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Abstract
The research was aimed to explore multilingual learners ‘grammatical and pragmatic awareness from perspective
of three layers of language awareness: perception, noticing and understanding in Chinese EFL context.
The findings reveal that firstly, there exists negative correlation between three layers of grammatical and
pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with low English proficiency; however, there exists positive
correlation between three layers of grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with higher
proficiency levels. Secondly, on grammatical awareness, there is not a significant difference between Mongolian
multilingual learners; on pragmatic awareness, in perception and understanding layer, there exists a significant
difference, but in noticing layer, there is not. There were not significant differences between Han Chinese
bilinguals and Mongolian multilinguals on grammatical awareness in perception, noticing and understanding as
well as perceptional aspect of pragmatic awareness; however, there are significant differences in noticing and
understanding. Thirdly, there is a low positive correlation between pragmatic awareness and pragmatic
competence of Mongolian learners with different proficiency level.
The present research findings indicate the necessity of developing ethnic minority students’ multilingual
awareness by training of multilingual teachers and of implementing multilingual pedagogical approaches, and
highlight significance of increasing teachers’ language awareness by further development of language teacher
education and cultivating learners’ multilingual competence in EFL contexts.
Keywords: grammatical and pragmatic awareness, proficiency level, layers of language awareness, pragmatic
competence, grammatical and pragmatic judgment test, discourse completion task
1. Introduction
There are 56 officially recognized ethnic groups in the People’s Republic of China. The Han is the majority
group, comprises approximately 91.51% of the national total population, according to the2010 census, and the
remaining 55 ethnic minority groups, mostly located in five autonomous regions, speak more than 80 languages,
among them, about 30 have written forms. Inner Mongolia, one of the five autonomous regions, is located in the
northern part of China. The education of these ethnic minority groups is of great vitality for the country’s
stability, unity and economic development (Zhang & Bob, 2020). There are about 48 ethnic minorities in Inner
Mongolia Autonomous Region (IMAR), and Mongolian is the largest group, and bilingual education has been
regularly provided for this minority group, and most of them are learning English as a third language after
acquiring their mother tongue, and learning Chinese as a second language. Mongolian Nationality Schools in
IMAR are expected to offer a trilingual education and Mongolian students have the right to receive higher
education in two language systems, Mongolian or Chinese (Wei et al., 2019). Therefore, Mongolian students
usually begin to learn Chinese as a second language when they are in the second grade, and start learning
English as a third language at elementary school. So, most of them are almost balanced bilinguals of Mongolian
and Chinese. Mongolian multilingual (Note 1) learners participated in this study were English majors, who
began to learn Japanese as a second foreign language when they were sophomore. Han Chinese learners were
bilinguals. Even in the same EFL context in China, Mongolian learners’ English teaching and learning is quite
different from and more complicated than that of Han Chinese. In the L3 acquisition, Mongolian learners’
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previously learned languages could attribute to enhanced metalinguistic awareness which is accumulated through
the experience of learning and is identified as an influential component of multilingual competence in a
considerable body of publications (Angelovska & Hahn, 2014).
Grammatical and pragmatic awareness has been one of the most widely discussed topics in the area of second
language acquisition research. The number of studies after the original study by Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney
(1998) also explored the interrelationship between learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness in EFL and
ESL contexts. The research findings indicate that learners’ target language proficiency plays a significant role in
grammatical and pragmatic competence development; and language awareness plays a significant role in L2
learners’ L3 or L4 learning, and having knowledge of more than one language leads to a heightened awareness
of language and metalinguistic abilities which are put to use in L3 or L4 learning. As a result, multilinguals often
demonstrate superior metalinguistic and meta-cognitive abilities (Jessner, 2008). Despite various calls to extend
the study of the grammatical and pragmatic awareness development of learners of different proficiency levels
and L1s in EFL contexts, this area of research has received less attention. Therefore, the present study endeavors
to bridge the existing gap and shed more light on the issue of language awareness in multilingual teaching and
learning by investigating whether grammatical and pragmatic awareness of Mongolian learners of different
proficiency levels develop simultaneously, how proficiency level influences grammatical and pragmatic
awareness development, whether multilinguals have more privilege in language awareness in Chinese EFL
context, and how pragmatic awareness can be translated into corresponding pragmatic competence in production.
2. Literature Review
Grammatical and pragmatic competence are the two components of communicative competencies
(Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei, 1998; Niezgoda and Röver, 2001), and one of the assumptions with regard to the
relationship between these two is that pragmatic competence represents a part of overall L2 proficiency, so an
increase in L2 proficiency can lead to an increase in L2 pragmatic competence. However, according to
Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998:686), grammatical competence is a necessary but not a sufficient condition
for interlanguage pragmatic competence.
Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei pioneers (1998) examined three variables: learning environment, overall L2
proficiency, and length of residence, playing significant roles in L2 pragmatic competence development. They
investigated participants of 655 EFL learners in Hungary and Italy and ESL in U.S. and their 53 teachers’ ability
in recognizing pragmatic infelicities and ungrammaticality through timed judgment task by presenting 20
scenarios involving four speech acts: requests, apologies, suggestions, and refusals. The results showed that
learning environment and overall L2 proficiency made significant differences on learners’ pragmatic and
grammatical awareness. The ESL learners were more sensitive to pragmatic infelicities, while the EFL learners
were more sensitive to ungrammaticality. In regard to the influence of L2 proficiency, the participants in ESL
environments were more aware of pragmatic aspects of the utterances but less aware of grammatical errors; the
participants in the EFL context showed the opposite tendency. The results approved the significance of learning
environment in developing learners’ pragmatic competence, which can lead to different sensitivity to pragmatic
awareness.
Since the influential research conducted by Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney (1998), discussions of the relation
