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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to explore the components of pragmatic competence for 

L2 learners. Developing pragmatic competence in a second/foreign language has been addressed 

in many articles and publications on cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics (Bardovi-

Harlig,  1999; Barron, 2003; Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989; Cohen & Ishihara, 2005; 

Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993; McConachy & Hata, 2013; Trosborg, 

2010; Wigglesworth & Yates, 2007; etc.). The Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (Council of Europe, 2001) also addresses this issue. Their stance is that 

communicative language competences include linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic 

competences. Pragmatic competence itself includes learner’s knowledge of the principles 

according to which messages are: a. organized, structured and arranged (discourse competence); 

b. used to perform communicative functions (functional competence); c. sequenced according to 

interactional and transactional schemata (design competence) (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 123). 

Roever (2005) chose three components for his web-based test of pragmatic competence: speech 

acts, implicatures and routines. Research on interlanguage pragmatics often focuses on speech 

acts, politeness, use of formulaic expressions, mitigation, etc.  

 In determining L2 learner’s pragmatic competence we face two major problems: 

1. what components of learner’s interlanguage to measure; and  

2. how to measure them.  

 In this paper, we first define interlanguage pragmatics. Then we refer to issues referring 

to pragmatic competence and components that are relevant for its development. Finally, we 

discuss instruments and methods of testing interlanguage pragmatic competence.  
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INTRODUCTION 

  

 The main focus of this paper is on the components of pragmatic competence of L2 

learners and their assessment. It resulted from a research related to the project “The role of 

explicit instruction in developing pragmatic competence in learning English and German as a 

foreign language.” The participants in the project are students of English and German at the 

Faculty of Philology at Goce Delcev University in Stip, Republic of Macedonia. The project was 

motivated by the importance of pragmatic knowledge, which allows learners to adequately 

communicate in the target language.  

 The main goals of teaching foreign languages have long been preparing learners to 

communicate effectively in the language they are learning. Followers of the Communicative 

Method for decades have been highlighting the fact that knowledge of vocabulary and 

grammatical structures is not enough for successful communication in the target language. 

Learners need to be trained to choose the right linguistic means with reference to their 

interlocutors and their relationship with them. Having in mind this goal of language instruction, 

we may expect pragmatics to have the leading role in language learning and teaching. 

Unfortunately, it remains on the margins of foreign language teaching. In language learning 

textbooks it is represented only as much as it is necessary so that authors are not blamed for not 

following the modern approaches to language learning and still holding firmly to the traditional 

way in which grammar is most important, vocabulary is second, and there is a miscellaneous 

mixture of other areas, including pragmatics. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW IN DEFINING INTERLANGUGE PRAGMATICS 

 

 There is a long tradition of research into cross-cultural and interlanguage pragmatics in 

which researchers address the issue of developing pragmatic competence in a foreign/second 

language (Bardovi-Harlig, 1999; Barron, 2003; Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989; Cohen & 

Ishihara, 2005; Ishihara & Cohen, 2010; Kasper & Blum-Kulka, 1993; McConachy & Hata, 

2013; Trosborg, 2010; Wigglesworth & Yates, 2007; etc.).  

 Interlanguage pragmatics has been perceived and defined in various ways by researchers. 

The learner’s pragmatic ability according to Kasper and Blum-Kulka (1993, p.3) is seen as ‘a 

non-native speaker’s use and acquisition of linguistic action patterns in a second language’. 

Kasper and Schmidt (1996) claim that it has been modeled on cross-cultural pragmatics. There is 

a long list of researchers that have done cross-sectional or longitudinal studies on interlanguage 

pragmatics attempting to explain and define it but it was Kathleen Bardovi-Harling (1999) who 

showed her doubts that explaining and defining it makes it an acquisitional endeavor. Following 

this issue Barron (2003) in her book ‘Acquisition in Interlanguage Pragmatics’ presented 

valuable information for the process of acquisition of pragmatic competence as well as the 



development of pragmatic competence, which is an area of research neglected in interlanguage 

pragmatics.  

