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Abstract

This state-of-the-art paper discusses common approaches to the assessment of prag-
matic competence. Two approaches have dominated the assessment practice in the 
field of second language (L2) pragmatics. One approach, rooted in the tradition of con-
trastive pragmatics, involves comparing and contrasting L2 learners’ pragmalinguistic 
forms with those of native speakers to determine whether L2 forms approximate na-
tive speaker forms. The other approach, rooted in the tradition of performance-based 
assessment, involves using a rating scale to evaluate L2 pragmatic performance based 
on multiple criteria (e.g., clarity of intention, formality level of expressions, and inter-
action abilities). Focusing on the area of speech act assessment, this paper presents an 
overview of these two approaches, highlighting their advantages and disadvantages. 
By doing so, the paper intends to illustrate the interface between contrastive pragmat-
ics and L2 pragmatics. The paper concludes with critical insights in terms of what is 
missing in these approaches under the current trend of globalization and intercultural 
communication.
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1	 Introduction

Second language (L2) pragmatics is a subfield of second language acquisition 
(SLA) that investigates L2 learners’ ability to perform communicative func-
tions in a social context, how such ability develops over time, and what factors 
affect the process of development (Taguchi and Roever, 2017; Taguchi, 2019). 
The primary practice of the field has been to collect data on L2 learners’ prag-
matic performance and to evaluate their performance so we can understand 
their current stage of development.

When evaluating pragmatic performance, or more narrowly speech act per-
formance, two approaches have dominated the field’s practice. One approach 
(contrastive linguistics approach), rooted in the tradition of contrastive prag-
matics, involves identifying learners’ linguistic strategies in speech acts and 
comparing them with those of native speakers to see how their linguistic forms 
approximate native speakers’ forms. Within this approach, similarities to 
native speaker forms are considered as a sign of learners’ development, while 
differences are considered to indicate their underdevelopment.

Another approach, rating scale approach, comes from the tradition of 
performance-based language assessment. This approach involves evaluating 
learners’ speech acts by using a rating scale (holistic or analytic) that includes 
a series of predetermined score bands. The most typical implementation of 
this approach in the field has been to recruit native speaker raters to assign 
scores on learners’ speech acts based on a set of preconstructed rating cri-
terion, and interrater agreement is sought to confirm the reliability of their 
scoring. Criteria in rating scales used in this approach often focus on pragmat-
ics concerns, such as degree of politeness, directness, and formality of speech 
acts, as well as other dimensions (e.g., grammatical accuracy and aspects 
of interaction). While a holistic rating scale is used to assign one score to a 
pragmatic utterance based on an overall evaluation of all dimensions under 
consideration, an analytic rating scale is used to assign multiple scores to a 
pragmatic utterance based on multiple dimensions under investigation. These 
two common approaches, both prominent in the field, have both advantages 
and disadvantages.

In order to illustrate how the work in contrastive pragmatics has featured in 
L2 pragmatics research, this state-of-the-art paper represents a comprehensive 
review of the above-mentioned approaches when assessing pragmatic com-
petence. In the following, we first present the current understanding of the 
construct of pragmatic competence by articulating what elements are entailed 
in that construct. Then, we review existing speech act studies using the two 
approaches to assessment – contrastive linguistics analysis and rating scale 
method – and discuss which elements of pragmatic competence are assessed 
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using these approaches. We also summarize generalizations coming from 
empirical findings and discuss strengths and limitations of these approaches. 
Finally, we critically discuss the two approaches together by highlighting what 
they are lacking under the current trend of globalization and intercultural 
communication.

2	 Background: Theoretical Construct of L2 Pragmatic Competence

What makes someone pragmatically competent? This question is fundamental 
when we define and operationalize pragmatic competence for assessment pur-
poses. Researchers in SLA and Applied Linguistics are invested in clarifying the 
construct of pragmatic competence – what knowledge and skills are involved 
in the construct and how they interact with each other. The early definition 
of pragmatic competence draws on Thomas’s (1983) two-dimensional concep-
tualization of the construct. Thomas defined pragmatic knowledge as con-
sisting of two distinct yet complementary elements – pragmalinguistics and 
sociopragmatics. The former refers to the knowledge of linguistic resources for 
performing a communicative act. For example, when greeting someone, we 
need to know a variety of linguistic forms to perform this communication act 
(e.g., “Hi”, “What’s up?”) (for a recent work on rituals in contrastive pragmatics, 
see Kadar & House, 2020). However, knowing these forms alone does not make 
us pragmatically competent. We need to have sociopragmatic knowledge of 
which forms to use to greet whom in what context. Hence, knowledge of social 
conventions and interactive norms is a critical part of pragmatic knowledge. 
Knowledge of pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics together gives us capac-
ity to perform a communicative act appropriately and effectively in a social 
situation.

Thomas’s two-dimensional operationalization of pragmatic knowledge is 
also reflected in the theoretical models of communicative competence that 
appeared in the 1980s and 1990s. In Canale and Swain (1980) and Bachman and 
Palmer’s (1996) models, Thomas’s two dimensions are understood as two types 
of knowledge – functional and sociolinguistic knowledge. The former involves 
the knowledge of form-function mappings (i.e., knowledge of linguistic forms 
for a communicative function), while the latter extends the form-function 
mappings to contexts of use (i.e., selecting appropriate forms to use in a 
specific context). Hence, these models consider knowledge of form-function-
context mappings as a core of pragmatic knowledge.

