on general issues. Realising the lack of a comparable
structural unit in speech and writing, O’Donnell adopted T-units as the unit of
comparison in his study. A T-unit represents an independent clause, plus any
dependent clauses attached to it (O’Donnell, 1974, p. 103). His data consists of 100
T-units from the participant’s speech and an equal number of T-units from his writing.
The results show that on average the T-units in writing (24.97 words) are longer than
the T-units in speech (17.92 words). There are also more T-units with dependent
clauses in writing (68 out of 100) than in speech (56 out of 100). The researcher
regards the greater T-unit length associated with writing as an indicator of higher
syntactic density. Furthermore, O’Donnell’s study shows that while speech contains
more nominal clauses, writing contains more adjectival and adverbial clauses. There
are also more nonfinite verbs, passive constructions, auxiliaries and attributive
adjectives found in writing. As O’Donnell acknowledges in his conclusion, the fact
that only one participant was involved seriously affects the external validity of his

study (p. 109). However, the value of his study lies in his effort in seeking a suitable
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syntactic unit for comparison across speech and writing, as the use of T-units can be
one way to deal with the absence of sentence boundaries in spoken discourse
(Akinnaso, 1982, p. 107).

Chafe (1982) relates the differences in the use of certain linguistic structures to
the different production conditions in speech and writing. One of his claims is that
writing is more integrated and speech is more fragmented because language users
usually take much more time to write than to speak (pp. 36-38). He enumerates a
number of devices signaling integration and argues that they are more common in
writing by referring to statistics from his approximately 10,000-word samples of
dinner-table conversations and 12,000-word samples of academic papers, both
collected from 14 subjects consisting of faculty members and graduate students. The
integration devices that Chafe (1982) discusses include nominalizations, of
prepositional phrases for genitive subjects/ objects, present and past participles
(including those used as nouns and adjectives, as well as those used in reduced
relative clauses), attributive adjectives, conjoined noun, adjective or verb phrases,
series, sequences of prepositional phrases, fo and that complement clauses, and
relative clauses. All these features have been found to exhibit a higher frequency in
the researcher’s written data than in his spoken data. Regarding the oral mode, Chafe
points out that fragmentation can be perceived from the lack of connectives and the
use of conjunctions (and, but, so, because) at the beginning of idea units. This
widely cited study represents an important attempt to quantify a relatively large
number of linguistic features in accounting for the differences between speech and
writing. The use of idea units, i.e. units with a coherent intonation contour separated
by pauses (Chafe, 1982, p. 37), also offers another possibility in handling the lack of

clear sentence boundaries in speech. Nevertheless, Chafe’s (1982) comparison is
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based on informal spoken discourse and formal written discourse. In other words, the
two types of data differ not only in medium, but also in style. Consequently, the
different distributions of linguistic features reflect both mode differences and
stylistic differences. Akinnaso (1982) even suspects that Chafe’s (1982) findings
“result more from the maximization of contrasts in the data base than from
differences in modality” (p. 108).

Beaman (1984) focused her investigation of syntactic complexity on the use of
coordination and subordination. In order to control differences in variables other than
the mode, she compared some unplanned, informal, spontaneous discourse produced
by the same group of participants in both spoken and written modes. Altogether 20
spoken narratives (12,594 words) and 20 written ones (7,072 words) were used. Her
detailed analysis of coordination and subordination of these two types of discourse
yielded some interesting findings. First, there are more coordinated sentences in the
written stories (38 per 100 sentences) than in the spoken ones (25 per 100 sentences).
Second, there are low percentages of subordinated sentences in both the spoken
stories (13 per 100 sentences) and the written stories (12 per 100 sentences). Third,
there are more finite nominal subordinate clauses (that-clauses, interrogative clauses
and nominal relative clauses) in the spoken stories (10.9 per 1,000 words) than in the
written ones (3.8 per 1,000 words), but there are more nonfinite nominal subordinate
clauses (fo-infinitive clauses and -ing clauses) in the written stories (30.4 per 1,000
words) than in the spoken ones (17.5 per 1,000 words). Fourth, there are more
adjectival relative clauses in the spoken stories (11.7 per 1,000 words) than in the
written stories (6.9 per 1,000 words). Finally, there are more adverbial subordinate
clauses in the written stories (13.0 per 1,000 words) than in the spoken stories (8.4