Crystal (1985, p. 240) provides us with a broad definition that “pragmatics is the study of 

language from the point of view of users, especially of the choices they make, the constraints 

they encounter in using language in social interaction and the effects their use of language has on 

other participants in the act of communication.” According to Crystal’s definition it is not only 

speech acts that are crucial for the successful communication but also the social context of 

discourse such as power and politeness, use of metaphor and irony, etc.  

 The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 

2001) also addresses this issue. In the CEFR the communicative language competences include 

linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competences. The CEFR identifies the following matters 

as sociolinguistic competences: linguistic markers of social relations, politeness conventions, 

expressions of folk-wisdom, register differences, and dialect and accent. Pragmatic competence 

itself includes learner’s knowledge of the principles according to which messages are: a. 

organized, structured and arranged (discourse competence); b. used to perform communicative 

functions (functional competence); c. sequenced according to interactional and transactional 

schemata (design competence) (Council of Europe, 2001, p.123). 

 

INTERLANGUAGE PRAGMATICS ISSUES 

 

           The significance of pragmatic competence has been addressed by many researchers in the 

field of second/foreign language acquisition, but it is evident that the awareness level of the 

practitioners in language teaching is still on a critical low level. Studies have shown (Thomas, 

1983, p. 97) that native speakers consider grammatical and lexical mistakes normal and expected 

but they tend to assume that learners possess the same pragmatic norms and respond in the same 

way as they would. The main pragmatic issues that often occur are misunderstandings between 

the speakers, participating in a conversation as a listener (backchannelling), understanding 

metalanguage and metapragmatics, understanding the unsaid and assessing the unsaid, avoiding 

a speech act to accommodate a target culture norm, nonverbal behavior. 

 

COMPONENTS FOR TESTING INTERLANGUAGE PRAGMATICS 

 

In order to collect data and test the pragmatic competence a methodological method is 

required to be set. A probably most accurate and ideal method to test the pragmatic competence 

of L2 learners is to compare their comprehension and production to the one of native speakers. 

Roever (2005) chose three components for his web-based language pragmatics test: speech acts, 

implicatures and routines. Numerous cross-cultural pragmatic studies have been conducted for 

empirical research purposes to study speech acts such as requests, apologies, refusals, complaints 

and suggestions, among many others (Beebe et al., 1990; Blum-Kulka, 1982; Cohen et al., 1986; 



Gass & Neu, 1996; House & Kasper, 1987; Ikoma, 1993; Kasper, 1989; Olshtain & Weinbach, 

1987; Takahashi & Beebe, 1987, 1993; Trosborg, 1995).  

  

Test development for interlanguage pragmatic assessment  

 

 Pragmatic competence is understood as “the knowledge of the linguistic resources 

available in a given language for realizing particular illocutions, knowledge of the sequential 

aspects of speech acts, and finally, knowledge of the appropriate contextual use of the particular 

language’s linguistic resources” (Barron, 2003 p.10). Thus defined, pragmatic competence 

includes the ability to perform language functions and the knowledge of socially appropriate 

language use.  

Although it may seem that conversation, in which speech acts are embedded, is 

unsystematic, it is rule-governed by social and cultural rules. Social and cultural rules dictate the 

strategies and the linguistic means used in the given context. Yet, there are a number of tests that 

focus on one or the other (Hudson et al., 1995; Roever, 2005, 2006b; Bouton, 1988, 1994, 1999). 

As McNamara (2006) put it, we have to “keep it social, but practical.” Given that pragmatics is a 

fairly broad area, it is difficult to design a single test that assesses the entirety of a learner’s 

pragmatic competence. Again, in analogy to testing in general, it is possible to attain broader 

content coverage and test an appreciable chunk of pragmatic competence by using a test battery, 

but testing pragmatic competence as a whole is just as complex, time-consuming, and 

impractical as it would be to test language competence as a whole. Depending on the purpose of 

the test, different aspects of pragmatic competence can be tested. (McNamara, 2006, p. 65) 

However, because pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics are closely related, it is 

difficult to design a test that tests exclusively pragmalinguistics or sociopragmatics. Our view is 

that assessment of pragmatic competence must include both. 

In the process of preparing the testing of the speech acts there are several points that have 

normally become essential in the process of preparation of testing the pragmatic competence. 

