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Chapter 7

Socio-Pragmatic Competence in Russian: How
Input Is Not Enough

Jane E Hacking, University of Utah

Introduction

The acquisition of a second language requires not only that learners grasp linguis-
tic rules related to phonology, morphology, and syntax, but also that they acquire a
sense of how the target language functions at the level of discourse—that is, above
the sentence level.! One important aspect of such knowledge is an understanding
of the social norms of the second language. Specifically, the learner must acquire
socio-pragmatic competence, the ability to select linguistic forms appropriate for a
given situation.

Among the vast literature on the acquisition of socio-pragmatic competence
by second language learners, inquiry into L2 performance of various speech acts
has proven particularly fertile territory for researchers (see, for example, Mills,
1993; Trosberg, 1995; Weizman, 1993; Yu, 2004). One reason speech acts have
been so richly studied is that they provide a window onto L2 grammar: They offer
a discrete unit of study that allows the researcher to observe the learner’s develop-
ing ability to navigate social interactions linguistically. This chapter contributes
to a body of research that examines how learners negotiate particular speech acts
in a given second language and how their performance approaches, and diverges
from, native speaker socio-pragmatic competence.

Unlike the vast majority of L2 speech act research that focuses on a single
speech act (Trosberg, 1995, is a notable exception), the study described in this chap-
ter compares performance across three types of speech act (apology, request, and
refusal) for adult learners of Russian. This comparative approach reveals persistent
areas of difficulty for the learners, identifying where they fall short of near-native
socio-pragmatic norms. Based on these results, specific pedagogical activities may
be designed to facilitate the development of socio-pragmatic competence. This
chapter suggests ways in which classroom instruction in pragmatics may be inte-
grated into all levels of the language curriculum.

Background Assumptions

A speech act is a unit of communication, which conveys three types of meaning:

e The locutionary level is the literal meaning of the utterance.

e The illocutionary level constitutes the social function of the utterance.

o The perlocutionary level denotes the result or effect that the utterance
produces (Austin, 1962).
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Speech acts themselves are posited to be universal; that is, all speakers perform
the acts of requesting, commanding, declaring and so on. Their realizations,
however, are culture and/or language specific. This study examines learner per-
formance of three types of speech acts—requests, refusals, and apologies—in an
attempt to ascertain precisely how Russian native speakers rate Russian learners’
performance from a socio-pragmatic perspective.

The definition of socio-pragmatic competence underpinning this research
is based on the work of Cohen (1996), who proposes that there are two dimen-
sions to such competence. First, sociocultural ability refers to the capacity to
select strategies that are appropriate given (1) the culture involved, (2) the age
and sex of the speakers, (3) their social class and occupations, and (4) their
roles and status in the interaction. Second, sociolinguistic ability is the capac-
ity to choose appropriate linguistic forms to realize the intended message.
It has to do with control over actual language forms, register, and so on. The
acquisition of both abilities is crucial to the attainment of high levels of socio-
pragmatic competence. One area where degree of control can be easily meas-
ured is the L2 learners’ execution of speech acts in the target language.

Finally, the issue of fransfer is crucial to analyzing and understanding
learner performance of the three speech acts in Russian. In language learning,
transfer refers to the phenomenon whereby learners employ features of their
native language in their production of the target language. Transfer is gener-
ally noticed when it “fails”—that is, when a learner uses an L1 strategy in a way
that deviates from L2 structures or norms. For example, if the ordering of the
adjective and noun in a noun phrase differs between the L1 and the L2, we
can expect to see instances of incorrect word order during acquisition (red bal-
loon ~ *rouge ballon, instead of ballon rouge). Of course, in the event that
the L1 and the L2 are matched on a particular feature, a learner may still
be making assumptions and “transferring” from the L1, but this process is not
evident.

The present research highlights some areas where transfer creates difficulty.
For example, the Russian system of address, which incorporates a singular/informal
and plural/formal distinction, posed consistent difficulty for the American learn-
ers who participated in the study. Faced with a feature not found in their native
language, they repeatedly leveled this distinction in their production of Russian.
Through identifying and working with transfer issues relevant to their target
language and learner population, teachers can help students to avoid these types
of problems and achieve better socio-pragmatic competence.

