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Pragmatic ability

The notion of pragmatics has numerous meanings depending on

the context. When we say that someone is taking a “pragmatic

approach” to something, for example, the implication is that the person is

being practical. Yet, the word assumes a more specialized meaning in applied

linguistics. The term pragmatic ability as used in this volume refers both to

knowledge about pragmatics and to the ability to use it.1

Pragmatic ability actually encompasses the four main channels for com-

munication, the receptive ones, listening and reading, and the productive

ones, speaking and writing. Whether the reception or production is prag-

matically successful in the given L2 depends on various factors, such as: 

(1) our proficiency in that L2 and possibly in other (especially related) lan-

guages, (2) our age, gender, occupation, social status, and experience in the

relevant L2-speaking communities, and (3) our previous experiences with

pragmatically competent L2 speakers and our multilingual/multicultural

experiences in general. Let’s look at the different skill areas:

1 As listeners, we need to interpret what is said, as well as what is not

said, and what may be communicated non-verbally. These verbal and

non-verbal cues transmit to us just how polite, direct, or formal the

communication is and what the intent is (e.g., to be kind, loving,

attentive, or devious, provocative, or hostile). The input could be

1 As indicated in the introductory chapter, we will generally be characterizing 
pragmatic ability in terms of situational competence, rather than native or non-
nativeness.
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through language (e.g., through words, phrases, or extended discourse),

though gestures, or through silence.

2 As readers, we need to comprehend written messages, identifying 

the rhetorical structure of the message and catching sometimes subtle

indications of tone or attitude in the communication (e.g., anything

from a humorous, sincere, sympathetic, or collaborative tone to one

that is teasing, sarcastic, angry, threatening, patronizing, or sexist).

3 As speakers, we need to know how to say what we want to say with 

the proper politeness, directness, and formality (e.g., in the role of boss,

telling employees that they are being laid off; or in the role of teacher,

telling students that their work is unacceptable). We also need to know

what not to say at all and what to communicate non-verbally. What do

we as speakers need to do in order for our output to be comprehensible

pragmatically to those interacting with us, and what do we need to

know about the potential consequences of what we say and how we 

say it? What do we need to know as learners in order to accommodate

to the local speech community’s norms for pragmatic performance,

such as in, say, making an oral request? There are various factors that

can stand in the way of pragmatically appropriate performance (see

Chapter 5 on pragmatic divergence).

4 As writers, we need to know how to write our message intelligibly,

again paying attention to level of politeness, directness, and formality,

as well as considering issues of rhetorical structure (e.g., in the role 

of concerned tenant, composing a message to post in an apartment

building warning neighbors not to exit the parking lot too fast; or in

the role of employee, requesting a promotion and a raise, or a paid

vacation from the boss).

It is worth mentioning at this juncture that pragmatics has convention-

ally focused on the spoken medium and has paid little attention to writing,

so that we know little about how learners acquire the ability to be function-

ally appropriate in their written language.2 Though some efforts have been

made in the research literature to focus on the pragmatics of written lan-

guage,3 this is still more the exception than the rule. Given that issues relating

to pragmatics are relevant to written language, we will make an effort in this

book to include this focus. There are, of course, various hybrid genres of

2 Ellis (1994: 187–8).
3 See, for example, Cohen and Tarone (1994).
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written language, such as e-mail messages, which contain elements of both

oral and written language.

Having pragmatic ability means being able to go beyond the literal

meaning of what is said or written, in order to interpret the intended mean-

ings, assumptions, purposes or goals, and the kinds of actions that are being

performed.4 The interpretation of pragmatic meaning can sometimes pose a

challenge – even to natives of the language – since speakers do not always

communicate directly what they mean and listeners do not always interpret

the speakers’ meaning as it was intended. So, the speakers and the listeners

need to collaborate to assure that genuine communication takes place. In

fact, pragmatics deals with meaning that the speaker needs to co-construct

and negotiate along with the listener within a given cultural context and

given the social constraints.5 Inevitably, learners will relate the pragmatic

ability that they have in their first language (L1), the language other than

their first one which is currently their dominant one, or perhaps some other

language (if they are multilinguals) to the pragmatics of the target language

community. In part, it entails drawing on the latent knowledge that they

already possess to help sort out the pragmatics of the L2, and in part, it calls

for the acquisition of new knowledge.

