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Abstract

The aim of this study was to determine if language awareness affect Iranian EFL learners'
pragmatic performance. Ninety language learners at English institutes were requested to
complete the elicitation instruments. The elicitation instruments used for data collection
were a) Grammaticality Judgement Test (GJT), to decide on their language awareness, and
b) the Discourse Completion Test (DCT) developed by Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz
(1990), to investigate their pragmatic ability. The data collected from the administration of
the above mentioned two tests were then analyzed using the descriptive statistics, and
correlation coefficient. The results revealed learners’ pragmatic performance was
significantly affected by their language awareness.
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INTRODUCTION

The question of to what extent the overall metalinguistic knowledge contribute to
pragmatic competence has been an ongoing debate among experts in the field ;
however, only a very small number of studies have examined the pragmatic and
grammatical awareness of second or foreign (L2) language learners in an integrated
framework. The main reason for this was the teaching methodology used, in which
grammar was central to learning. An increasing consensus among educators and
researchers (Alderson & Steel, 1994; Germain & Seguin, 1995; Hammery, 1991; Larsen-
Freeman, 1995) was that a number of learners lacked linguistic accuracy in
performance. They maintain, this linguistic accuracy stems from the knowledge of
grammar, proficiency, and knowledge about grammar, Metalinguistic Knowledge (MK)
or Metalinguistic Awareness (MA).

Pragmatic comprehension is different from linguistic comprehension in view of the fact
that it requires the listener to understand not only the linguistic information, such as
vocabulary and syntax, but also contextual information such as the role and status of

* Correspondence: Mehdi Dehghayedi, Email: daneshjoeedashtestan@yahoo.com
© 2015 Journal of Applied Linguistics and Language Research


http://www.jallr.ir/

Journal of Applied Linguistics and Language Research, 2015, 2(6) 197

interlocutor, the physical setting of the conversation and the types of communicative
acts that would likely occur in that context (Rost 2002).Bardovi-Harlig, and Mahan-
Taylor (2003) defined pragmatics as “using socially appropriate language in a variety of
informal and formal situations”.” Pragmatic ability, which is an important part of the
language proficiency construct (Bachman, 1990; Canale, 1983; Canale & Swain, 1980), is

the ability to use language appropriately according to the communicative situation.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Researchers working in different areas of L2 acquisition have examined pragmatic
development from several perspectives. In a recent study, Kasper (2012) identified four
general theoretical paradigms that have been taken to account for pragmatic
development in foreign language learners: a comprehensive model of communicative
ability, information processing hypotheses, sociocultural theory, and language
socialization. The approach important for this study concerns the relation between
pragmatic competence and grammatical competence, so, the focus of the present study
is the first option, that is, it focuses on a comprehensive mode of communicative
competence. Pragmatic ability in a second or foreign language is part of a nonnative
speakers communicative competence and therefore has to be located in a model of
communicative ability (Savignon, 1991). In Bachman's model (1990), 'language
competence' is subdivided into two components, 'organizational competence' and
'pragmatic competence'. Organizational competence comprises knowledge of linguistic
units and the rules of joining them together at the levels of sentence (‘grammatical
competence') and discourse ('textual competence'). Pragmatic competence is
subdivided into ‘'illocutionary competence' and ‘'sociolinguistic competence'.
'lllocutionary competence' can be glossed as 'knowledge of communicative action and
how to carry it out'.

Rahimy and Moradkhani (2012) found that using GJ tasks enhances knowledge of
grammatical patterns in Iranian learners of English at university level. Correa (2011)
considered Metalinguistic Knowlwdge as explicit, verbalizable knowledge of
grammatical rules and investigated the relationship between MK and subjunctive
accuracy by learners of Spanish at three levels. She found MK indeed is positively
correlated with accuracy in the use of subjunctive structure as hypothesized. Fatahi
Milasi & Pishghadam (2007) explored the role of explicit knowledge in general language
proficiency and the interplay of explicit and implicit knowledge in grammaticality
judgements and found that there was a strong relationship between both groups’
performance on the two measures. Analysis of the response patterns on GJT indicated
an intricate interplay between explicit and implicit knowledge of the test-takers. Also, in
a study, Alderson, Clapham and Steel (1997) investigated the metalinguistic knowledge
of university modern languages students and compared this knowledge with the
students’ level of foreign (French) language proficiency. As they reported, the
relationship between metalinguistic knowledge and proficiency was weak. Elder and
Manwaring (1997) widened the scope of the research done by Alderson, Clapham, and
Steel (1997) by giving the Metalinguistic assessment Test and tests of language



The Relationship between Language Awareness and Pragmatic Performance 198

proficiency to students learning three different languages at elementary as well as
advanced levels. The findings supported the existence of a weak relationship between
the metalinguistic knowledge and language proficiency.