between grammatical and pragmatic awareness development has aroused many scholars’ great attention in the
field of second language acquisition research. Niezgoda and Röever (2001) replicated Bardovi-Harlig and
Dörnyei’s (1998) study with 124 EFL learners in the Czech Republic with low length of residence in an
English-speaking country and 48 ESL learners in Hawaii, using the same instrument used in the original study to
collect data. The results showed that the EFL groups regarded grammatical errors as more severe than pragmatic
infelicities while the ESL group indicated the opposite tendency.
Findings from Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998) and Niezgoda and Röever (2001) showed that both ESL
groups judged pragmatic appropriateness as more important than their EFL counterparts. However, the
researchers did not come to the consensus on the extent to which, L2 proficiency or length of residence
contribute more to L2 pragmatics. Yamanaka (2003) conducted research to examine the correlation among L2
proficiency, length of residence and L2 pragmatic awareness. The results indicated that both length of residence
and L2 proficiency correlated significantly with L2 pragmatic awareness; however, the correlation between L2
proficiency and L2 pragmatic awareness was found to be higher than that between the length of residence and L2
pragmatic awareness, indicating that L2 proficiency is more influential and represents a stronger predicator in L2
pragmatics than length of residence. Schauer (2006) replicated Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei’s (1998) study by
investigating pragmatic awareness in ESL and EFL context. In addition to the judgment task used in the original
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study, they used interview to explore how the participants classified ungrammaticality and pragmatic infelicity,
and understand the reason why they thought it was problematic. Besides, they also considered the developmental
aspects of pragmatic of ESL learners in England, which was not considered in the original study. The results
indicated that the EFL group in Germany found less pragmatic infelicities than the ESL in England and the
native speaker counterparts, while regarding grammatical error, the results were the reverse.
Inspired by Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney (1998) and the related research, Chinese scholars conducted a series of
studies on English learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness in Chinese EFL contexts. Li and Chen’s
(2007) study examined the correlations between pragmatic awareness and competence, grammatical awareness
and competence of 49 first year and third year English majors, using the task designed by Bardovi-Harlig and
Dörney (1998). The results showed that: (1) Chinese EFL learners' pragmatic awareness and competence are
significantly higher than their grammatical awareness and competence, which is opposite to the results from the
studies of Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney (1998) and Niezgoda & Röever (2001); (2) Chinese EFL learners'
pragmatic awareness and competence significantly correlate with their grammatical awareness and competence.
The results suggest that in a Chinese EFL context, the development of pragmatic competence and awareness
precedes that of grammatical competence and awareness. He and Gong (2013) investigated pragmatic and
grammatical awareness of learners with different proficiency levels in the different learning stages, using the
same instrument with Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney (1998), accompanied with post-hoc interview. The results
revealed that: (1) There are significant differences among the students with different proficiency in the different
learning stages in regard to pragmatic and grammatical awareness; (2) Chinese English learners’ grammatical
and pragmatic awareness are not developing simultaneously: the former develops faster and higher than the latter.
However, in the advanced stage of learning, pragmatic awareness is higher than grammatical awareness. (3) The
learners’ pragmatic awareness develops continuously while the grammatical awareness develops and then
decreases. He and Gong (2015) explored the development and contributing factors of grammatical awareness of
Chinese English learners with varying English proficiency levels, at different learning stages based on
grammatical awareness questionnaire designed by Andrew (1998). The results indicated that: (1) Chinese EFL
learners’ grammatical awareness correlates with their L2 proficiency level; (2) The learners’ grammatical
awareness is not the highest in the advanced learning stage, and the learners' grammatical awareness develops to
the climax and then decreases gradually; (3) Learner attention allocation, L1 grammatical awareness and
learning environment are the main factors influencing Chinese EFL learners’ development of grammatical
awareness. Gong and He (2017) studied the characteristics and developmental trajectories of Chinese EFL
learners’ grammatical awareness according to Schmidt (1990) and Leow’s idea (1997) that language awareness
consists of three levels of awareness: perception, noticing and understanding, using questionnaires designed by
Andrew (1999). The results showed that: (1) The level of perception displays a linear-rise developmental trend,
the level of noticing shows a stable developmental pattern, and the level of understanding demonstrates an
upturned “U” shape developmental model; (2) The developments of perception and understanding are both
significantly different at various learning stages, which are the main factors influencing the development of
grammatical awareness; (3) The three levels of grammatical awareness are significantly correlated, but in the
stage of graduate learning, there exists negative correlation between perception and understanding, noticing and
understanding. He & Gong (2020) explored the characteristics and developmental patterns of pragmatic
awareness among Chinese English learners from the integrated and layered perspectives of pragmatic awareness,
and the results indicated that the degree of pragmatic awareness and the levels of the three layers were
significantly different among various proficiency levels, and the higher language proficiency the higher
pragmatic awareness. Besides, the degree of pragmatic awareness and the levels of the three layers of female
learners were always higher than those of male learners.
The literature review has revealed that the relevant research explored learners’ grammatical and pragmatic
awareness both in ESL and EFL contexts. The research findings in ESL contexts showed that learning
environment and target language input made significant differences on learners’ pragmatic and grammatical
awareness, and ESL learners were more sensitive to pragmatic infelicities. However, these studies ignored
examining grammatical and pragmatic awareness from levels of three layers of language awareness: perception,
noticing and understanding. The research in EFL contexts informed that EFL learners were usually more
sensitive to ungrammaticality, and in Chinese EFL contexts, the research mainly focused on characteristics and
development of grammatical and pragmatic awareness of Han Chinese learners with varying proficiency levels
at different stages of learning from levels of three layers of language awareness. However, the research findings
both in ESL and EFL inform that the results are inconsistent and there is a disparity between grammatical and
pragmatic awareness development, which calls for further research to gain deeper insights into the grammatical
and pragmatic awareness development. Furthermore, few studies have investigated the influence of English
3