Why are messages not communicated directly? One reason is that 

members of the given speech community may find it inappropriate and

even rude to come right out and ask point blank, “Why haven’t you gotten

married yet?” In that speech community, the shared knowledge may be that

it is necessary to be indirect and to make innuendos, and then see if the

other person wishes to comment on his or her personal situation. In another

language community, it may be perfectly acceptable to ask this question.

The direct question was the approach that the Aymara Indians used with 

co-author Cohen when he was a Peace Corps Volunteer in rural community

development on the high plains of Bolivia in the mid-1960s.

Another reason why members of a given speech community do not

always communicate messages directly is that it might sometimes be con-

sidered more appropriate in that community to hint about the matter rather

than to spell it out. For example, there may be rules about “being on time”

which are largely left unsaid. So if someone is too early or too late, according

to expectations, a hint is made to that effect (e.g., “Oh, you’re here in time to

help us finish preparing the hors d’oeuvres”), and it would be rude to spell it

out. This leaves the listener or reader to intuit what is probably meant.

4 Yule (1996: 3–4).
5 LoCastro (2003); Thomas (1995).
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While correctly interpreting the innuendo may even be difficult for

highly competent speakers, it may be a far more daunting task for less com-

petent learners – both to perceive the hint and to interpret the meaning of

the message correctly. There are also instances where what someone says is

not what they mean. So, for example, in American English, “We must get

together” is usually not to be taken seriously, and a reply like “OK, let’s make

a firm date” would be met with surprise. It is often just a polite way to end

an encounter in a friendly way.

The field of pragmatics is broad and encompasses matters of reference,

presupposition, discourse structure, and conversational principles involving

implicature and hedging.6 This volume will focus primarily on speech acts,

since they are have an important role to play in L2 communication, and are

teachable and learnable. In addition, they are among the most rigorously

researched of the areas in pragmatics, which was what motivated us to

demonstrate how to draw on this empirical resource in the teaching of 

L2 pragmatics.

Speech acts
Within the realm of pragmatic ability, the ways in which people carry out

specific social functions in speaking such as apologizing, complaining, 

making requests, refusing things/invitations, complimenting, or thanking

have been referred to as speech acts. Speech acts have a basic meaning as 

conceived by the speaker (“Do you have a watch?” = do you own a watch?)

and an intended or illocutionary meaning (e.g., “Can you tell me what time

it is?”), as well as the actual illocutionary force on the listener, also referred

to as the uptake (i.e., a request to know the time, and hence, a reply like 

“It’s 10:30 AM right now.”). In this instance, a young child or a facetious

adult might respond to “Do you have a watch?” with “Yes, I do.” If so, the

uptake would not work for the speaker, who might then need to ask, “What

is the time, then?” While sometimes speech acts are accomplished by a 

single word like “thanks,” at other times they involve complex and indirect

speech over a series of conversational turns.

Many of these speech acts tend to follow regular and predictable patterns

for members of the given community. In the case of “greetings,” for 

example, let us say that in a US context you are greeted in English by an

associate at work with something on the order of “How’re ya’ doing?” You

are expected to say, “Fine, thanks,” “OK, thanks,” or something of that sort,

6 Mey (2001).
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FIGURE 1.1 Asking for the time

rather than delving into a litany of woes, given that you have a bad knee

and will be having surgery in a few weeks, and that one of your kids just 

lost her job. To actually go into detail about how you are doing would be

unexpected, to say the least. In fact, the person who asked how you were

probably kept on walking and had no intention of engaging you in genuine

conversation. Members of a given speech community know how to perform

such greetings and how to interpret them as well.

