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CONVERSATI ONAL I MPLI CATUREI N
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Abstr act

This paper discussesthefeasihility and effecti veness of appl yingtheteaching of conversational i mplicature
in Englishlisteninginstruction Inthestudy the author focuses onteachingthei mplicatureinterpretation on
the basis of illustrating the basi c concepts of thelinguistictheorieslikethe conversational i mplicatureto foster
the students listening competence reform the traditional listening instruction mode and opti mze the
classroom organization and interactive structure so as to restore the learner centered classroom instructi on
model The data analysis reveals that the new instruction model changes the ratio of studentsteacher
partici pation whichincreasesthe students involvenentinthelisteningclassroomdranatically After acquiring
certain basic linguistic knowedge applicable in their learning the students nmanage to mmster the general
structure of conversationsin listening textbooks and the general conversational interpretation process VWWwh
guided drills and practices students are competent of the basic skills in interpreting the conversati onal
I mplicature Thestudy suggeststhat it is necessary torefor mthe current instruction model in College English
listening classroom and that suitable nethodology in teachingtheinterpretation of conversati onal i mplicature
can help further devel op the students ability of passage interpretation and can eventually develop their
co mpetence of Englishlistening
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1 Introduction

English teachers and researchers have ever been working to look for ways to fascinate the

I mprovement of |earner perfor mance in listening skill Many efforts have been taken to work out a

| earner centered framework for teaching andlearninglistening O Milley et al 1990 Oxford 1996 Dai

1999 W 2000 Liuetal 2001 Tian 2003  while many ot hersfocus on refor mngtheteaching process
Lei 1999 Zhang WMng 2004 toimprovethe effects

Despite the above efforts thetraditional model of teaching such as introducingtothestudents new
vocabul aries as well asrel evant backgroundinfor mation playing back tapeto enablethestudentstolisten
again and again and then giving the correct answers arestill prevailing Such approaches of“ teaching”
listeningis morelike“ testing” listening becauselisteners are si mply exposed to a succession of listening
texts and arethentested with many comprehension exercises rather than beingtaught howtolisten and
howto cope withtheir listening problensinthe class

New pedagogies have been experi mented to find a way out Many scholars Bouton 1988 1990
Harris  Chen 1994 Liu 2001 Li 2003 He 2003 Buckhoff 2004 have made their contributionsin
teachingi mplicatureinlistening comprehension class Their researchesindicatethat if the students want
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to fully understand the listening materials they have to first accomplish the task of understanding
I mplicature whichis something meant i mplied or suggested distinct from what issaid andit can be
part of sentence meaning or dependent on conversational context and can be conventional or
unconventional And one unconventional i mplicatureis called conversational i mplicature whichis based
on an addressees assumption that the speaker is followng the conversational maxi ns or at |east the
cooperative principle Accordingtotheir studies I mplicatureinterpretationis one of the weak pointsin
t he students listening Thisis also proved by a survey at a certain college done by the author and t he
relevant data collectedin CET4 and CET6 in the college Therefore it is very necessary to train the
studentsin achievinginterpreting thei mplicature

I n order to have a better understandi ng of what the students actually think and what t hey actually do
inlistening class andtryto find an efficient instruction model inthe classroom at the coll ege that the
aut hor teaches the author of this paper conducts one experi mental study at his coll ege through teaching
I mplicatureinterpretationinlistening class

2 Design of the study

2 1 (njectives

The necessitiesfori mplicatureteachi ng have been reported by schol ars andl anguageteachers Cheng
1983 Bouton 1988 He 1989 Zhong 1994 Xiong 1997  Their main focusisthat non native speakers
NNSs can develop a high level of proficiency ininterpretingi mplicaturesif given enough ti me and
classroominstruction on specific rules and patterns of i mplicature could speed acquisition of interpreting
skills Few have touched upon the pedagogical i mplications that are applicable in China Thus this
experi ment concentrates onthe effectiveness and advantages of i mplicature teachinginlistening class

1 \Wat arethesubjects attitudestowardsthe experi ment

2 Aretheir improved perfor mance related to the modified classroom procedures

3 (Canstudents competencein dealing with conversation betransferredtothat of passage

4 Howshould the English teachers refor mtheir pedagogi esto enhance students listening ability

2 2 Subjects

The subjects of the experi ment consisted of 128 non English majors of Gade 2006 All the students
had studied Englishfor 6to 9 years but duetoregional differences their scoresinthe College Entrance
Examnation were different Thisvarietyin Englishlistening competences would addtothe difficultiesin
the course of instruction Sincethestudentsarefromall over China thesituationthereissi mlarto alot
of colleges and universities of the samelevel