elt.ccsenet.org

English Language Teaching

Vol. 15, No. 6; 2022

proficiency of multilingual learners in Chinese EFL context on grammatical and pragmatic awareness; Secondly
no research tend to compare multilingual and bilinguals’ language awareness in the same EFL context; thirdly,
there have been very little research exploring the relationship between pragmatic awareness and competence in
production. Therefore, the present study explores grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners
with different proficiency levels from perspective of levels of three layers of language awareness: perception,
noticing and understanding. Specifically, the following three research questions are addressed:
1) What is the relationship between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with
different English proficiency levels?
2) Does multilingual learners’ English proficiency level influence different layers of grammatical and
pragmatic awareness?
3) Does multilingual learners’ English proficiency level influence their pragmatic competence in
production? How is learners’ pragmatic awareness related to their pragmatic competence?
3. Research Method
3.1 Participants
A total of 102 English majors with different proficiency levels and language backgrounds, from 4 different
classes at one university in one of the autonomous regions in China, participated in this research. Among them,
75 are Mongolians who learn English as L3 and or Japanese as L4 after acquiring L1, Mongolian, and learning
Chinese as L2. The rest were 27 Han Chinese students, learning English as L2.
Table 1. Background of the participants
L1

Grade

No.

Language Background

st

30

Trilinguals (L1 Mongolian, L2 Chinese, L3 English)

nd

29

Multilinguals (L1 Mongolian, L2 Chinese, L3 English, L4 Japanese)

th

16

Multilinguals (L1 Mongolian, L2 Chinese, L3 English, L4 Japanese)

st

27

Bilinguals (L1 Chinese, L2 English)

1 year
Mongolian

2 year
5 year

Chinese

1 year

3.2 Tasks and Test
In the present study, grammatical and pragmatic judgment test, discourse completion task and Test for English
Majors-Band 4 Test (TEM 4) were used to elicit data.
Task 1: Grammatical and pragmatic judgment test was designed based on the task developed by Bardovi-Harlig
and Dörney (1998) to test multilingual learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness. According to the idea of
Schmidt (1990) and Leow (1997), language awareness consists of three layers of awareness: perception, noticing
and understanding. Task 1 included additional tasks of error correction (noticing level) and providing
explanations to the corrections (understanding level), which were not covered in the original study. The original
study includes identifying whether the sentences were grammatically correct and pragmatically appropriate and
rating the gravity of the incorrectness or inappropriateness of the statement (perception level).
Task 2: Discourse Completion Task, designed to test multilingual learners’ pragmatic competence in production,
has 20 unfinished conversations covering four speech acts include requests, apologies, suggestions, and refusals.
Each scenario presents a conversation which could take place in a school or a shop or somewhere else between
classmates, students and teachers.
TEM4 is used to measure English proficiency of Chinese university undergraduates majoring in English
Language and Literature. It lasts for 135 minutes, and is administered once a year in April by the National
Advisory Committee for Foreign Language Teaching on behalf of the Higher Education Department, Ministry of
Education of People’s Republic of China (Jin & Fan, 2011). TEM 4 test content includes listening (Note 2),
writing, reading, grammar and vocabulary and cloze. The details of the test are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Background of TEM 4
No.