For learners, the presumably easy task of performing greetings and leave-

takings may be difficult. In fact, learners may simply translate what they

would say in their native language in such a situation. It is easier than trying

to determine how best to say it in a way that conforms with patterns for the

target language and culture, given the respective ages, social status, and

roles of the speaker and listener in that situation. So, the learner’s version of

leave-taking from a professor may come out far too informal for that culture.

With regard to the interpretation of pragmatics – which may pose a real
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challenge to learners of a language – a learner may not perceive that leave-

taking is simply ritualistic, and may inappropriately respond to “Let’s get

together sometime” with a challenge, “So, when will we do it?” which may

in the given instance come across as a bit pushy and even rude.

Speech act sets

The performance of common speech acts usually involves choosing from a

set of possible strategies, some of which may involve the use of what could

be viewed as other distinct speech acts, and for this reason the term speech

act set has been introduced.7 For example, in complaining, you could include

a threat, which constitutes a speech act distinct from complaining (e.g.,

“OK, then. If you won’t turn your music down, I’ll call the police!”), or in

apologizing, you could also add criticism (e.g., “Sorry I bumped into you,

lady, but look where you’re standing!”).

The realization of a given speech act in a given context, then, involves

the use of a minimum of one strategy from the speech act set to the selec-

tion of numerous strategies from that set. In the case of the apology, for

example, the strategy of expressing an apology could be performed just

through the strategy of expressing an apology (“I’m sorry,” “excuse me,” or

“I apologize”) or offering repair (“Here, let me pick these up.”) or could

involve a combination of them, such as expressing apology, acknowledging

responsibility, and offering repair. In fact, there is a set of at least five speech

act strategies or semantic formulas which seem to apply to apologizing in a

variety of different languages:8

1 Expression of an apology: A word, expression, or sentence containing a

verb such as “sorry,” “excuse,” “forgive,” or “apologize.” In American

English, “I apologize . . .” is found more in writing than it is in oral

language. An expression of an apology can be intensified – in American

English, usually by adding intensifiers such as “really,” “terribly,”

“awfully,” “so,” “very,” or some combination of them – for example,

“I’m really very sorry.”

2 Acknowledgment of responsibility – degree of recognition of fault. This

strategy includes a continuum: accepting the blame: “It’s my fault”;

expressing self-deficiency: “I was confused/I didn’t see/You are right”;

7 Olshtain and Cohen (1983).
8 Cohen and Olshtain (1981); Olshtain and Cohen (1989). Semantic formulas/speech
act strategies alone or combined with other strategies constitute the speech act. Since
semantic formulas are often not formulaic (Bardovi-Harlig, 2006: 4), we will refer to
these strategies as speech act strategies.
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lack of intent: “I didn’t mean to”; implicit expression of responsibility:

“I was sure I had given you the right directions”; not accepting the

blame/denying responsibility: “It wasn’t my fault”; or even blaming of

the listener: “It’s your own fault.”

3 Explanation or account – a description of the situation which led to the

offense, serving as an indirect way of apologizing. This explanation is

intended to set things right. At times it is interpreted as an excuse.

4 Offer of repair: the apologizer makes a bid to carry out an action or

provide payment for some kind of damage which resulted from his/her

infraction (e.g., “Let me pick those up for you” “I’ll be there in half an

hour”). This strategy is situation-specific and is only appropriate when

actual damage has occurred.

5 Promise of non-recurrence: the apologizer commits him/herself to not

having the offense happen again (e.g., “I’ll never forget our anniversary

again.”). This strategy is situation-specific and less frequent than the

other strategies.

At least one of these strategies needs to be selected for use in the perform-

ance of a speech act in a given speech community for the speech act to take

place. Whether strategy 3, “explanation or account,” is sufficient in a given

context depends on the speech community. In some cultures this may be a

more acceptable way of apologizing than in others. In cultures where public

transportation is unreliable (such as in Israel), arriving late to a university

course session and telling the professor that the bus was late (without 

an expression of apology as in #1) might be perfectly acceptable. Some

might argue more universally that it is unacceptable to use an explanation

(= excuse) as the sole strategy for apologizing, even in a culture such as that

of Israel. While we might argue that strategy 1, expression of an apology

(e.g., through “I’m really sorry”), is the most core member of the speech act set,

we could also envision situations in which saying it would be unnecessary.