Then the 128 students were divided into t wo classes for the course of listening comprehensionin
language lab I n order to have a better control over as many variabl es as possible the components of t he
t wo classes consisted of t he st udents of si mlar academc and famly backgroundintentionally Analysis of
mean difference of the data obtai ned bet ween thetwo groups usingt test found that the two groups did
not differ significantly on any of the background characteristics Then one of the two classes was
randomy appoi nted as an experi mental class andthe other as a control class

2 3 Teaching materials

Text books chosen for both experi mental and control classes were New Horizon College English
Zheng 2002 Allthe materialsinthetextbook wererequiredto betaught andfinished beforethe end of
the semester | mplicaturetheories were chosen by theteacher and delivered mainlyin Chinese

2 4 Instrunentation

Theinstruments for the experi ment were questionnairesin supplement withthescore analysis of t he
tests conducted In the course of experi ment feedbacks were obtained through questionnaires A
questionnaire was conducted beforethestarting of the actual experi ment to check t he students attit udes
towardthetraditional method At the end of experi ment anot her questionnaire was distributedto obtain
t he students view on the new teaching method And two tests were given and the scores were used to
eval uate t he possible difference bet ween the control class and the experi mental class The questionnaire
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was designedin modificationtolJiang 2004 andthe students were encouraged voice their opinions by
writing additi onal co mments

2 5 Procedure

The experi mental class was experi mented with the newteaching model whilethe control class was
still instructedinthetraditional model The duration for the experi ment was one semester

1 The experi mental class was given a four period trainingintheir spareti me before they set their
hands on the new approach The trainingincluded a short survey of the theory about the Cooperative
Principl e and the Conversational | mplicature

2 Since conversationisthe most common type of i nfor mation exchange understanding conversation
bears significance both in everyday usage and examnation Inlisteningtextbooksthe conversations are
mainly betweent wo persons in most cases between a man and a woman  with si mpl e sentences and or al
wordings The students are required to choose the correct answers after listening to the dialogues In
order to help students have a better idea of the different types of conversations the teacher in the
experi ment class classifiedthe conversationsinthetextbookintothe foll ow ng categories

Table 1
Nu mber Cat egory
1 Situation including Ti me Cccupation
2 Sentence with* but”
3 | mpli ed negative
4 Subj uncti ve mood
5 Suggestions
6 Il ocutionary meaning
7 Rhet ori cal question

If the Cooperative Principle is applied into dialogue classification the above categories can be
groupedintothe follow ngtwo major parts

A Thosethat observethe CP very strictly and are comparatively easier for the student listenersto
infer the meanings Category 1 part 6 7

B Those that a speaker flouts a CP maxim or maxi n& and the conversational i mplicature
interpretati ons become necessary which demands more efforts fromthe student listeners |In listening
comprehension classroom the types of conversation that need to be interpreted to figure out the
i mplicatureinclude ?!

Table 2
Type Category
Quantity Category 1 paat 2 3457 8
Quality Category 1 part
Relation Category2 4 56 7 8
Manner Category 5 7

The classifications of the dialogues in listening textbook would help the students have a better
understandi ng of the Cooperative Principle and t he process of i mplicatureinterpretation

3 After the students were equi pped wth certain basic theory of cooperative principles and the
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conversational i mplicature the teacher set hand on reformng the classroom instruction Playing the
cassette was not the solejob for the teacher inlistening class andlisteningto the tape was not the only
enjoy ment for the students any more The following werethe assignments for the studentsto finish after
class vocabulary preparation and culture and background know edgeif applicable

4 Cassroominstruction Mbreattentions were paidtothe process of i mplicatureinference based on
the Cooperative Principle andlisteningstrategy training

a Prelistening Stage Thestudents wererequiredto dothefollow ng preparation work based onthe
printed materials onthetextbook

Table 3
Preparation Contents
Psychol ogi cal preparation Be attentive yet relaxed
Vocabulary preparation Teacher woul d explain some of the new words or difficult expressions

concerning what were goingto belearnt and then the students were
requiredto memorize them

Review of existing know edge Activate know edge of context fromthetitle the questions etc

Antici pati on of content After prereading the questions students would predict what the
conversation mght be

b Scanning Stage Students scanned or extracted pieces of information fromthe listening text by
following the cooperative principle and its maxi ns students were to identify the conversational
I mplicaturein a dialogue withthe helpsfromthe foll owing four aspects