Tasks

Input

Format

Score (%)

1

Reading

4–5 texts totaling 1800 words

Multiple Choice
Answer Question

2

Writing

A topic, chart or graph Written
prompts

A text of about 200 Words

20

3

Grammar &
vocabulary

20-30 sentences

Multiple Choice Question

20

4

Cloze

A text of 250 words

Multiple Choice Question

10

&

Short

20

In order to investigate whether multilinguals have any advantage in grammatical and pragmatic awareness over
bilinguals, reading, grammar and vocabulary and cloze parts of TEM 4 were used to evaluate English
proficiency of 2nd year Mongolian multilinguals and 1st year Han Chinese bilinguals, whose English proficiency
was anticipated to be similar.
Table 3. Result of TEM 4Test
L1

Grade Language Background

Mongolian

MSD

MD

Sig.

nd

22.067

6.654

-8.533

st

30.600

7.411

2 year Multilinguals

Chinese

1 year Bilinguals

.000

The result in Table 3 shows that the mean of 1st year Han Chinese bilinguals’ English proficiency is higher than
that of 2nd year Mongolian multilinguals (MD =-8.533), and there is a significant difference between them.
Some Mongolian learners do not pay much attention to English learning. Besides, because of the poor quality of
English teachers’ instruction for Mongolian students in rural and pastoral areas, Mongolian learners’ English
proficiency level is usually lower than that of Han Chinese students, even if they are all English majors in the
same grade at the university.
3.3 Research Procedures
Firstly, the participants were organized to finish task 1 and task 2. Secondly, 1st year Han Chinese bilinguals and
2nd year Mongolian multilingual students were invited to attend the TEM 4.
Task 1: The participants were shown a written scenario of conversations. Firstly, they were asked to indicate the
correctness of last utterances in the 20 scenarios by checking yes or no. If the answer was no, the participants
were asked to rate the gravity of the incorrectness or inappropriateness by circling one number on a Likert-scale
of 1-6 on the line between “Not bad at all” and “Very bad”. After that, the participants were asked to correct the
utterances that they thought incorrect or inappropriate. Finally, the participants were required to explain the
reason why they thought it was incorrect or inappropriate. If the answer was yes, the participants proceeded to
the next scenario (see the following examples).
Example 1: Scenario with grammatical problem
Peter is talking to his teacher. The conversation is almost finished.
Teacher: Well, I think that is all I can help you with at the moment.
Peter: That’s great. Thank you so much for all the information.
Is the part italicized grammatically correct?

Is the part italicized appropriate in this
situation?

×
Yes

√

No

Yes


-

It is grammatically incorrect, so No is
marked with (×).



No

It is appropriate pragmatically, so Yes is
marked with (√).

If there was a problem, how bad do you think it was?

Not bad at all 1

2

3

4

5
5

6

Very bad
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Peter: That’s great. Thank you so much for all the information.
-

Explain the reason why it is not correct or not appropriate.



The word “information” is uncountable noun.

Example 2: Scenario with pragmatic problem
John: Good morning, Sally.
Anna: Good night, John.
Is the part italicized grammatically correct?

Is the part italicized appropriate in this
situation?

√
Yes

×

No
Yes



-

It is grammatically correct, so Yes is
marked with (√).



No

It is not appropriate pragmatically, so No is
marked with (×).

If there was a problem, how bad do you think it was?

Not bad at all 1

2

3

4

5

6



Anna’s mistake is very serious, and then number 6 is circled.

-

And, how would you revise it?



Correction:

Very bad

Anna: Good morning, John.
-

Explain the reason why it is not correct or not appropriate.



One should not respond “Goodnight” to the greeting “Good morning.

Task 2: The participants were asked to finish the conversation according to the given satiations.
Example 3: Scenario with production
John invites his classmate Robert to have dinner together at the Grand Hotel, but Robert cannot
come.
-

John: Robert, we are going to have dinner together at the Grand Hotel tonight. Would you like
to join us?