Refusals are speech acts that function as a response to another act such as a request, an
offer, an invitation and a suggestion. The speech act of refusal is a face-threatening act
and requires a high level of pragmatic competence because it tends to risk the
interlocutor’s positive or negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1978).To check the
pragmatic transfer of refusal strategies, Qadoury (2011) compared two groups of Iraqi
native speakers of Arabic, and American native speakers of English by their responses
to a modified version of 12- items written discourse completion task. This was the same
as what Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz (1990) did with Japanese and American
speakers. In both studies, data were analyzed according to frequency types of refusal
strategies and interlocutor's social status and was found that EFL learners expressed
refusals with care represented by using more statements of reason/explanation,
statements of regret, wish and refusal adjuncts in their refusals than the native speakers
and they were more sensitive to the lower status interlocutors. The majority of studies
that have looked at the relationship between grammatical and pragmatic competence
show higher proficiency learners to be generally better at drawing inferences (Carrell,
1984), using speech act strategies (Trosborg, 1995), and comprehending illocutionary
force (Koike, 1996). However, Bardovi-Harlig and Dornyei (1998) state that a good level
of grammatical competence does not imply a good level of pragmatic competence. In
short, the literature presents two generally accepted claims about the relationship
between grammatical competence and pragmatic competence: (1) grammar is not
a sufficient condition for pragmatic competence; however, (2) grammar is
a necessary condition for pragmatic competence.

Xu, Case, and Wang (2009), in a study examined the influence of length of residence in
the target language community and overall L2 proficiency on L2 pragmatic competence
with a reference to L2 grammatical competence. A questionnaire consisting of 20
scenarios was administrated to the participants measuring their pragmatic and
grammatical competence. Results revealed that both length of residence and overall L2
proficiency influenced L2 pragmatics significantly with overall L2 proficiency
demonstrating a stronger influence. Findings also showed that there was a strong and
positive correlation between pragmatic and grammatical competence for advanced
participants and all participants as a group.

To investigate the relationship between pragmatic competence and organizational
competence, and to see the possible effect of the learner’s field of study on this
relationship, Abuali (1995) examined two groups of subjects (native speakers of English
and non-native speakers) participating in the preliminary phase and six other groups of
Farsi speaking university students participating in the main phase of the study. The
subjects were from different fields of study. The results of the study supported the idea
that the EFL learners’ field of study affects their language competence and also showed
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a positively moderate correlation between pragmatic competence and organizational
competence. Therefore, this study seeks to answer the following question:

= [s there any relationship between the learners’ language awareness and their
pragmatic ability?

METHODOLOGY
Participants

Ninety male and female language learners at English institutes were purposively
selected to cooperate in this study. They were all Persian speakers, learning English as a
foreign language. The participants were between 19 to 23 years old.

Instruments

Grammaticality Judgment Test (GJT)

GJT, with ten ungrammatical sentences, was used to assess language awareness. It has
three phases each having one point. In phase 1, the participants are to find the
grammatical error in a given sentence and underline it. In phase 2, they are asked to
provide the related rule in either L1 or L2. In the third phase, they should write the
correct form of the grammatically ill-formed part. No time limitation is set. A total score
of thirty is assigned, three for each item.

Discourse Completion Test (DCT)

The DCT, already used by Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz (1985), and Yamagashira
(2001), is a written role-play questionnaire consisting of 12 situations. Each situation
presents respondents with a detailed description of the context and the social status
between the interlocutors. The refuser’s social status relative to the interlocutor in each
group of situations involves three levels: high, equal, and low. Each situation consists of
a gap in which only a refusal would fit. The gap is followed by a rejoinder which is said
to limit the range of allowable responses a DCT can elicit and thereby facilitate rating
(Rover, 2005). The 12 DCT situations are divided into four types: three requests, three
invitations, three offers, and three suggestions.

Data collection

The grammaticality judgment test and the Discourse Completion Test were
administered simultaneously. Both tests were used by other others in the field several
times and high levels of validity and reliability were reported for them. However, to
double check the reliability of the DCT, the verbalizations were marked independently
by the author and an experienced university instructor which revealed 89% inter- coder
consistency.
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Data Analysis

The data collected from the administration of the above mentioned tests were then
transferred to SPSS Version 16 (1998) for statistical analysis. The significance level was
set at .05. In analyzing the data, the descriptive statistics the relationship between the
students’ language awareness and pragmatic ability was computed using correlational
analysis.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the relationship between the language awareness and the pragmatic
competence of the students of different proficiency levels. The results show that there is
a significant correlation between the scores on Grammaticality Judgement Test which is
an indicator of metalinguistic knowledge, and the scores on the Discourse Completion
test as an indicator of pragmatic ability