Table 4
Aspect s Contents

Lexical features In a dialogue some words serve as the indicators of i mplicatures such as
Category 3 Sentence wth* but” So recognizing discourse markers or
repetitionsisi mportant

Syntactic patterns Some syntactic patterns wll helpidentifythei mplicature such as Gategory
5 Subjunctive mood

Logi c i nf or mati on Some questionsin a dialogue could have been answered directly however
these are not done Logic explanation will help identify the i mplicature
Such as Category 7

Emotive expressions Recognizingtones intonation features wll also helpidentifyi mplicatures
Such asin Category 8 Rhetorical question

c Comprehension Stage Students finished the exercises to check understanding and received
feedbacks with respect totheir comprehension of the oral message

d Transferable Integrating skills stage if ti me permts  Students were provided opportunitiesto
internalize new information developideas attitudes and evaluativejudgments integrate other skills
writing speaking etc and be creative

5 Oher variants control in the experi ment
Mbtivation Both classes were well motivated to focustheir attention during classroom activities

After class assignnents Al thestudents wererequiredtolistentothetextbook and alsototheschool
English radi o broadcasting after class It was possible that some students mght have not fulfilled the
assign ments and some ot her students mght have done more than the assign ments such aslisteningto
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BBC etc but they were not considered

QG her factors Since there is no significant difference between students of different sex and
intelligence Cheng Cheng 2004 sex and intellectual factors were not put into consideration in the
experi ment

6 The actual instruction steps and contents were scissored in agreement with the requirements of
each | esson

3 Data analysis and discussion

3 1 Questionnaire Analysis

Two questionnaires conductedinthe experi mental class got enthusiastic responses fromthe students
which provided more infor mation than it was expected Al the data are classified and analyzed as
foll owi ng

Table 5 n 64

Contents 1st questionnaire 2nd questionnaire

Do you believe the traditional classroom instruction 78 1 64 1
model is eff ective
Isit necessary for youtolearnlanguage theories 35 9 82 8
Do youthinkit wll be isit effectivetotrythe new 39 1 90 6
model
Doesit bring demandsto your listening class 78 1 81 2
Can the competence of i mplicature interpretation be

. . P . . P P 51 6 90 6
applicablein all listening tasks
Isteacher srolei mportant inlistening class 96 9 78 1

Analyses of the questionnaire about the attitudes toward the traditional and new teaching model
reveal that 94 of the students do welcome the new model In contrast with the t wo data collected at
differenttime p 0 05 the number of students approvingthe newtechniqueincreasessharply Inthe
firstinterview 89 of the students expressthe opinion that they have to accept the traditional model
because t hey cannot thi nk of any other waysthenselvestoi mprove —they have no choice Wileinthe
second response acommon opinion 95 isthat sincetheteacher has given afairly complete rational e
for thetechnique they are wllingtotrythe new method And 92 of thestudents accept it after they
have experiencedit 84  of the students say that before they often dozed in the class because it was
boring andtiresome but nowtheyfinditis demanding andrather interesting andthey haveto keep wde
awake all theti me

3 2 The benefits of the New Mbdel

One of the most | mportant issues in the experi ment is the introduction of linguistic theory —the
Cooperative Principle and the Conversational | mplicature into the listening classroom Questionnaire
anal ysis reveal edthat t hat t he new model did great benefitstothestudentsin many aspects not onlytheir
mastery of English know edge such as vocabulary or grammar but also their English competence of
listeningtospoken English had been greatly enhanced

It opened anot her door for the students tolearn howto do their listening task Linguistic theory
explains why some dial ogue seens difficult toinfer the meaning but actuallyisrather easy Mbst students
acknow edged t he useful ness of learningthelinguistictheories Onestudent said “ Before |l took partin
the newlistening model | justlistenedtothetape and didthe exercises and never t hought about the rules
governing the conversation After | have got thetraining | can predict the possible i mplicature before
hand after | have read the questions It really helpsalot ” Translated
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It greatly reduced students anxiety while doing listening In the course of learning listening
students felt personally that there actually exist general rules in interpreting the conversational
I mplicature They understood the rules and got used to the inference procedures and this helpedto
control their anxiety tothe proper level bothintheir everyday training and exam nati ons

It provided the rare opportunity to analyze the listening materials The new technique forced
studentsto appreciate and analyze the listening materials The students were positioned from a passive
listener into an interpreter of the infor mation The analysis of words and phrases helped to enlarge
vocabulary and sentence analyzing helped to have a better command of grammar WWile the dialogue
level analysis hel ped students to have a better understanding of English discourse and hel ped their oral
expressi on

