
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   98  ( 2014 )  1009 – 1015 

Available online at www.sciencedirect.com

1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Urmia University, Iran. 
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.03.511 

ScienceDirect

International Conference on Current Trends in ELT 

A Critical Analysis of Speech Acts and Language Functions in 
Top Notch Series 

Mohammadreza Kohandania, *, Nima Farzanehb, Mahmood Kazemic 
a, b, cUniversity of Isfahan, Hezar-Jarib Ave., Isfahan, 81746-73441, Iran 

Abstract 

This study intends to analyse the conversation sections of Top Notch 1 textbook from the pragmatic viewpoint of language 
functions and speech acts. Out of the 10 units of the book 10 conversations were randomly selected and the two pragmatic 
models of Halliday’s (1975) language functions and Searle’s (1976) speech acts were applied to analyse the functional domain of 
the conversations. The results indicated the conversations in this textbook are not functionally appropriate from pragmatic point 
of view. Finally, some suggestions for teachers and material developers were proposed to compensate for the deficiencies of the 
conversations in Top Notch series. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Top Notch in Iran 
           Language Institutes in Iran have always strived to use the most up-to-date materials that happen to be also the 
most popular in the world. After the very successful Interchange series, Top notch series have grabbed the attention 
of many institutes and as Soozandehfar (2011) mentions are among the most-frequently used textbooks in Iranian 
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Institutes. The Top notch series developed by Longman publications has also been advised by Islamic Republic of 
Iran’s Ministry of Education. Considering the fact that EFL materials and textbooks are key factors in many 
language programs, it is essential to use the results of textbook evaluation to justify choosing a particular textbook 
over another.  

 
1.2. Objectives of the study 

The current study is to analyse the conversation sections of Top Notch 1 which is published in two books of A 
and B in Iran; each covering five units of the whole ten units of this level designed for false-beginners. The study is 
designed through the use of Halliday’s (1975) functional model and Searle’s (1976) Speech Act Taxonomy to find 
out whether the conversation sections are pragmatically rich. This will be concluded by finding different types of 
language functions and speech acts and their frequency in the two books. The following questions will ultimately be 
answered: 

1. What type of language functions are used in the conversation texts?  
2. How frequently the language functions are used?  
3. What type of speech acts are used in the conversation texts?  
4. How frequently the speech acts are used?  
5. Are the conversations of these two Top Notch 1 books pragmatically rich and efficient considering the 

existence and the distribution of speech acts and language functions? 
 
 

2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. Foreign Research on Textbook Evaluation 

In his textbook evaluation research Chadran (2001) studied English teachers in over thirty schools in Malaysia 
in informal interviews about their feelings, perceptions, values, attitudes and beliefs about the textbooks prescribed 
to them by the Malaysian Ministry of Education. Results showed that, in general, teachers preferred commercially 
produced materials available in the market over the prescribed textbooks developed by the Ministry, that they do not 
engage themselves in producing materials of their own, that they consider textbooks outdated and dull, and that 
textbooks were not suitably graded in terms of difficulty. 

 
In yet another study by Otlowski (2003) attempts is made to demonstrate the presentation of gender and the 

representation of the various ethnic groups in the Expressway A series. The textbook was analysed for (1) gender 
bias – the depiction of women in stereotypical roles, and (2) ethnic group portrayal- the visibility and depiction of 
ethnic groups in the text. The results showed that Expressway A illustrates women in roles that they no longer take 
in the society and thus does not accurately depict their role.  

 
Vellenga (2004) makes a comparison between EFL and ESL textbooks. She believes that textbooks rarely 

provide enough information for learners to successfully acquire pragmatic competence. The comparison of EFL and 
ESL textbooks reveals that although the amount of pragmatic information is small across all texts, a larger 
percentage of pages of EFL texts are devoted to pragmatic information. 

 
Hamiloglu and Karlıova (2009) examined five English language course books in terms of their vocabulary 

selection and teaching techniques. The results revealed that all selected course books integrated lexis into their 
syllabuses, giving emphasis to word knowledge by means of separate headings and additional sub-headings, such as 
Vocabulary, Word Building, Word Formation, Easily Confused Words, Keyword Transformation, Near-synonyms 
and Synonyms. 

