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CHAPTER 5

Learners’ pragmatics:
potential causes of
divergence'

Noriko Ishihara and Andrew D. Cohen

Introduction

When interacting with people who are not native speakers of
our language, we may notice that their pragmatic behavior
does not aiways follow expected patterns. This may be true even if they are
relatively advanced-level learners. There could be a number of reasons for
this phenomenon, and we will explore five of them in this chapter. Take, for
example, the relatively sensitive interaction between an advisor, a fluent
speaker of English, and a graduate student who is an L2 speaker of English
new in the target culture. Imagine that the student is in her advisor’s office
and she doesn’t agree with the advisor’s suggestions regarding the line-up
of the classes she should take in the upcoming semester. Refusing the
advisor's recommendation could be a frightening proposition and in this
face-threatening situation the advisee’s pragmatic skills become crucial for
her academic success and for maintaining good rapport with her advisor.
Research has shown that the speech of even advanced L2 speakers is found to
differ from native speakers in ways that could be misleading to an advisor.?

We may wonder if learners — especially those living in the L2 community
— are able to take advantage of their exposure to authentic language. Even
without explicit instruction in pragmatics in the classroom, they might

! The term, divergence or to diverge, in this book is descriptive in nature. No pejorative
connotation is attached to this term (as in for example, Barron (2003); Beebe and
Giles (1984); Beebe and Zuengler (1983)).

% Bardovi-Harlig (2001); Bardovi-Harlig and Hartford (2005).



76

GROUNDING IN THE TEACHING AND LEARNING OF L2 PRAGMATICS

eventually improve their pragmatic ability: However, if no formal instruc-

tion is provided, it is said to generally take at least 10 };ears in a second-
language context (as opposed to a foreign-language context) to be able to
use the language in a pragmatically nativelike manner.® Even if learners are
immersed in the L2 environment, it is possible that they are not exposed to
enough - or appropriate kind of - language exposure. For instance, advising
sessions are usually kept private and even if the student in the example
above happened to overhear the same advisor with another student on a
similar issue, that conversation might not provide the best language model
for her due to the differences in relationship. Learners may not receive
constructive feedback about their pragmatic language use. In addition, they
are not always required or expected to use the language in a native-like
manner.* Indeed, pragmatic ability is one of the most complex and chal-
lenging aspects of communicative competence.

It may seem surprising, but learners might not always be striving for
native-like pragmatic use. Research indicates that learners’ sense of identity
is intertwined with how they use the language, and for this reason they
sometimes choose not to behave in a native-like fashion.’ It is also interest-
ing to note that nonnative-like language use is not always seen as negative;
it can be considered innovative, creative, or even charming. This is especially
true if natives are willing to “cut learners some slack,” rather than coming
down hard on them for not performing in the expected way. The issue of
who our learners are — namely, their cultural and social identity — needs to
be taken into account in our teaching of pragmatics (see Chapters 6, 8, 12,
15 for more discussion on this issue).

Even so, there are cases in which nonnative-like pragmatic use can be
misinterpreted and lead to unwanted consequences that could be avoided,
which is why it is important to focus on teaching pragmatics in the class-
room. Language teachers can support learners when they attempt to produce
pragmatically appropriate language and interpret meaning as intended by
others in the L2 community. What keeps learners from understanding
cultural norms as they are expressed in the L2? What prevents learners from
using language exactly as they intend to communicate their meaning?

In this chapter we will look at five common causes of learners’ divergence
from native-like pragmatic language use. The first four reasons for pragmatic
divergence can lead to pragmatic failure and are related primarily to cognitive

? Cohen and Olshtain (1993); Olshtain and Blum-Kulka (1985); Wolfson (1989).

4 Barron (2003); lino (1996); Kasper and Rose (2002); Siegal and Okamoto (2003).

* For further reading about this topic, see for example, Ishihara (2006, 2008c¢);
LoCastro (2003); and Siegal (1996).
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functioning in language learning and use. Here you might notice that
they can have some overlap with each other, as learners sometimes have
difficulties in multiple areas. Also, it may be difficult to pinpoint exact
source(s) of an instance of pragmatic divergence by just analyzing surface
manifestations. The fifth category is distinctively different in that it concerns
cases where learners are aware of the pragmatic norms and linguistically
capable of producing native-like forms, but make a deliberate choice not to
use them on a particular occasion.