-

Robert:

3.4 Scoring Instruction
Each participant could earn a total score of 6 from the grammatical and pragmatic judgment test if all answers
were correct and acceptable: one for error identification, two for error correction, and three for explanations to
errors.
The grammatical and pragmatic awareness were scored separately. As for pragmatic inappropriateness correction,
the participants were given a score of “2” if the accuracy of correcting is above 80%; a score of “1.5” is given, if
it is between 50%-80%; the participants earn a score of “1” if it is between 30%-50%, and a score of “0” is given
if it is under 30%. For grammatical incorrect and pragmatic inappropriate, the participants were given a score of
“3” if the accuracy of explanation to error is above 80%; the participant can earn a score of “2”, if it is between
50%-80%; a score of “1” if it is between 30%-50%, and a score of “0” is given if it is under 30%.
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4. Results
RQ 1: What is the relationship between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with
different proficiency levels?
In order to examine whether grammatical and pragmatic awareness develop simultaneously, correlation between
grammatical and pragmatic awareness of Mongolian multilingual learners with different proficiency levels is
tested.
Table 4. Correlation between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with different
proficiency levels
Grade

st

1 year

th

5 year

Language
Background
Trilinguals

Multilinguals

Three layers of
awareness

Correlation
Coefficient

Sig.

Perception

-.485*

.007

Noticing

-.072

.704

Understanding

-.262

.162

Perception

.223

.345

Noticing

.296

Understanding

.461

.192
*

.041

The results showed negative correlation between three layers of grammatical and pragmatic awareness of
Mongolian multilingual learners with low proficiency levels, especially in the perception level, suggesting that
grammatical and pragmatic awareness are not developing simultaneously. This result was consistent with the
research finding of Xu et al. (2009) that the learners with lower proficiency levels are developing their pragmatic
awareness at the expense of grammatical accuracy, leading to a marked imbalance development between
grammatical and pragmatic knowledge.
However, there exists positive correlation between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of the multilingual
learners with higher proficiency levels, indicating that in the stage of higher learning period, pragmatic
awareness increases with the development of grammatical awareness, which is in agreement with the findings of
some previous research on the effect of linguistic proficiency on pragmatic awareness that a higher proficiency
correlates with a higher level of pragmatic awareness (He & Gong, 2020).
RQ 2: Does multilingual learners’ English proficiency level influence different layers of grammatical and
pragmatic awareness?
In order to explore whether there are any differences between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of levels of
three layers of language awareness, grammatical and pragmatic awareness of Mongolian multilingual learners
with different proficiency levels are compared and the results are presented in Table 5.
Table 5. Grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual learners with different proficiency levels
Item Types

Grammatical

Three layers of awareness

Grade

Language Background

M

SD

Sig.

Perception

1st year

Trilinguals

3.333

1.688

.125

5th year

Multilinguals

4.250

2.236

1st year

Trilinguals

4.817

3.420

5th year

Multilinguals

6.000

4.454

1st year

Trilinguals

5.833

4.800

5th yea

Multilinguals

7.125

6.206

1st year

Noticing

awareness
Understanding
Perception

Trilinguals

3.367

2.385

th

Multilinguals

3.250

1.571

st

Trilinguals

5.200

4.230

th

Multilinguals

4.750

3.256

st

Trilinguals

6.367

6.866

th

Multilinguals

3.188

3.763

5 year
Pragmatic

Noticing

awareness

1 year
5 year

Understanding

1 year
5 year
7

.320
.437
.047
.713
.005
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In general, the results indicate that three layers of both grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilinguals
are comparatively low, and grammatical awareness of Mongolian multilingual learners with high proficiency
level is higher than that of learners with low proficiency, informing that proficiency level plays a significant role
in grammatical awareness development. On the contrary, pragmatic awareness of Mongolian multilingual
learners with low proficiency level is higher than that of learners with high proficiency, indicating that learners
with low proficiency pay much attention to pragmatic awareness rather than grammatical awareness. Specifically,
on grammatical awareness, there is not a significant difference between multilingual learners with low and high
proficiency levels in perception, noticing and understanding; on pragmatic awareness, in perception and
understanding level, there are significant differences between multilingual learners with low and high
proficiency levels; in noticing level, there does not exist a significant difference between them.
Mongolian multilingual learners with different proficiency levels were invited to rate the severity of grammatical
errors and pragmatic inappropriateness, which was the indicator of their language awareness, and the results are
shown in Table 6.
Table 6. Severity rating of multilingual learners with different proficiency levels
Item Types
Grammatical
awareness
Pragmatic

Grade

Language Background

M

SD

Sig.

