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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to offer a critical overview of how politeness is presented in a sample of textbooks used in
teaching Chinese as a second/foreign language. The importance of politeness in second language acquisition has long
been recognized in the literature; previous research in this area on the acquisition and teaching of CSL/CFL has
focussed e.g. on language socialization, on pragmatics, and on the development of intercultural communicative com-
petence. However, specific research on how politeness and politeness-related topics and skills are introduced in text-
books and other works used by learners and teachers of CSL/CFL suffers from a lack of systematicity. To this end, we
analysed a sample of teaching materials designed for non-native speakers which are widely used in China (and
beyond). We shall show that explicit discussion of politeness is limited, and that often the dialogues do not offer enough
indirect evidence for a thorough understanding of politeness. We shall argue that this is suggestive of an approach to
language pedagogy in which politeness is not really seen as linguistic senso strictu, and hence teaching the structures
of the language is not effectively integrated with the pragmatic aspects related to politeness in interaction.
© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http:/
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Politeness functions as a fundamental lubricant in social communication, essential for maintaining harmonious inter-
personal relationships, eliminating conflicts and promoting cooperation (Gu, 1992). However, as a fundamental part of
the pragmatic component of language, politeness may prove to be especially challenging for learners of a L2/FL. As
Kecskes (2014: 63) puts it,

[plragmatic competence in the L1 is the result of language socialization. Language and social development in the L1
go hand in hand, and are inseparable. However, this is not the case in L2 or subsequent languages [. . .]. The socioprag-
matic norms concerning appropriateness developed through L1 are very influential and difficult to change. L2 learners
see things in L2 through their L1 socio-cultural mindset.

This issue is far from trivial: as pointed out in Kecskes (2014: 62), among others, while ‘traditional’ language teaching
focusses heavily on grammar and vocabulary,

[glrammar contains facts and rules about the given language system that must be followed (at least loosely), other-
wise the language is unrecognizable. This is something that can systematically be acquired by the language learner.
Pragmatic rules (language use rules), however, are different: not following them may cause misinterpretation of linguis-
tic behavior. If grammar is bad, the utterance may not convey the right message or any message while if pragmatics is
bad, the utterance will usually convey the wrong message.

Indeed, Fraser (2010: 15) defined ‘pragmatic competence’ as “the ability to communicate your intended message
with all its nuances in any socio-cultural context and to interpret the message of your interlocutor as it was intended”.
Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983) distinguish between ‘pragmalinguistics competence’, i.e. “knowledge and perfor-
mance of the conventions of language use or the linguistic resources available in a given language that convey ‘partic-
ular illocutions’ in contextually appropriate situations” (=~ knowledge of linguistic strategies), and ‘sociopragmatic
competence’, i.e. “knowledge about and performance consistent with the social norms in specific situations in a given
society, as well as familiarity of variables of social power and social distance” (=~ knowledge of the social and contextual
factors in the choice of strategies; Félix-Brasdefer and Mugford, 2017: 490). In the literature on L2 pragmatics, however,
we may find countless examples precisely of how second language speakers can fail to convey the ‘right message’, i.e.
to express their communicative intention correctly, and to do it in a way that is considered proper in the community of
users of the target language; also, they can fail in assigning the correct interpretation to a speech act not because of
lacunae in their grammatical or lexical competence, but, rather, due to the limits in their pragmatic competence. See,
for instance, this excerpt on the perception of ritual expressions of rejection in Chinese by English-speaking learners
(Kasper and Zhang, 1995: 6-7):

[sleveral learners observed that Chinese would sometimes say “yes” when they mean “no”. The evidence for the
intended “no” is that they would not follow up expressed compliance with action. It took one learner quite a while to find
out that her Chinese supervisor in Taiwan meant “no” in response to her request without saying a word. When she con-
fronted the supervisor with the problem, the supervisor appeared surprised and puzzled. Apparently, she did not expect
her responses to be understood any other way.

[...] one learner was once asked to give a lecture while in China. To a Chinese, it was more of an invitation, a com-
pliment, an honour, to the person invited. However, the learner did not feel up to it and repeatedly declined the request
by saying that he did not know what to talk about, that he was not good enough, etc., etc. To a Chinese, it sounded like
compliment-response situation: a purely ritual process of self-denigration. The more he declined in this way, the more
escalated became the request.

It thus comes as no surprise that the importance of politeness in second language acquisition has long been recog-
nized in the literature: for an overview, see e.g. Pizziconi and Locher (2015), and Félix-Brasdefer and Mugford (2017).
As for CSL/CFL, previous research in this domain has focussed e.g. on language socialization (Duff and Doherty 2018),
on pragmatics senso strictu (Li, 2018b), including research on specific pragmatic functions (Gao, 2017), and on the
development of intercultural communicative competence (Chang and Haugh, 2017). Less attention has been given
to the analysis of textbooks, although some studies do exist (see below, Section 2.1, 2.2): however, as pointed out
e.g. by Mitkowska-Samul (2020: 82; our translation), (especially) in classroom language teaching, textbooks are one
of the “main sources of knowledge” for learners, besides the teacher(s): hence, she suggests, how pragmatics is inte-
grated in language coursebooks is a topic worth exploring. And, indeed, previous research has shown that the integra-
tion of pragmatics (including politeness) in textbooks is often unsatisfactory, as we shall see below.

Thus, in this paper, we present the results of a survey of popular Chinese L2/FL textbooks, designed chiefly for class-
room use, which are commonly used in China (and beyond). We shall show that key politeness formulas are often intro-
duced without sufficient explanations, that the language reflected in textbooks appears to be often distant from actual



Z. Xia, G.F. Arcodia/Lingua 341 (2026) 104218 3

native use, with a limited variety of constructions and contexts of use, and that the guidance on the pragmatic functions
of polite expressions, especially polyfunctional ones, is lacking. We shall argue that this is suggestive of an approach to
language pedagogy in which politeness is not really seen as linguistic senso strictu, and hence teaching the structures
of the language is not effectively integrated with the pragmatic aspects related to politeness in interaction.

The paper is organised as follows. In Section 2, we shall provide a concise overview of previous research in polite-
ness in L2/FL teaching, with a focus on Chinese, and on textbooks, and we shall illustrate our methodology. In Section 3,
we shall present the results of our survey, including quantitative and qualitative analyses of polite language in the text-
books of our sample. Lastly, in Section 4, we discuss our results, and in Section 5 we summarize our conclusions.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY
2.1. Politeness in L2/FL acquisition: a concise overview

Research on politeness in L2 acquisition is abundant, particularly concerning English as a L2/FL. Scholars have
explored politeness in English as L2 from various perspectives. For instance, Harada (1996) explores how Japanese
ESL learners perceive and produce polite speech in American English. She finds that while both languages adjust
politeness based on the addressee, they weigh factors like age and status differently: differences between learners
and typical native speakers in usage thus stem from negative transfer, and also from developmental factors.
LoCastro (1997) observes the connection between the perceived lack of politeness competence of Japanese learners
of English as a foreign language and the input they find in senior high school textbooks. He believes that pedagogical
aims and objectives should take into consideration the context of communication, the speaker’s interpersonal and
strategic goals, and the specific sociopragmatic features. Teachers must take the learners beyond the textbooks and
help them become observers of everyday conversation in the target language, and observe the ways people use polite-
ness in naturally occurring conversations. \Wang (2007) approaches the teaching of politeness in the EFL class for Chi-
nese (junior) secondary school students by focusing on the speech acts of requesting, analyzing some activities in the
textbooks. The study suggests that pragmatics should be taught via a principled, functionally coherent syllabus, rather
than fragmentary politeness items scattered across units. Peng et al. (2012) and Peng et al. (2014) explore the factors
influencing students’ interpretation of teachers’ politeness strategies and teachers’ practical application of positive and
negative politeness strategies in EFL classroom respectively. Both studies underscore the significant impact of con-
sciously applied politeness strategies in creating a productive and positive EFL learning environment. Pizziconi and
Locher (2015: 2) highlight that much less work has focused on the teaching aspect of politeness, and list some of
the inadequacies in politeness research circles: they suggest that

the vast majority of studies which emerged from the field of second language acquisition gave politeness theory a
minor role, or discussed politeness almost perforce, as (sometimes unproblematized) explanatory principles for inter-
language pragmatic difficulties, typically in speech act realizations [...]. The applied fields of first and/or second lan-
guage acquisition and language pedagogy were more concerned with the operationalization of the Hymesian
concept of “communicative competence” and saw politeness as one of many indices of that competence.

Bella et al. (2015) emphasize that linguistic politeness must be explicitly taught because, unlike native speakers who
may be socialized into politeness in their native language, learners of foreign languages will have to learn how to behave
politely (echoing Kecskes’s 2014 quote we proposed in the Introduction). They also stress the fact that, while general
research on politeness has seen a “tremendous expansion” (Bella et al., 2015: 23), very little has been done on the
teaching of politeness: indeed, in their contribution, they do offer their own proposal for a model for bringing politeness
into the language classroom, suggesting that it should be presented “not as a set of prescriptive rules or as reified inven-
tories, but as options available in specific contexts” (Bella et al., 2015: 45). Furthermore, Khosh et al. (2022) stress that
politeness, a crucial factor in cross-cultural communication, varies culturally: thus, the same acts may be seen as polite
or impolite depending on the specific culture, based on distinct values. This is because while politeness is universally
seen as a social norm, its expressions and judgment standards differ culturally. For L2 learners, mastering politeness
needs both pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic awareness, as mentioned in the Introduction. For effective L2 polite-
ness teaching, Khosh et al. (2022) advocate a practical intellectual approach, raising awareness via cross-linguistic
comparisons and intercultural case discussions to avoid communication misunderstandings. However, besides those
generic suggestions, Khosh et al. (2022) do not offer a more specific framework for teaching L2/FL politeness.