With the surge of interactional competence in the last two decades (Kasper, 
2006; Young, 2011), the early conceptualization of pragmatic competence 
has changed drastically (for a summary, see Taguchi, 2018a, 2019). Pragmatic 
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competence is no longer considered as knowledge of form-function-context 
mappings alone; instead, pragmatic competence is understood to involve the 
ability to use the knowledge in a flexible and adaptive manner in interaction. 
Under this view, form-function-context mappings are not fixed or stable in 
discourse. Rather, they are contingent on an unfolding course of interaction 
and are collaboratively constructed among people participating in interaction. 
With the emphasis on interactional competence, pragmatic knowledge is cur-
rently viewed as interactional resources. As Young (2011) claims, participants 
draw on a number of linguistic and interactional resources to co-construct 
meaning with their interlocutors. Those resources include knowledge of form-
function-context associations like register-specific linguistic forms and speech 
acts, but they also extend to interactional skills such as topic management, 
turn-taking skills, and repair. Critically, these resources are not the property of 
individual participants. They are resources shared among participants as they 
co-construct meaning in interaction. Hence, a fundamental aspect of prag-
matic competence is the ability to adapt one’s resources to the dynamic course 
of interaction and achieve a communicative act collaboratively with others.

Parallel to the recognition of interactional competence, recently the concept 
of learner agency has also influenced our understanding of pragmatic com-
petence. LoCastro (2003) defines agency as a self-reliant capacity that affects 
one’s behavior. It is now understood that L2 learners do not blindly conform 
to conventionalized pragmatic norms (i.e., normative form-function-context 
mappings). Rather, they are active agents who make their own linguistic 
choices and create social positions for themselves. When conventionalized 
local norms contradict their desired social identity, learners sometimes resist 
adopting those norms. Learners’ enactment of agency has been supported 
by several studies (Ishihara and Tarone, 2009; Kim and Brown, 2014). These 
studies showed that American learners of Japanese and Korean resisted the 
local norm of using honorifics when talking to seniors because they valued the 
egalitarian social structure and wanted to express solidarity by opting out hon-
orifics. Clearly, agency can shape learners’ pragmatic performance. Knowing 
the normative form-function-context mappings and applying the knowledge 
to interaction is part of pragmatic competence, but deciding whether or not to 
actually use the knowledge is the learners’ own choice. Based on their beliefs 
and values, learners make their own linguistic choices even when their choices 
do not conform to the normative form-function-context mappings in the  
local community.

This three-layered conceptualization of pragmatic competence is summa-
rized in Taguchi (2019: 4) as follows:
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[p]ragmatic competence in the current era is best understood as a multi-
dimensional and multi-layered construct that involves several knowledge 
and skill areas: (1) linguistic and sociocultural knowledge of what forms 
to use in what context; (2) interactional abilities to use the knowledge 
in a flexible, adaptive manner corresponding to changing context; and  
(3) agency to make an informed decision on whether or not to implement 
the knowledge in the community.

Considering these historical developments, assessment of pragmatic com-
petence should address all three dimensions – knowledge of form-function-
context mappings, interaction skills, and agency. In the following section, we 
review existing assessment literature using two approaches: contrastive lin-
guistic analysis and rating scale approach. Our purpose is to illustrate which 
dimension of pragmatic construct is assessed under these approaches and 
what they reveal in terms of pragmatic development.

To identify appropriate empirical studies for our purpose, we turned to 
Nguyen’s (2019) review of research methods in L2 pragmatics literature. Nguyen  
conducted database searches to identify 246 empirical studies in L2 pragmatics 
published since the 1980s. Among the 246 studies that Nguyen compiled, we 
focused on those studies that examined speech acts in spoken modality for two 
reasons. First, speech acts have been the most representative units of analysis 
in L2 pragmatics research. Second, the two focal approaches (i.e., contrastive 
linguistics and rating) have been mainly used to assess speech acts. By present-
ing a comprehensive critique of the two major approaches to the assessment 
of speech acts, this state-of-the-art paper intends to highlight the contribu-
tion of the field of contrastive pragmatics to the study of L2 pragmatics and 
discusses how the two fields can be complementary in advancing the current 
practice of L2 pragmatics assessment.

3	 Approaches to L2 Speech Acts Assessment

3.1	 Contrastive Linguistics Approach to Speech Act Assessment
Contrastive linguistics’ approach to speech act assessment is most clearly 
observed in cross-sectional studies that compare speech act strategies across 
different L2 groups. A ‘group’ can be created based on a variety of factors such 
as L1 language and cultural background (including native and nonnative speak-
ers), L2 proficiency, age, length of study, and course level. Researchers often 
compare types of strategies and linguistic forms used to perform speech acts 
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in context across L2 groups. Hence, under the contrastive linguistics approach, 
pragmatic competence is primarily viewed as learners’ knowledge of form-
function-context mappings.

