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Abstract 
This study analyzes the Pragmatic analysis of English as a Second Language 
learners in Pakistani context with reference to the practical competence of their 
compliment response and refusal speech acts. For this purpose, the data was 
collected from two private Universities of Lahore. The population of the research 
was post-graduate students from two faculties i.e., Social Sciences and 
Engineering. The research highlights the difficulties L2 learners face in order to 
achieve pragmatic competence in an ESL environment. The absence of pragmatic 
information, lack of natural setting to learn second language, difficulties in real 
discussions of daily routine, lack of understanding of cultural aspects and 
deficiency to select appropriate pragmatic approaches in real conversation 
scenario of speech act are real challenges to L2 learners. The findings of the 
research depict that L2 learners lack equal competency between linguistic and 
pragmatic knowledge.  

Keywords: Speech acts, Pragmatic competence, English as a Second 
Learning 

1. Introduction 

English is an official language of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. It carries 
a great importance in Pakistani educational system as a second language. 
Therefore, it is taught from kindergarten till university level as a main and 
compulsory subject. However, majority of the students, being the English as 
Second a Language (ESL) learners focus on high grades and on academic 
examinations. Thus, they prefer to give importance to form and function, 
rules and regulation of grammar and vocabulary rather than competency in 
their language skills particularly in Speaking and Writing. Similarly, 
language teachers’ emphasis is on teaching linguistic knowledge than 
pragmatic knowledge. They don’t pay attention towards the pragmatic 

                                                           
1 Instructor Linguistics and Coordinator Languages, University of Management 
and Technology, Lahore Pakistan. ayesha.zafar@umt.edu.pk  
2 GIFT University, Gujranwala 

mailto:ayesha.zafar@umt.edu.pk


Hayatian Journal of Linguistics and Literature, Volume 6, No. 1 (2022) 

 

 
168 

 

  

knowledge. Therefore, communication breakdown occurs when learners try 
to communicate in real contexts.  This research analyses the challenges which 
are the reasons of ineffectiveness of communicative competence in the ESL 
context and proposes strategies related to the pragmatic knowledge and 
information which L2 learners may incorporate in their speech in order to 
acquire pragmatic knowledge in a specific learning environment.  

1.1 Background of the study 
Yule (1996), elaborates that the practical information contains functional and 
sociolinguistic understanding. The former one represents the information of 
language use from practices to realized pragmatic functions, as use of thanks 
a lot for compliment, whereas sociolinguistic information signifies the use of 
appropriate linguistic strategies according to diverse situational and 
contextual variables. It might consider the different social backgrounds, 
power related status, gender-based relationships and degree of imposition 
such as choosing polite forms as speaking to persons of different social ranks 
(Taguchi, 2015). This research incorporates Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) 
framework of pragmatic understanding, which employs pragma-linguistics 
information as well as sociolinguistic information as a reflection in the 
development of different target pragmatic skills such as speech acts. Speech 
act theory is being applied in acquisition of both languages. Theory of speech 
act illustrates that speakers perform actions by uttering or by producing any 
words or expression (Searle, 1969). Therefore, by performing utterances 
speakers express their intent meaning, so as making requests, apologies, 
greetings, refusals, complaints, and thanking promises, invitations etc. 
(Hymes, 1972). 

1.2 Purpose of the research 
The research tries to find out the significance of pragmatic proficiency 
modification of two speech acts situations (i.e., refusal, compliment 
response) and the consideration of speaker intentions in pragmatics of ESL 
Learning. Moreover, it examines, the understanding of intent meanings of 
learners’, what problems they faced after they practicing of them in social 
communications, and find out the strategies or tasks to develop overall 
pragmatic sense in L2 learning. Similarly, it highlights the main factors 
which hinders towards the pragmatic competence difference among 
learners, and apply several theories for pragmatics learning such as the 
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significance of intercultural communication, an appropriate language use in 
communication, and English as a Lingua Franca. 

1.3 Research objectives 
Following are the objectives of this research:  

 To find out the factors or causes which directly affects the pragmatic 
competence of ESL learners’ 

 To examine understanding sense of pragmatic proficiency in selected 
two speech acts (refusal and compliment) of second language 
learners. 