Besides the considerable number of studies concerning politeness in English as L2/FL, scholars also directed their
attention to issues of politeness in the teaching and learning/acquisition of other languages. For instance, Ismail et al.
(2014) investigate politeness-related concepts in French, English and Spanish language textbooks, and they observe
the lack of explanation in the textbooks regarding politeness usage, and the absence of politeness strategies presented
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contextually. Marantika et al. (2020) explores the use of politeness by Indonesian students learning German as L2: her
findings suggest that although they achieved general proficiency in German, including its communication culture,
students still use Indonesian patterns in communication. Mitkowska-Samul (2020) analyses a sample of ten textbooks
for learning Italian as a L2/FL: she concludes that

[p]oliteness as content to be taught does appear in Italian textbooks, but in a fairly limited way; it almost always takes
shape as a secondary aspect of communication, which must give way to grammar and vocabulary expansion. [...]
Manifestations of the phenomenon of politeness can be observed in textbooks at two levels: mainly as part of the
linguistic material offered to the learner in a given textbook for other purposes, and also as an explicit and deliberate
study of certain phenomena related to politeness. The first form of contact the learner has with polite content defi-
nitely prevails, that is, exposure to correct communicative models (also from the point of view of politeness) to be
followed, but without any commentary or conscious reflection, in the hope instead that the student will spontaneously
learn to speak that way” (Mitkowska-Samul, 2020: 86; our translation).

Mitkowska-Samul (2020: 86) also remarks that in all of the textbook series she considers, she could find polite
speech functions as greetings, compliments, apologies, requests, expressions of opinion, invitations, congratulations,
good wishes, and thanks: nevertheless, she argues,

the distribution of these acts in the textbooks appears to be only minimally guided by a plan within a carefully
designed instructional sequence. This plan, rather, concerns the teaching of grammar and vocabulary, while pragmatic
content — especially that related to politeness — is presented only as a by-product of strictly linguistic elements.

Thus, to sum up, the existing research generally seems to suggest that while politeness is a crucial component for
developing communicative skills in a L2/FL, it does not appear to receive enough attention in language teaching. Par-
ticularly, L2/FL textbooks for English and other languages of Europe appear to consider politeness as something which
does not require explicit instruction, nor systematic presentation: while grammar and vocabulary are obviously the ‘build-
ing blocks’ of the design of the instructional sequence, politeness (and, more generally, pragmatics) is, as Mitkowska-
Samul (2020) puts it, a ‘by-product’, introduced mostly indirectly through the insertion of polite speech acts in texts. In
the next section, we shift our focus to research on L2/FL politeness specifically concerning Chinese, the main object of
the present paper.

2.2. Politeness in L2/FL acquisition: the case of Chinese

Research on politeness in Chinese L2/FL acquisition has engaged with this pragmatic concept from several crucial
angles. Firstly, a substantial body of work is dedicated to contrastive analysis, outlining the differences between Chinese
politeness principles (e.g. Gu’s 1992 notions of ‘self-denigrating and other-elevating’ Chin. I22 & A bidn ji zun rén) and
those of other cultures, such as Anglophone (Li, 2012) and Korean cultures (Yang, 2021; Li, 2022). These studies high-
light potential areas of pragmatic failure stemming from deep-seated cultural values. Secondly, scholars have investi-
gated teaching methodologies, proposing practical strategies for the classroom. These include using scenario-based
situational teaching (Wang, 2023), emphasizing the important role of teacher talk and the conscious application of
politeness principles by instructors to model appropriate behaviour (Li, 2022; Zhang and Peng, 2014; Wen and
Wang, 2020). A third research focus has been learner acquisition and errors in the use of basic Chinese polite expres-
sions, such as honorifics (Zhang, 2022; Zeng, 2022), compliment responses (Gao, 2017; Hong, 2022), and politeness-
related euphemisms (Wang, 2022; Deng, 2023). Through surveys and empirical studies, researchers have identified
common pragmatic errors made by students, such as e.g. confusion about whether the Chinese apologetic expression
of gratitude PIFER, LAFIREAR T buhdoyisi, géi nin tian mafan le ‘| am sorry for the trouble I've caused to you’ is
actually an expression of apology, or of gratitude. They also analyse the causes for their mistakes, including negative
transfer from their mother tongue and an insufficient understanding of the Chinese ‘cultural logic’ (Zhou, 2013; Luo,
2015). Generally speaking, what the existing research shows is that the prevailing approach to politeness in language
teaching is often fragmented and unsystematic: teaching politeness is frequently limited to isolated vocabulary points
(e.g. i81El xiexie ‘thank you’, 1§[8] ging wen ‘may | ask’) or scattered expressions, rather than approaching it as a coher-
ent, teachable pragmatic system rooted in a culture-specific worldview (Zeng, 2015).

Within the body of research on pragmatics in Chinese L2/FL teaching, we also find studies focussing on textbooks,
the topic of the present paper. Specifically, several researchers have begun to analyse how CFL textbooks present
polite language: consistently with what we highlighted above, the existing research often shows that politeness is not
systematically explained in teaching materials, neither is it sufficiently integrated into the cultural elements of the learn-
ing units (Fan, 2012; Li, 2022): textbook analyses of polite language are particularly inadequate, and they often
reveal a superficial treatment. For instance, Li (2018a) examines polite language in four conversational textbooks for
learning Chinese from the Republican period, proposing a classification of politeness-related expression into typical
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(i.e. honorifics, idioms) and quasi-typical (i.e. adverbs, particles). Besides highlighting period- and culture-specific traits
of polite language in the textbooks of his sample, Li (2018a) suggests that pedagogy should integrate vocabulary, con-
text, and politeness awareness to develop the learners’ pragmatic systems. Shi (2017) investigates compliments and
responses to them in the elementary and intermediate level of three series of textbooks: on the one hand, she shows
that the distribution of subtypes of compliments in dialogues does reflect to an extent Chinese pragmatic conventions,
since they are more often used to praise people’s talents, rather than physical appearance; on the other hand, the
objects and contexts for compliments do not appear to be wide enough, thus lacking representativity. Also, she high-
lights that response expressions may not reflect accurately individual differences among language users: for instance,
the generic expression in response to a compliment BFEMBE ndli ndli ‘not at all’ (lit. ‘where, where’; see below, Sec-
tion 2.3) is used also by young characters in the dialogues, but in reality this (rejection of the compliment) is a more
common choice for older speakers, while younger ones might readily accept the compliment (see Gao, 2017). Thus,
the picture painted by Shi (2017) is one of textbooks which cannot effectively meet the demands of authentic commu-
nication due to their partial coverage of actual contexts of use, and to their failure to account for individual variation in
polite language use. Li (2015) analyses differences in politeness between China and the Western world, and identifies
issues in CFL teaching, including outdated methods, inadequate textbooks, and, also, a perceived lack of cross-cultural
competence for teachers. Proposed solutions include innovative teaching integrating cultural elements, updated, con-
textualized materials, and enhanced teacher training. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, the cultural annotations pro-
vided are frequently shallow: textbooks often fail to move beyond simple translation equivalents to explain the
underlying cultural logic, such as the deep-seated Chinese cultural norms of Chinese honorifics (Su, 2023). Indeed,
Su (2023) finds that there is a scarcity of honorific or humble expressions in two of the elementary-level textbooks
she examined, and, also, insufficient cultural annotations linking the language to Chinese customs. This lack of cultural
depth prevents learners from developing genuine pragmatic awareness. He (2025) conducted a study of responses to
compliments in the dialogues from 17 CFL texbooks, and compared them to native speaker habits (based on a survey of
the literature): she suggests that, while rejection and expression of modesty is the response found in nearly 90% of the
cases for her textbook sample, in actual native speaker performance acceptance is the overwhelmingly dominant
response (we will get back to this below, Section 3.1.1).

While the contributions mentioned above do offer valuable insights, generally speaking, the topic of politeness in CFL
still remains understudied (He, 2025). Also, the approach to the analysis of politeness-related content in the existing
studies does have some shortcomings. The existing studies generally lack systematicity, both in terms of the sample
(i.e. they often do not analyse full sets of textbooks) and of their methodology: they mostly offer frequency counts,
but not much in terms of contextualised analyses of polite language, or lack thereof, sometimes also due to their limited
extension. Also, more extensive and detailed studies often focus on individual subcategories of polite language (like the
above-mentioned Shi, 2017), rather than offering a more complete picture, also highlighting differences between prag-
matic functions. Thus, in order to address these critical gaps, the aim of the present study is to conduct a comprehensive
and systematic analysis of politeness representation within a selection of mainstream dialogue-based CFL textbooks.
Our study will move beyond mere frequency counts of polite lexicon to investigate how polite expressions are presented
and used in textbooks, in terms of their functions, focussing on their multifunctionality, and on the relationship with typ-
ical native usage. Also, we shall examine how politeness is contextually framed, and how its cultural underpinnings are
explained. By identifying the specific shortcomings and omissions in current materials, this research aims to formulate
concrete, actionable suggestions for the future compilation of CFL textbooks and the development of teaching method-
ologies. Our ultimate goal is to provide the foundations for a robust framework for textbook and lesson design that inte-
grates politeness as a core, systematic component of language instruction, thereby genuinely enhancing learners’
pragmatic competence and cultural understanding.