Five common causes of learners’ divergence from
pragmatic norms®

Pragmatic divergence due to insufficient pragmatic ability:

1 negative transfer of pragmatic norms;

2 limited grammatical’ ability in the L2;

3 overgeneralization of perceived L2 pragmatic norms;
4

effect of instruction or instructional materials.
Pragmatic divergence due to learner choice:

5 Resistance to using perceived L2 pragmatic norms.

Divergence due to insufficient pragmatic ability

Sometimes learners may simply not know what is typically said on certain
occasions and as a result, inadvertently produce divergent language forms.
Or, because their pragmatic awareness has gaps, they decide to take a guess
according to what they think most speakers would say, which turns out
to be not quite typical in that particular context. On other occasions, they
may rely on the sociocultural norms and language behavior associated with
another community with which they are familiar. Learners may also obtain
material from the teacher or from language textbooks which mislead them,
resulting in a cultural faux pas when they use it in authentic interaction.
So, a partial lapse in pragmatic awareness, insensitivity to pragmatic norms

¢ See the references in each individual section below.

7 Grammar refers broadly to formal linguistic knowledge that includes not only
syntax and morphosyntax, but also lexis and phonology (Canale and Swain 1980;
Kasper and Rose 2002).
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of the 12, or insufficient linguistic ability. may very often be the reason for
learners’ pragmatic failure. " )

In the following, we will look at each of these sub-categories in order to
identify a potential cause or combination of causes of pragmatic divergence.
This needs assessment will assist you in making an educated guess as to why
students fail to communicate what they intend to convey, or why they
deliberately diverge from the range of L2 norms. Knowing about the sources
of pragmatic divergence is one of the first steps towards designing effective
pragmatics instruction.

1 Negative transfer of pragmatic norms

When learners do not know pragmatic norms in the target language or when
they assume that their own pragmatic norms apply in the given situation
in the target culture, they may consciously or unconsciously depend on
the norms that apply for that situation when using their first, dominant,
or some other language. This influence of the learners’ knowledge of other
languages and cultures on their pragmatic use and development on the use
of the L2 is referred to as pragmatic transfer.® Although pragmatic transfer
may produce positive results, when learners’ pragmatic norms are similar
and applicable to the L2 (referred to as positive transfer), our focus here
on divergence will have us focus just on what has been referred to in the
literature as negative transfer.’

Let us take the case of a Korean learner of Japanese who receives a com-
pliment on her class presentation from her friend. Although she is not sure
of what to say in response in Japanese, she depends on her first-language-
based intuition and says an equivalent of “no, that’s not true” in Japanese.
This is likely to be perceived as an appropriately modest behavior in the
target culture where the pragmatic norm is similar to that in the learner’s L1.

In a community where the L2 norms are quite different, however,
the transfer of behavior consistent with L1 norms may cause awkwardness,
misunderstanding, or even a temporary communication breakdown. This is
especially the case when the listener is not familiar with learners’ language
or culture. Let us suppose that the above-mentioned Korean learner, speak-
ing English this time, responds to the same friend’s compliment saying “no,
that’s not true” in English. This language behavior may make it sound as
if she were flatly rejecting or questioning the peer’s evaluation, and hence

8 Kasper (1992).
° The term, transfer, in this book is descriptive in nature. It is equivalent to LI
influence, a phrase intended to be seen as non-pejorative.
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create a somewhat awkward situation or even sound insulting. An ESL
teacher with knowledge of Korean pragmatics would most likely understand
the source of this response to the compliment, but other listeners may be
mystified or offended.

The following are some more examples of negative transfer of L1 prag-
matic norms in spoken interactions with members of the L2 community:

® An American hitchhiking in Israel feels the need to entertain the driver
by talking non-stop after being given a ride, whereas, depending on the
driver, it may be preferable for the hitchhikers to'remain completely
silent unless asked a question.

® An American asks an Arab married man in Gaza to say how many
children he has and to describe each one. The Arab may feel it is a
jinx on his family if he provides that information.

