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1.What is pragmatic ability?
       The notion of pragmatics has numerous meanings depending on the context. When we say that someone is taking a “pragmatic approach” to something, for example, the implication is that the person is being practical. Yet, the word assumes a more specialized meaning in applied linguistics. The term pragmatic ability as used in this course refers both to knowledge about pragmatics and to the ability to use it.1 Pragmatic ability actually encompasses the four main channels for communication, the receptive ones, listening and reading, and the productive ones, speaking and writing. Whether the reception or production is pragmatically successful in the given L2 depends on various factors, such as: (1) our proficiency in that L2 and possibly in other (especially related) languages, (2) our age, gender, occupation, social status, and experience in the relevant L2-speaking communities, and (3) our previous experiences with pragmatically competent L2 speakers and our multilingual/multicultural experiences in general. Let’s look at the different skill areas:
a. As listeners, we need to interpret what is said, as well as what is not said, and what may be communicated non-verbally. These verbal and non-verbal cues transmit to us just how polite, direct, or formal the communication is and what the intent is (e.g., to be kind, loving, attentive, or devious, provocative, or hostile). The input could be through language (e.g., through words, phrases, or extended discourse), though gestures, or through silence.
b. As readers, we need to comprehend written messages, identifying the rhetorical structure of the message and catching sometimes subtle indications of tone or attitude in the communication (e.g., anything from a humorous, sincere, sympathetic, or collaborative tone to one that is teasing, sarcastic, angry, threatening, patronizing, or sexist).
c. As speakers, we need to know how to say what we want to say with the proper politeness, directness, and formality (e.g., in the role of boss, telling employees that they are being laid off; or in the role of teacher, telling students that their work is unacceptable). We also need to know what not to say at all and what to communicate non-verbally. What do we as speakers need to do in order for our output to be comprehensible pragmatically to those interacting with us, and what do we need to know about the potential consequences of what we say and how we say it? What do we need to know as learners in order to accommodate to the local speech community’s norms for pragmatic performance, such as in, say, making an oral request? There are various factors that can stand in the way of pragmatically appropriate performance 
d. As writers, we need to know how to write our message intelligibly, again paying attention to level of politeness, directness, and formality, as well as considering issues of rhetorical structure (e.g., in the role of concerned tenant, composing a message to post in an apartment building warning neighbors not to exit the parking lot too fast; or in the role of employee, requesting a promotion and a raise, or a paid vacation from the boss). It is worth mentioning at this juncture that pragmatics has conventionally focused on the spoken medium and has paid little attention to writing, so that we know little about how learners acquire the ability to be functionally appropriate in their written language.2 Though some efforts have been made in the research literature to focus on the pragmatics of written language, 3 this is still more the exception than the rule. Given that issues relating to pragmatics are relevant to written language, we will make an effort in this book to include this focus. There are, of course, various hybrid genres of written language, such as e-mail messages, which contain elements of both oral and written language.
2.What does having pragmatic ability mean?

      Having pragmatic ability means being able to go beyond the literal meaning of what is said or written, in order to interpret the intended meanings, assumptions, purposes or goals, and the kinds of actions that are being performed.4 The interpretation of pragmatic meaning can sometimes pose a challenge – even to natives of the language – since speakers do not always communicate directly what they mean and listeners do not always interpret the speakers’ meaning as it was intended. So, the speakers and the listeners need to collaborate to assure that genuine communication takes place. In fact, pragmatics deals with meaning that the speaker needs to co-construct and negotiate along with the listener within a given cultural context and given the social constraints.5 Inevitably, learners will relate the pragmatic ability that they have in their first language (L1), the language other than their first one which is currently their dominant one, or perhaps some other language (if they are multilinguals) to the pragmatics of the target language community. In part, it entails drawing on the latent knowledge that they already possess to help sort out the pragmatics of the L2, and in part, it calls for the acquisition of new knowledge.
 3. Why are messages not communicated directly? 
        One reason is that members of the given speech community may find it inappropriate and even rude to come right out and ask point blank, “Why haven’t you gotten married yet?” In that speech community, the shared knowledge may be that it is necessary to be indirect and to make innuendos, and then see if the other person wishes to comment on his or her personal situation. In another language community, it may be perfectly acceptable to ask this question. The direct question was the approach that the Aymara Indians used with co-author Cohen when he was a Peace Corps Volunteer in rural community development on the high plains of Bolivia in the mid-1960s. Another reason why members of a given speech community do not always communicate messages directly is that it might sometimes be considered more appropriate in that community to hint about the matter rather than to spell it out. For example, there may be rules about “being on time” which are largely left unsaid. So if someone is too early or too late, according to expectations, a hint is made to that effect (e.g., “Oh, you’re here in time to help us finish preparing the hors d’oeuvres”), and it would be rude to spell it out. This leaves the listener or reader to intuit what is probably meant.
      While correctly interpreting the innuendo may even be difficult for highly competent speakers, it may be a far more daunting task for less competent learners – both to perceive the hint and to interpret the meaning of the message correctly. There are also instances where what someone says is not what they mean. So, for example, in American English, “We must get together” is usually not to be taken seriously, and a reply like “OK, let’s make a firm date” would be met with surprise. It is often just a polite way to end an encounter in a friendly way.
     The field of pragmatics is broad and encompasses matters of reference, presupposition, discourse structure, and conversational principles involving implicature and hedging.In This lecture will focus primarily on speech acts since they are have an important role to play in L2 communication, and are teachable and learnable. In addition, they are among the most rigorously researched of the areas in pragmatics, which was what motivated us to demonstrate how to draw on this empirical resource in the teaching of L2 pragmatics.
Speech acts