 To focus on second language learners’ observation or tasks to 
develop pragmatics in English learning. 

1.4 Research questions 
1. How far Pakistani learners from Lahore consider pragmatics 

competence is important for their overall L2 learning? 
2. Which type of refusal strategies and compliment response are used 

by Pakistani students while communicating?  
3. What are the causes of lack of competence in pragmatic sense? 

1.5 Research Significance  
In Pakistan aim of English acquisition and instruction should be to achieve 
communicative competence rather to just pass an exam. Therefore, focus of 
learning should be on communicative competence rather than just on 
‘translation grammar method’, and on memorization of vocabulary. Thus, 
learners must learn pragmatic ability along with linguistic competence for 
effective communication in interlanguage. 

2. Literature Review 

According to Hymes (1972), pragmatic competence develops the knowledge 
of L2 and employs efficient ways to use language forms in order to be 
efficient with reference to contextual scenarios. Bialystok (1993) proposes 
“Two-Dimensional Information Processing Model” which is considered as 
one of significant theories of pragmatic learning.  In order to develop 
pragmatic skills, L2 learners use two tasks i.e.  1) practice of representation 
of pragmatic information and 2) mastery or control on pragmatic 
knowledge. He emphasizes that when L2 learners start learning second 



Hayatian Journal of Linguistics and Literature, Volume 6, No. 1 (2022) 

 

 
170 

 

  

language they have pragmatic knowledge of L1 whereas in L2 learning their 
exposure of social situation in communication remains less. Therefore, they 
face challenges to use it appropriately in different social contexts.  

Similarly, another important cognitive approach is Schmidt’s noticing 
hypothesis which states that learning linguistic forms along with 
background of utterance are essential in pragmatics. However, pragmatic 
proficiency can be obtained consciously by noticing of an event occurrence, 
and by recognizing the form of occurrence. (Schmidt, 1993). Therefore, 
communicative competence may be achieved through obvious instruction 
and practice.  

Yule (1996) has listed pragmatic aspects and their features which are helpful 
in pragmatic competence. Similarly, cross cultural pragmatics is also 
important as it reflects that people from diverse cultures employ pragmatic 
beliefs. (Liu, S., 2010). Furthermore, according to Mey (2009), the 
interlanguage pragmatics cannot be ignored as it deals with the creation of 
different speech acts in non-native L2 learners.  

2.1 Speech Acts and ESL 
Learners’ performance of speech act of linguistic use can differ from both L1 
and L2 as L2 learners’ misuse the L2 structure as they just transfer their 
knowledge of speech act by using the grammatical rules. According to Searle 
(1965), refusals’ link with the categorization of commissives. Brown (2001) 
stated that refusal occurs when speakers refuse or say no to an invitation, 
request or order as refusals are face-threatening acts. Through indirect 
strategies refusals are realized because these are opposed to expectation of 
interlocutors. Furthermore, compliments are observed as positive speech 
acts but it can be taken as face-threatening acts. They reflect the agreed 
behavior as they perform function of sociocultural linguistic (Thomas, 1995). 

2.2 Second Language Acquisition  
Second Language Acquisition (SLA) reverses language learning process in 
which individual and group study is involved to follow their subsequent 
learning their first one as a young child. According to Krashen (1981), SLA 
Learning can occur in informal or formal setting. Informal setting of learning 
can occur in realistic background whereas formal L2 learning take place in 
classes. SLA is taken as a process in which a language is learned in natural 
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environment than mother tongue. It includes the growth of grammar, 
phonology, lexis and pragmatic knowledge, too morphosyntax (Ellis, 1985). 

The role of environment is very important in learning of L2 in the ground of 
SLA. There are many studies those investigated learning effects and some 
features of second language, for example learning of language as words 
formation and vocabulary and certain grammar structure or sentence 
arrangement as grammatically these aspects of learning in an ESL / EFL 
setting. For the development of pragmatics many studies have shown that 
ESL learners are competent than EFL learners (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983).  