st

Trilinguals

3.588

1.007

.171

th

Multilinguals

4.023

1.016

st

Trilinguals

3.649

1.324

th

Multilinguals

3.524

1.040

1 year
5 year
1 year

awareness

5 year

.747

The Table 6 showed that in grammatical and pragmatic awareness, there is not a significant difference between
multilingual learners, suggesting that proficiency levels do not play an important role in developing grammatical
and pragmatic awareness. This is not in agreement with the previous research findings on the effect of linguistic
proficiency on grammatical and pragmatic awareness that a higher proficiency level correlates with a higher
level of grammatical and pragmatic awareness (Cook & Liddicoat, 2002; Koike, 1996; Bardovi-Harlig and
Dörney, 1998).
In order to further understand multilingual learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness development,
multilingual learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness is compared with that of Han Chinese bilinguals.
The result is shown in the Table 7.
Table 7. Comparison of grammatical and pragmatic awareness of Mongolian multilingual learners and Han
Chinese bilinguals
Grade
2nd year

Language
Background
Multilinguals

1st year

Bilinguals

2nd year

Multilinguals

1st year

Bilinguals

2nd year

Multilinguals

1st year

Bilinguals

2nd year

Multilinguals

st

Bilinguals

nd

Multilinguals

st

Bilinguals

nd

Multilinguals

st

Bilinguals

1 year
2 year
1 year
2 year
1 year

Item Types

Three layers
of awareness

M

SD

Sig.

Perception

3.552

1.975

.384

4.000

1.840

7.035

2.816

6.111

3.124

7.793

5.525

8.593

4.693

3.655

1.675

3.296

1.706

4.793

3.668

7.852

3.183

4.138

4.381

8.519

4.484

Noticing
Grammatical
awareness

Understanding
Perception
Noticing

Pragmatic
awareness

Understanding

.250
.563
.431
.002
.001

The results of grammatical and pragmatic awareness test showed that there were not significant differences
between 1st year Chinese bilinguals and 2nd year Mongolian multilinguals on grammatical awareness in
perception, noticing and understanding as well as perceptional aspect of pragmatic awareness. This finding
indicates that the learners ’proficiency level does not influence learners’ grammatical awareness, and
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grammatical awareness of Mongolian learners with multilingual language background are higher than those of
Chinese learners with bilingual language background, suggesting that language background plays significant
roles in developing grammatical awareness. This result partially supports the research finding that multilinguals
are superior to bilinguals in terms of linguistic awareness (Haukås, 2016), which is valuable empirical evidence
to the area of multilingual awareness research.
RQ 3: Does multilingual learners’ English proficiency level influence their pragmatic competence in
production? How is learners’ pragmatic awareness related to pragmatic competence?
The relevant research results show that higher pragmatic awareness does not necessarily guarantee the
corresponding level of pragmatic competence since awareness is only a necessary, rather than a sufficient
condition for the development of pragmatic competence (Schmidt, 1993; Kasper & Schmidt, 1996). However,
few studies have touched how pragmatic awareness is related to corresponding competence by administering a
production task, especially with multilingual learners with different proficiency levels in Chinese dominant EFL
context.
Therefore, in order to examine pragmatic competence of multilingual learners with different proficiency levels in
production, the participants were invited to finish a discourse completion task.
Table 8. Pragmatic competence of multilingual learners with different proficiency levels
Item Types

Grade

Language
Background

M

SD

Pragmatic

1st year

Trilinguals

51.933

5.552

Multilinguals

47.467

competence

th

5 year

Sig.
.024

6.937

The result in Table 8 showed that pragmatic competence of the Mongolian learners with lower proficiency level
is higher than that of learners with higher proficiency level, and there is a significant difference between
Mongolian learners with low and high proficiency levels, indicating that which might be closely related to the
focus of instruction, emphasizing pragmatic aspect of language acquisition at the lower stage of higher education
in a Chinese EFL context.
How pragmatic awareness is related to pragmatic competence in production of Mongolian multilingual learners
with different proficiency levels are investigated and the results are presented in Table 9.
Table 9. Relation between pragmatic awareness and pragmatic competence of multilingual learners with
different proficiency levels in production
Grade

st

1 year

5th year

Language
Background
Trilinguals

Multilinguals

Level of awareness

Correlation
Coefficient

Sig.