Methodology

Participants

Participants (n = 26) in the study were students enrolled in an advanced Russian
class? during the fall 2006 semester. The population of this course is something of
a research ideal in that it tends to be highly homogenous. The majority of stu-
dents participating in this research project were returned missionaries for the
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints; thus their prior language training
and experience was relatively uniform.

Procedures and Instruments

All participants completed a background questionnaire (questions on age, sex,
and so on). The purpose of the questionnaire was to ascertain to what extent
the participants constituted a homogeneous group. They also completed a writ-
ten test in a Discourse Completion Task (DCT) format. The DCT is a standard
means of collecting data in speech act research, whereby respondents receive
written scenarios to which they are asked to respond. For example, participants
might read that they are in class and need to borrow a pencil from the student
sitting next to them. Their task would be to write how they would make this
request.

For this study, participants received a paper with 12 scenarios in Russian,
which they read and then responded to (a summary of the scenarios is in the
appendix). The response was prompted by the phrase: And you say . . . Scenarios
represented three types of speech act (request, apology, and refusal). A very simple
example (also in Russian) exemplifying the format preceded the actual test items.
Each speech act type was represented by four prompts.3

Two native speakers of Russian rated the participants’ responses, using an in-
strument consisting of four questions.* Raters were instructed to go with their
gut reaction and to ignore spelling and grammatical mistakes insofar as they did
not impede comprehensibility.

The first three questions required quantitative responses; raters circled a
number on a scale of 1 to 5. These questions were as follows:

1. Did the respondent make a comprehensible response?
2. Would you respond in a similar way to this situation?
3. Was the response socially appropriate?

The fourth question prompted a qualitative response:

4. In your opinion, what made the response socially appropriate or inap-
propriate? Please be as specific as possible.

This final question was designed to determine which aspects of the performance
contributed to the rater’s overall assessment of the respondent’s socio-pragmatic
competence.

The data reported in the next section come from the third question—namely,
the rating of social appropriateness assigned by the raters. Inter-rater reliability
for each test item was checked, and all showed statistically significant inter-rater
reliability. One DCT completed by a native speaker was also included to serve as a
measure of the rater responses. Both raters were uniform in assigning high scores
to this set of responses. In discussing the results, the raters’ responses to the
fourth question are also considered insofar as they can illuminate further which
aspects of the participants’ responses were problematic.
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Quantitative Results

Data from the background questionnaire confirmed that the participants were, as
anticipated, highly homogeneous. All were between the ages of 18 and 25. Time in
a Russian-speaking environment ranged from 17 months to 24 months, with an
average in-country time of 22.2 months. None of the participants had studied
Russian in high school; their first exposure to the language was in preparation for
missionary work abroad.

An analysis of the rater scores for question 3 (Was the response socially
appropriate?) was conducted for each of the 12 test items, producing a mean score
for each item. Figure 1 shows the mean appropriateness rankings for each item.
On the DCT itself, the three types of speech act were interspersed with each other,
but in graph, they are grouped by speech act type.

As shown in Figure 1, the mean scores for all items ranged from a low of
2.77 to a high of 4.65. Within each speech act type, there was also variation
across items. However, the averages of the mean scores show clearly that
learner performance can vary according to type of speech act. The averages for
the combined items were request = 3.67, refusal = 3.2, and apology = 2.92.
Thus, these participants’ socio-pragmatic appropriateness was ranked highest
when they were performing a request and lowest when they were making
an apology.

To understand why performance varies, we turn to the rater comments on
question 4 of the rating instrument. Two aspects of the raters’ comments offer in-
sight into the variation in performance across speech act type. The first concerns

Figure 1
Socio-pragmatic appropriateness rankings
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the structure of the speech act itself. The second relates to issues of register,
lexical choice, pragmatic infelicity, and choice of linguistic strategy.