2.3 Intercultural communication theory 
Kramsch (1998) classifies that Language states reality of culture (through 
words, expression of thoughts, facts etc.). Secondly, reality of culture is 
expressed by language (through communication as people share their 
knowledge). Lastly, reality of culture is represented by language (view of 
language is as a symbol of their social identity). The communicating ways 
adopted by different groups of people while expressing their social and 
ethnic practices is the intercultural communication. There have been many 
interpretations for communication but the most reasonable refers the 
communication as a symbolic procedure through individuals create 
common values. It appears with the mixing up of people following various 
traditional and ethical styles and values. 

3. Methodology 
This study was conducted at two private universities Lahore, Pakistan i.e., 
University of Management and Technology and University of Central 
Punjab. Therefore, the population comprised of 100 participants who were 
post graduate students and learners of English as L2. The students belong to 
the faculties of Humanities and Engineering. The data was analyzed though 
qualitative framework by using quantitative techniques. For this purpose, 
questionnaires and discourse completion tasks were used for the collection 
of the data.  

The questionnaire comprised of two sections. Section one included 
demographic details of the respondents whereas in the section two, multiple 
questions were designed according to the Likert Scale so that the 
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respondents’ responses could be gathered. Similarly, for analysis of the data 
(SPSS) Statistical Package for the Social Sciences Version 23 is employed and 
data was cleaned. During the cleaning of the data, the missing values were 
imputed.  

Likewise, discourse completion tasks data was gathered which included 6 
situations of compliment responses and refusal. In term of aptness of 
grammar and structure these two speech acts were evaluated by responses 
of second language learners. A modified classification of compliment 
responses proposed by Herbert (1986) was used.  The situations are given 
below: 

Table 1 Discourse completion tasks data 1 of compliment responses 
responses                                          Situations 

            CR1 compliment response on improving work 

            CR2 Compliment response on new car 

            CR3 compliment response on a new haircut 

Similarly, the modified taxonomy of refusal strategies offered by Beebe et al. 
1990 was used in order to investigate the refusal responses for the following 
situations:  

Table 2 Discourse completion tasks data 2 of refusals 
responses                                          Situations 

            Refusal 1 Respond to a refusal for money  

            Refusal 2 Respond to a refusal for help to friend 

            Refusal 3 Respond to a refusal for invitation  

4. Data Analysis 
The results of quantitative data and different parts of questionnaire have 
been discussed in the light of three main research questions: 1) how far 
Pakistani learners from Gujranwala consider pragmatics competence is 
important for their overall L2 learning?  2) Which type of refusal strategies 
and compliment response are used by Pakistani students while 
communicating? 3) What are the causes of lack of competence in pragmatic 
sense? 

4.1 Demographic data 
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The demographic information of students depicts that over a half sample 
was female while just 33 % were male. This figure indicated that female was 
dominated gender of population and only they were interested to participate 
in research. In other hand just 24 % learners had knowledge of English less 
than six years and 60 % opt English more than ten years and only 16% 
learners learn English from 6 to 10 years 

Table 3: Demographic details 
Sr.no             Statement   1 Status                    2  Status  3   Status  

    1. What is your gender? A Male  B Female    

    2. How many years you 
have learned English? 

A Less 
than 6 
years  

B 6-10 
years 

C More 
than  
10 years 

4.2 Descriptive statistics and comparative analyses of pragmatics scale  

The descriptive statistics involves mean scores and standard deviation of 
scale which are shown in table 4. The mean value shows the significance of 
English learning of participants by consideration of essential or less through 
value of score. For whole sample, in all statements except two have shown 
high mean values (above 4 as 4.09, 4.05).  It shows that participants of the 
study have awareness about importance of pragmatic competence regarding 
to speech items practice in classroom. Therefore, mean value above 4.05 are 
suggesting that teacher should use activity-based learning in classroom 
setting as young Pakistani students are fully aware of the importance of 
pragmatic competence related to speech items for their own selves and 
general for society.  They also understand the role of learning English 
language and consequences of failure of this language. Therefore, the mean 
value of (3.96 or 3.86) show they have positive attitudes towards to learn the 
production of pragmatic knowledge by using different task and creating by 
natural environment of L2, and teaching approach should be communicative 
in classroom. 

As students are already aware about the value of English and the role of this 
language in globalized world so they demand that in English classroom 
focus should on communicative language. The mean value of 3.85 show that 
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task-based activities in class rooms are a source in the use of appropriate 
English. The mean value (3.84, 3.81) indicates English learning involves 
English, vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar, and it shows that 
language use is also significant like linguistics knowledge (vocabulary and 
grammar). 