The combi nation of linguistic theory and strategic training ensured the success of listening class
The t heory being the guideline students benefited greatly fromthe explicit listening strategic training
Each of the strategies was described modeled and discussedintheclassroom The students were hel ped
to develop both the ability and the confidence in handling communicati on situations that they mght
encounter beyondthe classroom

It hel ped studentstoincreasetheir motivationinlearning The new model brought variationinto
classroomteaching which would be very boringifthecontroller was al waystheteacher These variations
combined withthestudents achievementsin practice helpedraisetheirinterestinlanguagelearning and
sti mulated their intrinsic motivation which was heldto be val uable for second |anguage acquisition

3 3 Score Analysis

After the students had experienced the listening course for t wo weeks both the experi mental and
control class were given a pretest to measuretheir listening comprehension perfor mance A the end of
the semester a post test was conducted to deter mne students i mprovement in listening perfor mance
The data obtained were processed by SPSS 11 0 The analysis procedures involved were in order to
deter mne the students i mprovement in listening comprehension perfor mance the pre and post test
mean scores were compared bet ween t he experi mental and t he control classrespectively

Table 6
ltem Pre experi ment test score analysis Post experi ment test score analysis
Mban Scor e Stahdgrd Mean Score St apdgrd
Deviation Deviati on

Control Class 64 352 5 435 66 921 8 7539

Experi mental class 67 527 1 973 67 527 6 8359

T val ue 0 76 2 01

Significance P

The results of the analysis show that there is no significant difference in pretest bet ween the
experi mental class and the control class But after the experi ment thereis a significant difference
bet ween the pre and post test of the experi mental group which indicatesthe success of the experi ment
The comparison of the post test bet ween the experi mental class and the control class also shows great
significance whilethe ttest of pre and post test scores of the control class doesnt show significance
values whichindicates that the experi mental classi mproves greatly and achieve more than the control
cl ass

The experi ment does prove the hypothesisthat non English majors can and also need tolearn the
necessary linguistictheoriesto guidetheir Englishlearning thelisteningstrategies can betrainedthrough
well constructedinstruction model inthe classroom which wll activate students interest andi mprovethe
efficiency of listening class the difficulties and problensintheteaching can be adjusted dynamcally and
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solvedinti me The analysis of the experi mental resultsreveal that non English majors arereally short of
linguistictheories thestudents needlinguistictheoriestoguidetheirlearning throughsystematictraining
of listening strategiesthe students become more confident in thensel ves when facing thelistening tasks
and both their interest and competence of Englishlisteningincrease sharply the tasksin the classroom
can be carried out t hrough t he mutual support and cooperati on bet ween st udents andteacher and focus of
class shifts from the teacher to the students the success of listening class lies in the skillful model
designing and the effective teaching process control

The studyillustratesthat bothlearning andteachingi mplicatureinlistening are engagi ng interesting
and provocative The studentsrespond wth enthusiasm at the opportunityto discussi mplicatures andthe
additi onal t opics whichinvariably arise as a consequence of thei mplicaturelearning Theteacher does not
take excessive amount of ti me and effort intheinstruction process but get excessive achievements for
their teaching

The study also reflects that many long dearly held beliefs by the teachers and students are actually
detri mental to the enhancement of listening competence The traditional instruction models need
updatingto keepin pace withthe demands of the new era

4 Pedagogical suggestionsinteachingi mplicatureinterpretation

The study indicates that it is necessary to reformthe current instruction model in College English
listening classroom and that applying the suitable methodology to teach the interpretation of
conversational i mplicature can helpto further devel op thestudents ability of passageinterpretation and
can eventually develop the competence of English listening Based on the findings the author draws
I mplications and provides certain pedagogi esthat mght be applicableinteachingi mplicaturesto Chinese
non English majorsintheir listening class

4 1 Introducinglinguistictheoryintolisteningclass

Sincethestudentsrequirethelinguistictheoriesto guidetheir listening it wll betheteacher s duty
tosatisfythe need Theteacher should be a researcher in histeaching of listening comprehension He
shoul d know what elsetoteach hisstudents besi desjust playingthe cassette Thoughthetextbook does not
provide additional theories on listening comprehension the teacher could serve as an organizer of
resources and as a resource hi nself to conveythe necessary theoriestothestudents Theinfor mation can
cover the nature of listening comprehension such as infor mation processing the learning strategies
involvedinlistening comprehension problens alistener mayface and howtosolvethem The nature of
thelearner can also beincluded asitisthelearner whoisdirectlyinvolvedinthelearning process S nce
L2 Englishlearners can benefit fromtargeted focus on pragmatic co mprehension it can be done by using
aut hentic | anguage samples to provide practice with how native English speakers express thensel ves
pragmatically not just linguistically A dual focus on pragmatic and linguistic meaning wll provide
learners particularlylowlevel learners wth afuller picture of Englishlanguage use