A project that served as foundation of cross-sectional, contrastive linguis-
tics research is Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper’s (1989) Cross-Cultural Speech 
Act Realization Project (CCSARP), which documented speech act strategies 
across seven languages (i.e., German, Hebrew, French, Danish, and three vari-
eties of English). Using a discourse completion test (DCT),1 the researchers 
elicited requests and apologies from participants, and categorized the strate-
gies they used to complete these requests using a uniform coding framework. 
Comparison of speech act strategies across language groups revealed how 
many speech act strategies exist in a language, which strategies are direct 
or indirect, and how those strategies vary depending on contextual param-
eters (e.g., speaker relationship, degree of imposition). For example, Hebrew 
speakers were found to prefer using direct request three times more often 
than Australian English speakers, who mainly relied on conventional indirect 
strategies. The CCSARP has been replicated in over a hundred of studies, which 
together provided empirical descriptions of linguistic patterns across language 
groups and speech act types (e.g., refusals, compliments, thanking, and com-
plaints). The contrastive pragmatics approach is still prominent today. Chen 
(2010), for example, surveyed compliment and compliment response patterns 
across 13 languages, revealing culture-specific patterns of compliment strategies. 
Ogiermann and Bella (2020) also revealed cross-cultural differences in request 
strategies among English, German, Greek, Polish, and Russian speakers.

While the primary contribution of CCSARP is in the field of contrastive 
pragmatics, its impact (in terms of replicability) extends to the field of L2 prag-
matics. The DCT and coding framework have been adopted by a number of 
researchers who wish to evaluate L2 learners’ speech act strategies and make 
a judgement about their pragmatic development (for a recent innovation of 
DCT, see Hashimoto and Nelson, 2020). The judgement about speech act devel-
opment is often made by comparing learners’ strategies with those of native 
speakers’ strategies (baseline data). When learners use strategies similar to 
native speakers, they are judged to be in the more advanced stage of develop-
ment; when their strategies differ from baseline strategies, they are considered 
to fall behind in development. For example, when making a request, learners 
of English were found to use longer justifications than native English speakers, 

1	 A typical DCT involves a situational scenario followed by blank space for participants to fill 
in their speech acts according to the situation. Participants are asked to imagine situation 
and produce the response as if they were performing the role indicated in the situational 
description.
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sounding more verbose (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989). Learners also used a greater 
number of direct strategies and fewer syntactic/lexical mitigations (e.g., past 
tense and conditional clause; downgraders such as ‘if you can’ and ‘possibly’). 
Similarities and differences between native speakers and learners’ strategies 
have also informed potential areas of pragmatic failure coming from L1–L2 
differences. For example, Maeshiba et al (1996) showed that Japanese-specific 
strategies such as apologizing when making a request often appeared in L1 
Japanese learners’ requests in English, indicating negative pragmatic transfer 
from L1 to L2.

While native vs. non-native comparison of speech act strategies has been 
the dominant practice in speech act assessment, cross-sectional research in the  
1990s and beyond has expanded the scope to include studies comparing dif-
ferent L2 groups. Those studies analysed speech act data collected from two or 
more L2 groups of different proficiency levels, lengths of formal study, or dura-
tion of residence in the target language country. Any between-group differences 
found in the data were considered to signal certain levels of pragmatic compe-
tence. Findings about the effect of proficiency and length of study in L2 speech 
act performance are largely mixed and inconclusive. Some studies revealed a 
positive influence of proficiency and length of study on increased pragmatic 
competence, while others did not, suggesting that pragmatic competence is 
a complex construct influenced by a number of factors simultaneously (for a 
review, see Taguchi and Roever, 2017).

The contrastive linguistics approach to speech act assessment still per-
meates the field today. In more recent studies, researchers have used this 
approach to reveal characteristics of advanced speech act production by 
documenting which pragmalinguistic forms appear in more advanced-level 
learners’ speech acts, which are missing in beginning-level learners’ data (e.g., 
Al Masaeed et al., 2020; Felix-Brasdefer, 2007; Sabatéi Dalmau and Gotor, 2007; 
Rose, 2009; Taguchi, 2011a; Chang, 2010, 2016; Flores Salgado, 2011; Bella, 2012, 
2014; Göy and Otcu, 2012; Liu and Ren, 2015; Savic, 2015; Lee, 2016). One gener-
alization found in the data is that, in a high-imposition speech act addressed 
to someone in higher social status and larger social distance, advanced-level 
learners tend to use more indirect strategies with a greater number of external 
modification devices than lower-level learners, although their use of internal 
modifications (e.g., syntactic and lexical mitigations) is still minimal (for a 
review, see Taguchi, 2018). For example, Lee (2016) used a spoken DCT to elicit 
refusals from L2 learners of English in three grade levels in secondary schools. 
He found that, as the grade level increased, learners’ use of direct strategies 
decreased (e.g., saying “I don’t want to.”). Instead, upper-level learners often 
used the indirect strategy of giving a reason for refusal, combining it with a 
statement of regret. The shift from direct to indirect strategies was also found 

Downloaded from Brill.com01/17/2022 10:08:18PM
via free access



8 Taguchi and Li

Contrastive PragmaticS 2 (2021) 1–23

in Bella’s (2012) study that examined requests by L2 learners of Greek at three 
proficiency levels. More advanced-level learners used indirect strategies at 
similar frequency of native speakers. They also used twice the number of mod-
ifications in a wider range, including imposition minimizers, considerators 
(e.g., if you can), and downtoners (e.g., perhaps). The diversification of strate-
gies at the advanced-level was also found in Liu and Ren’s (2015) study, which 
examined apologies among 40 first and third-year students of English in a 
Chinese university. Results showed that the high-proficiency group (third-year 
students) used upgraders (e.g., please) more often than the lower-proficiency 
group (first-year students) to intensify the intention of apology. The higher-
proficiency group also acknowledged the likelihood of causing offense more 
often than their lower-proficiency counterparts.