# When invited to a birthday party of a friend in Mexico, an American
says precisely why he cannot make it, rather than saying he will make
an effort to be there, which is a typical refusal in Mexico."®

If the reason for learners’ pragmatic failure is transfer from another
language, you may wish to incorporate some awareness-raising tasks in your
pragmatics instruction. Your message to students in such tasks would be
that what is appropriate in one culture may or may not-be so in the second.
For example, in teaching ESL learners how to give and respond to compli-
ments, learners’ knowledge of their L1 can be used:

What do people say in your country when they give and feceive com-
pliments on a nice-looking possession or a presentation that is well -
‘done? Provide a hteral translatmn of some examples.!!

This activity is likely to help make similarities and differences across the
learners’ cultures more apparent, effectively demonstrating the risk
involved in inadvertently transferring L1 pragmatic norms into the second.
An Arabic-speaking student commented; “Even if 1 know it [how to give
compliments] in my native language, if I transiate it, it won’t work.”*2 It is
this awareness of pragmatic norms that would most likely prevent negative
pragmatic transfer.

1% This example comes from Félix-Brasdefer (2003).
"' Adapted from Ishihara (20034).
12 Ishihara (2004: 54).
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2 Limited L2 grammatical ability

Learners’ grammatical control and pragmatic ability are not necessarily on
a par with each other. Learners who can understand and produce highly
accurate language forms from a grammatical point of view are not necessar-
ily able to use language in a pragmatically appropriate manner. Even if they
have flawless control of grammar, they may fail to understand the listener’s
intended meaning. Conversely, learners who demonstrate very little gram-
matical accuracy may still be able to interpret messages as intended and
produce pragmatically appropriate utterances.”

Nonetheless, learners’ grammatical ability may well have an impact on
their L2 pragmatic competence. They may be able to comprehend others’
messages better when these messages use the grammar that they best under-
stand. Likewise, they are most likely to produce structures that are within
their grammatical control. For example, learners whose grammatical ability
is limited to simple sentences may understand single-clause requests such
as Could I use your pen for a second? But if they are yet to master compound
sentences, they may not be able to comprehend accurately or produce
bi-clausal requests (e.g. Would you mind if . . . or I was wondering if . . .)."*

So, if learners’ underdeveloped grammatical ability is a cause of prag-
matic failure, teachers might decide to include some grammar-focused
activities. In teaching bi-clausal requests, for example, it would be important
to direct learners’ attention to the form through either learner discovery
or more directive teaching. The subjunctive use of the verb and modal in the
if-clause, for instance,

Would you mind if I borrowed your notes? or

I was wondering if you could possibly lend me your car for a few minutes.

would need to be explicitly addressed. At the same time, it is important to
link learners’ knowledge of the meaning of these constructions, as well as
the use (when and why they are used). This form-meaning-use approach is
advocated in a well-known grammar reference.'

Form: subjunctive form in the if-clause.

Meaning: the meaning of the verbs mind and wonder, the intended
request these formulaic structures convey.

3 For an example of such a learner, see Schmidt (1983).
14 See Bardovi-Harlig (1999, 2003), and Takahashi (2001, 2005), for further discussion.
15 Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999).
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Use: the level of politeness, formality, and directness of these
expressions; the reason why these expressions were used in
terms of the speaker-listener relationship and other situational
context.

In this teachers’ resource book, we suggest sample grammar-focused activi-
ties that have bearings on pragmatics for a variety of grammatical structures.

3 Overgeneralization of perceived L2 pragmatic norms

When L2 speakers develop a hypothesis about L2 grammaf, they are known
to overgeneralize a certain rule to other language situations where the rule
does not apply.'® For instance, the general rule of forming past tense verbs
by adding -ed is often incorrectly applied to irregular verbs (e.g., eated, taked,
and telled) due to the function of overgeneralization.