The power of the speaker and the listener, the social distance between the speaker and the 

listener with respect to familiarity and solidarity, and the degree of imposition caused by the 

speech act situation are the three sociocultural variables of concern.  

 

INSTRUMENTS FOR ASSESSING INTERLANGUAGE PRAGMATIC ABILITY  

 

 There are several instrument widely accepted and used by researchers for testing 

pragmatic competence, such as Discourse Completion Task (DCT), roleplays, interviews, 

multiple choice questionnaires, corpus data. In this section of our paper we discuss the 

instruments and methods that we used for assessing the pragmatic competence of English and 

German language learners. Since assessment of L2 pragmatics has tended to focus on speech 

acts, for the purpose of our research project, we also limit ourselves to speech acts. We will refer 

to 1. some instruments used to measure pragmatic competence, 2. context parameters, i.e. the 



setting in which the speech act takes place, 3. the importance of authenticity and 4. the 

importance of retrospection.  

 The studies that we have looked at have most often used DCTs, oral or written, and role 

plays, for assessing learners’ pragmatic competence. Native-speaker performance is the 

benchmark against which we are judging nonnative speech act performance. The very fact that 

the field of language pragmatics continues to develop means that paradigms continue to shift and 

consequently language assessment measures must be constructed consistent with the newly 

emerging patterns. So, the question remains as to whether it is possible to construct a language 

assessment measure that accurately determines success at performance of speech acts. And in a 

truly sociolinguistic fashion, we would have to respond, “It depends” (Boxer & Cohen, 2004, 

p.323). 

 The responses will be rated for: (1) ability to use the correct speech act; (2) typicality of 

expressions; (3) appropriateness of amount of speech and information given; (4) level of 

formality; (5) directness; and (6) politeness 

 

Discourse Completion Task (DCT)  

 

 DCTs are the most criticized, but the most frequently used type of instrument for 

measuring pragmatic competence. DCTs are attractive because they “elicit something akin to 

real-world speech act performance and because they are still somewhat practical despite the need 

for rating at least they can be administered to large numbers of test takers at the same time.” 

(McNamara, 2006, p.65) Although there are many claims that DCTs do not replicate reality, and 

people do not use DCT responses in the same way that they use language in real-life 

communication, there are certain aspects that can be assessed with this instrument. McNamara 

(2006, p.67) points out that “although DCTs (and most multiple choice measures) measure 

knowledge and do not allow direct predictions of real-world performance, they can be thought of 

as measuring potential for performance, as knowledge is arguably a necessary precondition for 

performance.”  

 The DCT that we used for assessing our language learners’ pragmatic competence 

consists of three parts referring to the three distinct speech acts: requests, apologies and 

complaints.  In constructing the section on requests, we referred to the studies of Blum-Kulka, & 

Olshtain (1984), Economidou-Kogetsidis & Woodfield (2012), and Olshtain & Cohen (1990); 

for apologies we referred to Blum-Kulka, & Olshtain (1984), Ogiermann (2009), and Trosborg 

(1995); while for complaints we referred to Trosborg (1995).  

 In order to eliminate any weaknesses the DCT was piloted with 20 students. After doing 

the DCT, the students were asked to provide Yes/No responses to the following statements:  

1. The information provided in the situation is sufficient (enough). 

2. The situation and the roles of the participants in the conversation are clear. 

3. The situations reflect possible everyday situations. 

4. The context of the situation is appropriate for Macedonian students. 



5. The following situations should be removed from the list: apologies - /requests - /complaints -  

6. The following situations need improvement: apologies - /requests - /complaints - 

 On the basis of the students’ remarks we concluded that:  

- some of the situations needed further clarification about the relationship between the speaker 

and the hearer, e.g. if they are friends, how close they are; if they are acquaintances how well 

they know each other;  

- the instructions required students to say something in each of the situations. However, they felt 

that in some of the situations which were supposed to trigger complaints or apologies they would 

just opt out; 

- there were a few problems with vocabulary, e.g. dent in the fender;  

- there were two situations that many of the students did not understand and had to be rephrased.  