In addition to the use of indirect strategies and wide-ranging pragmalin-
guistic repertoire, another characteristic of advanced speech act competence 
is found in the emergence of complex syntactic structures. For example, Rose 
(2009) found that upper-level learners of English used a gerund comple-
ment structure (e.g., Would you mind + a gerund). In Savic’s (2015) study on 
Norwegian learners of L2 English, the 6th graders used a complex, bi-clausal 
structure (e.g., Do you have  … that I can borrow?), while these forms were 
absent from the 2nd and 4th graders’ productions. These findings add to the 
generalization that more advanced learners’ speech acts are characterized by 
pragmalinguistic sophistication, as seen in the use of a variety of complex and 
compound structures, external/internal modifications, and syntactic/lexical 
mitigations.

3.2	 Pros and Cons of the Contrastive Linguistics Approach to Speech Act 
Assessment

As described above, a common practice in the contrastive linguistics approach 
has been to elicit L2 speech acts using a structured instrument (e.g., DCT) 
and to categorize speech act strategies using a coding framework. Strat- 
egies and linguistic forms appearing in L2 data have been compared with those 
appearing in native speaker data to allow researchers to pinpoint similarities 
and differences between the two groups. The cross-sectional comparison has 
been extended to the comparison among L2 groups of different proficiency 
levels or lengths of formal study. General findings indicate that, as learners’ 
proficiency increases, they tend to use more indirect strategies, along with lon-
ger, more complex syntactic structures (e.g., bi-clausal forms and complement 
structures) and a wider range of external/internal modifications. From these 
findings we can conclude that pragmatic competence in speech act production 
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is, in part, reflected in learners’ ability to produce speech acts that are linguisti-
cally elaborate and complex, and furnished with a range of supportive moves 
and mitigation devices.

A primary advantage of the contrastive linguistics approach is that it 
has provided a means to systematically analyze pragmalinguistic strategies  
in L2 speech acts. Comparison of the strategies with native speakers and 
across L2 groups can clearly reveal which strategies are available in learners’ 
current linguistic repertoire, which strategies are missing, and which strate-
gies are overused or underused. These linguistic-level comparisons help us 
understand the level of learners’ pragmatic competence in terms of the size 
of their repository of pragmalinguistic strategies and ability to select appropri-
ate linguistic forms from the repository according to situations. Hence, among 
the dimensions of pragmatic competence described in the previous section, 
the contrastive linguistics approach can directly assess learners’ knowledge 
of form-function-context mappings – which linguistic forms to use when per-
forming a speech act in what social situation.

However, this exclusive focus on pragmalinguistic forms is the fundamen-
tal weakness of the contrastive linguistics approach. Using this approach, 
researchers can only assess learners’ knowledge of speech act strategies; other 
performance-level features involved in speech act production – fluency, clar-
ity of intention, and comprehensibility of utterances – are largely neglected. 
Yet these features are critical to determine the perlocutionary effect of a 
speech act because the listener’s reaction depends on his/her understanding 
of the speech act. If the speech act is incomprehensible or its intention is too 
obscure, it does not lead to expected outcomes. More critically, under the cur-
rent trend of interactional competence (Kasper, 2006; Young, 2011), a speech 
act is understood not as a unidirectional act from the speaker to the listener, 
but as a collaborative construction between the speaker and listener. Linguistic 
resources such as direct/indirect strategies and syntactic/lexical mitigations 
are not fixed, stable, or pre-determined in discourse; the decision regarding 
which strategies or mitigations to use is contingent upon the unfolding course 
of discourse. For example, indirect strategies and downgraders may appear 
initially in request-making, but the speaker might shift to more direct strat-
egies with upgraders when the listener does not comply to his/her request. 
Similarly, the speaker can accomplish a request without saying anything; the 
listener may anticipate the speaker’s move and offer to do the expected act 
before anything is said. These interactional moves in a speech act are never 
assessed using the coding framework and counting frequency of pragma-
linguistic forms. Therefore, utterance-level analyses of speech act strategies 
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cannot account for learners’ interactional abilities to co-construct a speech act 
with their interlocutors (see also Culpeper, Mackey, and Taguchi, 2018; House 
and Kadar, 2021).

Another limitation of the contrastive linguistics approach is that the com-
parison of L2 data with native speaker baseline does not align with the current 
discourse of intercultural communication and lingua franca framework,  
because it promotes a deficit-model of L2 pragmatic competence (e.g., 
Seidlhofer, 2011; Jenkins, 2015; Cogo and House, 2017). The current lingua franca 
literature argues that the use of native speaker norms should be abandoned 
when assessing L2 competence because learners do not always use target lan-
guage to mimic native speakers; rather, they use the language in intercultural 
communication to achieve mutual understanding, develop personal relation-
ships, and express identity with other nonnative speakers. Because speakers 
in intercultural communication attend to mutual intelligibility and rapport-
building rather than attempting to imitate native speakers, native speaker 
norms do not serve as a reference point for assessment of L2 performance 
(Seidlhofer, 2011).