Structure of Speech Acts

As previously noted, speech acts are posited to be universal while their realiza-
tions are culture and/or language specific. Theorists in the field have found it
helpful to provide a sort of “morphology” of each speech act, by means of which
one can conduct cross-linguistic and cross-cultural comparisons. This section
outlines the basic structure of the three speech acts treated here. Each act is
anchored by the head act or nucleus of the particular speech act and accompanied
by various other supportive moves.

Apology

Explicit expression of apology (“I'm sorry”)

Taking on a degree of responsibility (“I didn’t see you”)
Explanation or account of the situation (“They canceled the train”)
Offer of repair (“I will redo it”)

Intensification of apology (“For God’s sake, forgive me”)
Downgrading of severity of offense (“It’s only little stain”)

NSO W=

Concern for the hearer (“Are you okay?”)
8. Promise not to repeat the behavior (“It won’t happen again”)

(Adapted from Shardakova, 2005)

Request
1. Attention getter (“Excuse me”)
2. Request proper—direct or indirect (“Could you remind me later?”)

3. Supportive move—pre-posed or post-posed to the request proper (“Will
you do me a favor?”)

4, Explanation (“I've looked everywhere, but I can’t find them”)
5. Mitigator (“Do you think . ..”)
6. Upgrader (“You still haven’t cleaned up that *** mess”)

(Adapted from Blum-Kulka, House, & Kasper, 1989)

Refusal
1. Pre-refusal strategies (“I wish I could...”)

2. Refusal (“I can’t do that...”)

3. Post-refusal strategies (“I'm really busy right now”; “perhaps I could
help you later”)

(Adapted from Beebe, Takahashi, & Uliss-Weltz, 1990)
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In view of these canonical structures, the rater comments shed light on one
aspect of the trouble participants had executing the speech acts. The comments
indicate that at times participants omitted some element or elements of the
speech act sequence deemed crucial by the native-speaker raters. Prompted by
this observation, each participant’s response was coded according to the presence
or absence of the posited elements in a given speech act sequence. The results
offer a partial, structural explanation for the difference in rankings among the
three types of speech acts.

Every speech act is built around a head act or nucleus. In the speech act re-
quest, for example, the head act is the portion of the sequence that conveys the
actual request. Coding of the participants’ responses for presence of elements of
the speech act sequence showed that for the scenarios requiring a request or
refusal, all respondents included the head act in their response. Every request
contained an identifiable request and every refusal contained an explicit refusal as
in Examples 1 and 2:°

Example 1
Izvinite pozalujsta. Mozno projti? (“Excuse me please. Is it possible to get by?”)

Example 2
Net, spasibo. Ja segodnja uezzaju tak, ¢to eto bylo by naprasno. (“No, thank
you. I'm leaving today so it would be pointless.”)

This was not the case with apologies. Of the four apology scenarios, item 8
produced an explicit apology from all respondents as in Example 3:

Example 3
Prostite. Ja izvinjajus’. Davaj ja pomogu eto ubirat’. (“Forgive me. I apologize.
Let me help clean it up.”)

The other three apology scenarios did not. For scenario 3, more than one fourth
of the respondents failed to include the head act. In items 9 and 12, head acts were
present in only 80% of the responses. Example 4 is illustrative of responses lack-
ing the head act. The participant is responding to scenario 12, in which he is late
for a meeting:

Example 4
Spasibo za to, ¢to ty Zdal menja. Ja uSel iz raboty pozdno segodnja. (“Thanks
for waiting for me. I left work late today.”)

Omission of the explicit apology portion of the apology speech act was noted in
the rater comments.

A second area of structural infelicity occurred in refusals. According to the
native-speaker raters, the primary problem with the responses was failure to
supply a pre-refusal strategy: “The person should have expressed gratitude
before saying no” was a typical rater comment. The average for use of a pre-
refusal strategy across the four refusal scenarios was quite low at 26%. Example 5
illustrates the absence of a pre-refusal strategy. The respondent refuses the offer
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of discount coupons and offers an explanation, but fails to express gratitude for
the offer:

Example 5
Net, ne nado. Ja uezzZaju. (“No, it’s not necessary. I'm leaving.”)