2.3. Research design and data sources

This study employed a qualitative and quantitative content analysis approach to investigate the representation of
Chinese polite expressions in two widely used textbook series for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language: Develop-
ing Chinese (2nd Edition) and Hanyu Jiaocheng (3rd Edition)." For Developing Chinese, we considered only the text-
books on the spoken language (018 kéuy:i). The primary body of data comes from the conversational texts within these

! For both series, we aimed at including in our sample the most recent version. However, in the case of Developing Chinese, a third
edition of the spoken language volumes was released in mid-2025: by then, we had already concluded our analysis, so we decided to
consider the previous available edition.
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textbooks, since dialogues are supposed to better reflect pragmatic conventions in language use: however, we shall
also mention data from exercise and other sections of the textbooks, whenever needed. Specifically, the analysis cov-
ered eight volumes:

A. Developing Chinese (/X &iX1& Fazhdan Hanyii): Elementary Speaking Course | and Il (Wang et al., 2012a,b) and
Intermediate Speaking Course | and Il (Cai, 2011; Lu, 2012; 4 volumes; in what follows, we refer to them as Devel-
oping Chinese Vol. 1, 2, 3, and 4 respectively).

B. Hanyu Jiaocheng (IXiB#%#Z Hany:i Jiaochéng): First volume, Part 1 and Il (Yang, 2016¢,d) and Second Volume,
Part | and Il (Yang, 2016a,b; 4 volumes; in what follows, we refer to them as Hanyu Jiaocheng Vol. 1, 2, 3, and 4
respectively).

These textbooks were selected for their prominence in Chinese L2/FL instruction, particularly in Chinese learning
institutions, thus providing a significant sample of the linguistic input learners may receive in the language classroom.
Also, in order to highlight possible differences in the treatment of politeness, the four volumes of each series were also
divided into groups according to their level: Vol. 1 and 2 for each of the two series are classified as ‘elementary’, while
Vol. 3 and 4 as ‘intermediate’. We chose to include in our sample elementary and intermediate level textbooks, to the
exclusion of those for the advanced levels, as we decided to focus on the stage of instruction in which learners are
taught the most essential communicative skills. This, we believe, can indirectly show the importance that textbook writ-
ers (and, arguably, curriculum designers) assign to the development of pragmatic skills in language learning: even if
polite language is properly illustrated in advanced textbooks, it means that it is not considered a fundamental need
for language learners. Moreover, we may add, elementary and intermediate level teaching materials are particularly rel-
evant for Chinese L2/FL learning, since many students (especially in FL settings) never reach very advanced profi-
ciency (Chang and Haugh, 2017).2

In our quantitative analysis, the identification and categorization of polite expressions were guided by a two-tier ana-
lytical framework. This framework distinguishes between the communicative function (what is being done) and the lin-
guistic strategy (how it is done), thereby addressing the inherent conflation of analytical levels in single-plane
taxonomies. The first tier comprises core Speech Acts or interactive functions, which represent the primary polite com-
municative goals in interpersonal interaction. Our analysis focusses on eight such acts, derived from an adaptation of
Zeng’s (2015) taxonomy, and aligned with core polite speech acts in Chinese (Gu, 1990): Greetings (Chin. [ai%1&
wenhouyri), Farewell (53118 gaobiéyii), Thanking (ZigHE gdanxiéy:i), Apologies (JE#XIE daogianyii), Requests (153K
1& qingqiuyi), Compliments (F5LUEIE gongwéiyii), Response to compliments (X EEZ28A[BI dui zanméi de huiying),
and Well-wishing (iR1&81& zhufiy:i).® The second tier includes key linguistic strategies or resources frequently employed
to realize the above speech acts, focussing on how they convey politeness. This tier includes also some categories that
were listed alongside speech acts in Zeng (2015), but which, we believe, are more accurately described as implemen-
tation devices*: Terms of Address (FRIFIE chenghtiyii), Euphemisms (Z 1515 wéiwdnyui), Mitigation devices ((EF0FF
hudnhé shsouduan), and Honorifics (§%18 jingyii). Note that the list of strategies is not meant to be exhaustive, but merely
considers what we believe are some of the most important (and common) ones for Chinese (we will get back to this
below). In order to illustrate our classification, we present below these categories, along with illustrative examples from
the textbooks considered.

2 An anonymous reviewer pointed out to us that ‘general’ Chinese teaching materials are often designed with the assumption that
they should not focus on more ‘specialized’ pragmatic uses; however, textbooks for teaching Chinese for specific purposes (e.g.
business Chinese) typically contain a significant number of polite expressions since the beginning. Hence, s/he suggests, including in
our sample a set of manuals for Chinese for specific purposes might have shown a notable contrast in the use of polite language. While
we appreciate the reviewer's suggestion, and we believe it should be considered for future research, in this paper we decided not to
expand our sample in that direction: this is because, as stated above, we want to focus on the type of teaching materials which can
have a very broad impact, also considering the fact that many learners never attend courses in Chinese for special purposes, and
hence may never make use of the related textbooks.

3 We use capitalized initials when a term is used to refer to the categories we use in the present survey, while the generic use of the
same term will not be capitalized (e.g. ‘Requests’ vs. ‘making a polite request’).

4 We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this out to us.
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Speech acts

(a) Greetings

Greeting expressions serve to open a conversation and establish a friendly tone. The textbooks primarily feature two

types: the standard neutral greeting and context-specific, relationally-oriented greetings.

(1)

REF | I 1E5F)

nihdo ninhdao

hello hello.poLiTE

‘hello! (informal)’ ‘Hello! (formal)’  (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

INRIRIRE YL
renshi ni  hén gaoxing
meet 2sc very happy

‘nice to meet you’ (a culture-specific phatic expression used as a greeting among (Developing Chinese,
acquaintances) Vol. 1)

E2IB, SFALNT!

Wang liosht  hdojiubujian le
Wang teacher long.time.no.see cos
‘Teacher Wang, long time no see! (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

(b) Farewell

Farewell expressions are used to conclude interactions politely. The textbooks in our sample show a progression

from simpler to more ‘concern-oriented’ forms.

(4)

B
zaijian
‘Goodbye! (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

PN

mingtian  jian

tomorrow see

‘See you tomorroifanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

&€ |

man-zou

slow-walk

‘Walk slowly!” (A common expression from a host to a guest, expressing care) (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 3)

(c) Thanking

This category includes expressions for thanking, ranging from simple to more elaborate forms which imply an apol-

ogy for burdening someone.

(7)

15118 - IBHEHR!

xiéxie Xiéxie ni
thank thank you

‘Thanks! ‘Thank you! (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)
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(8) ZHTaVEmR!

xiéxie nin de huigu

thank 2scPoLTE DE patronage

‘Thank you for your patronage! (Developing Chinese, Vol.
3)

9)  FE=FRT, b TRARIRI— i

Xinkui ni le Xido-Lin hai

work.hard  2sc cos  young-Lin  Also
mafan ni pdo  yr tang
trouble 2sG run one time

‘Thank you for your hard work, Xiao Lin! And sorry to have (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 3)
made you make this trip’
(d) Apologies

Apology expressions are used to acknowledge a fault or offense and restore social harmony.

(10) X¥AiE
duibuqi
‘I'm sorry’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

(1) MFEE, LT B FEHIKIX T

buhdoyisi  zhe zhou yaoshi duan-xiaqu
sorry this porridge  if take-away
Jia gai méi le

then should disappear cos

‘I'm sorry, but if | take this porridge away, it will likely be gone’ (implying (Developing Chinese, Vol. 3)
that it will likely be sold to others; a polite and soft apology)

(e) Requests

Request expressions are face-threatening acts that are commonly softened using polite markers.

(12) gt
qing  jin
please enter
‘Please come in’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

(13) &), MR7EmIL?
qing weén chaoshi zai ndar
please ask supermarket be where
‘May | ask, how do | get to the supermarket?’ (15/8] ging wen ‘may | (Developing Chinese, Vol. 1)
ask’ is used to politely frame a question)
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(14)  mARITLETIE =%
mafan  nin géi ws huan-chéng lingqgian
trouble 2secproute to  1sG change-into small change

‘could | trouble you to change [this] into small
bills for me?’ (&% méafan ‘trouble, bother’ is
used to make a soft request)

(f) Compliments

This category includes giving compliments and praise.
(15) PRIBIRIEISELT
ni chang-gé chang-de zhen hdo
2sG sing-song sing-apv  real  good

‘You sing really very well’ (Developing Chinese, Vol. 1)

(16) Xi@(LIieE) BT A 4T
zhé fa  Héng-méi-ta hua-de zhen hdo
this cLF red-plum-blossom sing-abv real good
‘This “Red Plum Blossom” painting is really well done!’

(g) Response to Compliments

(Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 3)

(Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 4)

This type of speech acts includes a speaker’s reactions to compliments from an interlocutor. In pragmatics, this is a
key area of study because it reveals how language use is shaped by cultural norms, politeness strategies, and social
relationships. Especially in the Chinese ‘linguaculture’, it is often said to be governed by the principle of self-denigration

and other-elevation (see Gu, 1992), rooted in Confucian modesty.
(17) BERE

nalt nalf

where where

‘Where, where?’ (a humble response to a compliment, meaning ‘not at all’; see

above, Section 2.2)

(18) 1EHEXT

nin guo-jiang le
2SG.POLITE exceed-prize  cos
‘You overpraise me’ (Developing Chinese, Vol. 4)

(h) Well-wishing

These expressions are used to convey good wishes for the future.
(19) W& A% Rtk
zha  nin yong-can  yukuai
wish 2scpPoLTE  have-meal happy
‘Enjoy your meal!” (lit. ‘wish your meal is happy’)

(Developing Chinese, Vol. 1)

(Developing Chinese, Vol. 3)
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(20) WRVREHIRE!

zha ni shengri kuaile
wish 25G birthday happy
‘Wish you a happy birthday?’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 2)

(21) WrREIN

zhu ni chénggong
wish 25G success
‘Wish you success! (Developing Chinese, Vol. 2)

Politeness strategies
(i) Terms of Address

Using appropriate terms of address is a fundamental aspect of showing respect in Chinese.