Related to this point, the idea of single, uniform native speaker norms 
has been criticized in the current discourse of multilingualism and transcul-
turalism. The common practice of using native speaker data as baseline for 
comparison to L2 data is problematic because it overlooks variations among 
native speakers who come from different regional, educational, or generational 
backgrounds (Mori, 2009; Barron, 2019). Given these various backgrounds, 
when judging the appropriateness of L2 pragmatic behaviors, native speaker 
performance should not be regarded as having single, identical standards. 
However, despite the varied norms existing among native speakers, studies 
under the contrastive linguistics approach continue to use native speaker 
data as a single benchmark for assessing L2 speech acts. This problem is even 
more serious when considering that the majority of these studies collect data 
from only a small group of native speaker participants (typically no more than 
30 participants) (e.g., Felix-Brasdefer, 2007; Taguchi, 2011a; Bella, 2012, 2014). 
These studies only consider age, gender, and educational level of native speaker 
participants to be comparable to L2 participants, without addressing who 
those native speakers are. These shortcomings of the contrastive linguistics  
approach will be revisited in the final part of this paper when we present future 
directions.

3.3	 Rating Scale Approach to Speech Act Assessment
The rating scale approach is a widely adopted method in speech act assess-
ment studies with a quantitative orientation. Unlike the contrastive linguis-
tics approach, the rating scale approach is observed in research with both 
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cross-sectional and longitudinal designs. It is also represented in several 
sub-domains of L2 pragmatics research, including pragmatic development in 
instructed, uninstructed, and study abroad environments, as well as pragmat-
ics testing, to name just a few.

Given the inherent quantitative nature of the rating scale approach, it is 
not surprising that this method was first proposed in research focusing on L2 
pragmatics assessment. A foundational project in this area is Hudson, Detmer 
and Brown’s (1992, 1995) project on developing a prototypical test battery for 
assessing L2 speech acts (i.e., requests, apologies, and refusals). This project 
created six assessment measures including a multiple-choice test, a written 
DCT, an oral DCT, a role play task, a DCT self-assessment task, and a role play 
self-assessment task. To evaluate written and oral production of speech acts, 
Hudson et al. developed 5-point analytic rating scales for assessing six aspects 
of speech act production: (1) use of correct speech acts, (2) use of formulaic 
expressions, (3) amount of speech/information, (4) levels of formality, (5) lev-
els of directness, and (6) levels of politeness. The design of their rating criteria 
clearly reflects considerations of both pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics. 
For example, the dimension of formulaic expressions mainly concerns the use 
of typical pragmalinguistic expressions in a given situation; on the other hand, 
the dimensions of directness, formality, and politeness address not only prag-
malinguistic strategies, but also the sociopragmatic appropriateness of using 
those strategies in context. Moreover, Hudson et al.’s rating criteria were also 
informed by relevant research findings. For example, the dimension concern-
ing amount of speech was included because excessive amount of speech was 
found as an indication of either circumlocution (due to low proficiency) or 
verbosity (due to high proficiency).

Hudson et al.’s project was influential in that a number of subsequent stud-
ies directly adopted their rating criteria or made minor revisions to it. While 
many studies in this group focused on pragmatics assessment (e.g., Yamashita, 
1996; Brown, 2001; Hudson, 2001; Liu, 2006; Youn, 2007; Taguchi, 2011b), a few 
studies examined pragmatic development in L2 speech act production (e.g., 
Taguchi, 2011c). One minor revision in Hudson et al.’s rating criteria involved 
combining the dimensions of directness, formality, and politeness to create 
a holistic scale because these three dimensions are often difficult to separate 
(e.g., Liu, 2006; Taguchi, 2011b). Another minor revision made was to remove 
certain dimensions (e.g., amount of speech, formulaic expressions) from the 
original criteria in order to cater to the goals of individual studies (e.g., Taguchi, 
2011b, 2011c).