 
 

2.2. Iranian Research on Textbook Evaluation 
Ansary and Babaie (2002) examined a corpus of 10 EFL/ESL textbook reviews plus 10 EFL/ESL textbook 

evaluation checklists conveniently sampled while presenting a summary of common-core characteristics of standard 
EFL/ESL textbooks in their investigation, too. They tried to look for some theory-neutral, universal, and broad 
consensus-reached characteristics of EFL/ESL textbooks, and drew up some guidelines for the generation as well as 
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systematic evaluation of EFL/ESL textbooks. They concluded that however perfect a textbook is, it is just a simple 
tool in the hands of teachers and what is more important than a textbook is what we, as teachers, can do with it. 

 
Iraji (2007) conducted a research and made a careful analysis on New Interchange series based on the 

principles of communicative and task-based approach to investigate to what extent the principles of CLT and TBLT 
approaches have been regarded. In this regard, she employs Ellis's model (2003). Iraji (2007) criticizes New 
Interchange because the series do not follow the principles of communicative and task-based approaches as the 
author claimed. It has no frequency of meta-pragmatic information. 

 
        Darali (2007) studied Spectrum series with the application of six models proposed by Searle (1976), Leech 
(1983), Matreyek (1990), Holms (1990), Leech (1983) and Thomas (1983), and Halliday (1975). According to the 
results of her research the series have provided a variety of language functions, but some important language 
functions that are used in everyday conversation more frequently, e.g. promising, vowing, and threatening, were in 
the form of unintended function, and were not as frequent as others. 
 

Riazi and Aryasholouh (2007) focused on the four high school and pre-university English textbooks studying 
the consciousness-raising aspect of vocabulary exercises. They found that of all exercises in the four books, only 
one per cent of them could be categorized as consciousness-raising. They also found that the exercises mainly 
concentrated on individual words (approximately 26%) with no emphasis on fixed expressions, lexical collocations 
(approximately 15%) and grammatical collocations (approximately 2%). They concluded that students are mainly 
dealing with meanings of individual words and not with how words are used with other words or in what 
combinations. 

 
Gordani (2010) explored different types of learning objectives inherent in Iranian junior high school English 

textbooks from the viewpoint of Bloom's taxonomy. The primary data in this study were the English textbooks 
taught in Iranian junior high schools at the present time. The study used Bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives 
(1956) in analysing the material found in Iranian junior high school English textbooks. The results showed that all of 
the items were concentrated in the first three levels of Bloom's taxonomy which are referred to as the lower levels of 
cognitive skills. In addition, a significant difference was found between the textbooks in their inclusion of different 
levels of cognitive skills.  

 
 

3. Method 
 
3.1. Materials 

The materials used in the study all come from the Top Notch 1 which consists of ten units. The series 
published by Pearson Longman in 2006 include 6 levels each published in two books making it 12 books overall. 
The first level Top Notch Fundamentals is designed for true beginners and the second level, Top Notch 1, aims at 
false beginners. Each unit of the book provides three conversations related to the language goals of the unit.  

 
3.2. Data collection procedure 

The criterion for sampling needs to be based on various topical contexts or themes. Therefore, since this 
textbook includes 30 conversations in 10 topics, the present study has randomly selected 10 conversations from Top 
Notch 1 book, i.e. one conversation from each unit, which includes a specific topic or “social context.” Each 
conversation in this book consists of a number of sentences ranging from 4 to 15 sentences, and each sentence 
contains 7 words on the average.  

Another reason to choose this number of conversation sampling is that, in qualitative research, it is actually 
advised to use 10% of the whole population. This study has safely covered 30% of the whole conversations in this 
textbook.  

 
3.3. Data analysis procedure 

The study is mainly qualitative, so no special statistical analyses have been needed. Therefore, the entire 
analysis of the present study has been carried out by careful inspection of the conversations included in the book of 
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Top Notch 1 on the basis of Searle’s (1976) speech acts and Halliday’s (1975) language functions models. The 
purpose of this observation was to find out the types of speech acts and language functions involved in the contents 
of the conversations. Basically, the only quantitative analysis performed in this study includes some simple 
statistical analyses like counting the frequencies of the occurrence of each sub-category of Searle’s (1976) speech 
act taxonomy and Halliday’s (1975) language function model as well as their percentages presented in different 
tables and shown on several figures. Moreover, the chi-square test was reported in order to better illustrate the 
distribution levels of these pragmatic variables. 