    Within the realm of pragmatic ability, the ways in which people carry out specific social functions in speaking such as apologizing, complaining, making requests, refusing things/invitations, complimenting, or thanking have been referred to as speech acts. Speech acts have a basic meaning as conceived by the speaker (“Do you have a watch?” = do you own a watch?) and an intended or illocutionary meaning (e.g., “Can you tell me what time it is?”), as well as the actual illocutionary force on the listener, also referred to as the uptake (i.e., a request to know the time, and hence, a reply like “It’s 10:30 AM right now.”). In this instance, a young child or a facetious adult might respond to “Do you have a watch?” with “Yes, I do.” If so, the uptake would not work for the speaker, who might then need to ask, “What is the time, then?” While sometimes speech acts are accomplished by a single word like “thanks,” at other times they involve complex and indirect speech over a series of conversational turns.
     Many of these speech acts tend to follow regular and predictable patterns for members of the given community. In the case  of “greetings,” for example, let us say that in a US context you are greeted in English by an associate at work with something on the order of “How’re ya’ doing?” You are expected to say, “Fine, thanks,” “OK, thanks,” or something of that sort, rather than delving into a litany of woes, given that you have a bad knee and will be having surgery in a few weeks, and that one of your kids just lost her job. To actually go into detail about how you are doing would be unexpected, to say the least. In fact, the person who asked how you were probably kept on walking and had no intention of engaging you in genuine conversation. Members of a given speech community know how to perform such greetings and how to interpret them as well. 
      For learners, the presumably easy task of performing greetings and leave-takings may be difficult. In fact, learners may simply translate what they would say in their native language in such a situation. It is easier than trying to determine how best to say it in a way that conforms with patterns for the target language and culture, given the respective ages, social status, and roles of the speaker and listener in that situation. So, the learner’s version of leave-taking from a professor may come out far too informal for that culture. With regard to the interpretation of pragmatics – which may pose a real challenge to learners of a language – a learner may not perceive that leave-taking is simply ritualistic, and may inappropriately respond to “Let’s get together sometime” with a challenge, “So, when will we do it?” which may in the given instance come across as a bit pushy and even rude.
Speech act sets
       The performance of common speech acts usually involves choosing from a set of possible strategies, some of which may involve the use of what could be viewed as other distinct speech acts, and for this reason the term speech act set has been introduced.7 For example, in complaining, you could include a threat, which constitutes a speech act distinct from complaining (e.g., “OK, then. If you won’t turn your music down, I’ll call the police!”), or in apologizing, you could also add criticism (e.g., “Sorry I bumped into you, lady, but look where you’re standing!”). The realization of a given speech act in a given context, then, involves the use of a minimum of one strategy from the speech act set to the selection of numerous strategies from that set. In the case of the apology, for example, the strategy of expressing an apology could be performed just through the strategy of expressing an apology (“I’m sorry,” “excuse me ”or“ I apologize”) or offering repair (“Here, let me pick these up.”) or could involve a combination of them, such as expressing apology, acknowledging responsibility, and offering repair. In fact, there is a set of at least five speech act strategies or semantic formulas which seem to apply to apologizing in a variety of different languages:
1 Expression of an apology: A word, expression, or sentence containing a verb such as “sorry,” “excuse,” “forgive,” or “apologize.” In American English, “I apologize . . .” is found more in writing than it is in oral language. An expression of an apology can be intensified – in American English, usually by adding intensifiers such as “really,” “terribly,” awfully,” “so,” “very,” or some combination of them – for example» I’m really very sorry.”

2 Acknowledgment of responsibility – degree of recognition of fault. This strategy includes a continuum: accepting the blame: “It’s my fault”; expressing self-deficiency: “I was confused/I didn’t see/You are right”; lack of intent: “I didn’t mean to”; implicit expression of responsibility: I was sure I had given you the right directions”; not accepting the blame/denying responsibility: “It wasn’t my fault”; or even blaming of the listener: “It’s your own fault.” “