In short, certain parts of a given speech act were seen as crucial or highly impor-
tant. When these items were missing, the raters noted this fact, and these com-
ments were consistent with their lower ratings.

In addition to these structural problems in speech act realization, the native-
speaker raters remarked on other features of the responses that struck them as
problematic. These features included issues of register, lexical choice, pragmatic
infelicity, and choice of linguistic strategy. An example of a register problem
would be the choice of a second singular imperative form in a shopping context
such as in Example 6:

Example 6
Izvini pozalujsta . . . (Excuse-2sg imper please . . . ; “Excuse me please . ..”)

The interlocutors are clearly a salesperson and a shopper in this scenario and, as
unacquainted adults, would use the formal means of address. In Example 7, the
problem lies in the choice of the word “Zens¢ina” (woman) to address the salesper-
son. In the Russian context, the preference would be either to avoid an identifying

noun or to use “devuska” (girl) in such a situation.b

Example 7
Izvinite ZensCina . . . (Excuse-2pl imper woman . . . ; “Excuse me woman . . .”)

An example of pragmatic infelicity is given in Example 8:

Example 8
Vy znaete, gde konverty? (You know, where envelopes?; “Do you know where
envelopes are?”)

The native-speaker raters both remarked that to pose such a question of a salesper-
son is odd: If the person works in the shop, of course he or she knows where things
are. An additional problem with this particular utterance is the absence of the neg-
ative particle “ne” with the verb. A standard informational question of the sort
“Could you tell me where the metro station is?” occurs with negation in Russian.
This question would appear in Russian as Vy ne podskaZete, gde metro? (“You don’t
tell me where is the metro?”).”

Finally, the raters noted problems in choice of linguistic strategy. If we look
again at the structure of the request, we see that the head act may be realized by
direct or indirect means. The rater comments indicate that the respondents
showed an over-reliance on indirect rather than direct request strategies. Al-
though requests still received the highest ratings of the three speech acts, it is
worth noting the English speakers’ penchant for indirect strategies given that this

e



31498 01 _ch07 pl10-126 pp3.gxd 10/9/08 3:¢PM Page 117

S0C10-PRAGMATIC COMPETENCE IN Russian: How Inpur Is NoT ENOUGH 117

phenomenon is documented elsewhere in the literature (see, for example, Mills,
1993) and may be worth addressing in the classroom.

Pedagogical Implications

The results of this study suggest the need for instruction that explicitly targets socio-
pragmatic competence. The data presented indicate that unstructured input alone
is not sufficient for developing high levels of socio-pragmatic competence. Despite
extensive in-country experience, these learners’ aggregate ranking on socio-
pragmatic appropriateness was 3.2 on a scale of 1 to 5—that is, not much better
than midway up the scale. By contrast, the native speaker’s mean rating was 4.77.
There is clearly work to be done. Fortunately, there is a growing sense that prag-
matics can and should be addressed in the classroom. Furthermore, some empiri-
cal research demonstrates that such instruction can result in positive gains for
the learner.?

This section describes specific classroom work developed to address lacunae
of the sort represented by these data. In my own work, I have used this approach
to speech acts with advanced students such as these participants, but such work
can, and should, be integrated into the curriculum from the lowest levels of in-
struction. Selection of speech acts to work on in the classroom and the complex-
ity of scenarios presented can be tailored to the level of instruction.? The
classroom work described here is designed for advanced-proficiency students to
complement what they have gained from their in-country experience by providing
them with opportunities to notice and articulate aspects of socio-pragmatic
knowledge that are reflected sporadically or not at all in their own performance.
The proposed activities also provide opportunities to address the issue of prag-
matic transfer from L1.

The first step to prepare for work on speech acts is to collect performance
data from the students and from native speakers. In my classroom, I employed the
same DCT used in the previously described study, but the instructor can focus on
any speech act and generate an appropriate short DCT.1? The student and native
speaker responses can then be utilized in the activities described next.