We can draw a parallel here in the area of L2 pragmatics. When learners
have only a rudimentary understanding of the target culture and the nature
of its pragmatic norms, they may depend on their preconceived notions
about L2 norms and wrongly apply them to different contexts. Pragmatic
failure may occur as a result. In such a case, the cause of the pragmatic failure
stems from overgeneralization of pragmatic norms of the L2, which may draw
on preconceived cultural stereotypes as well. Learners could be neglecting
the social, geographical, and situational variability in the L2. For example,
apologizing by simply saying I'm sorry or Excuse me works in some situations
but not in others, depending on the listener and magnitude of the offense.
Learners may induce from their own intercultural experiences that, for
instance, Asian language speakers tend to be more indirect in their use of
language compared to English speakers, and may apply this stereotypical
notion inappropriately to another situation in which Asian language speakers
would indeed speak rather directly.

Misconceptions can occur at a more linguistic level as well. Learners may
inappropriately associate linguistic forms with a given level of politeness or
formality. For example, they might look at a range of request expressions
and generate a hypothesis that the longer an expression is, the more polite
or formal the expression must be. So, since the expression, May I...?, is
relatively short, they inappropriately associate the structure with extreme
informality, when it actually implies greater formality."

16 See Selinker (1972).
Y This example comes from Matsuura (1998).
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One way to support learners in avoiding such overgenerahzatxons would
be to present a general pragmatic norm and then a few counter- -examples.
Here is an example of an exercise on refusals in Japanese from the web-based
materials.'®

,Because she has not yet pald you ,fryom the last few tunes you'l' :

y;loaned her money, you wart to declme her request thlS tune Besades, S

.- that;: you dont really have extra rnoney you <an glve her at thls' :
- point. C :

Here is a sample dialogue between two female friends as it was presented to
learners in the web-based unit. This dialogue was elicited through a role-play
and reflects authentic language use. By attending to the refusal strategies
in bold below, you may notice how indirect and polite B's responses are in
general. Given that learners are likely to have generalized that refusals in
Japanese are more indirect than in English, this example would be con-
sistent with that generalization.

A nn\ EoN »s.; e:asﬁﬁurebmm\m 7EI "He'y,{mka,m
can you lend. ‘me some money today7" ' SR
""B i-— H(B? ”Um, howmuch?”

A m) 3000 m/urtl-r& "Well 3000yen nt

9"’“\ ‘%"Hldﬁh ﬂ\‘B"S&‘J&ﬁbb\d) ”Well my budget is a
httle tight this month, too.'f o

A D=h %;E&h}tb‘f Bhb\t‘fio "Well can you help me at all
somehow?”

8 Ishihara and Cohen (2004: available online). The entire exercise, as well as audio
files and transcripts for both dialogues, is available at: http://www.carla.umn.edu/
speechacts/japanese/Refusals/Ex2.html. See also Chapter 11 for more about this
curriculum.

LEARNERD FRAUMALIC . 1w et s st —es e m =

BA- T _9&50) 2000 Heaﬁsﬁurm-cm\bmu Well, but
. you haven’t paid the 2, 000 yen back from last month yet either.”

“f;A ':/u; %91"97‘.«1:1, ﬁéﬁ E5. 50, as#awxén\b %EB ﬂ%ldbi
L BhB 1"6’)13\711., ”You are. nght Well I’ll, get pald néxt week so’
" yeverythmg back at that time.” S o

; ¢ =e._s/u|._|:nnu-caﬁ~;?
,,JTomoko7" o

AB %97:.13 !!ﬂu‘ca%,;: k"Ah that's nght Fil ask her.”
B Sk, %wﬁ#ﬂbb\ e “Yeah I'd be happler that Way "
Al olu 1‘)75)‘91‘.:, b\bﬁ ”Allnght Seeyou, then " o
:B «._U)lun. “I'msorry," e e : -
 AUDE, ULE IEUBUT, “That's OK. Never mind.”

”Wel’l; ‘,heve you : asked‘

The exercise goes on to present another sample dialogue, this time with
two male speakers. Again, this example was obtained through a role-play
but the exchange reflects authentic language use. Note how the refusals are
presented in a direct fashion (in bold).

: 'f‘lvb E&vtﬁﬁﬁﬁémﬁ.l'f&fé "Oh Ken]l, I have a’

B 'i— . M7 0B, whatis it7”
A &(Dt 3000 Hﬁbf<n7& W? “Um, can you lend me 3,000 yen?”