As researchers continue to adopt and adapt Hudson et al.’s rating criteria, 
a major development has been to add a dimension of grammatical accuracy 
into speech act assessment (e.g. Sasaki, 1998; Taguchi, 2007, 2012; Grabowski, 
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2013; Li, 2014; Chen and Liu, 2016; Li, Taguchi, and Xiao, 2019; Xiao, Taguchi, 
and Li, 2019). While Hudson et al. (1995) made it clear that the grammati-
cality of speech act production was not part of their consideration (p.165), 
researchers have argued that grammar and pragmatics are inevitably 
interconnected (Kasper and Rose, 2002; Bardovi-Harlig, 2003). Such under-
standing is clearly reflected in the 5-point analytic rating criteria developed 
in Taguchi’s (2012) study, where she assessed appropriateness (directness, 
politeness, and formality combined) and grammaticality (grammatical and 
lexical accuracy combined) using two separate scales. Another example 
comes from Grabowski’s (2013) study in which she developed several 5-point 
analytic rating criteria for assessing learners’ speech acts in role plays. The 
rating criteria were based on Purpura’s (2004) theoretical model of language 
knowledge consisting of grammatical and pragmatic knowledge. Whereas 
grammatical knowledge subsumes grammatical form and grammatical 
meaning, pragmatic knowledge entails sociolinguistic (social norms and 
preferences), sociocultural (cultural norms and preferences), and psycholog-
ical dimensions (affective stance and tone). It is also noteworthy that, unlike 
Taguchi (2012) and Grabowski (2013), who adopted separate rating criteria 
for grammatical accuracy and pragmatic appropriateness, several studies 
developed holistic rating criteria combining both dimensions. For example, 
Taguchi, Xiao and Li (2016) adopted a 6-point rating scale that simultane-
ously addressed appropriateness, grammaticality, and clarity of speech acts. 
Finally, the emphasis on pragmalinguistic forms and grammatical accuracy 
in evaluating speech act production is clearly featured among instructional 
studies that aimed at teaching specific pragmalinguistic strategies (e.g., 
Fukuya an Zhang, 2002; Li, 2012; Li and Taguchi, 2014). For example, Fukuya 
and Zhang (2002) designed a study to teach request-making forms in English. 
Pre- and post-written DCT data were collected. Learners’ requests (collected 
via written DCT) were evaluated on the main criterion of appropriateness 
(i.e., use of target request-making forms), as well as the secondary criterion  
of grammaticality.

Another under-represented yet important development in the rating scale 
approach is a shift of assessment focus from illocutionary force to perlocution-
ary effects (Roever, 2005; Cohen and Shively, 2007). The rating criteria discussed 
in the previous section largely focus on assessing speech acts for their illocu-
tionary force from the perspective of the speaker, that is, the extent to which 
the speaker’s communicative intention is achieved; they do not consider the 
effects of the speaker’s utterance on the part of the hearer, that is, how the 
hearer would respond to the speaker’s utterance. To address this issue, Cohen 
and Shively (2007) evaluated requests and apologies (elicited via written DCT) 
on a 4-point rating scale focusing on the overall success of speech acts, that 
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is, the level of compliance (for requests) and forgiving (for apologies) on the 
part of the hearer. In another study, Roever (2005) evaluated speech acts (elic-
ited through a computerized written DCT with rejoinders) based on a holistic 
scoring rubric concerned primarily with the likelihood of a learner utterance 
leading to a pre-determined rejoinder.

The attention to perlocutionary effects in the development of the rating scale 
approach echoes more recent theorizations of pragmatic competence informed 
by interactional competence (Kasper, 2006; Young, 2011; also see Section 2). 
Informed by the updated conceptualizations of pragmatic competence, there 
has been a trend to utilize interactive tasks such as role plays for assessing prag-
matic competence. Correspondingly, researchers have developed new rating 
criteria to evaluate such interactive data attending to both the speaker and the 
hearer (Timpe, 2013; Youn, 2015, 2018a). The first attempt in this trend is Timpe’s 
(2013) study that created a Skype-mediated role play task. She developed two 
sets of rating criteria (each containing 6 levels) for assessing pragmatic and 
discourse competencies. The rating scales on pragmatic competence tapped 
all aspects proposed by Hudson et al. (1995) except for the ability to use correct 
speech acts (because each of the role play scenarios involved different speech 
acts). The rating criteria for assessing discourse competence addressed mul-
tiple dimensions, including appropriateness in opening, pauses, turn-taking, 
cohesion/coherence, and closing. More recently, Youn (2015, 2018a) adopted 
a conversation analytic approach to develop and validate rating criteria. She 
evaluated L2 English learners’ role play performance involving different speech 
acts (e.g., requests, refusals, and negotiations). Her rating criteria encompassed 
five dimensions: (1) contents delivery (i.e., clarity and fluency in turn delivery),  
(2) language use (i.e., use of appropriate pragmalinguistic and grammatical 
forms to achieve pragmatic functions), (3) sensitivity to situation (i.e., awareness 
of sociopragmatic characteristics of specific scenarios and offering appropriate 
explanations as needed), (4) engaging with interaction (i.e., ability to main-
tain interaction and establish shared understanding with interlocutors), and  
(5) turn organization (i.e., ability to follow appropriate turn-taking conven-
tions). Youn (2018a) claimed that the last three criteria were most closely 
related to interactional organizations. Comparing Timpe and Youn’s rating cri-
teria, it is clear that they are not restricted to the traditional understanding 
of pragmatic competence consisting of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic 
components; instead, their criteria address co-construction of meaning in 
interaction.

In summary, the rating scale approach to speech act assessment has shown 
major developments corresponding to evolving conceptualizations of prag-
matic competence. The foundational proposal by Hudson et al. (1995) rooted 
in a traditional view of pragmatic competence has been gradually enriched 
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by incorporating constructs reflecting (broadly defined) grammatical com-
petence and various features of interaction. Still, in view of the most recent 
understanding of pragmatic competence as consisting of linguistic and socio-
cultural knowledge, interactional abilities, and agency, current practices of the 
rating scale approach fall short of attention to learner agency.