  

Role plays  

 

 In comparison with DCTs, role plays are more similar to real life speech situations. As in 

real conversation “there is a distributed responsibility among interlocutors for the creation of 

sequential coherence, identities, meaning, and events.” (McNamara, 2006, p. 46). The context 

that they provide is more detailed, there are two interlocutors and their roles are described more 

precisely. There is also a moment of surprise. Although a great deal of the talk is predicted, the 

hearer cannot be sure what strategies, formulaic expressions and other linguistic means the 

speaker will use. The hearer may also be surprised by the attitude projected by the speaker and 

may need to adapt and modify its own responses in compliance with it. Interlocutors have to 

apply conversational strategies such as language planning, asking for clarification, conversation 

management, etc. All these characteristics make conversations look more like conversations in 

real life. Still, it cannot establish context as in real world. There is nothing at stake, the face of 

the speaker and the hearer is not really threatened, speakers may be bolder and risk more than in 

real life.  

 There are, however, a few drawbacks in the realization of the role plays. It is more 

difficult to organize and manage the process of data collection. It is difficult to keep track of a 

large number of students and ensure that students doing a role play are of the same level of 

proficiency. It is also time consuming and difficult to transcribe the conversations. Most of the 

students found the role plays interesting. Yet, there were some who found it stressful. 

 In our research, we used nine role plays, three for each of the speech acts. It would be 

interesting to compare the results from the DCT with the results from the role plays. In the 

following stages of our project it is intended to do so. 

 

Retrospective verbal report 

 

 Kasper & Dahl (1991) called attention to the usefulness of retrospective verbal report for 

better determining the nature of possible transfer from L1 norms of speech behavior in nonnative 



L2 speech act performance. The aim of such interview is to check if the students are aware of the 

norms of interaction in a given context: power, social distance and severity of offence/degree of 

imposition. Additionally we can check if the students are aware of the norms of interaction in the 

English and Macedonian culture (positive politeness/negative politeness; directness/indirectness) 

as well as how the actual environment influences their behavior (classroom, not natural 

environment). We made the following list of questions for this retrospective interview which 

immediately followed the role plays:  

1. Are you happy with how you formulated your speech act? What were you influenced by? 

(setting, description of the situation, perceived relationship, perceived power/social distance/ 

degree of imposition/offence, classroom environment, pressure of being taped, your 

interlocutor’s behavior, what you thought you were expected to say, etc.) 

2. Do you think you might want to alter what you have said? Why? 

3. Would you say the same if your interlocutor’s role was different (professor/friend/neighbor/ 

mother/brother/sister)? What would you say in that case? Why?   

4. Do you think if you were speaking to a native speaker of English you would say something 

different? Why? 

5. Do you think a native speaker would formulate their request/apology/complaint in the same 

way? How would it be different? Why would s/he formulate it that way? 

6. What would you say if you were speaking to a Macedonian speaker? How different is it from 

what you said to an English speaker? What is the difference a result of? 

7. Which speech act do you find the easiest/most difficult to produce? Why? 

This kind of data can be instrumental in better understanding the products of such 

elicitation techniques. We may learn how the respondents actually perceived each situation (e.g. 

how they perceived the role status of the interlocutors, the imposition, seriousness of the offence, 

etc.), and how their perceptions influenced their responses, what they wanted to say vs. what 

they actually said, how they planned out their responses, and what they thought of going through 

the tasks altogether. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this paper we discussed pragmatic competence, components relevant for its 

development, and some instruments for pragmatic competence assessment. In particular, we 

focused on speech acts. We described the battery of tasks that we developed for our project as 

well as their advantages and drawbacks. In the next stage of the project, we will proceed to 

comparing learners’ to native speakers’ performance and compiling a syllabus for speech act 

acquisition.  

The project referred to in this paper was motivated by the lack of valid data on 

communicative competences of Macedonian learners of English and German as well as by the 

need of tracing effective methods for reinforcing communication skills. The research will include 

contrastive analysis of speech acts, design of instruments for pragmatic competence assessment 



and design of learning modules for developing pragmatic competence. The project anticipates 

placement of the learning modules on the Internet, thus making them available for the learners. 

The analysis of learners’ pragmatic competence after studying the modules will show to what 

extent explicit instruction can reinforce their communication ability. We believe that with this 

the project will make great contribution to the development of language learners’ communication 

skills. 
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