B A SR 70T COMRUEHER, BoTETHEUL, “What,
‘agam’ 1lent you some the other day, but you haven't pald me

'back yet” t
A 'Dfu BINBE, ﬁliﬁl-..ld:o “Yeah, I'll pay you back at the end of
the month "

A= %/um.e:go-casaax A jﬁiﬁbt(h@t\b@im "No
way, you say that but you | nevet pay me back.”

AU, BTE laacwraﬂww/u —M@, “Oh, no, 1 will pay
you back. See, 1 paid you baek the other day

€3
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,jB e, Be ‘3{-. s.:-;e:r*w;: ‘#argz&ssvccn lr\lui“ﬁlu. .
w"’No, ‘way, you' har' [11t that is a he] an't; You never pay xt
“back.”

AUp—, IEID'C%M*'J: ﬁm\ba —;@m-f, ”Well I’mmtrouble
Please Just this tlme i ,

B: 1E®, 75”)\~59g|uf3.57j\5n6 15”‘,15”" "’No,, L
always say that. No, no!” , O 0

You may have noticed that speaker B even characterizes his friend’s utter-
ance as a lie (although doing so has less of a shock value in Japanese than in
English)! This particular sample could work as a counter-example to the
learners’ generalization that Japanese speakers tend to be indirect. Learners
can be asked to compare these two dialogues and consider what factors have
led to the pragmatic differences. They may notice the impact of gender and
perhaps also personal speech styles. So, showing contrastive examples such
as these helps to illustrate the variability found in authentic discourse and
why learners’ dependence on generalizations may be a bit risky, however
convenient it is to be able to simplify speech patterns.

4 Effect of instruction or instructional materials'®

Learners’ pragmatic divergence can sometimes be attributed to the effect
of the instruction or the instructional materials, rather than being a result
of insufficient pragmatic awareness or incomplete pragmatic control on the
learners’ part. So what distinguishes this category from the three previous
ones is that the responsibility for the divergence actually lies with the
instruction, not with the learner. It is as if divergence is simply “waiting to
happen.”

For example, classroom instruction may put an emphasis on having
learners produce complete sentences. However, sometimes when learners
apply this pattern to real-life conversations, the communication is viewed
as inefficient, irritating, or lacking tact. It in fact violates the principle of
economy where repetitive information tends to be omitted in natural con-
versation.”” For example, when asked, “Have you already had a chance to go
canoeing on the beautiful Lake of the Isles this summer?” a learner replies,

1% Selinker (1972) referred to teacher- or materials-induced errors as transfer of training.
2 Thomas (1983).
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“Yes. 1 have already had a chance to go canoeing on the beautiful Lake
of the Isles this summer.” This response would show up as too lengthy and
redundant in the spoken discourse.

Similarly, generalizations found in instructional materials may be mis-
leading. For instance, a cultural note in a language textbook that says that
Americans tend to speak directly may induce learners’ overgeneralization
of this tendency. Learners may assume that there are few (or no) indirect
expressions in English.? Such a misconception neglects the complexity of
pragmatic norms in a language, and disregards how much language can vary
across situations. So a learner who remembers this misleading piece of infor-
mation could possibly ask too direct a question in the situation of getting to
know a colleague at work. For example, if that learner turns to this colleague
and asks, “What is your religion?” the American listener’s interpretation
might be that the learner is being too direct and personal.

One way for teachers to avoid negative consequences of instruction itself
would be to check just how well what is taught reflects the reality found in
different situations. While the instructional materials may not be “wrong,”
they might be purposefully simplified to accommodate learners’ levels of
proficiency. You may wish to make sure that the information presented is
not misleading. If it is, you may choose to avoid or adapt it accordingly. It
may also be beneficial to point out to your students how textbook exercises
may use language in a way that is not consistent with the pragmatic norms
of the target community.

In the above example, we discussed a case of learners instructed to pro-
duce complete sentences for the sake of structural practice. For pragmatics-
focused instruction, teachers might use transcripts of formal and informal
exchanges and have learners analyze how frequently complete and incom-
plete responses are chosen. The class could also discuss what pragmatic
effects both types of sentences have in the particular contexts. Depending
on the context, complete sentences could be interpreted as anywhere from
appropriately formal/well-articulated to inefficient, repetitive, tactless, or
even rude or sarcastic. Similarly, incomplete sentences may sound appro-
priately informal/efficient, uncooperative in conversation, or overly informal.
Learners can be encouraged to consider these pragmatic effects in interpret-
ing and using complete and incomplete utterances. This awareness-raising
task would help guard against the inappropriate use of instructional content
by allowing learners to grasp pragmatic meaning more accurately and make
a more informed decision as to how they choose to express themselves.