(22) E%JF
Wang laoshr
Wang teacher

‘Teacher/Professor Wang'  (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

(23) KiziE

Guan Jingli
Guan manager
‘Manager Guan’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

(24) PliR, 1E4F

ayi ninhdo
auntie hello.poLiTE
‘Hello, auntie! (a kinship term used for a non-related person to express (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 3)

familiarity and respect)

(il) Euphemisms

Euphemisms are used to discuss sensitive topics indirectly. In our sample of textbooks, we find few, but significant
examples.

(25) BEAETHRIS?
shenti bu shufu ma
health NEG comfortable Q
‘Are you feeling uncomfortable?” (1 §FAR bu (Developing Chinese, Vol. 2)
shufu ‘uncomfortable’ is used as a
euphemism for being sick)
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(26) A[M], EFREITEHLMTT?

qing weén xishéujian  zai shénme  difang
please ask washroom be what place
‘Excuse me, where is the washroom? (J%&F/H] (Developing Chinese, Vol. 1)

xishoujian, lit. ‘hand-washing room’ is used as a
euphemism for ‘toilet’)

27y Bt ORIS?

er wei you shénme  jikou

two CLF have what avoid.food
de ma?

DE Q

‘Do either of you have any dietary restrictions or (Developing Chinese, Vol. 4)
allergies?’ / ‘are there any foods you cannot eat?’

(=0 jikou ‘avoid food, be on a diet’ is used to

refer to something one is allergic to, or does not

like eating)

(iii) Mitigation devices

This category includes all syntactic or lexical softeners (e.g. interrogative moods, modal particles, etc.) used to
reduce the imposition of face-threatening acts, similarly to House and Kadar’s (2021) ‘downgraders’.

(28) 1N, FABIE—MEE, ATLUD P

Hanna wo Xidng wen yi
Hannah 1SG want ask one
ge wenti kéyi ma

CLF question  can Q

‘Hannah, | want to ask a question, is that okay?’  (Developing Chinese, Vol. 2)
(a typical example of a syntactic mitigating

device, where the interrogative tag “o] LI05? kéyi

ma?”, lit. ‘may 1?’, softens the imposition of a

request by seeking the hearer’s consent)

(29) TMUSFEIC— MENGEE, IEHRELUSITE, EBTHY?

wdé-men déi dengji yixia nin de

1SG-PL must register a.while 25G.POLITE DE

Xinxr zhéyang fangbian nin yihou ding-can

details thus convenient 2sG.POLITE  later order-meal

nin kan xing ma

2SG.POLITE see fine Q

‘We need to register your details, which will make it easier for you to order (Developing Chinese, Vol. 3)

meals in the future. What do you think, is that okay?’ (a compound mitigating
device combining a consultative phrase “I£%& nin kan”, lit. ‘you see’,
functioning as ‘from your perspective’, with an interrogative tag “/T157?” xing
ma? ‘is it okay?’. This structure explicitly invites the hearer’s opinion and
approval, thereby significantly softening the face threat of an obligatory
administrative request and enhancing politeness through involvement)
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(iv) Honorifics

Lexical items that elevate the other or humble the self.

(30) 1AEMEHRIETY
qing weéen nin gui-xing
please ask  2sG.POLITE valued-surname

‘May | ask, what is your (honourable) surname?’ (a formal honorific expression  (Developing Chinese, Vol. 3)
combining the polite request marker “i&[8] ging wén” ‘may | ask’, the honorific
second-person pronoun “/% nin”, and the honorific prefixoid “& gui” ‘valued’

attached to “4% xing” ‘surname’)

To ensure reliability and minimize individual bias, a double-blind coding procedure was implemented. Two researchers
independently analysed the textbooks: one is a native speaker of Chinese with a background in pragmatics, and a for-
mer instructor of Chinese as a foreign language, while the other is a non-native, advanced L2 speaker of Chinese (a
European university professor of Chinese and linguistics), thus providing a cross-linguistic perspective sensitive to
potential learning difficulties. The coding process focussed first on identifying and classifying instances of the eight Tier
1 speech acts. While Tier 2 strategies — the specific linguistic means used to realize these acts — were noted during
annotation, they were not systematically tallied for comparison. This decision was made because Tier 2 strategies are
highly culture-specific and language-specific; their realizations vary considerably across speech communities, and the
inventory of strategies in Chinese, in particular, is exceptionally rich and complex. Quantifying them uniformly would not
yield meaningful comparative data. Therefore, the analysis presented here focusses solely on the frequency and dis-
tribution of the Tier 1 acts themselves. Following their own independent analysis, the two coders conducted a reconcil-
iation meeting to compare their findings. Any discrepancies in identification or categorization were discussed until a
consensus was reached. This process ensured the accuracy and consistency of the final dataset, which was then quan-
tified for each textbook. The quantitative data (frequency counts for each category per textbook, considering only dia-
logue texts) were then compiled accordingly. The analysis focused on comparing the distribution and frequency of polite
speech acts both within and across the two textbook series, with particular attention to variations between the elemen-
tary and intermediate levels.

Note also that, as is often the case for politeness-oriented expressions, form does not necessarily always match
function: we can illustrate this with greeting formulas. The eight volumes of CFL textbooks considered here present
a list of greeting expressions that reflect both universal and culturally specific politeness norms. The most frequently
taught and universally recognized greetings are direct and formulaic, such as #R4f ni hdo (‘hello’), and its honorific form
1&4F nin hdo. These expressions are typically introduced in beginner-level textbooks as the standard, unmarked way to
initiate a conversation, particularly in formal contexts or among non-intimate acquaintances: their primary function is to
acknowledge the other person’s presence and convey a baseline level of politeness. However, we also see a more
nuanced and culturally embedded category consists of what appear to be Requests but function primarily as ritualistic
Greetings. These are a hallmark of the Chinese communicative style, especially among people who are familiar with
each other. See, for instance the following excerpt (our emphasis; we include the name of the speaker for each turn,
following the convention of the original text):



(31) a.

RIFIE:
Guéan jinglt
Guan manager

‘Manager Guan:’

%M
Wang ldoshi
Wang teacher

‘Prof. Wang:’

KEZIE:
Guan jingli
Guan manager

‘Manager Guan?’

2

Wang laoshi
Wang teacher

‘Prof. Wang?’

RIFIH:

Guan jingli
Guan manager
‘Manager Guan:’

%)M
Wang laoshi
Wang teacher

‘Prof. Wang:’
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T2Im, HFALNT

Wang laoshi
Wang teacher
hdojiiibujian le

long.time.no.see cos
‘Prof. Wang, long time no see.’

T2 Im:0EIR IR, )

al Guan
oh Guan
Jingli hudnying

manager welcome
‘Oh!l Manager Guan, welcome!’

1B HIKF15?

nin shenti
2sG.POLITE  health
hdo ma
good Q

‘How is your health?’

Rif. EHIKETL

WP

hén hdgo nin

very good 2SG.POLITE
shenti zénmeyang

health how

‘Very good. How about you?’

gEiR.
mamahuhu
S0-SO

‘not so bad’

L TIRICAMT?
zuijin  gongzuo mang

recently work busy
bu madng
NEG busy

‘Have you been busy with work, recently?’

13
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g. KiFIE: AKRIC. 1FR?
Guan jingli bu tai  mang
Guan manager NEG too busy
nin ne

2SG.POLITE  SFP
‘Manager Guan:’ ‘Not too busy. What about you?’

h. F%Jm: MIFFZ, BRJUC. BRI AT R mEE?

Wang laoshi  gang kai-xué youdianr

Wang teacher just start-school  a.bit
mang he dianr
busy drink some
shénme cha héaishi
what tea or
kafei
coffee

‘Prof. Wang:’ ‘School has just begun, | am kind of busy. Something to drink? Tea or coffee?’

i KL R ZRIE!
Guan jingli lai bei
Guan manager bring cup

cha ba
tea SFP
‘Manager Guan:’ ‘Let's have a cup of tea!’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

In a context such as the dialogue above, questions like “how is your health?” (£ &{KiF13? Nin shenti hdo ma?) or “have
you been busy with work, recently?” (B3 TIEICAE? Zuijin gongzud méng bu méng?) are not genuine requests for
private information. They are conventional, ritualistic greetings used to express concern and maintain social rapport,
with no expectation of a detailed, literal answer. For the purposes of the research described in this paper, we cate-
gorised examples of those introduced in (31) as Greetings, rather than Requests.