 
 

4. Results 
 

The results of the analysis of the distribution of the aforementioned pragmatic factors have been depicted 
through tables 1 to 4. They include information on the frequencies and percentages of the language functions and 
speech acts used in the conversations which were analysed.  

 
TABLE 1. OVERALL FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF LANGUAGE FUNCTIONS 

code Functions Frequency  Percentage (%)  

1  Instrumental 4 8.16 
2  Regulatory 5 10.02 
3  Interactional 6 12.24 
4  Personal 12 24.48 
5  Heuristic 16 32.65 
6  Imaginative 0 0 
7  Representational 12 24.48 

T  Total 49 100 

 
Based on Table 1, the percentages of language functions show that 2.04% refers to instrumental, 4.08% 

regulatory, 12.24% interactional, 24.48% personal, 32.65% heuristic, 0% imaginative, and 24.48% representational 
functions. Therefore, looking at this table, one can conclude that the overall minimum of all language functions 
deals with imaginative ones, i.e. 0%, while the overall maximum of all refers to heuristic functions, i.e. 32.65%. 
Moreover, table 2 shows the results of the chi-square test regarding these language functions: 

 
TABLE 2. CHI-SQUARE RESULTS 

 Frequency 
Chi-Square 22.633a 

df 5 
Asymp. Sig. .000 

 
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 8.2. 

 
According to this table, the difference between the frequencies of these language functions is significant and 

meaningful. In other words, the language functions in the conversations of Top Notch 1 are not distributed equally 
and not at the same or close levels of frequency, i.e. Sig. = .000 (p<.05).  

 
Furthermore, Table 3, as previously mentioned, presents the overall frequencies and percentages of speech acts 

used in the sample conversations of the book: 
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TABLE 3. OVERALL FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF SPEECH ACTS 

 

 
As Table 3 shows, the frequency of representative speech acts is 31 and the percentage is 31.95, the frequency 

of commissive ones equals 7 and the percentage 7.21, the frequency of directive ones is 27 and the percentage is 
27.83, the frequency of expressive ones is 32 and the percentage is 32.98, and those of declarative speech acts are 0. 
As a result, it can simply be concluded that the overall minimum frequency and percentage belong to declarative 
speech acts, i.e. 0, and the overall maximum ones refer to expressive speech acts, i.e. 32. Moreover, Table 4 shows 
the result of the chi-square test regarding these speech acts: 

 
TABLE 4. CHI-SQUARE RESULTS 

Test Statistics 
 Frequency 

Chi-Square 16.938a 
df 3 

Asymp. Sig. .001 
 

a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 24.3. 
 
Based on this table, the difference between the frequencies of these speech acts is significant and meaningful. 

In other words, the speech acts in the conversations of Top Notch 1 are not distributed equally and not at the same or 
close levels of frequency, i.e. Sig. = .000 (p < .05). 

 
 

5. Discussion 
 

The study results showed that out of the eight language functions in Halliday’s (1975) model, the imaginative 
function was not present in the conversation sections of Top Notch 1 the lack of which in all of the conversations of 
this textbook puts those who are trying to improve their speaking skill through these textbooks at a disadvantage. 

  
An important factor that is taken into account when evaluating a textbook is the frequency of the language 

functions. One of the main focuses of the present study is to know the frequency of these pragmatic variables, i.e. 
language functions, in the sample conversations of Top Notch 1.  

 
As Table 1 depicted above, there is no imaginative function in the sample conversations of Top Notch 1. 

Therefore, the frequency and the percentage for this function is zero, which is a significant weakness of these books. 
Also, other types of Halliday’s language functions were observed in these conversations with variable frequencies. 
Regarding the percentages of language functions, 2.04% refers to instrumental, 4.08% regulatory, 12.24% 
interactional, 24.48% personal, 32.65% heuristic, 24.48% representational functions. The frequencies show a great 
fluctuation and variability. According to Halliday (1975), a good conversation consists of all of the language 
functions with an equal distribution throughout the textbook. Although in many cases of real communications and 
authentic conversations there exist restricted types of language functions and perhaps there would be no need to 
apply all their types, a good textbook must include conversations containing all types of these language functions 
distributed equally throughout the conversations of the book so as to make learners pragmatically competent in their 
speaking performance. As a result, it is better for a textbook, in general, or for the conversations in Top Notch 1, in 

Code Speech Acts Frequency Percentage (%) 
1 Representative 31 31.95 
2 Commissive 7 7.21 
3 Directive 27 27.83 
4 Expressive 32 32.98 
5 Declarative 0 0 
T Total 97 100 
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particular, to include all types of these language functions so that it better activates this functional network in the 
mind.  