Rather, the student would use strategy 2, acknowledging responsibility 

(“I really should have allowed more time for the bus ride”) and strategy 4,

offering repair (“I’ll get notes on what I missed from a classmate”).

Looking closely at speech acts, we see that there are some strategies

which are relatively unique to that particular speech act set, such as the offer

of repair in an apology. In addition, there are strategies that can be applied

to various speech acts, such as an opener consisting of a greeting like “Hi”

serving as an attention getter. This opener might be found in requests, 

complaints, and numerous other speech act sets. We will be using the 

term “speech act” to refer to what is actually a speech act set or a potential

component of the set.
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Speech acts across languages

What makes the study of speech acts across languages all the more interesting

is that while these core strategies tend to exist in most languages, knowing

whether they are applied in the given language context, and if so, deter-

mining when, how, and why they say what they say can be challenging. 

The tendency to use a particular configuration of these strategies in a given

situation depends on the language and culture. The following is an example

of one such situation:

You completely forget a crucial meeting at the office with your boss

to go over the final draft of an important document. Two hours later

you realize what you have done, and you call him to apologize.

In such a situation, an Israeli Hebrew speaker may select expression of apology

and explanation as the strategies from the speech acts set of apologizing. For

example:

Ani mitsta-er bekesher lap’gisha, aval haiti tsarix lakaxat et haben sheli

larofe, ve. . . . “Sorry about not making the meeting but I had to take

my kid to the doctor and . . .”

Speakers from this cultural background have actually been found to avoid

the strategy of repair, because in the Israeli culture, the boss determines the

next step. For the speaker to suggest what comes next would be equivalent

to committing a second infraction aside from missing the meeting.9

The Israeli situation is in stark contrast to the typical formal Japanese 

situation where offering the boss an unsolicited explanation for being late

would be considered inappropriate. Unlike the Israeli situation, in Japan the

employee would most likely be expected to offer an expression of apology

repeatedly and profusely, and not to give a detailed explanation unless the

boss calls for it.10 For example, a Japanese worker might say:

9 Cohen and Olshtain (1981).
10 Kondo (1997); Kumagai (1993); Nonaka (2000).
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Ee, ano,

sakihodo kessekishite shimaimashita miitinguno kendesuga, makotoni

moushiwake arimasen deshita. Mattaku watakushino fuchuuide hontouni

moushiwake arimasen. “Uhm . . . about the missed meeting earlier

today, I am really sorry. It was completely due to my carelessness. 

I really have no excuse.”

The speaker is likely to intentionally avoid providing an explanation, as 

that may sound as if s/he were providing an excuse and requesting the

boss’s forgiveness which is undeserved.

Within other speech communities, the apology might play itself out

with an overlapping but different set of strategies specific to the given con-

text. It may be imperative for the apologizer to offer repair so as to appear

dutifully apologetic. In the US context, for example, the speaker may say

something like, “Oh, no! I guess I really had my head screwed on backward!

Please let me make it up to you. I can rush those papers to you within the

hour, or how about meeting on it first thing tomorrow?”

But what if an Israeli and a Japanese speaker without much cross-cultural

experience were interacting in English in a business context in, say, London?

Let us also assume that they have made a dinner meeting to negotiate a

business matter. If the two speakers were to behave consistent with stereo-

typic expectations, then the Israeli might arrive 30 minutes late and the

Japanese counterpart would be there right on time or even a few minutes

early. So, presumably the Japanese businessman might expect an apology

from the Israeli. Let us imagine that the Israeli makes an excuse about the

bus being late, since that excuse works in Israeli society. An empirical 

question would be whether the Japanese business associate would be 

understanding and not take offense. Beyond the basic speech acts specific

strategies, there may or may not be modifications according to the 

following:

1 The relative social status of the speakers (writer) and listener

(reader): Is the listener of higher status? If so, the speaker may need to

show deference by adding extra markers of politeness (such as the use

of “Sir” or “Ma’am” in English).