2 Ishihara (2009).
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Pragmatic divergence due to the learners’ choice

Thus far we have looked at causes of pragmatic failure or nonnative-like
pragmatic behavior that are the result of gaps in basic language proficiency
or in knowledge about L2 pragmatics. What the instances of divergence that
we have looked at so far have in common is that they are unintended. But
what about instances where learners deliberately choose to resist pragmatic
norms for the community? Let us now take a look at this type of learner
behavior.

5 Resistance to using perceived L2 pragmatic norms

As discussed above, another possible cause for learners’ pragmatic divergence
may be their sense of resistance, or their intentional divergence from the
perceived range of pragmatic norms of the L2. As you may well imagine,
learners are not a blank slate free from preconceptions of the world. Rather,
they are social beings replete with their own cultural values, beliefs, and
worldview. Their subjective disposition - social identity, attitudes, personal
beliefs, and principles - is likely to influence how they present themselves in
their L2 pragmatic behavior. On the one hand, they may adjust to L2 norms
so as to communicate effectively or attain social approval in the community.
On the other, they may deliberately diverge from L2 norms to accentuate
their linguistic differences.?” They may even elect to isolate themselves from
the L2 group and to maintain their subjectivity (e.g., their cultural identity,
personal principles, sense of value, and integrity that were in conflict with
a perceived L2 norm). Learners may refuse to learn certain language forms
that conflict with their own subjective position (in which case, the cause
of their pragmatic divergence would be insufficient pragmatic ability).
However, on other occasions learners may choose — as a way of asserting
their subjectivity — not to use the forms that they have control over linguist-
ically and are capable of producing (see Chapter 6 for more theoretical
discussion of this pragmatic choice).”

This issue of learner resistance has important pedagogical implications
for language teaching. First of all, we need to make sure that teachers do not
impose the adoption of L2 norms on learners. This could be interpreted as
cultural impoéition or exercise of power.?* It is the prerogative of the learners

22 See the Speech Accommodation Theory (Beebe and Giles 1984).

2 Examples of such learnet behavior can be found in LoCastro (1998); Ishihara
(2008¢), (in press, b); Ishihara and Tarone (2009); and Siegal (1996), among others.
 Kasper and Rose (2002).
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to decide when they will accommodate to the perceived range of pragmatic
norms and to what extent they will do so under each set of circumstances.
So rather than attempting to eliminate learners’ resistance, teachers could
use culturally sensitive instructional strategies.

For example, a learner of Japanese in a research study chose to use the
higher level of keigo (exalted and humble forms of honorifics) in casually
conversing with a much younger employee, when he knew that he was not
expected to use it at all. His rationale was that he believed in equality among
all human beings and that he did not want to seem discourteous to anyone
by using a less respectful speech style.? Thus, his personal beliefs and pl‘ifl-
ciples conflicted with what he knew as the pragmatic norm of behavior in
the L2. This personal conflict caused him to deliberately diverge from the
perceived norm. While our view would be that this learner’s pragmatic
choice deserves to be respected, we would then need to ensure that learners
have receptive pragmatic skills so that they are able to recognize common
interpretations of L2 pragmatic norms in the target community. With this
particular learner, teachers could use the following discussion prompts for

pragmatic awareness-raising:

. ‘Whatvpo‘sitive;»negati‘ve, ’c}“rﬁ‘né\_;’c‘»'ré]“’ 1pression mightyour emplpyee |
' have of ‘you and your speech. le I—Ibw,ﬁyﬁght; s/he define his/her
 telationship with you as a fesult? What are some ,c0ns¢guence§ =
' potential pros and cons o’fydpt dévelfoping«’thistype qf,felations’hip |

 with him/her?