 
Furthermore, based on Halliday (1975), and as the result of the chi-square test shows in Table 2, the degree of 

distribution is another important point which has been ignored, to some extent, in these conversations, i.e. there is a 
significant difference in the distribution of the pragmatic variables in the conversations. Halliday (1975) states that 
although the frequencies of these language functions are variable and varied in real communication, the presence of 
all their types cannot be denied. Therefore, this very presence of all types of language functions in real 
communication persuades the material designers to include all of them at the same level of frequency in different 
contexts of use. In this respect, the conversations in Top Notch 1 have two important shortcomings regarding the 
pragmatic variables of language functions: first, regarding the presence of all types of language functions, the 
conversations lack the imaginative function. Second, regarding the equal distribution of these functions, the 
language functions have been distributed unequally and at variant levels of frequency. 

  
According to Table 3, all types of speech acts, except for declarative speech act, exist in the sample 

conversations of Top Notch 1. In other words, the representative, commissive, directive, and expressive speech acts 
were observed in this sample. However, the absence of the declarative speech act in these conversations can be 
regarded as an important weakness in these two textbooks.  

 
With regard to the above extract it can be concluded that the different types of discourse shape the contexts in 

which a number of appropriate speech acts must be used so as to form some specific social relationships. Searle 
(1976) emphasizes that since the learners tend to become communicatively competent in almost all contexts so that 
they would be able to establish their ideologies and social relationships, the existence of all the felicity conditions in 
which all types of speech acts can be applied is necessary. As a result, the conversations in Top Notch 1 lack this 
characteristic which Searle (1976) explains, i.e. to include all types of speech acts. Besides this shortcoming, the 
distribution level of the present speech acts, i.e. representative, commissive, directive, and expressive speech acts, in 
these sample conversations is the other side of the coin which will be assessed and discussed in the next research 
question.  

 
As Table 3 shows, both the frequency and the percentage of speech acts are the same. In other words, there are 

31% representative, 7% commissive, 27% directive, 32% expressive, and 0% declarative speech acts in the sample 
conversations of Top Notch 1. This result indicates that the frequency and the percentage of occurrence of speech 
acts in these conversations are totally different and unequal. On the one hand, as mentioned in the previous section, 
there is no declarative speech act observed in the sample conversations, and on the other hand, the distribution of 
other present speech acts, i.e. representative, commissive, directive, and expressive speech acts, in these 
conversations are so variant and unequal. The maximum percentage of speech acts belongs to expressive ones, i.e. 
31%, while the minimum percentage refers to declarative ones, i.e. 0%.  

 
Therefore, according to what has been said up to this point, the beginner-level textbook of Top Notch series, 

i.e. Top Notch 1, has significant problems with regard to the pragmatic dimension. In other words, the results of the 
present study revealed that the conversations in Top Notch 1 are not pragmatically competent and learners are 
strongly recommended to be more careful of these two beginner-level textbooks if they choose them to start 
improving their speaking performance through their conversations.  

 
 

6. Conclusion 
 

As mentioned earlier, assessing textbooks is necessary when it comes to choosing the appropriate book from 
among the multitude of textbooks that appear to be useful on the surface. Since Top Notch series are new textbooks, 
they have become so popular in the context of Iran and many English learners choose it on the mere premise of their 
novelty. Therefore, this study intended to examine the pragmatic nature of these series and started its work from 
analysing the conversations of their beginner-level textbook, i.e. Top Notch 1, in order to depict how the 
conversation sections of this textbook provide the learners with sufficient pragmatic information. 
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7. Pedagogical implications of the study 
 

This study can be beneficial for teachers since they will have an idea about the degree of the pragmatic 
strength in the conversation sections of Top Notch 1, so that they can better compensate for the shortcomings. This 
study can also provide material developers and textbook writers with the necessary information regarding the 
pragmatic dimension of the conversation sections of this textbook. The present study also suggests the explicit 
teaching of language functions and speech acts as a sort of remedy to these pragmatic pitfalls in textbooks since the 
semantic-syntactic structure of utterances does not usually reveal their real functions especially in the case of 
indirect ones. 
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