3 Explanation or account – a description of the situation which led to the offense, serving as an indirect way of apologizing. This explanation is intended to set things right. At times it is interpreted as an excuse.
4 Offer of repair: the apologizer makes a bid to carry out an action or provide payment for some kind of damage which resulted from his/her infraction (e.g., “Let me pick those up for you” “I’ll be there in half an hour”). This strategy is situation-specific and is only appropriate when actual damage has occurred.
5 Promise of non-recurrence: the apologizer commits him/herself to not having the offense happen again (e.g., “I’ll never forget our anniversary again.”). This strategy is situation-specific and less frequent than the other strategies 
       At least one of these strategies needs to be selected for use in the performance of a speech act in a given speech community for the speech act to take place. Whether strategy 3, “explanation or account,” is sufficient in a given context depends on the speech community. In some cultures this may be a more acceptable way of apologizing than in others. In cultures where public transportation is unreliable (such as in Britain), arriving late to a university course session and telling the professor that the bus was late (without an expression of apology as in #1) might be perfectly acceptable. Some might argue more universally that it is unacceptable to use an explanation (= excuse) as the sole strategy for apologizing, even in a culture such as that of Britain. While we might argue that strategy 1, expression of an apology (e.g., through “I’m really sorry”), is the most core member of the speech act set, we could also envision situations in which saying it would be unnecessary. Rather, the student would use strategy 2, acknowledging responsibility (“I really should have allowed more time for the bus ride”) and strategy 4, offering repair (“I’ll get notes on what I missed from a classmate”).
       Looking closely at speech acts, we see that there are some strategies which are relatively unique to that particular speech act set, such as the offer of repair in an apology. In addition, there are strategies that can be applied to various speech acts, such as an opener consisting of a greeting like “Hi” serving as an attention getter. This opener might be found in requests, complaints, and numerous other speech act sets. We will be using the term “speech act” to refer to what is actually a speech act set or a potential component of the set.
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By making a request, the speaker infringes on the recipient’s freedom from imposition

(hup:/iwww.carla.umn.edu/speechacts/descriptions html). The recipient may feel that the request is

an intrusion on hisfher freedom of action or even a power play. As for the requester, she may

hesitate to make requests for fear of exposing a need or out of fear of possibly making the recipient
lose face. In this sense, requests are face threatening to both the Requester and the Recipient. Since
requests have the potential to be intrusive and demanding, there is a need for the Requester to
minimize the imposition involved in the request. One way for the Speaker to minimize the
imposition is by employing indirect strategies rather than direct ones. People tend to use a greater
degree of indirectness with people who have some power or authority over them than to those who

do not.

By making a request, the speaker/writer infringes on the listener’s freedom from imposition. The
recipient may feel that the request is an intrusion on his/her freedom of action o even a power play.
As for the requester, s/he may hesitate to make requests for fear of exposing a need or out of fear of
possibly making the recipient lose face. In this sense, requests are face threatening to both the

requester and the recipient

Researchers have identified functions for and strategies for making requests. Because requests have
the potential 1o be intrusive and demanding, there often is a need for the requester to minimize the
imposition involved in the request. One way for the requester to minimize the imposition is by
employing indirect strategies rather than direct ones (Cohen and Ishihara 2010:66). The more direct
a request s, the more transparent it is and the less of a burden the recipient bears in interpreting the
request. The scale of directness can be characterized aceording to the following three strategies

1. Direct strategies (marked explicitly as requests, such as imperatives):

a).Clean up the kitchen.
b).0'm asking you to clean up the kitchen.
&).I'd like o ask you to clean the kitchen.
d).You'll have to clean up the kitchen.
). really wish you'd clean up the itchen
2. Conventionally indirect strategies (referring to contextual preconditions necessary for its

performance as conventionalized in the language):




[image: image2.jpg]a) How about cleaning up?
b) Could you clean up the kitchen, please?
) You have left the kitchen in a total mess.

d) I'm a nun. (a request to someone to stop trying to pick her up) (ibid).

Both situational and cultural factors influence the selection of these request strategies. Stll, there
may be consensus across a number of cultures with regard to requesting strategies. For example, a
big favor usually comes with more indirect and/or polite strategies than a low-imposition request in

various cultures. Friends use more casual requests than acquaintanc

. provided that the content of
the request is the same (Cohen and Ishihara 2010:67). However, the specific directness levels

appropriate for given situations might differ cross-culturally.

Some examples of other softening downgraders are:

. Do you think I could borrow your lecture notes from yesterday?
b. Could you tidy up a bit before I start?

<. It would really help if you did something about the kitchen.

. Will you be able to perhaps drive me?

. Can Luse your pen for a minute, please?

2.5.1.6. Speech Acts of Gratitude/Thanks

Thank you expressions are used to express appreciation of benefits and to enhance rapport between
interlocutors, and that this basic use is extended to the functions of conversational opening
changing., stopping, closing, leave taking, and offering positive reinforcement. A further use is o
express dissatisfaction or discomfort indirectly often using sarcasm and often with differential
intonation (Jung, 1998: 1). We thank/express gratitude in different ways for different reasons. We
may say

o “Thank you so much for the gifi!" to show gratitude,

o “Thanks for the wonderful meal." to compliment someone, or

o "That’s all, thank you." 10 signal the conclusion of a conversation.

Thanking has various important social functions. The person offering the gratitude has o have a
valid reason for thanking. Thank you expressions may often be required by social convention. The
o the

way gratitude is verbally expressed varies, ranging from simple, “thank you”, or “thanl
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