Secondly students may get confused at the very beginning as to the classification of i mplicature
categories Their problem may well illustrate the need for more descriptive and theoretical work on
I mplicatures Wenteachingthem theteacher would better to categorize themin an easy formfor the
benefits of students|earning activities

Lastly besidesthe above menti oned Cooperative Principle and Conversational | mplicature students
shoul d also be encouraged to have a dipin other linguistictheoriessuch asthe Principle of Politeness and
t he Speech Act Theory to help them do better jobsin inferring the conversational i mplicaturesin their
list eni ng comprehensi on practice

4 2 Student guidancein i mplicatureinterpretations

I nthe course of teachingi mplicatureinlistening comprehension class specific guidanceis needed for
individual learners Dbesides the general classroom instruction The teacher student relationship wll
change accordingly Theteacher will retreat alittlefromthesole authorityintheclassroomto a player of
fasci nation and guidance Such a needis generated because of the disparity in learner characteristics
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Hence students wll acquire more roomin autonomylearning Inthe actual classroom presentation peer
groups can also be formed to provide helptothoseincompetent |earners which wll be more effici ent

4 3 Backgroundinfor mationini mplicatureinterpretations

Background know edge serves well ini mplicatureinterpretationifitisti mely activated Inthe course
of classroom procedures theteacher should activatelisteners existing background know edge and provide
new i nfor mation t hat learners can useto facilitatelistening Meanti me students are encouragedto w den
t heir know edge background as much as possible

4 4 Teachinglisteninginstead of testinglisteningini mplicatureinterpretations

The traditional met hod of testinglistening must be abandonedinthe new model of instruction Many
of the skillsthat students needto do wellinthelisteningtest applytothe whole examand alsoto English
listeningin our everydaylives S udents needto understand how spoken Englishis different from witten
English and to be givenstrategiesto helpthemovercomethe difficultiesthey face Theteacherisinthe
position to show st udents why English sounds so fast and how they canlearn to cope withit Sincethe
skillsinimplicatureinterpretation needsto belearned and fostered bothinside and outside the cl assroom
with theteachers help itisimportant that theteacher shouldteachlisteningin class rather than only
test it The exercises in the students book are necessary and useful but they should be modified and
adaptedto meet the actual need and should be used wiselyin order toimprovethe students abilities

5 Limtations of the study

The aut hor realizes that Cooperative Principle hasits shortcomngs such asit mainly deals with the
particul arized i mplicatureinstead of the generalized which hencereceives alot of modificationsfromthe
latter linguistics Horn Levison 1983 etc and therefore in the interpretation of conversational
I mplicatureinlisteningthrough this kind of pragmatic model the theories of Cooperative Principle and
Conversational | mplicature are not the onlytheoriesthat can be applied The Principle of Politeness and
Speech Act Theory are alsoi mportant theories Sperber and Wison 1986 put forward the concept of
Otensive Inferential Communication and the principle of optimal relevance in inferring the
conversational i mplicature The clai m to opti mal relevance leads to the hearer to accept the first
interpretation consistent with the principle of relevance as the right that is the speaker intended
interpretation However inthisstudy the author only takes the Cooperative Principleinto consideration
for the benefit of students easier accessibility andthelimtations are obvious The author also realizes
ot her handicaps of hisstudy Oneshortcomngisthesmall samplesize thereforetheresults of thisstudy
are bereferredto by keepingthisin mnd Andthe findings could have been enhancedif thetest results
and attitudes of students of different competence are anal yzed separately Andfoll ow upinterviewscould
have hel ped to uncover some of the cognitive processes and decision maki ng skills which the partici pants
mght have usedto compl ete task

In order to further test the feasibility of introducing i mplicatureinferenceintolistening class itis
suggested t hat future studies should concentrate more on difference of the students wth various English
proficiency theinvestigation should be conducted with more subjects and the area for test should be
extended totheinterpretation of whol e passages

Not e

1 Theclassificationisjust arough onefor the convenience of the students understanding Certai n category may
violate several maxi ns at the sameti me
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