Moreover, two occurrences of the very same expression may correspond to different categories, again based on their
function. This is the case e.g. for the above-mentioned (11) common apology expression P 4fE & bu hdoyisi ‘I'm sorry’
(lit. ‘(1) feel embarassed’): while Zeng (2015) lists ‘mild apology’ as its first function, she mentions that it can also be used
to introduce a polite request or start a conversation, to convey modesty or embarrassment, and to indicate shyness, or a
sense of awkwardness. Among those, introducing a request (falling within our Requests category) is a commonly seen
function for N FEE bu hdoyisi, which is often used as a mitigation device for face-threatening acts toward the inter-
locutor, making the request more polite and less abrupt (similarly to English excuse me), as in the following (con-
structed) example

(32) MIFED, REAERE— FRMHFIST?

buhdoyisi néng bang wo kan yixia
sorry can help 1SG look a.while
zhé fen wénjian ma

this CLF document Q

‘Excuse me, could you please help me look over this
document?’
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Interestingly, however, in our sample of textbooks we could not find examples as (32), i.e. where the main function of
3FE =2 bu hdoyisi is to soften the tone of a request, attesting to the gap between textbook language and actual everyday
use (see below, Section 3.1.2). In addition to that, as mentioned earlier (Section 2.2), P4FE & bu hdoyisi is also used
as an expression of gratitude, although somewhat apologetic. Generally speaking, whenever there is any mismatch
between the typical function of an expression and its actual function in context, we prioritize the latter, in our classifica-
tion: this is because what ultimately matters to speakers is the communicative target they want to reach, and this is a
reflection of the function of an utterance, no matter what form it takes.

3. RESULTS

The analysis of the eight textbooks in our sample revealed a non-trivial number of polite expressions, though with
notable differences in distribution across categories and proficiency levels. This dataset provides a foundational corpus
for analysing the scope, sequencing, and contextualization of polite language in pedagogical materials. The subsequent
analysis will compare the collected data with native speaker communicative habits and pragmatic competence goals.
The results of our survey are summarized in Table 1 and Table 2.

3.1. Overall distribution and prominent categories

The data indicates that Requests is the most frequently occurring category across all levels and series, with a par-
ticularly notable increase in Hanyu Jiaocheng Vol. 3 and 4 (54 instances) and Developing Chinese Vol. 3 and 4 (73
instances). This is suggestive of a strong pedagogical focus on teaching to learners moving towards the intermediate
level of proficiency how to formulate requests, which are indeed a crucial speech act for daily interaction. Greetings and
Thaniking also appear as core categories with consistently high frequencies, underscoring their foundational role in
basic communicative competence. In contrast, instances of Farewell and Well-wishing expressions are relatively
scarce, indicating they may be underrepresented in the current pedagogical materials: this is particularly surprising
for the former category, given that concluding an interaction is, intuitively, a very frequent communicative necessity.

Table 1

Occurrences of politeness-related speech acts in the Developing Chinese series.

Category Developing Chinese Vol. 1 and 2 Developing Chinese Vol. 3 and 4

Greetings 34 24

Farewell 3 4

Thanking 22 35

Apologies 5 15

Requests 38 73

Compliments 22 4

Response to Compliments 3 1

Well-wishing 9 3

Table 2

Occurrences of politeness-related speech acts in the Hanyu Jiaocheng series.

Category Hanyu Jiaocheng Hanyu Jiaocheng
Vol. 1 and 2 Vol. 3 and 4

Greetings 14 18

Farewell 4 6

Thanking 10 16

Apologies 4 8

Requests 22 54

Compliments 1 18

Response to Compliments 0 2

Well-wishing 1 4
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Response to Compliments is the speech act with the lowest number of occurrences in both sets of textbooks: interest-
ingly, the occurrence of responses is much less frequent than that of compliments (for instance, 22 compliments with
only 3 responses in Developing Chinese Vol. 1 and 2). This also goes against our expectations (and compare also the
data in He, 2025): given the importance of giving a contextually-appropriate response to a compliment, especially in the
Chinese context, we would expect to see a number of responses more ‘proportionate’ to the occurrences of
Compliments.

Also, the data show that there are some variations across proficiency levels, which may be observed when compar-
ing the first two volumes with the third and fourth volumes in both textbook series, as already noted above for Requests.
In the Developing Chinese series, the frequency of occurrence of Apologies increases significantly from the elementary
to the intermediate level (5 vs. 15). This reflects an appropriate progression towards more complex and face-sensitive
pragmatic strategies at higher proficiency levels. Conversely, the frequency of Compliments and Well-wishing expres-
sions decreases in Vol. 3 and 4 of this series, a tendency which may imply a shift in pedagogical focus towards more
‘transactionally essential’ speech acts. A similar progression is evident in the Hanyu Jiaocheng series as well. The data
from Vol. 3 and 4 show an increase in almost all categories compared to Vol. 1 and 2, most notably in Requests, as
hinted at above (22 to 54), and Compliments (1 to 18). This is suggestive of a systematic effort to expand learners’ prag-
matic skills as they advance. A particularly evident difference between the two textbook series may be seen in the num-
ber of tokens of compliment expressions: in Developing Chinese, they go from 22 to 4, while in Hanyu Jiaocheng, as
said just above, the change between proficiency levels goes in the opposite direction. This may be interpreted as a dif-
ference in the trajectory for teaching communicative functions in the two sets: if, as already proposed, a very marked
decrease in the occurrence of Compliments may suggest a tendency to focus on speech acts which can be deemed
to be more ‘transactional’ in nature, in Hanyu Jiaocheng the increase in Compliments might be interpreted as a ‘post-
ponement’ of the introduction of two functions which are crucial in establishing and managing positive social relation-
ship. Incidentally, this seems especially in the Chinese context, where terms of address and ritual compliments are
extremely important in interaction.

3.1.1. Superficial treatment of key politeness formulas

As hinted at earlier, textbooks consistently introduce certain core politeness formulas, but the explanations are often
‘standardized’, and lacking depth. Indeed, despite the common perception of Chinese culture as one that highly values
etiquette (but see Pan and Kadar, 2011), the explicit instruction of politeness expressions in CFL textbooks is surpris-
ingly limited. In the teaching materials of our sample, politeness is not treated as a prominent, standalone (or even inte-
grated) pedagogical component: instead, polite expressions are often introduced incidentally, with only occasional (and
brief) notes identifying certain vocabulary items as polite terms.

A case in point is the presentation of the honorific second person pronoun % nin, typically explained as “a term of
respect, the polite form of the pronoun ‘UF n”” (Hanyu Jiaocheng Vol. 1: 45; our translation). Indeed, a critical finding of
our analysis is the significant gap between the rich inventory of honorifics in the Chinese language and their inadequate
introduction and illustration in our sample of textbooks. While elementary-level textbooks typically cover basic polite
expressions like 15 qing ‘please’, 7% nin ‘you.sc.HoN' and & gui ‘your’ (lit. ‘precious’), they largely neglect the extensive
and sophisticated system of Chinese honorifics as detailed in scholarly works, such as Gu’s (1992) above-mentioned
(Section 2.3) seminal framework. Textbooks appear to fail to systematically introduce these categories, their structural
patterns, and the cultural logic governing their use. Consequently, learners are left with a fragmented understanding of
Chinese politeness, mastering simple formulas like i xiexie ‘thank you’, but lacking the pragmatic understanding and
linguistic tools needed to navigate more formal or nuanced social interactions where honorifics are essential for demon-
strating cultural competence and respect. This omission simplifies the authentic linguistic landscape and hinders the
development of advanced pragmatic skills.

We could find several instances of this tendency towards oversimplification in our sample. For example, in Hanyu
Jiaocheng Vol. 2, when the word & nadli (lit.) ‘where’ is introduced as the basis for a polite expression (see above,
Sections 2.2 and 2.3), it is followed by a simple note: “ndl’ or ‘ndli ndli is a polite expression in response to a compli-
ment” (Hanyu Jiaocheng Vol. 2: 138; our translation). No further discussion on its context of use, communicative func-
tions (besides its basic characterization), etc. is provided, beyond basic examples as the following one:
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(33) a. MRFESAAHE, BIRAEHSD, IBKFREGR

i,

ni Xxué-de bucud you

25G learn-Abv good have
hén da jinbu Hanyii
very big progress Chinese
shuiping tigao-de hén kuai
level improve-apv  very fast

‘You studied very well, you made huge
progress, your level of Chinese improved
fast’

b. MRE.
ndli
where
‘I am flattered’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 2)

As shown in (33), in Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 2) the suggested English equivalent for BB & ndli is ‘| am flattered’, which is
normally understood as a form of modest acceptance of a compliment, while B2 ndli in Chinese is actually a ritual
expression of rejection. While the two different approaches to responding to a compliment in Chinese and English
may be considered functionally analogous, differing due to culture-specific interactional customs, students could benefit
from more explicit contextualization of the use of BB ndli, also by making reference to general principles of Chinese
politeness as the above-mentioned ‘self-denigrating and other-elevating’ and ‘modesty’ (see Sections 2.2, 2.3). Also, as
already pointed out by Shi (2017) for the textbooks in her sample (Section 2.2), BBE ndli is used (also) by young char-
acters in our textbooks as well, and the alternative option of accepting the compliment is never proposed: thus, learners
are not exposed to a sufficiently broad range of acceptable options for this function, i.e. response to a compliment. We
already pointed out above (Section 2.2) that He (2025), based on a review of the literature, highlighted how the ‘pre-
ferred’ options in actual native speaker usage appears to be acceptance of the compliment (see Table 4 in He,
2025; see also Li and Xing, 2016, for a similar assessment): indeed, Gao (2017: 245) goes as far as questioning the
utility of using BBE ndli “as a target goal for L2 learners to acquire Chinese pragmatic competence”; similar opinions
may be found e.g. in Li and Xing (2016), as well as in He (2025).