per 1,000 words). Beaman's (1984) conclusion is that regarding the use of
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subordination, *“spoken narrative is on the whole just as complex as, if not more
complex in some respects, than written narrative” (p. 78). She also agrees with
Halliday that “the types of complexities involved in the two modalities are different”
(Beaman, 1984, p. 78). Although the third and the last findings in Beaman (1984)
confirm O’Donnell’s (1974) results, her second finding disagrees with O’Donnell
(1974). Given the larger amount of data involved in Beaman (1984), one may readily
believe in her finding and reject O’Donnell’s (1974). But it should be reminded that
the nature of the discourse used in the two studies is different and a direct
comparison may not be applicable. One room for improvement for Beaman (1984) is
the presentation of data. The statistics are sometimes given as a percentage over the
total number of sentences and sometimes given as a normalised frequency. Readers
may find this confusing,

Chafe and Danielewicz (1987) further discuss the properties of spoken and
written language by comparing some conversations, lectures, letters and academic
papers produced by 20 university professors and graduate students. They suggest that,
owing to the limited capacity of short-term memory, the average length of idea units
produced by speakers is shorter than that produced by writers (Chafe & Danielewicz,
1987, p. 86). Therefore, speakers tend to use fewer linguistic features that increase
the size of idea units such as prepositional phrases (especially sequences ofe
prepositional phrases), nominalizations, attributive adjectives and nouns, phrasal
coordination and participles. Moreover, speakers prefer simple clausal coordination
to other structures which may complicate the relationships between different clauses.
Nevertheless, the researchers remind the readers of the fact that some of the
differences they discuss exist “because of differences in the speaking and writing

processes themselves” but others exist “because of the varied contexts, purposes, and
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subject matters of both spoken and written language” (Chafe & Danielewicz, 1987, p.
87). As a result, the findings of Chafe and Danielewicz (1987) should be treated with

caution,

2.2.1.2 Involvement/ detachment.

DeVito’s (1966) comparison of oral discussions (9,000 words) and written
articles (9,000 words) produced by the same 10 university faculty members
examined two features relevant to the concept of involvement: self-reference words
and consciousness of projection terms, i.e. terms indicating the speakers’ observation.
. His results show that both of these are significantly more common in speech than in
writing. In speech, there are 26.4 self-reference terms and 8.5 consciousness of
projection terms per 900 words, but in writing there are only 15.4 self-reference
terms and 1.5 consciousness of projection terms per 900 words. Nonetheless, the two
categories are vaguely defined in DeVito (1966). What has and what has not been
counted in his study remains a puzzle to the readers,

In Chafe’s two studies mentioned in Section 2.2.1.1, the researchers also discuss
differences between speech and writing in terms of involvement and detachment.
Chafe (1982) considers writing more detached and speech more involved because
language users can usually interact with their audience when speaking, but not when
writing (p. 45). He noticed that a few linguistic features showing involvement with
the audience were more common in his informal spoken data. These devices include
first person references (i.e. references to the speaker), references to the speaker’s
mental processes, devices monitoring information flow (e.g. well, I mean, and you
imow), emphatic particles (e.g. just and really), devices for fuzziness (e.g. and so on,

something like, and sort of), and direct quotes. In contrast, devices for signaling
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deﬁchncnt like passive voice and nominalizations were found to be more frequently
used in formal writing. In Chafe and Danielewicz (1987), the researchers suggest
that the presence of audience in speech makes speakers produce language with more
involvement with audience, selves and the concrete reality (p. 105). This
involvement is evident in the speakers’ use of interactional responses, the phrase you
know, first person pronouns and place and time adverbials. Chafe and Danielewicz
(1987) think that, whereas speakers tend to preduce involved language, writers
usually produce detached language which is relatively abstract and timeless (p. 108).
Writers use more often abstract subjects, passive constructions and academic hedges
indicating probability. All these devices indicate the writers’ attempt to distance

themselves from their discussion.

2.2.1.3 Abstractness.

DeVito (1967) studied the differences between speech and writing by
examining their levels of abstraction as represented by a formula deriving from the
frequencies of finite verbs, definite articles and abstract nouns. This formula, a
simplified version, has the advantages of clearly defined variables and high
correlation with the original formula involving 16 different linguistic features (p.
355). DeVito (1967) used data from written articles totaling 8,000 words and an
equal amount of oral discussions based on these articles. Both types of discourse
were produced by 10 university faculty members. The findings suggest that speech is
significantly less abstr?ct than writing in terms of the scores obtained from the
formula. In particular, there are significantly more finite verbs and signifi