2 The level of social distance and psychological distance: How distant

or close are the speaker/writer and listener/reader socially or feel to each
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other? Is it someone they know well or even intimately or is it someone

they have only slight acquaintance with or none at all?

3 The intensity or severity of the act: How serious or important is the

issue?11

The following is a relatively severe offense and the recipient of the 

apology is a friend:

In a cafeteria, you accidentally bump into a person who is holding a

cup of hot coffee. A little coffee spills on the person’s clothes, and the

person suffers a slight burn.

It would be necessary to know whether the response within the given

speech community varies according to how well the person is known by the

person committing the infraction. It would also be necessary to determine

how severity of infractions is measured in a given culture (e.g., what spilling

coffee on someone else’s clothing actually means). Finally, the speaker

needs to know the language conventions for performing the apology in 

deference to the relative social status of the speaker and listener, their famil-

iarity with each other, and the perceived severity of the incident. The point

is that we cannot assume that the incident will be interpreted in the same

way across languages and cultures. In fact, the spill itself may be a cause for

alarm in one culture and a cause for mirth in another, producing different

verbal and non-verbal responses. This shows how the setting itself, the

behavioral environment, the choice of speech acts and the language used,

and the background knowledge of those in the situation all contribute to

the pragmatics associated with the event.

Social, cultural, and pragmatic norms
Accurate interpretation of the pragmatics behind human behavior relies on

both social and cultural norms. Social norms can be viewed as explicit or

implicit statements or rules for when something should or could be said and

the manner in which it would be expected to be said. These norms influence

societal behavior, and are usually based on some degree of group consensus.

Attempting to define cultural norms is not easy because traditions, customs,

11 Brown and Levinson (1987).
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beliefs, values, and thought patterns all contribute to such norms.12 Culture

has, in fact, been defined as “a fuzzy set of attitudes, beliefs, behavioural

conventions, and basic assumptions and values that are shared by a group of

people, and that influence each member’s behaviour and each member’s

interpretation of the ‘meaning’ of other people’s behaviour.”13

Since even native speakers vary among themselves as to how they 

perform pragmatic routines in a given discourse situation, there is not 

necessarily language behavior which would be deemed absolutely “right” or

“wrong” in a given case. Rather, the norms of the community tend to make

certain pragmatic behavior more or less preferred or appropriate in a given

context by speakers in that community.14 So pragmatic norms refer to a

range of tendencies or conventions for pragmatic language use that are not

absolute or fixed but are typical or generally preferred in the L2 community.

Objective vs subjective culture and explanatory
pragmatics

A distinction has been made between objective culture and subjective culture.15

Objective culture refers to the institutional aspects of culture, such as 

political and economic systems, and to its products such as art, music, and

cuisine. Subjective culture refers to the learned and shared patterns of

beliefs, behaviors and values of groups of interacting people, or in other

words, the philosophical, psychological, and moral features that define a

group of people. An explanatory approach to pragmatics builds on the

notions of subjective culture. In this approach, pragmatic use of language 

is characterized in terms of a range of pragmatic norms or tendencies of 

L2 communities rather than absolute prescriptive rules.16

An explanatory approach to pragmatics has as its goal to alert learners 

as to why L2 speakers commonly use the language as they do, why there 

are differences in how meaning is conveyed in the L2, and how underlying

cultural values, beliefs, and assumptions influence L2 speakers’ pragmatic

behavior. If learners just study the language material without analysis of 

its cultural meaning, they may not notice the underlying material that 

can shape the behaviors, roles and ethics of participants in the culture.17

12 Prosser (1978).
13 Spencer-Oatey (2000: 4).
14 Ishihara (2006).
15 Berger and Luckmann (1967).
16 Meier (1999, 2003); Richards and Schmidt (1983).
17 Meier (1999, 2003).
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Informed explanations by teachers can help to provide an “insider’s” 

perspective.