Table 4: Overall mean value of scale 

Item Statistics 
Mean 

Std. 
Deviation N 

1. Learning English grammar, vocabulary, and 
pronunciation is learning English for me. 

3.81 1.087 79 

2. I think that the knowledge of how to use the 
language is more important in comparison to 
learn the vocabulary and grammar. 

3.84 .869 79 

3. The main reason why I need to learn English is 
to pass the examination than communication. 

2.97 1.432 79 

4. English textbooks provide much information 
on culture, conversation rules, usage, and on 
how to use English correctly 

3.54 1.084 79 

5. Communicative activities are a waste of time 
in the English class. 

2.14 1.318 79 

6. I think teachers should teach us how to 
communicate with people, and how to use. 

4.10 1.116 79 

7. While learning, I am also getting familiar with 
the use of appropriate cultural knowledge and 
its use in communication.  

3.43 .887 79 

8. I prefer teacher should tell us about the 
appropriate function of any item regarding to 
power, relation and setting in they are. 

3.38 .991 79 

9. The activities which are used in my English 
language classroom are helpful in order to 
improve my knowledge, skills and fluency. 

3.85 1.001 79 

10. I prefer my English class to be focused more 
on communication skills especially verbal 
instead of grammar teaching and practice.  

3.86 .930 79 

11. I like grammar and vocabulary exercises and 
their frequent practice in my English language 
class. 

3.70 1.078 79 
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12. I wish to communicate similar to native 
English speakers and would like to imitate 
their style of pronunciation. 

3.76 1.146 79 

13. I think teacher should teach explicitly and 
should use the awareness raising activities 
according to situation. 

3.71 .963 79 

14. Is there any practice of speech acts according 
to student’s needs in English classroom? 

3.23 .947 79 

15. The evaluation of a situation is being practiced 
in classroom by teacher or not, to judge either 
student are using appropriate form. 

3.39 1.137 79 

16. I think for l2 learning teacher should help 
them with their pragmatic transfer, and 
through different role play. 

3.75 1.031 79 

17. I consider teacher should explain the values of 
contextual factors such as (social status, 
power, and social distance) for influence of 
their choice of speech act strategies 

3.58 1.069 79 

18. In the classroom setting do your teacher is 
practicing of pragmatic principals along with 
grammatical and lexical items? 

3.33 1.129 79 

19. I think teacher should use direct method in 
class for communicative competence or L2 
learning. 

3.72 1.073 79 

20. I think teacher should give explicit instruction 
of textbook information in any situation how 
we can sorry, thanks, apologize and refuse in 
any situation appropriately in target language. 

3.67 1.140 79 

21. In classroom setting teacher should involve 
students through activity-based learning 
rather cramming. 

4.05 .904 79 

22. Teacher should engage student focusing on 
pragmatic knowledge by using different tasks 
and activities for better production, and 
should teach sociocultural rules. 

4.09 .865 79 

23. Teacher should create natural environment for 
learning of L2, and involve to student to 
participate through dialogue practice for 
better understanding and production. 

3.96 1.079 79 
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The lowest mean value (2.14, 2.97) shows that communicative activities are 
waste of time in classroom and learning of English is necessary to pass the 
examination rather than communication.  

4.3 Discourse completion tasks data of compliment responses 
Different responses were collected and analyzed on multiple compliments 
scenarios. 

4.3.1 Compliment responses on Improving work 
Semantic formulas: The below table 5 shows that 48 learners (60%) used 
appreciation token and 11 learners (13.7%) used appreciation token 
+comment, and 7 (8.7%) learners used explanation. 

Table 5 compliment response on work 
Semantic formulas No. of participants 

who used this 
formula 

%age 

Appreciation token 
/acknowledgment 

48 60% 

Agreement 0 0 

Compliment upgrade 0 0 

Downgrade refusal / 
Disagreement 

1 1.25% 

Explanation 7 8.7% 

Return compliment 0 0 

Comment acceptance 5 6.2% 

Appreciation token 
+comment  

11 13.7% 

Non –idiomatic expression 4 5% 

Praise upgrade 2 2.5% 

Expressing gladness 2 2.5% 

Questioning compliment 0 0 

Topic change 0 0 
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4.3.2 Compliments on your new car 
Semantic formulas: The below table shows that 49 learners (61.2%) learners 
used appreciation token, 10 learners (12.5) used explanation. Data shows 
that appreciation token and explanation is frequent response of learners. 