3.4	 Pros and Cons of the Rating Scale Approach to Speech Act 
Assessment

There are several advantages associated with the rating scale approach. First, 
this approach affords a relatively high level of construct coverage, i.e., the 
extent to which targeted constructs are appropriately represented in an assess-
ment instrument. Compared to the contrastive linguistics approach, the rat-
ing scale approach enables researchers to address a variety of dimensions of 
speech act production (e.g., aspects of interaction, meaning co-construction, 
and perlocutionary effects) in addition to form-function-context mappings. 
The rating scale approach thus allows researchers to evaluate speech act pro-
duction in a more comprehensive manner to reflect the field’s evolving theori-
zation of pragmatic competence.

Second, a related advantage of the rating scale approach is that it allows 
flexibility in tailoring evaluation criteria according to specific research stud-
ies. This flexibility is manifested in several ways. First, researchers can add 
or remove certain dimensions of assessment based on their goals. The stud-
ies that added grammatical accuracy (e.g., Taguchi, 2012; Grabowski, 2013) 
and features of interaction (e.g., Timpe, 2013; Youn, 2015) into existing rubrics 
are good examples. Another example is the set of rating criteria proposed by 
Ishihara (2010) for classroom assessment of speech acts. Her comprehensive 
rating criteria encompassed seven dimensions, including sociocultural norms, 
organizations, directness/politeness/formality, grammar strategies, semantic 
moves, word choice, and tone. Flexibility of the rating scale approach can also 
be found in studies where researchers adjusted the relative weights of differ-
ent dimensions of assessment. For example, Fukuya and Zhang (2002) and  
Li (2012) both assigned more weight to pragmalinguistic forms than to gram-
matical accuracy when evaluating L2 learners’ requests.

Despite the aforementioned advantages, the rating scale approach is limited 
in several ways. Unlike the comparative linguistics approach, the rating scale 
approach is unable to provide detailed documentation of pragmalinguistic 
forms involved in speech acts. While it is possible that researchers can design 
scoring rubrics in such a way that scores can reflect the use or non-use of cer-
tain pragmalinguistic strategies (for example, see Fukuya and Zhang, 2002; Li, 
2012), such scores do not show which specific strategies are used (or not used). 

Downloaded from Brill.com01/17/2022 10:08:18PM
via free access



15Contrastive Pragmatics and Second Language (L2) Pragmatics

Contrastive PragmaticS 2 (2021) 1–23

Conceivably, in studies examining a wide range of pragmalinguistic strategies, 
rating scores would at best be a very coarse means for understanding learn-
ers’ mastery or non-mastery of particular form-function-context mappings. 
One possible solution to this problem would be to combine the rating scale 
approach and the contrastive linguistics approach in assessing speech acts. For 
example, Li (2014) adopted a holistic rating scale that simultaneously assessed 
realization of communicative intention, appropriateness, and grammatical-
ity of requests produced by L2 Chinese learners over a semester abroad. After 
confirming the significant gain in speech act ratings from pre- to post-study 
abroad, he conducted a follow-up analysis using the contrastive linguistics 
approach to examine changes in learners’ pragmalinguistic forms over time.

Another limitation of the rating scale approach is related to the flexibil-
ity that it affords in developing and adapting rating criteria. Admittedly, this 
approach allows us to adjust assessment rubrics based on evolving conceptual-
izations of pragmatic competence as well as specific research goals. However, 
such flexibility also makes it difficult to compare findings across studies, due to 
differences among researchers in operationalizing pragmatic competence (see 
the studies reviewed in Section 3.3). This issue is further complicated by the 
two different forms of rating criteria, that is, holistic and analytic. Studies in 
L2 performance assessment have revealed differences in rating scale function-
ing and rating processes due to this difference in rating criteria format (e.g., 
Barkaoui, 2010). Similar issues could exist in pragmatics assessment, and this 
poses challenges for researchers to compare results across studies using differ-
ent rating rubrics.

Last but not least, just like the contrastive linguistics approach, the rat-
ing scale approach also relies on native speakers in assessment. With a few 
exceptions (e.g., Walters, 2007; Sydorenko, Mayard, and Guntly, 2014; Tajeddin 
and Alemi, 2014), the predominant practice in the field has been to recruit 
native speakers to evaluate learners’ pragmatic production. Those raters may 
include experienced L2 instructors, graduate students, and researchers in 
the relevant field(s) (e.g., Roever, et al., 2014), as well as native speakers with  
little relevant teaching and/or research experience (e.g., Taguchi, 2011b). 
Usually, native speaker raters are instructed to rely on their intuition when eval-
uating learner production (e.g., Hudson et al., 1995; Liu, 2006); in other cases, 
native-likeness is part of the rating criteria (e.g., Roever et al., 2014). Either way, 
the assumption is that native speakers constitute a homogeneous group when 
it comes to interpreting rating criteria and assigning scores. This assumption, 
however, has been challenged by empirical evidence. For example, Taguchi 
(2011b) showed that native speaker raters coming from different cultural back-
grounds (i.e., African American, Asian American, and Australian) brought 
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with them quite different perceptions regarding appropriateness, politeness, 
and formality of speech acts. Li et al. (2019) further reported that even native 
speakers with highly comparable cultural, educational, and professional back-
grounds showed considerable variations in interpreting the same set of rating 
criteria. These findings echo recent critical reflections on the assumption of 
a uniform native speaker norm in the context of multilingualism and trans-
culturalism, a point made earlier in discussing the disadvantages associated 
with the contrastive linguistics approach. The findings of Taguchi (2011b) and 
Li et al. (2019) also point to the importance of implementing appropriate rater 
training programs as part of the assessment process. While the field of L2 prag-
matics assessment has yet to investigate the effects of rater training on rating 
processes and rating outcomes, one can be informed by relevant research on 
performance-based language assessment at large. In particular, rater training 
has been found effective in reducing the impact of rater-induced variances 
(e.g., different linguistic, cultural, and professional backgrounds) on rating 
outcomes (e.g., Kang, Rubin, and Kermad, 2019; Xi and Mollaun, 2011). If these 
findings were also replicated in L2 pragmatics assessment, it would provide 
empirical evidence supporting the expansion the pool of raters to include both 
native and non-native raters.