Perception

.142

.456

Noticing

.072

.704

Understanding

.113

.553

Perception

.216

.439

Noticing

.173

.538

Understanding

.256

.357

Table 9 shows the interesting results that there is a low positive correlation between pragmatic awareness of the
three levels (perception, noticing and understanding) and pragmatic competence of Mongolian learners with low
and high proficiency level, informing that higher pragmatic awareness of Mongolian learners of English can be
translated into appropriate pragmatic competence. But there are not significant differences between pragmatic
awareness and competence of Mongolian learners with low and high L2 proficiency.
To examine whether multilinguals exceed bilinguals in pragmatic competence in production, pragmatic
competence of multilingual learners is compared with that of Han Chinese bilinguals, and the result is illustrated
in Table 10.
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Table 10. Comparison of pragmatic competence of Mongolian multilingual learners and Han Chinese bilinguals
Item Type

Grade

Language
Background

M

Pragmatic

2nd year

Multilinguals

47.867

10.833

49.276

6.824

competence

st

1 year

Bilinguals

SD

Sig.
.003

st

The result in Table 10 showed that pragmatic competence of 1 year Chinese bilinguals with higher proficiency
level is higher than that of 2nd year Mongolian multilinguals with lower proficiency level, and there is significant
difference between them. This indicates that multilinguals do not show any superior performance to bilinguals in
pragmatic competence in discourse completion task, and proficiency level might influence the learners’
pragmatic competence in production.
5. Discussion
The present research explored the relationship between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual
learners with different proficiency levels, whether proficiency level influences the degree of learners’ different
levels of grammatical and pragmatic awareness, whether multilinguals are superior to bilinguals in grammatical
and pragmatic awareness, and how learners’ pragmatic awareness is related to pragmatic competence in
production.
The results indicate that: (1) There exists positive correlation between grammatical and pragmatic awareness of
learners with higher proficiency levels except perceptional level. However, there exists negative correlation
between grammatical and pragmatic awareness between Mongolian learners with low proficiency levels except
perceptional level of 1st year Han Chinese. (2) Grammatical awareness of Mongolian learners with high
proficiency level is higher than that of learners with low proficiency, informing that proficiency level plays a
significant role in grammatical awareness development. On the contrary, pragmatic awareness of Mongolian
learners with low proficiency level is higher than that of learners with high proficiency, indicating that learners
with low proficiency pay much more attention to pragmatic awareness than to grammatical awareness.
Specifically, in grammatical awareness, there is not a significant difference between Mongolian learners with
low and high proficiency levels in perception, noticing and understanding; On pragmatic awareness, in
perception level, there is a significant difference between Mongolian learners with low and high proficiency
levels; in understanding level, there is a significant difference between Mongolian learners with low and high
proficiency levels. However, the results of comparison of grammatical and pragmatic awareness of learners with
different L1’s indicated that the learners’ proficiency level does not influence learners’ different levels of
grammatical awareness, since grammatical awareness of Mongolian multilingual learners are higher than those
of Chinese bilinguals whose proficiency level is higher than that of Mongolian multilinguals, showing that
Mongolian multilinguals’ grammatical awareness is superior to that of Han Chinese bilinguals. (3) There is a low
positive correlation between pragmatic awareness and competence in production of Mongolian learners,
informing that for Mongolian learners, the pragmatic competence increases with the development of pragmatic
awareness. However, there is not a significant difference between pragmatic awareness and competence in
production of Mongolian learners.
The results of the present research partially replicate the interesting contrasts found in original study of
Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney’ (1998), and some other replication research followed. And these mixed results
suggest that more research needs to be conducted to provide further evidences to show how proficiency level
influences grammatical and pragmatic awareness development, whether multilinguals exceed bilinguals in
grammatical and pragmatic awareness, and how pragmatic awareness can be translated into corresponding
appropriate pragmatic competence in production in wider EFL contexts.
The present study has the following three implications: Firstly, in general, grammatical and pragmatic awareness
of the multilinguals in this research were not satisfactory. Therefore, developing learners’ linguistic awareness
should be one of the key teaching objectives of classroom instruction, and raising teacher language awareness
should be one part of the teacher professional development (Lindahl, 2018; Andrew et al., 2018); Secondly, one
of the findings indicates that English proficiency does influence pragmatic awareness of Mongolian learners with
low and high proficiency level, showing that the students with lower proficiency level pay more attention to the
pragmatic aspect of language development than the grammatical aspect because of the washback effects of
pedagogical instruction, foreshadowing the current teaching approach, which emphasizes developing learners’
communicative competence in an EFL context in China. In other words, EFL teaching focuses on raising
pragmatic awareness more than grammatical knowledge in the lower English proficiency level stage, over
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emphasizing pragmatic appropriateness at the severe expense of grammatical knowledge development. Although
increasing pragmatic awareness should be one goal of classroom instructions in Chinese EFL context,
grammatical awareness also needed to be strengthened in the future teaching; Thirdly, the result of TEM 4 test
shows that there is a significant difference between Mongolian 2nd year students and Han Chinese 1st year
students. However, there is not a significance difference between them in grammatical awareness, which
suggests that Mongolian multilinguals’ grammatical awareness surpassed that of Chinese bilinguals, indicating,