Table 6: Compliment on new car 
Semantic formulas No. of participants who 

used this formula 
%age 

Appreciation token 
/acknowledgment 

49 61.2% 

Agreement 0 0 

Compliment upgrade 2 2.5% 

Downgrade refusal / 
Disagreement 

5 6.2% 

Explanation 10 12.5% 

Return compliment 4 5% 

Comment acceptance 5 6.2% 

Appreciation token +comment  1 1.25% 

Non –idiomatic expression 1 1.25% 

Praise upgrade 3 3.7% 

Expressing gladness 0 0 

Questioning compliment 0 0 

Topic change 0 0 

4.3.3 Compliment on hair cut  

Semantic formulas  
The below table indicate that 38 learners (47.5%) learners used appreciation 
token and 9 learners (11.2%) used comment acceptance. 

Table 7 Compliment on hair cut 
Semantic formulas No. of participants 

who used this formula 
%age 

Appreciation token 
/acknowledgment 

38 47.5% 

Agreement 1 1.25% 
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Compliment upgrade 6 7.5% 

Downgrade refusal / 
Disagreement 

8 10% 

Explanation 7 8.7% 

Return compliment 2 2.5% 

Comment acceptance 9 11.2% 

Appreciation token 
+comment  

2 2.5% 

Non –idiomatic expression 0 0 

Praise upgrade 5 6.2% 

Expressing gladness 1 1.25% 

Questioning compliment 1 1.25% 

Topic change 0 0 

4.4 Discourse completion tasks data of Refusals 

4.4.1 Refusal for money  

Semantic formulas  
The given below data shows that 29 learners (36.2 %) used regret +reason to 
refuse and 21 learners (26.2%) used regret. 

Table 8 refusal for money 
  Semantic formulas No. of participants 

used this formula 
%age 

Regret  21 26.2% 

Regret +Reason  29 36.2% 

Non –Performative +reason  1 1.25% 

Acceptance  1 1.25% 

Reason  18 22.5% 

Direct  5 6.25% 

Gratitude  1 1.25% 

Future possibility  2 2.5% 

Alternative  2 2.5% 

Pause filler  0 0% 
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4.4.2 Refuse to friend for help   

Semantic formulas: The given data shows that 36 learners (45%) used regret 
to refuse and 14 learners give reason to refuse. 

Table 9 refusal for help 
  Semantic formulas No. of participants 

used this formula 
%age 

Regret  36 45% 

Regret +Reason  16 20% 

Non –Performative +reason  0 0% 

Acceptance  1 1.25% 

Reason  14 17.5% 

Direct  7 8.75% 

Gratitude  0 0% 

Future possibility  3 3.75% 

Alternative  1 1.25% 

Pause filler  1 1.25% 

Non –performative 1 1.25% 

Wish  1 1.25% 

4.4.3 Refusal for invitation  

Semantic formulas  
The given data shows that 27 learners (33.7%) used regret+reason to refuse 
and 29 learners give reason to refuse 

Table 10 refusal for invitation 
Semantic formulas No. of participants 

used this formula 
%age 

Regret  13 16.2% 

Regret +Reason  27 33.7% 

Non –Performative 
+reason  

0 0% 

Acceptance  0 0% 

Reason  29 36.2% 

Direct  6 75% 

Gratitude  1 1.25% 
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Future possibility  0 0% 

Alternative  4 5% 

Pause filler  0 0% 

Non –performative 0 0% 

Wish  0 0% 

5. Discussion 
The data reveals the views and practices of a pragmatic competence related 
to pragmatic information in order to achieve communicative competence in 
the Pakistani context at university levels, where English is taken as a 
compulsory subject.  