Activity 1

Data Description

This activity encourages students to become discourse analysts by asking them to
examine data collected from the DCT.1!

Present the students with examples of their responses intermingled with
those of the native speakers. For the purpose of this activity, it is helpful to clean
up the learner responses so that spelling mistakes and the like do not distract
students from the activity’s main purpose. Students might work in small groups,
with the objective at this stage being to describe attributes of the various
responses. For example, can they tell which responses are those of the native
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speakers and which are those of the learners? On what basis are they making
such a determination? Which responses strike them as more or less “Russian”
and why?

After working in small groups, the instructor can encourage students to share
their observations. Is there a consensus? Are the students’ intuitions about which
responses were native and which were theirs accurate? The purpose of this initial
session is to generate a set of observations about how native speakers’ and non-
native speakers’ performance differs. The instructor will return to this list to tailor
subsequent activities.

Activity 2

The Structure of Speech Acts

The purpose of this activity is to introduce students to the concept of the speech
act and the idea that its realization in the target language may differ from that of
their native language. The intent is not to provide the structure of every speech
act, but rather through the examination of one or two speech acts to raise stu-
dents’ awareness of the dynamic between linguistic universality and language
specificity.

The instructor should first provide students with the structure of one of the
speech acts targeted in the data collection. He or she should then discuss the var-
ious elements of the selected speech act and then have students generate equiva-
lent English examples. Next, the instructor should provide students with one or
two native-speaker versions of the same speech act, wherein they should identify
the elements of the speech act in the native-speaker texts. Finally, students
should compare their English examples against the native-speaker texts. Are
they structurally the same? If not, how do they differ? In the case of Russian, this
would be an opportunity to highlight the importance of the pre-refusal strategy
in a refusal sequence, or the differing preference for direct versus indirect re-
quest strategies.

Activity 3

Discourse Features

In this activity, the class returns to the observations generated by the first activity.
The purpose is to highlight specific discourse features whose use would make stu-
dent responses more socio-pragmatically appropriate. Obviously such work is
highly language and culture specific. The examples given here pertain specifically
to the Russian case, but also suggest possible areas of focus for other languages.

Length of Utterance

One of the first things my students noticed during Activity 1 was that the native
speakers’ responses were shorter than those of the non-native speakers. Examples
9 and 10 show native speakers’ and non-native speakers’ responses to the same
prompt. In this scenario, a tenant wants to have a birthday party at the house
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where he or she rents a room. The landlord (participant) has to say no, because he
will have some work done on the house that week.

Example 9

Kak nascet vecerinki v etu subbotu, delo v tom, ¢to, naénetsia remont i budet
stojat’ polnyi besporjadok. (“About the party on Saturday. The thing is, work
on the house will be under way and things are going to be a complete mess.”)

Example 10

Vy ne mozete delat’ veCerinku gde-nibud’ esce? My uze zaplanirovali remont
na tu subbotu. No esli nado, mozet byt’, my mozem perenesti remont na sle-
dujusCuju subbotu. (“Could you have the party somewhere else? We have
planned some work on the house for that Saturday. But, if it’s necessary, per-
haps we can move the work to the following Saturday.”)

The topic of utterance length is worth exploring in some detail. How are the
non-native speakers’ responses longer? Are they repetitive? Do they include strate-
gies not found in the native speakers’ responses? In the case of Russian, this dis-
cussion can yield interesting observations. Students suggested that the “extra
bits” often fulfilled an identifiable function. They noted that the non-native speak-
ers’ responses at times assumed more responsibility for solving a problem than
did the native speakers’ responses. This is evident in Example 10, where the re-
spondent suggests that rearranging the schedule for house repairs might be a
possibility.

A further reason they identified for the longer answers was a desire to pro-
vide an explanation: “We want to be absolutely sure that the other person un-
derstands what is going on.” This can be seen by contrasting the non-native
speaker’s and native speaker’s responses to a scenario where a person buying a
computer is sitting at the salesperson’s desk and knocks over the salesperson’s
coffee. The native speaker’s response is Example 11, and the non-native speaker’s
response is Example 12.