In order to ensure that learners are able to produce the appropriate honorific
forms in the Japanese language classroom, teachers could do so by asking

learners:

What WOuld most ﬁeople in J,apé‘n‘éay in éthisyysitu'ation?

5 [shihara and Tarone (2009).
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rather than:

‘What would you say in Japanese in this situation?

While the difference may strike you as subtle, in this way teachers could
evade the issue of how learners personally choose to express themselves,
while teaching the language-focused side of pragmatics (pragmalinguistics)
- in this case, honorific forms. Similarly, learners’ pragmatic choice would
be evaluated in light of their intention, rather than how native-like it is. We
will take a more in-depth look at the assessment issues in Chapters 14
and 15.

In any case, teachers can play an important role in helping learners to
interpret the L2 as intended and express themselves as they please. Whether
learners choose to conform to perceived native-speaker norms or diverge
from them, it is important for language teachers to ensure that learners
recognize the shared interpretation of their utterances in the community
and potential consequences of their pragmatic behavior.® In the above
example, most Japanese speakers do not use a higher level of keigo honorifics
addressing a much younger employee in an informal setting. So the shared
understanding of deliberately using them would be that the employer is
being overly polite and perhaps a bit alienating, or sarcastic and playful.
Or, if the employer is perceived as an L2 speaker not fully competent in the
target language, the relationship may not be affected at all, or he may be
seen as trying to be respectful in his own way. While accommodation to L2
norms may open doors to cultural integration, resisting L2 norms in a given
situation may lead to alienation from the community (a negative repercus-
sion), or freer expression of learners’ cultural identity and negotiation of the
community norms (positive consequences).?’

Discussion

In this chapter, we have explored potential causes of learners’ pragmatic
behavior that is different from L2 norms. When we encounter such behavior
in the classroom, teachers of 1.2 pragmatics might first wish to differentiate
between what is likely to be problematic and what is not. “Unproblematic”

% Siegal and Okamoto (2003).
7 .
% See further examples and Interpretations in Ishihara (2006, 2008¢).

LEARNERS PRAUMAITIUD: PUIERNIIAL LCAUJILS Ul Uiy onuoieen

behavior may not exactly correspond to what most target language speakers
say, but is likely to communicate learners’ intentions. So perhaps it is safe to
leave this type of learners’ pragmatic use alone. For example, although “I am
Ken” on the phone is not exactly native-like, it is unlikely to cause offense
for the listener especially if the speakér is viewed as a beginning language
learner. On the other hand, potentially “problematic” language behavior is
another type that tends to cause misunderstanding on the listeners’ part, and
thus, most likely warrants instruction. If the same learner on the phone goes
on to say, “who are you?” in a rather sharp tone of voice, the likelihood that
this sounds unpleasant to the listener increases. This may be when a teacher
decides to intervene to teach a more pragmatically appropriate behavior.

Learners’ potential pragmatic failure that is unintended can stem from
their limited pragmatic and/or grammatical ability and can be attributed to
several factors:

# inappropriate transfer of norms from another language;

# limited grammatical ability which precludes their understanding or
producing native-like forms;

% their misapplication of what they think is a target pragmatic norm to a
wrong context; and

g their obtaining misleading information from the teacher or the
instructional materials about the pragmatic norms of the L2.

These factors are not mutually exclusive and can occur sometimes in com-
bination. The causes of pragmatic divergence are not always crystal clear,
and the teacher may need to observe learners further or ask them why they
said what they said. In another case of pragmatic choice, even knowing prag-
matic norms in the L2 community, learners may intentionally resist such
perceived norms to assert their identity.

In any case, teachers conducting needs assessment — analyzing and identi-
fying a potential reason or a combination of sources for learners’ pragmatic
divergence — may have a head start in effectively teaching and assessing
learners’ development of pragmatic skills. For instance, when the cause of a
pragmatic error is learners’ limited grammatical control, reinforcement of
necessary structures would meet learners’ needs more efficiently than revis-
ing pragmatic awareness that learners already have demonstrated. Teachers
sensitive to learners’ pragmatic choice might make their assessments based
on how well learners’ intended meaning is expressed rather than how
native-like they sound (see Chapters 14 and 15 for more information). The
following activity will show authentic examples of pragmatic divergence.