Another example is the construction X tai ‘too’ + adjective + T le (a sentence-final particle indicating a current rel-
evant state)’. In Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 2: 45), this construction is introduced as expressing either excessive degree,
thus (often) dissatisfaction (as e.g. K& T tai gui le ‘too expensive’), or a high degree, for praise or emphasis, thus fall-
ing within the category Compliments (as e.g. in Kif T tai hdao le ‘terrific’, lit. ‘too good’ or X4F%& 1! tai hdokan le ‘too
nice’). However, the pragmatic factors which guide the choice between these two radically different interpretations,
based on the meaning of the adjective and (crucially) on context, are not really elaborated upon: what is proposed in
Hanyu Jiaocheng is merely a list of examples having a negative connotation, and a list of examples having a positive
connotation, followed by the label “compliment/exclamation” between brackets. In Developing Chinese (Vol. 1: 50), the
X tai ‘too’ + adjective + T le construction is simply glossed as meaning ‘extremely, too’, in a dialogue in which it is used
in a negative sense (again, K51 | tai gui le ‘too expensive’): in the rest of the textbook, and in the other volumes of this
series, the same construction is also used as a compliment (as e.g. FRFXELHZ KM T ni zhé-xie zhaopian tai bang le!
‘these pictures of yours are really great!’; Developing Chinese Vol. 2: 211). What's crucial here, in our view, is that the
connection between the literal meaning of such a common construction and its pragmatic function(s) appears to be
indeed overlooked, in the textbooks we considered.

The presentation of the adjective J71% fangbian ‘convenient’ is also worth discussing here. Besides its literal mean-
ing, J71% fangbian is commonly used in spoken Chinese to introduce a request, softening its tone, as in the following
example:
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(34) $FE, IREONE, B— FHR IR, B OENETRIBIHES.

hdode  fangbian dehua lid yixia

good convenient if leave a.while

lianxi  fangshi you héshi de

contact method there.be suitable be

fangzi  wo gen ni lianxi

house 1sG with 2sG contact

‘Great, if it's convenient for you, please leave your contact details, and I'll get in touch (Developing Chinese
with you if | find a suitable property’ Vol. 3)

In (34), we see the use of the expression J71RHEIIE fangbian dehua ‘if it's convenient’ as a mitigation device, with the
clear intention of ‘softening’ the imposition. This pattern is indeed common, and in the same volume of Developing Chi-
nese we find a dedicated exercise (Vol. 3: 98), where learners are encouraged to build two sentences introduced by 73
{E891E fangbian dehua, i.e. requests. However, there is no explicit mention in this exercise, or anywhere else in the four
volumes of Developing Chinese, of the fact that J771%831& fangbian dehua actually is a polite form to introduce a request:
its function is only implicitly recovered from the examples proposed. Also, J71¥#31% fangbian dehua is not the only for-
mula in which J71% fangbian is used in the context of a request. Compare:

(35) [.]HgERKIFE, IRITI1EIS?
wanshang ws  qing  ké ni-men
evening 1sG invite guest 2sG-PL
fangbian ma
convenient a
‘Tonight | want to buy dinner, is that convenient for you?’ (Developing Chinese, Vol. 3)

This is a different, yet also common way of using J71% fangbian as a form of polite language: the speaker is basically
asking his addressees whether they are free, and willing to join him for dinner, in the form of an indirect invitation. This
usage is also never commented upon in Developing Chinese, and it is never framed as polite language, nor is its func-
tion highlighted in any way. The learner can thus rely only on the examples to ‘extract’ the patterns and their functions,
and/or on explicit instruction from the teacher, if in a classroom setting. As for Hanyu Jiaocheng, in the four volumes in
our sample, J71% fangbian is only presented as an adjective meaning ‘convenient’ (Vol. 3), and no example of its usage
in the context of polite formulas are provided.

Similarly, the expression of gratitude EZ 1R T xinkii ni le ‘thank you for your hard work’ (or, more literally, ‘sorry to
have put you through the trouble’), which has no equivalent in English (Li, 2018b), is attested only once in each of the
two textbook series of our sample: in Developing Chinese (Vol. 2: 38) and in Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 3: 144). In both
cases, it is not presented in any way as a way to thank someone, and only the literal translation of the verb/adjective
SEExinkii ‘hard, to bother’ is provided in the textbooks. Once again, the textbook user can only rely on her/his intuition,
or on explicit instruction from the teacher, to grasp the pragmatic function of a common polite expression.

Moreover, the CFL textbooks in our sample mostly fail to categorise euphemisms or present them within their proper,
authentic pragmatic contexts of use. For instance, they seldom provide euphemistic expressions for sensitive topics
(and/or discriminate between alternatives). A notable example is the diverse lexicon for “death,” which includes a variety
of terms like A1t qushi, #itth shishi, £ X shangtian (lit. ‘ascend to the sky’), 5t KEF yishichangci (lit. ‘bid farewell
forever to the world’), simple euphemistic expressions like %7 méi le and IN¥£ T bu zai le (both meaning ‘being no
longer here’), and even more specific terms like 4#i#% xisheng ‘sacrifice’ for martyrs, or [RI5% yuanji, specific for Buddhist
monks. Learners are exposed almost only to the most direct or neutral terms, like the plainest lexeme, namely 5E si ‘die’,
which are however often considered taboo, thus limiting their ability to communicate appropriately in varied social sit-
uations. The simple equation of the generic term 3t si with English ‘die’ conceals the social, interactional correlates of
using it: while it is perfectly acceptable in most situations to say e.g. &5t 1 xido-si le ‘I'm dying laughing’, a native
speaker would not use 3t si to refer e.g. to the death of a relative, as it would be considered rude and inauspicious.
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3.1.2. A gap between textbook language and contemporary authentic use

Another very significant issue is the inclusion of polite expressions that are infrequent in modern daily communica-
tion, or anyway sound old-fashioned, while also neglecting very common ones, thus creating a gap between textbook
knowledge and real-world application (Zhou, 2000; Li and Xing, 2016; He, 2025). Take Greetings as examples: expres-
sions like #R4F ni hdo ‘hello’, as well as its honorific version 1&4F nin hdo, are usually introduced at the very beginning of
elementary textbooks, where they are presented as being generic forms which may be used in virtually any situation.
However, in authentic interactions among friends or close acquaintances, these can sound overly formal: they are more
typical among acquaintances who haven’'t met for a long time or for first-time encounters, or anyway interactions in more
formal settings (e.g. in service providing). The same applies to farewells: the generic form FH Il zaijian ‘good-bye’, as
well as more specific expressions like BAX Il mingtian jian ‘see you tomorrow’ are, again, taught as standard, but their
frequency in (informal) real-life interactions among native speakers may be lower than textbooks suggest. Chinese
native speakers tend to prefer expressions which are specific to the context of the interaction and the relationship
between the speakers, as e.g. cX KB gditian zai lido ‘let's chat some other time’ or else; also, when parting, another
Chinese language habit is that of using an expression that shows care for the interlocutor(s), as e.g. 1% manzéu ‘don’t
go yet’ (lit. ‘leave slowly’) or fRE bdozhong ‘take care’ (Li and Xing, 2016, p. 151). Besides, textbooks also use some-

o)

what outdated terms like 3525 /aojia ‘excuse me’ / ‘may | trouble you’ for making requests, as in (36):

(36) IBEN:  3HE, HFr— FJL, HIETRMIL?
Mali laojia wo  ddting  yixiar
excuse.me 1sG ask a.while
boéwugudn  zai nar
museum be where
‘Mary:’” ‘Excuse me, let me ask you something, where is the museum?’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 2)

e F9E

In contemporary spoken usage, 552 ldogjia has largely been replaced by more common phrases like the above-
mentioned PIFE B bu hdoyisi ‘'m sorry’, ‘excuse me’, ¥[#{— T ddrdo yixia ‘may | bother you (for a second)’ or other
polite requesting expressions: indeed, as already pointed out earlier (Section 2.3), none of the occurrences of NMFE R
bu hdoyisi in our sample of dialogues has the function of introducing a request (on the use of P FE . bu hdoyisi as an
expression of apology, see Li and Xing, 2016). As for ¥]#{— T ddrdo yixia, this expression is mentioned only in Devel-
oping Chinese (Vol. 3), in the form #T#/R— T ddrdo ni yixia (with the addition of } ni ‘you’, spelling out the addressee):
interestingly, it is presented as a way to address strangers, rather than as something introducing a request. Or, better, it
is presented as a way to avoid the problem of choosing the right form of address, i.e. as an all-purpose conversation
starter with strangers. Moreover, $J{—F ddrdo yixia, and variants thereof, never appear elsewhere in this volume,
or in any other of the textbooks of our sample, thus having a very marginal presence.