to some degree, an essential role played by language awareness in target grammatical awareness development
(Ellen et al., 2018) in the EFL context. In order to enhance multi-languages learning, learners are encouraged to
be sensitive to cross-linguistic similarities and differences and make full use of prior linguistic knowledge as
well as language learning strategies as positive resources. In the process of implementing multilingual education,
language teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about multilingualism and multilingual pedagogical approaches are
playing a facilitating role. Therefore, the further development of language teacher education and training of
multilingual teachers is a pressing need since teachers’ language awareness is necessary for effective teaching
and for developing learners’ awareness (Otwinowska, 2014, 2017).
6. Conclusions
The findings of the present study reveal that to some degree, L2 proficiency plays a significant role in
developing language awareness and grammatical and pragmatic awareness does not develop simultaneously,
which is itself not a surprise at all since the original study by Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney (1998) and other
related studies reached the similar conclusions. The imbalance development of grammatical and pragmatic
awareness is partly due to the current pedagogical focus on pragmatic competence in EFL classroom,
encouraging pragmatic competence at the expense of grammatical competence. In Chinese EFL contexts, in
recent years, the focus of English teaching has shifted from overemphasizing the significance of grammar
knowledge in foreign language teaching to developing learners’ communicative competence. Teachers often
over emphasized the significance of pragmatic competence development applying the communicative language
teaching approach at the beginning stage of English majors to cultivate their communicative competence,
ignoring the fact that pragmatic development does not guarantee a corresponding level of grammatical
development.
However, the present study has the following attempts to extend the original study of Bardovi-Harlig and Dörney
(1998) and related studies. Firstly, the EFL learners’ grammatical and pragmatic awareness was analyzed from
the perspective of levels of three layers of language awareness: perception, noticing and understanding, shedding
more light on the particular aspects of language awareness, which could make a contribution to the area of
interlanguage grammatical and pragmatic study as well as grammatical and pragmatic instruction in EFL
contexts. Secondly, the pragmatic production task that was added to the original research provides a unique
opportunity to examine the relation between learners’ pragmatic awareness and competence in the real language
use. Thirdly, the present study extends the scope of the study of grammatical and pragmatic awareness
development in ESL and EFL contexts by comparing grammatical and pragmatic awareness of multilingual and
bilingual learners of English in the same EFL context in China.
Despite its contributions of research design and analytical perspective, it has the following two major limitations.
Firstly, the data was mainly collected through grammatical and pragmatic judgment test and discourse
completion test. However, it could be more insightful to collect on-line data from learners’ real conversations
(Ren & Li, 2018), and analyze grammatical and pragmatic awareness development from dynamic perspective,
which may have yielded different results. Secondly, the participants were not interviewed as soon as they
finished the tasks. In-depth teacher interviews as well as interviews with learners of different proficiency levels
together with classroom observation will be strongly recommended, which can provide more significant values
to the results the data revealed.
In connection with methodological improvements and possible areas for further research, the following
suggestions are proposed. One possible area is to collect data from retrospective perspective such as think-aloud
protocols (Woll, 2018) and authentic recordings of conversations together with in-depth interviews to
supplement the data collected through grammatical and pragmatic judgment test to reveal different levels of
depth of grammatical and pragmatic awareness from the dynamic nature of pragmatic competence development
(Ren & Li, 2018). A second interesting area for future investigation is how explicit instruction (Kim, 2017;
Halenko & Jones, 2011) as well as teacher language awareness might influence the learners’ grammatical and
pragmatic awareness in an EFL context since teacher language awareness has crucial impact on mediating output
from the learner (Kwon, 2018). A third potential topic could be the in-depth analysis of the factors affecting
grammatical and pragmatic awareness development both in ESL and EFL contexts, including from macro
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perspective of national and regional level multilingual education policy to micro perspective of cross-linguistic
awareness in language awareness development, focusing on “awareness transfer” from previously learned
languages of multilinguals. A final possible topic for future research can be multilingual education related
language policy and its practice in IMAR, China since in the process of implementation of multilingual
education according to new national and regional education policies, there will be various tensions and
challenges for practitioners regarding how to implement multilingual education, and balance the relationships
among Chinese, the minority language, and a foreign language(s). It is apparent that multilingualism can
strengthen ethnical identity construction of a minority group within their Chinese national identity, and empower
them to engage in the social, political and economic activities in China and abroad (Zhang & Adomson, 2020).
But, in the process of multilingual education in IMAR with the new policy, acquisition and promotion of
Chinese will be prioritized, and all the school subjects will be taught in Putonghua except for minority language
literacy. In order to achieve additive multilingualism with a multilingual pedagogical approach, it is suggested to
promote the multilingualism of Putonghua, foreign languages and minority language in a more balanced way in
IMAR, China.
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Note 1. Multilinguals refer to those who speak three and more languages, distinguished from bilinguals who
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Note 2. Listening was not used in this study because of limited class hour.
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