In summary, the strengths and weaknesses associated with the rating scale 
approach can be understood from two perspectives, namely, design and use of 
rating criteria. From the design perspective, the rating analysis approach allows 
a relatively high level of pragmatics content coverage as well as great flexibil-
ity in accommodating updated conceptualizations of pragmatic competence. 
However, the downside of this approach lies in the difficulty in documenting 
specific pragmalinguistic strategies as well as in comparing findings across 
studies. From the use perspective, while assigning scores based on a set of 
predetermined criteria may appear to be a fairly straightforward and efficient 
process, the assumptions underlying our practice of relying on native speakers’ 
judgment have been challenged by empirical findings. Because excessive rater 
variations in interpreting the meaning of the same rating criteria may pose a 
serious threat to the quality of the data gleaned through the rating process, 
researchers may need to be cautious in interpreting their findings based on the 
rating scale approach.

4	 Conclusion and Future Directions

In light of the field’s evolving understanding of pragmatic competence, this 
state-of-the art paper has reviewed and compared the contrastive linguis-
tics approach and the rating scale approach in terms of their advantages and 
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disadvantages associated with speech act assessment. By doing so, this paper 
has illustrated the contributions of the field of contrastive pragmatics to sec-
ond language pragmatics and vice versa, and has discussed how these two 
fields can complement each other and overcome limitations of the fields.

Considering pragmatic competence as consisting of pragmalinguistic and 
sociopragmatic components, the contrastive linguistics approach enables a 
systematic and detailed documentation of pragmalinguistic strategies that can 
be compared across participant groups and scenarios. Yet, this approach largely 
excludes attention to other important aspects of pragmatic performance such 
as clarity of intention and comprehensibility of speech. In comparison, the rat-
ing scale approach allows for a more comprehensive evaluation of speech acts 
by addressing multiple dimensions such as sociopragmatic knowledge and 
interactional competence. Hence, the rating scale approach is more advan-
tageous in terms of the coverage of pragmatic construct, even though it falls 
short of its capacity in documenting pragmalinguistic strategies. Still, differ-
ent rating criteria across studies make it difficult to compare findings across 
studies.

On the other hand, neither approach, as currently implemented in the field, 
has been able to accommodate the assessment of speech acts from the per-
spective of learner agency involved in pragmatic performance (LoCastro, 2003; 
Taguchi, 2019). Nevertheless, both approaches afford potentials when com-
bined with other data collection methods. For example, researchers can elicit 
leaners’ retrospective comments on the rationale underlying their speech act 
production (e.g., Taguchi, 2012). The verbal protocols can be coded and ana-
lyzed qualitatively and quantitatively (through specifically developed rating 
criteria) with a focus on leaners’ agency in their choice of specific pragmalin-
guistic strategies.

The issue of learner agency directs us to consider the role of native speakers 
in assessing speech acts, a challenge that both approaches face. As previously 
discussed, adopting the assumption of uniform native speaker norms when 
assessing L2 learners’ performance is problematic, because native speakers 
vary in their perceptions of politeness and appropriateness (Taguchi, 2011b; Li 
et al., 2019). Hence, we need to explore alternative baseline models for com-
parative analysis, and to investigate the role of non-native raters. Recruiting 
and training non-native speakers to evaluate speech acts would allow the 
field of L2 pragmatics assessment to better connect to the broader field of 
performance-based language assessment, which has demonstrated satisfactory 
rating behaviors among non-native raters that are comparable to native raters 
(e.g., Kim, 2009), particularly after going through rigorous rater training proce-
dures (Xi and Mollaun, 2011; Kang et al., 2019). Nevertheless, it is importantly 
to articulate the purpose(s) of pragmatics assessment for specific contexts 
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and develop assessment strategies accordingly (e.g., which baseline model 
to adopt and whether to involve non-native raters). For example, in a lingua 
franca communication context where mutual understanding is a shared goal 
among speakers, and native speakers constitute only one of the stakeholder 
groups, it would be appropriate to adopt a set of locally negotiated norms 
rather than native speaker norms for assessment. To adopt the contrastive lin-
guistics approach in this assessment context, it is necessary to identify locally 
recognized successful communicators (both native and non-native speakers) 
and use their performance as the baseline for gauging pragmatic competence. 
To adopt the rating scale approach in this context, we need to develop a set of 
shared assessment criteria among all relevant stakeholders. We can also invite 
qualified native and non-native raters who understand local norms to develop 
appropriate rating criteria. To this end, task-based pragmatics assessment with 
well-designed needs analysis in specific assessment contexts (Timpe-Laughlin, 
2018; Youn, 2018b) offers a viable option.
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