In this connection, the unit in the Developing Chinese series where #¥]JH{FR— T ddrdo ni yixia is introduced (Vol. 3:
15-29) is devoted mainly to the illustration of ways to address people: it stands out as offering a notable list of examples
of terms of address, with contextualization, thus providing some degree of explicit (though mediated through the dia-
logues) instruction on this crucial aspect of politeness in Chinese. However, the dialogue does not introduce a relatively
common form of request for information which is needed when meeting strangers, particularly in a formal setting: 1%
'ELWRIFIE? wo yinggai zénme chénghu nin? ‘how should | address you?’ (and variants thereof). This request expres-
sion, obviously tightly connected with the pragmatic problem of knowing how to properly address people, is only indi-
rectly mentioned in Developing Chinese (Vol. 3: 16), in the form FATVIXELIRIFIREIE A women yinggai zénme
chenghu ni de jiarén ‘how should we address your relatives?’. Nowhere in the textbooks of our sample we may find
BIRE L WFFE wo yinggai zénme chenghu nin, and the same function is assigned only to PRIYI+ZLEF ni jido
shénme mingzi ‘what’s your name’ and R/{&E 544 nilnin gui xing ‘what’s your (precious) surname’ (either with the plain
or with the honorific second person pronoun). However, in actual language use, #RI4{+ 2. & F ni jido shénme mingzi is
a very direct way of asking a person’s name, and it is mostly appropriate only when talking to someone who is the same
age or younger, or in a subordinate position, in an informal setting. As for #R/{Z 4% nilnin gui xing, while this expression
is more appropriate in a formal setting, its function is commented upon only in Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 1: 56): “[t]his is a
very polite name to ask a person’s (family) name”. No such explanation is ever provided in the Developing Chinese ser-
ies, and nowhere we find explicit indications as to the fact that VRI4{+ 2. & 5 ni jiao shénme mingzi is a very direct, and
even blunt way of asking someone’s name, which sounds appropriate only in specific contexts. Once again, even for a
very basic function as asking someone’s name, among the first topics introduced in any language textbook, the learner
is given insufficient guidance, and the picture painted does not reflect actual, pragmatically appropriate language use.
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Something similar applies to expressions of gratidude. The simple fact that the above-mentioned (Section 3.1.1) Chi-
nese expression of gratitude i5{i5f xiéxie is simply equated to its English translational equivalent ‘thank you’ obscures
the fact that, compared to English thank you, g1 xiéxie is relatively more formal and, most importantly it is not as com-
monly used in interactions with close friends and relatives (Kasper and Zhang, 1995), for ordinary favours: in point of
fact, the excessive use of i5{i8i xiéxie in a friendly relationship may even sound as implying some sort of distancing, thus
failing to achieve the goal of maintaining good social rapport (although, again, this may depend also on the age and
background of the speaker). Interestingly, a common expression of gratitude even among people who are close, i.e.
the above-mentioned FR{RTR mafan ni (lit.) ‘bothering you'’, in the textbooks of our sample, is attested only once (Hanyu
Jiaocheng Vol. 3: 144; see above, Ex. 9). In the ‘Notes’ section of the learning unit at issue, this expression is actually
translated into English as “[t]hank you for” (Hanyu Jiaocheng Vol. 3: 148), but the object of the note is not this expres-
sion, whose function is never made explicit (beyond this incidental translation). We shall get back to the functions of Ji&
WAUR(/MZ) mafan ni(/nin) in the next Section.

Lastly, as for apologies, the main forms introduced by the textbooks in our sample are X§ANtE duibugi ‘I'm sorry’ (10)
and the above-mentioned ¥ & B bu hdoyisi, used also in utterances to actually express gratitude (see Section 2.2;
we shall get back again to the possible pragmatic functions of X35 tE duibugi and F3FE R bu hdoyisi in the next sec-
tion). However, the common expression of apology (R ){E#X (hén) baogian ‘I'm (very) sorry’ is never mentioned in any of
the eight volumes we considered. In actual language use, these three expressions of apology have different pragmatic
connotations, and they are not always interchangeable: major factors influencing their choice are the context of use, the
relationship between the speaker and the addressee, and the reason behind the apology. Thus, for instance, M fE 2
bu hdoyisi tends to be perceived as less formal, and milder (being thus suitable for minor incidents), than (fR)if#X (hén)
baogian: the latter is often used for formal apologies, acknowledging one’s mistake, which is typically a quite significant
one. Indeed, (fR){E#X (hén) baogian is often heard in professional settings, and in the written language. Besides not
mentioning (fR)$f&X (hén) baogian, there is only one instance of TNFEZE bu hdoyisi as (part of) an apology utterance
in our sample (i.e. Ex. 11, from Developing Chinese Vol. 3): this use for T F& 2 bu haoyisi never appears in the other
seven textbooks, and it is not presented as an expression of apology in Developing Chinese. Interestingly, in Hanyu
Jiaocheng P FE B bu haoyisi may be found in the list of new words, translated into English as ‘to feel sorry’. However,
there is only one instance of T 4FE & bu hdoyisi in the dialogue of that unit (and, indeed, in the whole book), where it
does not appear to be an expression of apology, since it is not uttered by the person who is supposed to be sorry:

@7) [ IPERMERELK. MERISHEAMIESN.

zuotian ta hai  lai kan-guo

yesterday 3seM also come see-ExP

wo ta yé juéde ting

1sG 3secm also feel very

buhdoyisi  de

sorry DE

[...] ‘Yesterday he also came to visit me. He also feels very sorry’ (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 4)

The context of this dialogue is that a fictional student, Mary, is talking about a minor road accident, in which she was hit
by another student and fell off her bike. She is now saying that this student helped her on the spot, and he later came to
check on her. On that occasion, he felt sorry. Thus, we believe this may not be interpreted as an expression of apology.

3.1.3. Insufficient guidance on patterns of polysemy and multiple pragmatic functions

Another issue we noticed in the CFL textbooks in our sample is that there often appears to be a failure to adequately
address the polysemous nature of some politeness expressions and their varying pragmatic functions, leading to poten-
tial confusion for the learner. As noted earlier (31), questions concerning one’s health or work actually function as ritual
greetings, and they are not genuine requests for information. This aligns with Edmondson et al.’s (2023) typology of
speech acts, where what appears, on the surface, as a ‘request-for-information’ may actually be a phatic, ritualistic
greeting. Without explicit instruction, learners may misinterpret the speaker’s intention. Compare (31) with the following
example (our emphasis).
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(38) a.  TLteiti®?
gongzué mang ma
work busy Q
‘Are you busy at work?’
YN [
bu tai mang
NEG too busy

‘Not too busy.’

c. BRiFI5?
shenti hdo ma
health good Q
‘Is your health good?’

d. RiF!
hén hdgo
very good
‘Very good! (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 1)

Both (31) and (38) come from the same textbook, namely Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 1). Interestingly, in the grammatical
notes section, formulae as 51&4f15? shenti hao ma? ‘is your health good?’ and {15 gongzuo mang ma? ‘are you
busy at work?’ are presented under the heading [B]f& wenhdu, lit. ‘greetings’: however, this label is rendered into English
as “[a]sking about someone’s well-being” (Vol. 1:19, 149), which obscures the general function of those expressions as
greetings, again used to maintain good social relationships.

Another case in point are Apologies, which may actually have several functions. For instance, the word X A€ dui-
bugqi is primarily taught as a form of apology, but, it also functions as a common ‘pre-request’ softener, used to mitigate
the imposition of an upcoming question or request. See the following example (our emphasis):

(39) 15N BX TMFHRHIRE?
Mali: méi-tian xiawii dou you
Mary every-day afternoon all have
ke ma
class Q
‘Mary:’ ‘Are there classes every afternoon?’
ZJm: N, R—=HFF.
laoshr bu zhi yr san
Teacher NEG only one three
wii Xiawii
five afternoon
‘Teacher?’ ‘No, only on Monday, Wednesday and Friday afternoon.’
I5NN: XRRE, TR BIR—R? B — =R 2EE.
Mali: duibuqi nin néng bu
Mary excuse.me 2SG.POLITE can NEG
néng zail shuo yr
can once.again say one
bian wo bu dong
time 1SG NEG understand
yr san wii shi
one three five coP
shénme yisi

what meaning
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‘Mary:’ ‘Excuse me, could you please say it once again? | don'’t (Hanyu Jiaocheng, Vol. 2)
understand what you mean by “one, three, five”
ZJm: MEER— ER= > EfAA.
ldoshr Jia shi Xingqiyr Xingqisan
just coP Monday Wednesday
Xingqiwii
Friday
‘Teacher:’ ‘It actually means Monday, Wednesday, Friday’

In (39), XY #E duibugi is not really an apology for having done something wrong, but rather a polite preface to a request
for clarification.

Another case worth mentioning, in our view, is il mafan ‘troubley,, bother, troublesome’, which we introduced
before as a possible marker of gratitude (9) and of a request (14). In our sample, the ‘earliest’ mention of &% mafan
may be found in the second volume of the Developing Chinese series, where it is presented simply as an adjective
meaning ‘troublesome, inconvenient’: none of the examples in this volume represent its use as a polite formula. In
the rest of the Developing Chinese series, we could find only one occurrence of fi#kl mafan to introduce a request:

(40)  Fm: AL, FiRIR—1%F, IR T FREETHEAKK K G o] Lln5?

Wang Nan: Dawei  mafan ni yi jJian
David trouble 256G one CLF
shi ni Xiawil qu bang
thing 25G afternoon  go help
wo paidui mdi zhang hudche-piao
1SG queue buy CLF train-ticket
kéyri ma
can Q

‘Wang Nan:’ ‘David, could | trouble you with something? in the (Developing Chinese, Vol. 4)
afternoon, can you queue up for me and buy me a train
ticket?’