However, at least three caveats are in order with regard to this explana-

tory approach to pragmatics.18 First, instruction must clearly differentiate a

stereotypical view of cultures from generalizations or general tendencies.19

In addition, it is beneficial for teachers to characterize culture as being vari-

able, diverse, and changing over time, not as a monolithic, homogeneous,

or static entity.20 Secondly, the degree to which learners actually shift in

their interpretation of social and cultural norms in the L2 is an empirical

question and one that could be explored as a classroom-based research 

project. Lastly, it is up to the learners themselves as to whether they will

choose to be pragmatically appropriate. Even if they gain an understanding

of the social and cultural norms, they could still resist accommodating to 

L2 norms in their own pragmatic performance.21

Learning how to be pragmatically appropriate in
the L2 culture
Since the focus of pragmatics in the real world involves the use of language

in a host of social and cultural contexts, learners of a language invariably have

a lot to learn if they do choose to avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings.

They need to be aware of social norms for when speech acts are likely to 

be performed (e.g., knowing if and when to ask the boss about a raise or

moving to another office), cultural reasoning as to why they are performed

that way, and knowledge about the consequences of utterances in that par-

ticular culture. In other words, they can benefit from knowing something

about the norms of behavior for realizing the given speech act in a given

context, taking into account factors such as: (1) the culture involved, (2) the

relative age and gender of the speaker and listener(s), (3) their social class

and occupations, and (4) their social status and roles in the interaction.22 So,

for example, is it appropriate to ask the other person his/her age (since in

some cultures, advanced age brings with it added status) or how much s/he

makes a month (since in some cultures, a higher salary brings with it higher

social status)? Is it appropriate by way of “small talk” to ask whether the 

18 Ishihara (2006).
19 See Paige et al. (2006: 57–61) for a practical treatment of this distinction.
20 McKay (2002).
21 Ishihara (2006).
22 Thomas (1983, 1995).
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listener is married? And what about asking how much the listener paid for

the new car? What might be innocuous questions in one culture may be

insulting, intrusive, or otherwise offensive in another culture.

Along with having social and cultural knowledge about the speech com-

munity, it is important to know the language forms to use in a host of some-

times delicate cross-cultural situations, depending on who is being spoken

to, the relative positions of authority of the conversational partners, and the

context of the communication. For example, assuming that it is acceptable

in the given culture to ask how much someone paid for a new car, it would

still be necessary to know what acceptable language for requesting that

information would be. You would want to know, for instance, whether you

could just come out and ask directly, “How much did you get that new car

for, George?” or whether you would need to be more indirect, “Boy, that car

must have set you back a pretty penny!”

In addition, the way that you offer back-channeling (i.e., giving feedback

as a listener) to demonstrate that you are in fact engaged in the conversation

may vary dramatically depending on your role in the interaction. So while 

it may be less pronounced in English than in other languages, using “yeah”

as a way of saying you are listening can be too informal when interacting

with an individual of significantly higher status (e.g., the CEO of a company

or a leading national politician). Rather than responding to “This report has

major implications for policy” with “Yeah,” it may be more appropriate to

respond with “Yes, I understand fully.” So, making the appropriate language

choices in performing a given speech act calls for selecting those language

forms that best express the intent of the speech act in that context. This

involves taking into account the norms of behavior relevant to the given 

situation in the given speech community.23

Here is a final example of somewhat inappropriate language use that

could possibly lead to pragmatic failure. Cohen received the following e-mail

message from a Japanese colleague who was acknowledging receipt of feed-

back from an anonymous reviewer on a chapter for a volume that Cohen

was co-editing:

I certainly received the feedback. Thanks a lot.

23 Morgan and Cain (2000: 5–7).
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His colleague’s terse response made it sound as if he had received much

more feedback than he had bargained for and that he was even perhaps a 

bit annoyed. It is all because of the word “certainly.” His intention was to

simply let Cohen know that he had received the reviewer’s feedback and

appreciated it. He was using “certainly” as an intensifier. The translation

equivalent of “certainly” in Japanese, tashikani, works as an intensifier in

formal contexts. The implication is that since he received it for sure, if there

is any glitch afterwards, it is his fault and not Cohen’s. Given the use of 

“certainly” in the first sentence, the demonstration of gratitude “Thanks a

lot” could be construed as facetious. Although initially taken aback by the

message, Cohen ultimately interpreted the message as intended to acknow-

ledge receipt of the chapter and as a vehicle for sending his thanks for the

feedback he received, so in this case pragmatic failure was averted.