Example 11
Gospodi, prostite pozalujsta. Gde u vas tut kakoe-nibud’ polotence? (“Good
lord, forgive me. Is there some sort of towel around here?”)

Example 12
0j! Izvinjajus’. Mne daZe ne nravitsja kofe. Izvinite, Izvinite. Ja tupec. (“Oh,
forgive me. I don’t even like coffee. Forgive me, forgive me. I'm an idiot.”)!2

The native speaker responds with an apology and a practical request for a towel.
The non-native speaker is repetitively apologetic, offers no remedy, but instead ex-
pounds on his general clumsiness. Some of the non-native speakers’ responses
were closer to the native speakers’ responses in that they apologized and offered
help, but many of the respondents responded in ways similar to Example 12.
Words such as “nelovkij” (clumsy) and “glupy;j” (stupid) occurred frequently, as
did phrases such as “ja ¢asto tak delaju” (I do such things often). Explicit expres-
sions of guilt were also prevalent: “eto moja vina” (it’s my fault).
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Abruptness

In describing the native speakers’ responses, American students referred often to
their abruptness. The responses seemed to them somehow too succinct. Obviously
this so-called abruptness is not entirely separable from the issue of length of ut-
terance, but the students’ observation provides the opportunity to explore how po-
liteness and directness are correlated differently in English and in Russian.

For example, the Russian preference for bare imperative forms in requests
can be examined and compared to American speakers’ avoidance of such forms. A
taxi scenario proves useful at this point. Students are asked to perform in pairs a
role-play in English where one of them is the taxi driver and the other is the pas-
senger. The pair is approaching the passenger’s destination and the passenger
must tell the driver exactly where to stop. The students generate requests such as
those shown in Examples 13 and 14.

Example 13
It’s just up there on the right. You can pull over by the white car.

Example 14
My house is just a block farther. If you could pull into the driveway, that
would be great.

In a Russian context, the likely instruction would be something such as that
shown in Example 15.

Example 15
Ostanovites’ u dvora. (Stop-2pl imper by courtyard; “Stop by the courtyard.”)

This activity is highly successful not only because the difference in strategy is
so apparent, but also because with students who have spent significant time in
Russia, the native speaker’s request is absolutely familiar to them. They recognize
it and enjoy immensely contrasting it with what they have produced in English.

Surprisingly for the students, the native speakers’ comments indicate that at
times the learners’ responses were deemed too abrupt, or “rude,” by the native-
speaker raters. In much the same way as a child learning his or her L1 overgener-
alizes certain rules (walk~walked, go~*goed), these learners appear to have noticed
something in Russian speech behavior that they come to call “abruptness” and
then overgeneralize in ways that diverge from native norms. The discussion earlier
of missing pre-refusal strategies can be viewed through this lens. In an attempt
to be more succinct—and to their mind, more Russian—Iearners make their
responses shorter by omitting parts of the speech act sequence.

Perhaps the most striking examples of misapplication of cultural behavior in
the data are the three instances where different participants resorted to bribery in
responding to a prompt. In one of the DCT scenarios, the participant is talking
with a prospective landlord about an apartment he or she would like to rent. The
landlord says he will let the person know the following week. The respondent is
tasked with trying to move that timeline forward. He or she would like a response
within three days. Examples 16 and 17 are two responses in which a participant
offers money to achieve this end.
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Example 16
... javam dam esCe 20% za etot mesjac. Dogovorilis‘ (“. . . I'll give you an ex-
tra 20% for this month. Agreed.”)

Example 17
... javam dam tysjaC rublej . . . dogovorilis’(“ . . . I'll give you a thousand
rubles . . . Agreed.”)

The native-speaker rater remarked, “The attempt to influence the landlord with
money makes it rude/inappropriate.” At issue here is not the whether bribery exists
in Russia; it does.!3 Rather, what is relevant here is once again an opportunity to
discuss cultural norms and their realization in language and practice. This activity
also offers a chance to discuss why utterances that may be possible for a native
speaker may not be accepted from a non-native speaker, no matter how linguisti-
cally proficient he or she is. This point is a crucial issue to address from the earliest
levels of instruction, as it can help students construct an appropriate L2 target.