This is, as said above, the only occurrence of fi#kil mafan as a request marker in the four volumes of Developing Chi-
nese: most importantly, it is found in an exercise, not in the main text of a dialogue, and its function is not made explicit
anywhere, nor is any translation into English consistent with this function offered. Indeed, the point of the exercise is to
teach learners how to express a guarantee, a promise (fRiE bdozheng), rather than a request. Also, no example of fiffR
mafan for an expression of gratitude may be found in this series. As for Hanyu Jiaocheng, we already mentioned earlier
that (9) is the only instance of &4t méafan as a token of Thanking: the same applies to (14), which is the only instance of
Ji#k mafan as a request marker in all the volumes of Hanyu Jiaocheng we considered. Moreover, just as for Developing
Chinese, this single instance of f#iRl mafan to introduce a request is not found in the main dialogue of the unit, but rather
in a secondary dialogic text, entitled ‘Asking for change’ in English (Chin. $:254% huan linggian). Thus, the main purpose
of this dialogue is to teach students a specific request, i.e. break a bill, rather than framing Ji#%% mafan as part of a reg-
ular, common pattern to introduce requests; also, no instruction is provided as to the appropriate contexts of usage for
this pattern. In Hanyu Jiaocheng (Vol. 3: 146), ik mafan is translated (in the ‘New Words’ section of a learning unit)
simply as ‘trouble,, troublesome’, even though in the main dialogue of that unit we find the only instance of il mafan
within an expression of gratitude. The sentence at issue (i.e. 9) is however also translated as “[t]hank you for taking the
time to come here”, but again, as hinted at earlier (3.1.2), the purpose of this annotation is to illustrate the use of the
verbal classifier i tang ‘time, occurrence’, rather than f#fl mafan and its function.

4. DISCUSSION
The data discussed above on polite language in our sample of textbooks confirms many observations made by pre-

vious studies, and highlights several more issues with how pragmatics is integrated (or, perhaps, not integrated) in
coursebook design. The general impression that we can get from our analysis is that the fundamental design of
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textbooks implicitly supports a framework for L2/FL language teaching in which politeness, and pragmatics in general, is
seen as a peripheral, secondary component of linguistic competence. The textbooks we examined seem to be partic-
ularly lacking in explicit instruction, especially as far as sociopragmatic competence is concerned. The main points of
criticism which emerged in our analysis are:

(a) the presentation of expressions for different functions is clearly unbalanced, with an abundance of Requests, and
a scarcity of Farewell and Well-Wishing expressions;

(b) the relative weight of functions varies between proficiency levels, and also, to a more limited extent, between the
two series of textbooks, with a growth of the tokens of polite language for most categories in the intermediate level
textbooks, which may be indicative of a stronger focus on developing pragmatic competence;

(c) atendency towards strong oversimplification of polite language, with brief or no explanations, very limited variety
of politeness formulas, virtually no discussion of their context of use, little or no explicit or implicit evidence of vari-
ation between speaker (as e.g. in the conventions typically followed by younger vs. older speakers) and between
different types of interaction (e.g. depending on the relationship between speakers, and the actual context of
communication);

(d) use of common polite formulas which, however, are never presented or contextualized as such, and for which
often just plain, literal translations are provided, thus ‘concealing’ their real pragmatic function;

(e) the rather obvious gap between the language presented in dialogues and the actual conventions and habits of
native speakers, with the introduction of forms of polite language which may sound outdated (or just more com-
mon for older speakers) and/or pragmatically inadequate in many situations, while at the same time failing to men-
tion (or to present adequately) very common polite expressions;

(f) the lack of proper guidance concerning the multiple functions that the same expressions may have, as e.g. the
use of basic questions as a form of greeting, rather than as an actual request for information, including an appro-
priate contextualization of polite expressions which have no immediate equivalent in other languages (especially,
in English and other languages of Europe).

In addition to the above, we may also remark that textbooks dialogues almost never use, and explain, indirect polite
forms of expression which are actually very common in interactions between native speakers, as e.g. the use of F&H %
woé you shi ‘I have something to do’ as a form of rejection of an invitation (which implies that no negotiation is possible,
and that there may not be an actual commitment; see Kasper and Zhang, 1995). If we take the textbook as, again, one
of the primary models of the target L2/FL for learners, especially if they are learning Chinese in a foreign country (see Li,
2018b), we can see that the input they receive from these sources seems inadequate for the development of proper
pragmatic competence: if, as mentioned above, instruction (both implicit and explicit) in textbooks that can help learners
with their sociopragmatic competence is particularly lacking, the situation is far from ideal also for pragmalinguistic com-
petence. While the fact that polite language is not explicitly discussed is typical also of textbooks for other languages,
arguably with the implicit understanding that the learner can acquire the patterns by looking at usage examples (see e.g.
Mitkowska-Samul, 2020 on Italian), we highlighted how, in the textbooks we examined, even the indirect instruction
which may be gleaned from the polite language used in the texts (particularly, in the dialogues) appears as insufficient
for the learner to obtain an adequate picture. This seems to be in line with what previous research on the development of
pragmatic competence in L2/FL Chinese, which highlights that learners often fail to produce pragmatically adequate
utterances, and to understand the actual function of the utterances they hear (see Sections 1, 2.1, 2.2); also, even
in the absence of ‘bad pragmatics’ (Kecskes, 2014), the language used by the students has been shown to be limited
in the range (and naturalness) of polite expressions, if compared to natives (see Li, 2018b).

These findings, we believe, are extremely relevant to Chinese L2/FL teaching: as pointed out e.g. in Li (2018b: 266),
not only there appears to be a general consensus on the need to teach L2 pragmatics (and, thus, politeness) in the
classroom, but, also, the existing research shows that “not only are a wide range of pragmatic features teachable,
but also students who receive instruction generally outperform those who do not”, and that, in many studies, explicit
teaching produces more benefit than the implicit method (i.e. relying on indirect presentation of politeness strategies).
Li (2018b: 269) also adds that the teaching of strictly linguistic (i.e. grammar and vocabulary) and pragmatic aspects
“could go hand in hand in classroom practice”, improving the learners’ communicative competence: Li also cites
research which provides some support to the practice of incorporating the explicit teaching of pragmatics in the Chinese
L2/FL classroom, even in study abroad settings, thus highlighting the key role that overt instruction has for learners.

Thus, we may conclude that there is an evident tendency in popular textbooks for learning Chinese, as highlighted
also by previous research, to attach little importance to politeness as a component of communicative competence. In
this connection, the unsystematic, inadequate and scattered observations on proper polite language, as well as the
notable distance of the models presented in textbooks and actual language use are particularly revealing, and may
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explain the difficulties that learners encountered in pragmatically-adequate language production and comprehension
demonstrated by the existing empirical research. The fact that studies on politeness in Chinese L2/FL textbooks are
still scarce, and limited in scope, further attests to the perception of politeness as a somehow ‘additional’, non-core com-
ponent in the development of L2/FL competence.

Therefore, in light of what we said above on the vital importance of communicative skills for language socialization
(see Chang and Haugh, 2017), and on the results of empirical research on Chinese L2/FL learners, we suggest that the
‘traditional’ principles in the design of textbooks (and curricula) be adjusted to include politeness (and, more generally,
pragmatics) as a primary learning target, thereby integrating grammatical, lexical, and pragmatic aspects into a single
developmental path. Specifically, based on the shortcomings we identified in the textbooks of our sample, we believe,
firstly, that pragmatic functions be introduced together with the means to fulfill them. To give an example, in introducing
grammar and vocabulary, an item as £ zai is often introduced first as a verb (‘be at’), then as a preposition (‘at’), and
then also as a marker of progressive aspect: similarly, expressions like the above-discussed F3F& & buhdoyisi or ffiR
mafan could be first introduced with their ‘literal’ meaning, and then with their pragmatic functions, adding them in learn-
ing units based on a consistent, systematic design. Besides introducing them in dialogue texts and providing a rough
translation (for textbooks that use also English or other languages, besides Chinese), ‘pragmatic notes’ should be used
just like ‘grammatical notes’ to explain their function(s), including the above-mentioned ‘Chinese cultural logic’ which is
needed to understand their proper use. Also, needless to say, the polite language introduced in texts should be updated,
and should reflect the variation that actually exists for different groups of speakers (e.g. based on age or gender) and for
different social contexts: to this end, the language used in textbooks should be based on the usage trends which can be
extracted from analyses of corpora of current spoken Chinese, rather than relying solely on the intuition and perception
of the writers, or on previously published teaching materials. Indeed, textbooks should ideally aim at developing both the
pragmalinguistic and the sociopragmatics competence of learners, since the latter is necessary for a proper application
of the former.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The main aim of our paper is to present a comprehensive and methodologically consistent survey of two sets of rep-
resentative elementary and intermediate level Chinese L2/FL textbooks, providing both a quantitative and a qualitative
analysis of polite language use. Our findings are in line with the (limited) previous research on politeness in CSL/CFL
teaching, but they also bring to light more systemic issues concerning the way in which this crucial component of lan-
guage is presented in textbooks. The most relevant aspects of the treatment of politeness in our sample of textbooks are
the lack of systematicity in the introduction of polite formulas, the very limited explicit instruction, as well as the distance
between dialogues and actual language use, which offers a partial and inaccurate picture even of the most basic com-
municative functions to students.

In order to address these shortcomings, we thus proposed an approach to integrating politeness into the design of
textbooks, which involves a parallel consideration of grammatical/lexical and pragmatic aspects of language, following a
developmental trajectory similar to those identified for morphology and syntax. This approach is consistent with most
findings from research on CSL/CFL pragmatics, which demonstrate the importance of teaching in the pragmatic devel-
opment of learners.

Nevertheless, our study suffers from some limitations. For starters, the same methodology could be applied to a
broader sample, including more textbook series, ideally also produced outside China and designed specifically for
CFL teaching, in order to highlight potential differences in the approach on politeness. Also, the taxonomy of politeness
functions we used could be expanded and/or refined to include more categories, as e.g. different subtypes of compli-
ment rejection (see Gao, 2017). Lastly, the approach we advocate here could be tested empirically by designing one or
more sample learning units, employing them in a real language classroom, in order to assess its effectiveness. We leave
this for further research.
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