Discussion
This chapter started by defining pragmatic ability in terms of listeners, speakers,

readers, and writers of a language. We pointed out that having pragmatic

ability means being able to go beyond the literal meaning of what is said or

written, in order to interpret the intended meanings, assumptions, purposes

or goals, and the kinds of actions that are being performed. We noted reasons

why speakers of a language in a given speech community may purposely be

indirect in their communication and in their behavior in general, and that

consequently learners may need to find out how to be effective pragmati-

cally in those given situations. We then considered what speech acts consist

of, using the example of the apology speech act set and the strategies that

tend to characterize it – namely, expression of an apology, acknowledgment

of responsibility, explanation or account, offer of repair, and promise of

non-recurrence.

The chapter then looked at social, cultural, and pragmatic norms, paying

particular attention to the distinction between objective and subjective 

culture, and the notion of explanatory pragmatics. It was noted that the

explanatory approach to pragmatics informs learners as to why L2 speakers

commonly use the language as they do, why there are differences in how

meaning is conveyed in the L2, and how underlying beliefs and values with

regard to culture influence L2 speakers’ pragmatic behavior.

The chapter ended by looking at what it takes to learn how to perform L2

pragmatics. It was noted that since pragmatics in the real world involves the

use of language in a host of social and cultural contexts, learners have a lot

to learn if they wish to avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings. They need
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to be aware of social norms for when something should or could be said and

the manner in which it would be expected to be said (e.g., knowing if and

when to ask the boss about a raise or about a need to move to another office)

and cultural reasoning as to why they are performed that way.

The activity below is intended to provide users of this guide with an

opportunity to observe their ability to make pragmatically appropriate judg-

ments, according to the contextual factors such as status, level of acquain-

tance, and the stakes in the situation. You will be asked to appraise the level

of formality, directness, and politeness of a scripted complaint interaction

and to see how your own behavior might shift in an apology situation with

an acquaintance as opposed to a close friend.

Activity 1.1 Enhancing awareness of pragmatic behavior

Objectives

1 You will be able to identify what constitutes appropriate pragmatic behavior,

according to the contextual factors such as status, level of acquaintance, and 

the stakes in the situation.

2 You will be able to appraise the level of formality, directness, and politeness of a

scripted complaint interaction and to identify that your own behavior might shift

in an apology situation with a working associate as opposed to a close friend.

Suggested time: 45 minutes.

Materials: Task sheet: “Pragmatic meaning in role-play situations” (see below).

Directions

Part I

1 Form groups of three in which one person reads the part of the chair, Francine,

one the part of the employee, Charlie, and the third serves as observer. The two

role-players are to focus on doing the best job that they can to portray their given

characters (and to pay attention to how consistent the roles that they play are

with their own personality). The observer is to pay attention to the ways that the

boss and the employee convey pragmatic meaning, both verbally (including tone

of voice) and non-verbally.

2 After the dialogue has been role-played, the observer is to provide an evaluation

of the interaction according to the level of formality of the speaker and listener

(highly formal, formal, more informal, very informal), their directness (totally

M01_COHE4573_01_SE_C01.QXD  2/9/10  11:14 AM  Page 17



1 8 G R O U N D I N G  I N  T H E  T E A C H I N G  A N D  L E A R N I N G  O F  L 2  P R A G M A T I C S

blunt, somewhat blunt, indirect, very indirect), and the level of politeness (very

polite, polite, rude, very rude). The observer is also to comment on the tone or

attitude projected by each of the two participants in the dialogue (e.g., angry,

pugnacious, conciliatory, etc.).

3 Next the two role-players are invited to analyze the speech acts that they

performed in this role-play (e.g., complaint, request, denial, threat, etc.) and to

consider how effective they think each of these speech acts was (i.e., in terms of

the uptake from it).