Informal versus Formal Address

Russian, like other, more commonly taught languages such as French and Ger-
man, maintains a distinction between a singular and informal pronoun and a for-
mal and/or plural one (fy versus vy).'* This distinction is found in verbal
morphology as well: present/future tense forms, the past tense, and the impera-
tive. Data from the research study indicate that American learners had trouble
with this distinction. Their DCT responses contained numerous examples of sin-
gular/informal forms where the plural/formal would be expected. These results in-
dicate that this is a common problem but do not tell us why learners make this
mistake. Addressing this issue in the classroom seems warranted given that native
speakers might consider this error highly marked.

In my classroom, I first present students with the responses containing this
particular error to see if they pick up on it. We then discuss the nature of the
informal/formal distinction and I ask them to speculate as to why they err in the
direction of informal address.’

Activity 4

Exploring Pragmatic Transfer

This penultimate activity reprises and expands upon certain aspects of pragmatic
transfer from L1 noted in Activities 1 through 3. The goal is to familiarize stu-
dents with the idea of transfer, thereby giving them another way in which to un-
derstand their language performance.

Learners first receive a definition of transfer in the language-learning con-
text and are asked to come up with examples of L1-to-L2 transfer. With some
guidance, they are able to generate a list that reflects the fact that transfer can
occur at many linguistic levels. One obvious candidate for discussion is the in-
formal/formal distinction in the Russian address system and the way in which the
lack of such a distinction in English affects learners’ L2 production. This session
on transfer also provides another means of framing global observations about
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language difference, such as the relationship between politeness and linguistic
form in L1 and L2, as well as a chance to work at the grammatical level when ex-
amining, for example, the preference for requests with negation in Russian (Vy
ne podskaZete, gde metro? / You will not tell, where is metro) that does not
match English request formation.

Activity 5

Guided Practice

A final activity asks students to practice and perform scenarios similar to those on
the original DCT. While such guided practice is by no means a panacea, empirical re-
search shows that scripted role-play can impact socio-pragmatic performance (see, for
example, Martinez Flor, Uso Juan, & Fernandez Guerra, 2003, and Takahashi, 2005).

The instructor can provide the students with scripts that reflect native
speakers’ norms. The students should practice and perform these scripts. It can
also be helpful to provide video footage of native speakers’ performance and al-
low students to compare it to video of their own performance of the same speech
act. As students become more comfortable, the instructor can shift aspects of
the scenario, being careful to retain key contextual aspects such as status rela-
tionships, and have students try to apply the strategies they have practiced to a
new context.

Conclusion

Studies of learner speech act performance in a L2 provide rich data on the acqui-
sition of L2 pragmatics. The fact that speech acts constitute discrete linguistic
units makes them a highly productive means to explore how learners’ linguistic
ability develops on a variety of levels. To perform a speech act in the L2 success-
fully, learners must draw on various competencies. Specifically, they must mar-
shal phonological, morphological, syntactic, and lexical resources. Furthermore,
they must employ their socio-pragmatic knowledge if they are to approach native
speaker norms.

This chapter used data from a study of learners of Russian to explore L2
speech act performance and to confirm the importance of pragmatic instruc-
tion at all levels of proficiency. The research examined performance across
three types of speech acts by advanced-proficiency adult learners of Russian.
The data showed that performance overall did not reach native speaker norms
and that learners’ performance varied depending on the speech act—differences
that were attributed to the presence/absence of component parts of each speech
act. The data also revealed more general problems, such as over-reliance on in-
direct strategies and informal address forms. These particular problems reflect
not just issues for the Russian language classroom, but are also indicative of
the kinds of pragmatic topics to which teachers of all languages must be at-
tuned. A series of classroom activities designed to address the attested lacunae
was proposed as well. Research into the efficacy of the proposed instruction
remains a next step.
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Notes
1. Discourse competence constitutes one of the four components of communica-

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

tive competence first outlined by Canale and Swain (1980). Celce-Murcia and
Olshtain (2001, p. 16) argue that discourse competence is, in fact, the “core com-
petency” It “is where everything else comes together.”

