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Introduction

Pragmatics is defined as the study of
invisible meaning, or how we recognize
what is meant even when it is not actually
said or written (Yule, 1996). Itis evident
that the difficulty of learning second lan-
guage sometimes lies in acquiring such
pragmatic competence. That is mainly
because unlike linguistic rules, pragmatic
rules are usually hidden under surface
structures and determining the degree of
appropriateness in a specific context may
differ across cultures and languages. As a
result, a second language learner might
fail to realize and achieve socially appro-
priate norms when they communicate in a
second language. This pragmatic failure in
intercultural communication poses more
serious problems than linguistic failure
because grammatical errors reveal the in-
competence of the speaker’s communica-
tion skills, while pragmatic errors might
inadvertently convey the speaker’s unin-
tended messages.

In this paper, we will first talk about
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issues in teaching pragmatic aspects of
language by examining previous studies.
Then we will discuss practical implica-

tions for a second language classroom.
Issues in teaching pragmatics

The issue of whether, or to what extent,
pragmatic rules can or should be taught in
the ESL classroom is a controversial one.
For instance, Terrel (1977) argues that
communicative aspects of language are
absorbed unconsciously in the process of
learning more obviously teachable fea-
tures. Similarly, Rintell (1979) considers
that learners can acquire pragmatic com-
petence quickly in the culture where lan-
guage isspoken. However, there is a grow-
ing body of evidence which indicates that
non—native speakers, even at the advanced
level of linguistic proficiency, have con-
siderable difficulty acquiring the rulesfor
communicating appropriately.

Williams (1988) argues that the large
number of language functions and speech

acts makes the teaching of specific acts an

" unattainable goal. Bardovi-Halig et al.



(1991) further claim that since there is
equally a large number of language con-
texts and purposes, the teaching of these
is equally prohibitive. They claim that the
ideal of classroom teacher is not to in-
struct students in the intricacies of speech
acts, but to make students more aware of
the existence of pragmatic functions in
language for their use.

Several researchers stress the impor-
tance of teacher’s imparting the knowl-
edge of pragmatic rules to their students.
This should be done so that their students
will be able to interpret values and
patterns that might be unfamiliar to them.

Two empirical studies have been done
on the efficacy of formal instruction of
pragmatic rules. Billmyer (1990) investi-
gated the effect of classroom instruction
in complimenting and found that learners
in the tutored group consistently produced
a greater number of norm-—appropriate
compliments than learners in an untutored
group. Olshtain and Cohen (1990), in
their study of teaching apology, found
similar results. They argue that the teach-
ing of speech act behavior is a worth
while project even if the aim is to only
raise the learners’ awareness of appropriate
speech act behavior.

Furthermore, in the fields of cognitive
psychology, Schmidt (1993) argues the
efficacy of consciousness—raising in learning
second language. He purports that explicit

teacher—provided information about the

pragmatics of the second language can
play a role in learning,provided that it is
not based solely on fallible native speaker
intuition. There fore, we believe that
language learners should be made aware

of the pragmatic rules as much as possible.

Implications for a second language

classroom

Before teaching pragmatic rules to stu-
dents, teachers should collect information
on how native speakers perform certain
speech acts in various situations. These
speech samples are available in empiri-
cally based textbooks and research litera-
ture. Once information is obtained, teach-
ers can follow several steps described

below to plan and implement lessons.

1. Diagnostic assessment

Teachers determine students’ level of

pragmatic competence (e.g., assign a

discourse completion test).

2. Classroom exercises

a)Students listen to model dialogues

and identify specific speech acts.

b) Students are given a set of speech
acts (e. g., apology) and evaluate
situation—specific strategies used in
the dialogue (e.g., intensifying the
apology).

3. Feedback and discussion

Students discuss their perceptions and

awareness of cross—cultural differences

in speech acts.
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Conclusion

It seems reasonable to assert that the
analysis of the patterns of speech behavior
and the use of these research findings
could be of considerable use to both
teachers and students. With greater
awareness, students can interpret and re-
spond appropriately in target language,
there by reducing unnecessary miscom-

munication.
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