4 The following group activities are also suggested:

■ Determine if there were any instances of pragmatic failure in the interaction

(i.e., a participant not succeeding in having the intended uptake from what

they say).

■ Speculate how this interaction might have unfolded if the participants had

been close friends, age mates, and both having the same gender. Do the

interaction several more times, changing the dialogue accordingly (possibly

with the observer assuming one of the roles).

■ Consider how this interaction might be different if it were taking place

between the same people but over beers after hours, at a local pub.

■ Consider the situation if the young employee were the child of a long-time

friend? Again, modify the interaction accordingly (possibly with the observer

assuming one of the roles).

■ Speculate as to how this situation might unfold if it were taking place in

another language and cultural context, for example, where standards for what

is considered “teasing” are different, and where females may not be taken as

seriously as males.

5 The various groups are to share their insights from this task with the whole group.

Part II

1 Participants are to form a new group of three, again with two doing the role-plays

and a third participant serving as an observer, watching the role-plays and making

comments.

2 The first time through this role-play, Harry is an intimate friend of yours. You see

each other almost every weekend.

3 The second time through this role-play, Harry is a working associate of yours – a

colleague that you need to interact with regularly – but not a close friend.
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4 While two members of the group are performing the role-play, the observer pays

attention to the level of familiarity between the role-players and the severity of

the infraction (e.g., Harry is a close friend and a full apology is more crucial to

maintaining the friendship vs Harry is a colleague and the apology is for the sake

of maintaining a working relationship). The observer also pays attention to the

conventions used (i.e., the level of familiarity, formality, and seriousness),

indicated by the way the role-play is handled.

5 As in the first task, the groups then are to share their insights from the second

task with the whole group.

Discussion/wrap up

Look at ways that this exercise has helped to provide a clearer understanding of 

pragmatic ability, speech acts, and social and cultural norms of behavior. It may also be

of value to go back through the chapter in order to identify the concepts in this 

chapter that are important to convey to learners and how a teacher might do that.

Task sheet: Pragmatic meaning in role-play situations

Part I Dialogue between a boss and a young employee

Assume that the following conversation takes place between a department chair and a

member of staff. The chair, Francine, has been at the head of the language instruction

unit for 20 years and the employee has been teaching for just two years. The chair has

had some doubts about this instructor for some time, and this encounter is possibly the

“straw that breaks the camel’s back.” Below are segments of this imagined dialogue

between the chair and the staff member.

Francine (F): Hi, Charlie. Come on in and have a seat.

Charlie (C): Thanks.

F: You probably know why I’ve called you in here today. It is because I received

complaints about your teaching. Some women in your class are saying that you are

making fun of them. Do you have anything to say for yourself?

C: Can you tell me who said that?

F: No. I’d rather not mention any names.

C: Oh, I see. Well, I’m not aware that I’ve teased anyone. I use humor in class, but it

certainly isn’t at anyone’s expense, and especially not aimed at women. I just want the

students to have a good time in class.
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F: Look, Charlie. I’ve been getting reports on your teaching style from more than one

student and not just recently. If you are teasing anybody, it’s gotta stop now. We can’t

have this kind of thing going on here because . . .

C: Listen, Francine. I resent your just accepting whatever the students said to you. How

do you know they were telling the truth? It’s unfair to me to make assumptions when

you don’t know . . .

F: Charles. You’re still relatively new here and in my opinion you have a lot to learn. 

I have watched how you make quips at faculty meetings. You think you’re being funny,

but sometimes people get offended. You really need to be more careful about what you

say if you want to continue to work here and . . .

C: Well, maybe I should look for another job then – one where I am more appreciated

just the way I am.

Part II Varying the pragmatics in an apology situation

Assume that in a luncheon with colleagues, you said something negative behind the

back of another colleague, Harry – namely, that he lacked tact. Unfortunately, it got

back to him. Over a cup of coffee, he confronts you with what he heard you had said:

Harry: Hey, I just was talking with Bethany, and she said you were saying things about

me behind my back. I guess I want to hear it directly from you. . . .

You: 
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