. This particular class is required of all students who enter the University of Utah

with extensive prior language experience and wish to pursue either a Russian ma-
jor or minor. It can also be taken as a terminal course for students who simply wish
to fulfill the university’s B.A. language requirement.

. Test items have been modified with permission from items created by University of

Hawai’i at Manoa, National Foreign Language Resource Center.

. An anonymous reviewer queried the validity of the number of participants and the

use of only two raters.The latter is fairly standard practice in socio-pragmatic re-
search (Yu, 2004, and Shardakova, 2005, for example, both use two coders or native-
speaker raters). Certainly, a larger number of participants would have been
desirable. Nevertheless, for research on one of the less commonly taught languages,
26 respondents with similar proficiency levels constitutes a sizable sample.

. These examples may contain other errors, but the focus here is on the presence or

absence of the head act in question.

As Gerhart remarks in her book The Russian’s World: Life and Language,“even the
aging saleswoman must be called ‘devuska’ to get her attention because no better
word is available” (1995, p. 48).

. See Nedashkivska’s 2004 article, which elaborates on the same phenomenon in

UKrainian.

. Kasper (1997) makes the case for classroom instruction and provides an overview

of ten empirical studies of the effects of pragmatic instruction.

. For lower-level students, it would be best to choose a type of speech act that oc-

curs in their textbook. For Russian students, an obvious choice would be invitation
sequences, given that many early dialogues focus on these exchanges.

For a discussion on the construction and use of DCT instruments, see, for example,
Hudson, Detmer, and Brown (1995) or Gass and Mackey (2007).

For an excellent resource on using discourse analysis methods in the classroom, see
Riggenbach and Wennerstrom (1999).

The respondent has created a noun of his own meaning with “tupec.”This word
exists in Russian, but it means “a furrier’s knife” and is related to the adjective
“tupoj,” which means “dull” both in the literal and the figurative sense.The suffix
-ec is used in Russian to create both nouns denoting male humans and nouns that
denote an object or instrument. Clearly, the student is not using the word in its
actual meaning. I have translated the noun assuming that the student has created
this word to mean a person who is “dull” or “stupid.” Alternatively, the student may
simply have intended to use the adjectival form “tupoj.”

For an excellent examination of bribery and the exchange of favors in Russia, see
Lovell, Ledeneva, and Rogachevskii (2000).

Acquisition of the informal/formal pronominal distinction by second language
learners has been a fertile area of study. See, for example, Dewaele (2004), which
explores both the use of these pronouns in French by native speakers of English.
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15. Recent work suggests that this is an area of particular difficulty for English speakers.
Dykstra (2006) shows that perception of the sociocultural weight of the pronominal
distinction varies little across proficiency levels. Even learners of Russian with ad-
vanced proficiency and learners with time abroad did not evidence native-speaker-like
understanding of the fy/vy distinction.
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Appendix
Short Description of the Speech Act Prompts in English.

1. Request of salesperson to customer to move out of the way.

2. Request of potential landlord to speed up his decision on whether you can have
the apartment.

(53]

. Apology by head of department for erasing a file on a coworker’s laptop.

'S

. Refusal to a potential employer to take a tour of the facilities because you have to
be at another interview.

. Request of a salesperson to show you where envelopes are in the store.
. Refusal of an offer of sunscreen by the president of your ski club.

. Refusal to read over a coworker’s draft because you are too busy.

®w 4 & Wn

. Apology for spilling coffee on the salesperson to whom you are handing money
for a computer purchase.

9. Apology to your supervisor because you are late for work.

10. Request for sunscreen from the president of your ski club because you have for-
gotten yours.

11. Refusal of discount photo-developing coupons because you are a tourist and won’t
need them.

12. Apology for being late to meet with a roommate to talk about house issues.You
own the house and the other person rents from you.