Table 1. Correlation between language awareness and pragmatic ability

Language awareness Pragmatic ability
Pearson Correlation 488*
Sig. (2-tailed) .013

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

As EslamiRasekh and EslamiRasekh (2005) found, the explicit teaching of pragmatics
does influence the EFL learners’ appropriateness. David (2008) also recommended that
English language teachers should move beyond linguistic processing of meaning to
pragmatic meaning in language teaching and learning, and that authentic language
samples must be used by English language teachers to provide practice for students in
expressing themselves pragmatically, not just linguistically. So, any students need to be
exposed to the real situations through explicit instruction on pragmatics in classroom
and watching films.

As mentioned earlier, the comprehension of pragmatic meaning can be differentiated
from linguistic comprehension because it requires the listener to understand not only
linguistic information, such as vocabulary and syntax, but also contextual information,
such as the role and status of the interlocutor, the physical setting of the conversation,
and the types of communicative acts that would likely occur in that context (Rost, 2002;
Van Dijk, 1977).

The insignificant differences between the performance of the three proficiency groups
(high, mid, and low proficient) on Discourse Completion Test indicates that pragmatic
failure can occur in an interaction between individuals from the three groups. That is,
even high proficient students couldn’t perform well in situations where pragmatic
comprehension was needed. They even risked committing pragmatic failure and
sometimes were considered rude. Foreign language teachers should be aware that
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fluency in a language involves both a mastery of linguistic knowledge and pragmatic
knowledge. Even language learners with a fairly advanced level of proficiency can
produce pragmatic failures. This study illuminates several areas where ESL/EFL
students might appear inappropriate (i.e., confrontational, presumptuous, vague) when
making a refusal. To help our students achieve optimal pragmatic success, teachers
need to make students aware of specific speech act sets and the accompanying linguistic
features that are necessary to produce appropriate and well-received refusals, and other
important speech acts. Therefore, explicit teaching of L2 pragmatics in the language
classroom might be necessary. Language teachers should adopt teaching materials or
language activities focused on consciousness raising. Moreover, language learners
should be taught to be aware of pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic behavior (Kasper,
2001).

Before generalizing the findings of the study, we must be aware of some limitations.
According to McNamara (2007), if pragmatics is to be understood as language use in
social settings, tests would necessarily have to construct such social settings. There are
many differences between written and spoken language with regard to hesitation
phenomena, tone of voice, facial expression, gesture and a number of other nonverbal
cues that interlocutors use to contextualize their utterance and convey their meaning.
The present study used DCT as a research tool. Data obtained from a written role play
questionnaire might be different from naturally occurring data. So, future studies need
to employ other research tools such as role plays or simulation to support the use of
Discourse Completion Task.

Limited number and incomplete cooperation of participants were among the two major
limitations of the study. Factor analysis procedure was not conducted on the two scales
used in this study due to the inappropriateness of the data gathered in this study.
Interested researchers can check for the relationship between the two variables of the
study among different proficiency groups.

REFERENCES

Abuali, M. A. (1995). Assessing Language Competence in Adult EFL Learners: A
Pragmatic Perspective. Thesis submitted to the graduate school in partial
fulfilment of the requirement for the degree of M.A. in teaching English as a foreign
language. Esfahan University.

Alderson, ].C., Clapham, C., & Steel, D. (1996). ‘Metalinguistic knowledge, language
aptitude and language proficiency’. Language Teaching Research, 1,93-121.

Al-Issa, A. (2003). Sociocultural transfer in L2 speech behaviors: Evidence and
motivating factors. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, vol (27), 581-
601.

Bachman, L. (1990). Fundamental considerations in language testing. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.



The Relationship between Language Awareness and Pragmatic Performance 202

Bachman, L. F.,, & Palmer, A. S. (1996). Language testing in practice: Designing and
developing useful language tests. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Griffin, R. (2005). L2 pragmatic awareness: Evidence from the ESL
classroom. System, 33,401-415.

Bardovi-Harlig, K., Mahan-Taylor, R. (2003). Teaching pragmatics. United States
Department of State. Available
athttp://exchanges.state.gov/education/engteaching /onlineca.htm

Beebe, L. M., Takahashi, T., & Uliss-Weltz, R. (1990). Pragmatic transfer in ESL refusals.
In R. Scarcella, E. Andersen, & S. D. Krashen (Eds.), On the development of
communicative competence in a second language (pp.55-73).Cambridge, MA:
Newbury House.

Beebe, T., & Uliss-W. (1985). Journal of Language and Linguistics, 5 (2), 167-193

Bialystok, E. (2007). Acquisition of Literacy in Bilingual Children: A Framework for
Research. Language Learning, 57 (1), 45-77.