The results of Table 3 showed the detail of demographic data where 60% 
learners considered English for more than six years and 24% learners learn 
English less than six years. The results show that in Pakistani education 
system, English as L2 cannot be separated. It has a strong impact on every 
field such as engineering and technology, medical sciences, and education 
as mentioned by Nunan (1999). 

As shown in Table 4 the mean value (2.97) of the third statement in 
questionnaire shows that majority of the learners was of the opinion that 
English language learning is a skill rather than passing some academic 
exams.  Therefore, it can be implied from their responses that they don’t 
want to learn English just for academic purposes, in fact they understand its 
importance and want to increase their communicative competence in it as a 
speaker in ESL context. As emphasized by Dornyei (1998), for proper 
communication with others in English; learners must acquire certifications 
like English diplomas and courses as TOEFL and ILETS. In this way, they 
may be more proficient.  

Similarly, motivation and understanding of vocabulary, culture and context 
play an important role in order to ger communicative competence. Learners 
consider that the knowledge of incorporating pragmatic understanding is 
equally important along with the grammatical knowledge. Thus, 
development of pragmatic competence of English as L2 is important. It has 
been shown by table mean value of statement 12(3.76) in the questionnaire 
(I wish to speak like native English speakers and would like to imitate their 
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pronunciation and intonation) represent that more learners want to opt 
accent like native English speakers. 

5.1 Discourse completion tasks data  
In first situation of compliment, second language learners’ reply on 
improving work was noted mainly was ‘Thanks’, ‘Thank you very much’, 
‘Thanks a lot’ is being utilized by 60% as appreciation or agreement token. 
The second most frequent compliment is appreciation token +comment 
compliment 13.7% learners used it. 8.7% learners used explanation 
compliment and 6.2% learners used comment acceptance.  Most of the 
learners used acceptance strategies. Only 1% of learners applied 
disagreement compliment. The least frequent compliment response was non 
- idiomatic expression, praise upgrade and expressing gladness. 

Likewise, in third situation of refusal strategy, the respondents were asked 
to respond on refusal for invitation. In the table percentages and frequencies 
indicated that mostly learners used indirect strategy to refuse. The refusal 
has been shown with different sub strategies of refusal. 29 learners (36.2) 
respond by using reason strategy. 27 learners (33.7) used regret +reason to 
refuse. Only 6 learners used direct strategy to refuse. 

The findings revealed in questionnaire and DCTs, that L2 learners lack both 
linguistic and pragmatics competence in Pakistani context. They are 
progressive learners of grammar. The results suggest the pragmatically 
oriented tasks should be part of classroom learning and teaching to develop 
pragmatic competence of students. The data suggests that textbook could 
not help the learners to develop their pragmatic competence because there 
is not sufficient pragmatic tasks or knowledge to develop pragmatic 
competence. In DCTs result showed that pragmatic failures occur in social 
interactions due to L2 learners couldn’t apply linguistic and pragmatic 
knowledge properly. 

6. Conclusion 
The pragmatic differences of two speech acts i.e., compliment response and 
refusal while communicating with one another were investigated in this 
research in Pakistani ESL context. Moreover, it determines university 
students as L2 learners develop their pragmatic knowledge and achieved 
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pragmatic competency with assistance of language knowledge strategies 
and tasks. The findings indicated that ESL in Pakistani context were great in 
language structures but they had trouble to use language accurately, 
especially L2 practical knowledge in social interaction. As a result, they face 
pragmatic failures in their communication circumstances. Similarly, their 
textbook material or classroom teaching does not provide sufficient 
pragmatic knowledge. Moreover, another aspect of findings is that teaching 
pragmatics is a necessary aspect of English classroom teaching, therefore, 
teachers should introduce pragmatically oriented tasks and design to 
enhance the pragmatic competence of L2 learners.  In teaching process 
teacher should not miss the improvement of linguistics aspects and 
examination skills of students in ESL context. Hence, classroom teaching 
should be consisted on both components of linguistic rules and pragmatics 
essence. 

The research suggests that in class teaching teacher should design 
pragmatically oriented tasks in order to develop ESL learners’ pragmatic 
knowledge.  Pragmatics tasks should be used in the class such as group 
discussion, role play to develop pragmatic information. Along with 
language learning strategies communicative tasks should be used to help to 
improve learners’ communicative competence with pragmatic competence.  
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