Bouton, L. (1994). Conversational implicature in a second language: Learned slowly
when not deliberately taught. Journal of Pragmatics, 22, 157-167.

Bouton, L. F. (1996). Pragmatics and language learning. In L. F. Bouton (Ed.), Pragmatics
and Language Learning, monograph series,7, 1-30. Urbana-Champaign, IL: Division
of English as an International Language, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.

Canale, M. (1983). From communicative competence to language pedagogy. In:
Richards, ., Schmidt, . (Eds.), Language and Communication. Longman, London.

Celce-Murcia, M., & Olshtain, E. (2000). Discourse and context in language teaching: A
guide for language teachers. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Chen, X, Ye, L, & Zhang, Y. (1995) Refusing in Chinese. In Gabriele Kasper
(ed.), Pragmatics of Chinese as Native and Target Language, Manoa, HI: University
of Hawai'i Press, 119-163.

Chomsky, N. (1975). The logical structure of linguistic theory. New York: Plenum.

Correa, M. (2011). Subjunctive Accuracy and Metalinguistic Knowledge of L2 Learners
of Spanish. Electronic Journal of Foreign Language Teaching, 8 (1), 39-56.

Ellis, N. (2004). The definition and measurement of explicit knowledge. Language
learning, 54, 227-275.

Ellis, R. (2005) Measuring implicit and explicit knowledge of a second language: A
psychometric study. Studies of Second Language Acquisition, 27, 141-172.

Eslami-Rasekh, Z., & Eslami-Rasekh, A. (2005, April). An empirical study of NNESTs
pragmatic enhancement. The 39 th Annual TESOL Convention. San Antonio ,
Texas .

Eslami-Rasekh, Z., Eslami-Rasekh, A, & Fatahi, A. (2004). Using metapragmatic
instruction to improve advanced EFL learners pragmatic awareness. TESL E]J, 8 (2)
A2,1-12.

Fatahi Milasi, A. & Pishghadam, R. (2007). The interplay between explicit and implicit
knowledge of English native speakers and ESL learners. IJAL, 10 (1).

Garcia, P. (2004). Pragmatic comprehension of High and Low level language learners.
InTESL-EJ., http://writing. Berkely.edu/TESL E]J/ej30/al.html.,8:2.



Journal of Applied Linguistics and Language Research, 2015, 2(6) 203

Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and conversation. In P. Cole & J. L. Morgan (Eds.), Syntax and
Semantics, 3, 41-58.

Hu, G. (2002). Psychological constraints on the utility of metalinguistic knowledge in
second language production. Studies of Second Language Acquisition, 24, 347-386.

Kreutel, K. (2007). "I'm not agree with you." ESL Learners' Expressions of Disagreement.
TESL - EJ. Volume 11, Number 3.

Qadoury, A. A. (2011). Pragmatic Transfer in Iraqi EFL Learners' Refusals. International
Journal of English Linguistics, 1 (2), 66.

Rahimy, R.,, & Moradkhani , N. (2012). The effect of using grammaticality judgement
tasks on Iranian EFL learners’ knowledge of grammatical patterns. ASIAN
JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES & HUMANITIES, 1 (2),148-160.

Rimmer, W. (2006). Grammaticality Judgment Tests: Trial by Error International House
Moscow. Journal of Language and Linguistics, 5, 2.

Robinson, M. A. (1992). Introspective methodology in interlanguage pragmatics
research.Technical Report, 3, 27-82.

Rose, K. R. & Ono, R. (1995). Eliciting speech act data in Japanese: The effect of
questionnaire type. Language Learning, 45(2), 191-223.

Rose, K, & G. Kasper, G. (2001). Pragmatics in language teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Schmidt, R. W. (1983). Interaction, acculturation and the acquisition of communicative
competence. In N. Wolfson & E. Judd (Eds.), Sociolinguistics and second language
acquisition (pp. 137- 174). Rowley, MA: Newbury House.

Schiitze, C. T. (1996). The empirical base of linguistics: Grammaticality judgments and
linguistics methodology. Chicago: The University of Chicago.

Takahashi, T., & Beebe, L. M. (1986). ESL teachers' evaluation of pragmatic vs.
grammatical errors. CUNY Forum, 12, 172-203.

Wei Xu a., Rod E. Case a, Yu Wang b, (2009). Pragmatic and grammatical competence,
length of residence, and overall L2 proficiency, System, 37, 205-216.



	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Methodology
	Participants
	Instruments
	Grammaticality Judgment Test (GJT)
	Discourse Completion Test (DCT)

	Data collection
	Data Analysis

	RESULTS
	Discussion and conclusion
	REFERENCES

